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To my daughters, for inspiring me every day. For laughing with me and at me. 

To my husband, for always making me laugh. 
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  Gabriela
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My body freezes as a loud pop interrupts my momentum. My car shakes like an old washing machine and I’m forced to pull over to the curb.  Shit.
The curb is not a curb, it’s more like a bike path. I stare at the asphalt stretched in front of me. My car’s headlights cast a yellow glow on the dark street. I glance at my rearview mirror. Pitch black. I can only hope that no cyclists are out on a Saturday night and crash into my car. That would suck.
I get out of my car and examine the damage from the middle of the street. A flat tire.
For a few seconds I think about my parents.
Once upon a time, my dad taught me how to change a tire. In case of an emergency, he had explained. Could I change a tire? Maybe. Do I want to? Hell no.
On the other hand, my mom is always telling me I should get AAA. Do I listen to her? Clearly, I don’t.
Since my parents are overprotective Latinos, I will not be sharing this experience with them. On the other hand, I should probably be happy it’s just a flat tire and not a bullet hole. Positive thinking.
Shining lights to my side make me pause. Friend or foe? I quickly get off the street, stand behind my car, and wait. The car continues its path along the quiet two-lane street, and I let go of the breath I didn’t realize was trapped in my windpipe. 
It’s quiet tonight. I can hear the leaves fluttering on the ground and the trees murmuring on top. 
I can also almost hear creepy music and imagine myself in the middle of a movie. Zombieland comes to mind. Actually, wait, I think that music is coming from the radio.
I think it’s safe to say there’s something seriously wrong with me. I take a deep breath and summon my inner zen.
The threat of a zombie pandemic notwithstanding, the fact is there aren’t any streetlights. The lights of the houses across the pavement barely illuminate me and my car. I wonder, is that a thing? No lights around a golf course? Do golf course designers realize how creepy that is? Beautiful during the day, creepy at night. That could almost be a slogan… or not.
A new set of lights approaches me. This time the driver slows almost to a stop before speeding up again. I follow the car with my eyes as it keeps going, makes a U-turn a few yards away, and comes back my way. Oh, fuck. I hope the driver doesn’t come back to kill me. I should have researched how many people are murdered on golf courses each year.
The lights of the car are still on as the occupant gets out, and I follow a shadow in what seems to be slow motion as it comes toward me. Illuminated by the lights behind him, I can’t stop thinking about a horror movie.
It only takes me a few seconds to make out the familiar shape.
Oh. My. God.
His mouth slowly turns into a grin as he realizes it’s me. I want to knock that smile off his face.
Because it’s him. Ralph.






  
  Ralph
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It’s Saturday night and I’m on my way to my friend Olivia’s house. She just bought a place near a golf course and is hosting a housewarming party. I’m five minutes away when I notice a car pulled over on the side of the road, then its owner standing next to it. 
Her shoulder-length brown hair is loose around her face. There’s something familiar about the way she puts her hair behind her ear. It’s human nature; I can’t help but be curious. I slow down to see her face. I think it’s her, but it can’t be because she left Miami a year ago. Unless she’s back? a voice in the back of my head interjects.
My heart thumps in my chest as I turn my car around, park it behind the stranger’s car, and get out. Her chocolate eyes are as big as saucers as I come closer. Does she think I’m here to kidnap or murder her? “Gabby?” I ask.
Until she realizes it’s me, at which point her worry turns into anger. Big, big anger. “You!? I can’t believe this shit!” She looks up at the sky and shakes her head. That is not the reaction I was hoping for, but okay.
“Who were you expecting? Mother Teresa?” I say, trying to lighten the mood.
“Hilarious, always with the jokes. Everything is a joke to you.”
How fast things change. A year ago, it was one of the things she loved about me, my sense of humor. “Not everything.” After a brief pause I add, “Do you need help?”
She folds her arms and raises her chin, just a tad. “No, thank you. I was about to call Olivia.”
“I can help you. She’s probably busy with guests anyway.”
“I’m good. I’ll have her send one of her brothers.”
“Well, this is not a negotiation. It’s January, it’ll get colder soon and I’m not leaving you here alone.” Saying nothing else, I walk to the other side of her car. 
I glance at her. When I open the driver’s door and push a little button, the trunk pops open. I walk back, grab the spare tire and a few other things, then move to the front of her car and position the jack in the best location. She stares at me the whole time.
As I kneel, she moves to the front of the car. Closer to me.
It takes a few minutes and some effort to loosen the lug nuts. I glance her way again as I fiddle with the jack’s handle and slowly raise her car. Her eyes look dramatic with the dark makeup, but she looks around the street, unsure, and hugs herself. I don’t want her to worry; I want her to know she’s safe.
I’m also dying to know what’s going on with her. I guess this is as good a time as any to ask questions and get some answers about why she disappeared. It helps that she can’t go anywhere. “Gabby, how have you been?” I ask as I raise this side of the car off the pavement.
She pushes a clump of hair away from her face to behind her ear, then crosses her arms again. Her eyes narrow and she glares at me. Of course, she does. Should I tell her I was upset too because she left without a word? Glare back at her? “What do you call a sad coffee?” 
She doesn’t answer. “A depresso,” I say and try not to smile.
“You’re such an idiot.”
Riiight. Turning more serious, I ask, “Can you explain to me why I had to find out from a friend that you were gone?”
“A friend? Who told you?” I glance at her. “Can you please tell me which friend?” she asks again.
“Why? Does it matter?”
“Yes. I need to know… so that I can save time before I murder this soon to be ex-friend.”
I can’t help but chuckle. “Okay then.”
Her lips press together, and I can hear the exasperated sigh. “This is not funny, Rafael.”
“I didn’t say it was. You’re cute when you’re mad though.” Her car is finally high enough. I pull the punctured tire off the hub behind it, replace it with the spare, then slowly lower the car. We both pause as a car goes past us.
After a few minutes, she says, “I’m going to guess it was Olivia.” At my lack of confirmation either way she shakes her head.
“By the way, it’s Ralph,” I say after a few minutes, grunting as I tighten the lug nuts.
“What?”
“It’s not Rafael. Just Ralph.”
“I think I prefer Rafael. Rafael.”
“Come on, Gabby.”
“No. It’s Miss Rodriguez to you. We are not friends. I got fired because of you and had to leave Miami. I had to go to Pensacola. To the middle of nowhere. It’s old there... and boring. It was the only college that would hire me after you got me fired.”
“It’s Pensacola, not Tibet. It’s not that bad there, the weather’s nice, and I did not get you fired. If you would have answered the five hundred text messages or the two hundred calls and emails, I would have told you that.”
“You did too!”
“Did not,” I reply calmly.
She points her index finger at me and pouts. “Did too!”
Finally, I’m done with the tire and I stand up from the ground. Brushing the dirt off my hands, I look at her. “Come on, work with me here. Let’s hash it out right now. What exactly is it you think I did?”
“You posted those pictures of that drunk student from my phone on the university’s social media page. I was the social media coordinator, not the university’s newspaper. My job was to make us look good. It was humiliating. Of course, my boss fired me. I would have fired me too. The dean was ready to fire him and everyone else in the department after his parents complained.”
I remember the pictures. Everybody on campus was talking about them. Thankfully, someone from the department saw them and took them off, but I had nothing to do with them. “You always had a flair for the dramatic,” I say as I grab the punctured tire and roll it toward the back of the car. I put the tire on the ground and return for the jack and tools. She follows me as I put everything away.
I pause and turn to face her. “The dean would not have fired you. The word on campus was that your boss was an incompetent dick. The only reason he didn’t get fired sooner was that nobody complained.”
“Still. Does not change the fact that I got fired because of you.”
“Explain to me, oh wise one, how did I log in? And more importantly, why would I do that? To a girl I like? Who in their right mind would do that?” My last words make her pause, but only for a few seconds. Her eyebrows knit together. I can see the wheels turning.
Why do I have a feeling she will not make it easy for me?
“You’re the only person I know who thinks it’s funny to take other people’s phones to play a prank. You had my phone when the pictures were posted, who else could it have been? Casper?”
“Casper? As in the friendly ghost? Why would he take your phone? He’s friendly,” I say and try not to laugh at the absurdity of this conversation. She slaps her forehead and shakes her head. She is not amused.
“You know what, never mind. It doesn’t matter. I have a new job. I’m back home where I belong. I’ve moved on and this conversation is pointless. Thank you for your help. Bye.”
Before I can say anything else, she moves past me and closes the trunk. I watch as she gets in her car, slams her door, and speeds away from me without another word. 
How did that go sideways so fast? Shit.
She clearly has not moved on. To be honest, neither have I. Three dates and one kiss. That was all it took. Three dates with this girl and I was ready to hand my heart to her.
I think back to our last date. That day, armed with information from her friends, I took her to her favorite spot in South Beach. South Pointe Park. After dinner at a nearby restaurant, we strolled through the park, along the water, to the pier. We saw a couple of cruise ships heading off to sea, and she had burst into laughter when I held her arm and we waived at passengers like two kids. Later on, we watched the sunset from the pier. As the sun was setting, we kissed for the first time. I knew then she was different. 
I stand in the middle of the dark street for a few seconds. I don’t know where to go from here. She’s convinced herself I did something that harmed her. We met at work through mutual friends, which I guess is ironic considering work drove her away, but what she claims makes no sense.
When I look down at the ground, a thought occurs to me. She just left her tire in the middle of the street and we’re probably both going to the same place. I grab the tire, open my trunk, and put it away.
I’ll give her a few minutes to get a drink or two and relax. Then we can have a conversation, because this time, I’m not letting her go without a fight.






  
  Gabriela
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I arrive at Olivia’s house and knock. After a few minutes, one of her brothers opens the door and directs me to her. I find her near the kitchen. She’s talking to our friends Bianca and Valentina. When they see me, they scream with joy. I can’t help smiling at their excitement. When I’m close enough, they hug me, and I know I’m home.  I love sandwich hugs. I missed my lifelong friendships and the genuine sense of “I have your back” they provide. Actually, I’m going to reconsider my plan to kill Olivia. Maybe torture will suffice.
“We missed you. How are you?” Olivia says, pulling back.
“I’m good. Happy to be home. I missed you guys.” There’s a collective Awww, accompanied by more hugs that warm my heart. We have kept in touch thanks to technology, via emails and videos, but you can’t hug over Zoom. 
Bianca beams at me; she always had the brightest smile. After a few seconds, she fires off questions. “Where are you staying? Did you move back? How’s the new job at the college? Tell us everything!”
“I moved into a new place about three weeks ago. Two weeks ago, I started my new job as the new social media manager. My department works with the different academic departments to identify social media needs, announcing anything important. We guide social media posts so that all social media is uniform… and a bunch of other things I can’t remember right now, but basically, we make the college look cool,” I answer, almost out of breath. 
“Nice! That sounds amazing. We miss you at the university, but we’re so happy for you. It’s a great opportunity.”
“Thanks, Bianca. I appreciate that.” Nicole, another friend, appears. She, too, gives me a hug and asks similar questions, while she hands me a glass of white wine. A few minutes later, she excuses herself and walks away. Knowing her, she’s probably taking care of everything and everyone. I make a mental note to catch up with her later.
I take a sip of the wine. It’s crisp, sweet, and so good. This is exactly what I needed. To see my friends, to hug them, and to have a drink or two. As a matter of fact, I can almost forget what happened in the last half hour. Almost.
Looking at me, Olivia asks, “Hey, can you connect my Wi-Fi? It’s been glitchy.”
“Me? Pffff. Not even close. I think you’re forgetting I do social media. I suck at IT.”
“Yeah, but you work with computers all day.”
“Yes, and no. There are the IT pros, then there’s everyone else. I’m in the ‘everyone else’ group. Call the company, I’m sure they’ll send a tech to fix it for you.” She nods and I take another sip of wine.
“What else? Did you leave any guys behind?” Bianca asks. Because she’s perpetually looking for the one, she assumes everybody else is. This idea of the one is such an abstract concept. Like how do you even know who the one is supposed to be? Instinct? Magic? Telepathy? And by that logic, how do you know your instincts aren’t telling you that he’s a serial killer? To get away from him as fast as you can?
The truth is, these past couple of years my love life has taken a back seat to my career. Except for one person, who shall not be named, there hasn’t been anyone memorable.
This is just like with Voldemort. One doesn’t want to talk about him, yet one spends all one’s time talking about him. Which I realize makes no sense, but I digress.
Now that I’m back home and have a good job, I should look into this one thing. I think I need more information before I can commit. One of these days, I’ll invite her for coffee and pick her brain.
Meeting her eyes, I reply honestly, “No. Not really. I made friends, but I didn’t really know that many people. I was anxious about my career going up in flames and then I just wanted to come home.” I shrug and continue, “To be honest, I didn’t see the point. Besides, for the first couple of months, my phone was blowing up with texts and messages from Voldemort.”
Olivia cocks her head and Bianca asks, “Who?”
Crap. “Ralph. I meant Ralph.”
“Come on! Give the guy a break. He’s a very nice guy. Funny, too.”
“Right. A nice, funny guy who takes other people’s phones, shares pictures he shouldn’t share on their professional account, because he thinks it’s funny, and gets them fired. Sure, Olivia. He’s a saint.”
“I didn’t say he was a saint. Besides, did you actually ask if he did it?”
“Olivia, I’m a logical person. I saw him get into other people’s phones a couple of times, just for giggles, and he had my phone.”
“Still, you should ask. He’s not like Ethan. Ethan was a creep.”
 “Ethan was horny,” Bianca says.
Ethan was the last person I dated before I met Ralph. Let’s say he was… grabby. Also, consent was a foreign word to the guy.
“See, they agree with me. Ralph is nice. You need to talk with Ralph,” Olivia says to me, pulling me back to the conversation.
Here we go again. We already had this conversation a year ago. With and without wine. I don’t want to rehash it again. “How was your birthday, Olivia?” I ask instead. “I’m sorry I missed it. I needed to wrap up everything at my old job.”
Somebody kicks me in the shin. “Ow!” A sharp pain forces me to bend and rub my leg.
“I don’t think you want to know,” Olivia answers wistfully. After a second, she tips the rest of her wine and winces. Ooookay.
I know she broke up with her longtime boyfriend, but I didn’t get many details over text. “Are you going to tell me what happened?” I ask, straightening up. A second later, another kick surprises me. “Hey!” I narrow my eyes and look at my friends. I swing my finger around and point it at Valentina because she’s the violent one. “That hurts! Stop that!”
Valentina cocks her head, her eyes wide with emphasis. “Stop asking stupid questions,” she says.
“It’s not a stupid question, and if it were, how would I know if nobody tells me?”
“Coño. Casi lo mato.” I almost killed him, she says. “Let’s just say, I was ready to run him over with a truck after Olivia’s brothers beat him up. I’m still hopeful though. If I see him, I might just run him over with my car and claim temporary insanity.”
Wow. She’s really thought about this.
“Valentina, we’ve been over this. No violence. We’re educated people who work at a higher education institution. We don’t beat up people. We’re supposed to set examples
for our students,” Olivia says. She’s like Switzerland, always diplomatic and peaceful.
“If it was that bad… can I just say, I’m with her?” Leaning toward Valentina, I stage whisper, “I’ll go with you.”
Valentina nods and Olivia huffs, “Oh my God. You guys, it’s fine. It’s over. It’s a new year. Now I live in this brand-new house. I mean it’s old, but everything in it is new. We’re fine. Everything is fine.” After a second, she grabs my wine and downs that, too.
Bianca wrinkles her brow and Valentina shakes her head. Oh boy. Is this what a mid-life crisis looks like? In her case, quarter-life crisis. Is that even thing?
I really need to find out what happened. I feel bad that I wasn’t here for her. At the very least, I should have asked Valentina for details. I’m about to say something when movement at the door distracts me. “Mira quien entró.” Look who walked in, Valentina says. We all keep our eyes on Ralph as he talks to one of Olivia’s brothers. “Where is he going?” she asks no one in particular.
“Probably to wash his hands,” I say. My friends all turn to look at me. “What?” I ask. 
“What did you do?” Valentina asks.
“Nada. I did nothing. I had a flat tire, and he stopped to help me. His hands are probably dirty. It’s a miracle his clothes are clean.”
“It’s a miracle he’s not wearing a Hawaiian print shirt,” Olivia snorts. At this, we all look at each other and burst into laughter. He always wears Hawaiian print shirts to work. Like Olivia, he’s an academic advisor. He claims his attire helps his students remember him. Today, though, a Hawaiian shirt is nowhere in sight. Instead, he’s wearing a dark, long-sleeved collared shirt that fits him perfectly and highlights his broad shoulders and well-defined biceps. He’s also wearing dark khaki pants and dark brown shoes. 
Yes, I know I’m supposed to hate him, but I’m not blind. None of this changes the fact that he looks good. Although people probably said the same thing about Ted Bundy, now that I think about it, and we all know how that turned out. 
This does not bode well for me. 
I have an overactive amygdala that causes a heightened fear response. I know my amygdala is responsible for emotional responses, but she’s clearly impaired. Whenever he’s
around, she calms down. She’s a traitor. I must fix her ASAP. 
It is less than five minutes before we lock eyes again.






  
  Ralph
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I finally make it to the party. The first order of business is to wash my hands; the second, talk to Olivia, then find Gabriela. Preferably in that order. 
After I use the restroom, I spot Olivia surrounded by her friends, and walk in their direction. I can only guess they’re talking about me when all conversation stops. “Hi, guys,” I say.
“Hi, Ralph,” Olivia, Valentina, and Bianca say in unison and I grin. She frowns. They’re all smiling as I go around kissing cheeks. Except for her. She did not say hi. She did not say hola. She is not smiling. If I had to name it, I would say she seems exasperated. The craziest thing is, I’m not even sure why. She is the one who left.
“Olivia, your house is beautiful,” I say, looking at my friend and standing next to her.
Olivia beams at me. “Thank you, Ralph. It came together at the end.” She looks around her living room, a proud look on her face.
“How much did you have to do to it?”
“Too much. We remodeled the bathrooms, the living room, and dining area.” Pointing to a spot near the kitchen, she continues, “We took out a wall from here and opened up the kitchen. We made it a mini chef’s kitchen; I love it. Everything in the kitchen is new. The bedrooms stayed the same, just new paint. They are huge!”
“Wow. It looks amazing. You did an outstanding job.”
“Thank you. I mean, I didn’t really do anything. I didn’t knock down walls. The contractor did everything— I just wrote checks. Um, do you want a drink?” she asks, moving her hand. 
“I’ll get something. Here, I got you a housewarming gift.” I hand her a thin rectangular box.
“Aww thanks, Ralph. You shouldn’t have.”
As she opens it, I explain, “It’s a cool multi-game system. It’s got chess, dominos, cards, and backgammon. Now you can host game night.” This last comment makes her smile.
“Thank you.” She gives me a quick hug and I reciprocate.
Pulling something from her huge purse, Gabby says, “Here. I got you something too. It’s a custom address stamper. It has your name and new address.”
Olivia opens it and beams. A few seconds later, she shows us the cool stamp and a sample with the fancy calligraphy. “Oh my God, this is sooo cool. I love it. Thank you, Gabs,” she says.
They embrace and Gabby smiles. Her eyes are lovely and warm, and her smile lights up the room. I can’t help but grin. “You’re welcome,” Gabriela says, taking a step back. When she notices me, her brows dip and her smile disappears.
“If I would’ve known office supplies were going to make you happy, instead of a baking set I would have helped you furnish your new office,” Valentina says.
“Ha. That’s funny. I don’t even know why I have an office. I’ll be spending all my time in the kitchen. Cooking is my secret language. The baking set is perfect. It goes with the mixer that my brothers got me. I also got a basket of cleaning products from somebody. Now I can mix, bake, and clean. Together, they’re the perfect gifts.” At this comment, I chuckle. That’s Olivia. She always sees the positive in any situation and in people. This is one reason we like her, and why her students love her.
Looking at Olivia, Gabby asks, “Instead of cooking, which you already do really well, why don’t you try another hobby? I hear Spanish is very useful in Miami.”
“Languages and I don’t get along. I mean, I can understand it. I just can’t speak it. Speaking of which, do you think it’s possible the Duolingo people are stalking me?”
“Are you drunk?” Valentina asks.
“I’m not. Not yet anyway. It’s just that I get emails from them saying they missed me. It’s creepy.” 
We all look at her. I shake my head and try not to laugh. After a few more minutes of conversation, I excuse myself.
On my short way to the kitchen, I say hello to people from work and have a couple of micro-conversations. 
I grab a cold beer and take a sip. When I hear somebody ask, “Why did the sun skip college?” I have to stop and answer. I stick my head between two people who are standing in a circle. “It already has a million degrees?” I say. The group explodes in laughter; a few people shake hands with me and I laugh. “Thank you. Thank you. I’ll be here all week,” I say to a few more laughs and a couple of exaggerated eye rolls from people who are smiling. I can’t help but smile too. 
After a few higher ed jokes, some more inappropriate than others, I make my way back to the girls.
As I approach, I can’t help but focus on her. I really, really want to talk to her. 
She’s listening to the conversations going on around her, saying hello to people and glancing at me from time to time. She’s wearing jeans, a print black and white shirt, and a collarless white jacket. In the last half hour, I seem to have developed a vampire complex. I can’t stop looking at her neck. I wonder how many kisses I can fit there and if she’s ticklish. 
Her brown hair is touching her shoulders. It’s more of a reddish-brown now, and I love it. I have to tell her at some point. Also, she’s put her hair behind her ear at least three times since I arrived, but who’s counting?
Nicole, another friend and co-worker, pulls Olivia away into a conversation about the party. After a few minutes have passed, Bianca winks at me and pulls Valentina away. I wink back and try not to smile or be too obvious. 
Finally.
I take a couple of steps closer to Gabriela. I’m five foot eleven and she’s at least five foot six, but with her current boots, we’re almost eye to eye. She smells like vanilla and lavender. It’s addicting. I try to concentrate; to be present in the moment. “Hey, can I talk to you in private?” I ask.
She doesn’t answer and I say the first thing I can think of. “Why did the chicken cross the road?” I deadpan, trying not to smile. 
She rolls her eyes at me. 
“I’m kidding. You’re ignoring me. If you keep ignoring me, I’ll just keep making bad jokes.” After a brief pause, I say, “Gabyyy,” dragging out the last syllable much longer than necessary. 
After a few long seconds, she finally answers. “Fine. What do you want to talk about?” 
“I think there’s been a misunderstanding or a miscommunication somewhere and I’d like to talk to you about it.”
“A misunderstanding? I don’t think so. Everything’s perfectly clear. You can’t take anything seriously.”
“I do take things seriously. I take this very seriously.” I say, gesturing between us. “Are you single?”
“I’m sorry, but what does that have to do with anything?”
“Let me ask you something, where do you see yourself in five years?” At this question
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