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​Chapter 1: The Return
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Nine years without coming back to that town I’d been forced to leave, and right now, nothing sounded worse than returning. Not because of the town itself, but because of my parents.

I would’ve rather stayed with my aunt, but she agreed that I needed to come back too. And if she hadn’t spoken to me with that same soft tenderness she always used, like I still wasn’t grown up and was somehow still a little girl, I never would’ve put my ass in this truck.

My father was driving, and every time I looked at him through the mirror, this wave of anger hit me.

He was the one who sent me away to the city, so why was he coming for me now? After all the times I begged him to.

Three years. That’s how long my pleas lasted. Three years of lies too. Three years where nobody had the guts to tell me the truth until I overheard my aunt talking on the phone.

After that, everything changed.

I stopped begging to come home and started hating my parents instead. No matter how hard I tried, the feeling never fully disappeared, because I knew they were the ones who caused the disaster.

Him more than anyone.

Tired of looking at him and getting angrier every second, I put my headphones on and ignored him, staring out the window instead.

The scenery pulled me in instantly.

Mountains stretched so high they looked like they touched the sky, covered in trees painted in different shades of green. Some had soft young leaves, delicate like newborn children, while others were dark and vibrant, creating a beautiful contrast.

I rolled the window down.

The cool breeze brushed gently through my hair and made me smile.

That was something I missed. Being surrounded by nature, fresh air, and the peace that came with it.

We drove past the huge sign welcoming people to Yamasá, and I realized we were close to my parents’ house.

My smile faded a little.

I didn’t want to get there.

Not long after leaving the paved road behind, we hit the dirt and rocks, and the trip slowed down. We reached a steep hill, and the moment I saw the road full of holes and loose stones, I grabbed onto the seat, already knowing what was coming.

My father kept driving, maneuvering carefully to avoid the deep ruts. The truck zigzagged while the tires slipped and groaned against the rough climb.

When we finally made it up and I could breathe again, the worst part came next: going down.

The slope was ridiculously steep and just as uneven.

I held on even tighter. The ride got so rough my headphones fell off, but I didn’t bother picking them up until we were completely safe again.

The same thing repeated over and over, and every stretch of the mountain road felt harder to cross than the last.

Still, we eventually reached a familiar red gate.

Someone opened it, and my father drove inside.

There stood a house big enough to fit three families, surrounded by green grass and hundreds of trees stretching endlessly behind it.

The second we arrived, my mother practically ran outside to greet me. She had this huge smile on her face and looked seconds away from crying.

She’d always been emotional.

She pulled me into a hug, and for a moment, it felt awkward. Like I didn’t recognize the woman standing in front of me anymore. My body wanted to pull away.

Luckily, she let go first.

―I’m so happy to see you, sweetheart. You’ve grown so much, and you’re beautiful. Come inside, you must be exhausted. Juana made your favorite food.

She spoke so fast I could barely understand her, but I nodded and followed her in.

The house looked different from what I remembered.

There was a new living room set, a dining table, and one of my father’s shelves packed with collectible figurines. In the middle of them, a framed picture caught my attention.

I picked it up.

The girl in the photo had light brown hair, honey-colored eyes, and tan skin. The smile on her face made the whole picture feel alive.

I brushed my fingers lightly over her face, a tightness forming in my chest.

It was hard not to think about my sister every day when the girl staring back at me in the mirror looked so much like her. If my skin were just a little darker, people could’ve mistaken me for what she looked like years ago.

I kept looking around until the food was brought out.

―Cristina, how are you? It’s been so long since you left. Just look at how much you’ve grown! ―Juana said the moment she saw me.

She was older now, dark hair streaked with gray.

I smiled and walked over to hug her.

She’d been the family’s cook for as long as I could remember, and one of our closest family friends too. Though honestly, I hadn’t expected her to still be working here after the accident that changed both our families forever.

―I’m doing well. Just tired from the trip, but I’m sure I’ll feel better after I rest.

―You will, don’t worry. I’ll let you eat now because you must be starving. Oh, my son’s going to be so happy when he hears you’re back.

―Anthony.

The name left my mouth instantly, and suddenly every memory crashed into me at once.

Us running through the grass. Swimming in the river. Playing between the trees. Wandering around with nowhere to go. The first “I love you”...

Funny how I’d barely thought about him all these years, yet hearing his name once made me wish he were standing right in front of me.

―I hope so, because I’d really like to see him.

My father sat across from me, and judging by the expression on his face, he didn’t like that idea at all.

But I ignored it.

When had he ever liked any idea of mine?

Never.

Juana finally left, and I focused on the moro de gandules with coconut and the beef on my plate.

My parents kept staring at me the whole time, and it was uncomfortable. Like they hadn’t seen me in years.

But they visited me at my aunt’s house every now and then, so there was no reason to act like this.

―Why do you want to see that boy, Cristina? ―my father asked after holding his tongue for about fifteen minutes.

I was honestly surprised it took him that long to say something.

―Because he’s my childhood best friend. Is it weird that I want to reconnect with him?

―No. I understand that perfectly, but remember what happened, sweetheart.

His words lit a spark inside me.

How could anyone forget what happened?

―None of that was Anthony’s fault, or his family’s, so don’t drag them into this ―I said, trying hard to keep my voice calm.

―I’m not saying it was their fault. I just think you should stay away from them.

―I’m not doing that. Save your breath. Anthony is my friend, and so are his brothers, so I’m going to talk to them. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to my room. I need to unpack.

I walked toward the stairs and headed up to the second floor while my mother scolded my father behind me.

Same old story.

Right before entering my room, I noticed the door across from it.

There was a small shield-shaped plaque with the name María written on it.

For a second, I wanted to open it. I even reached for the doorknob, but the moment my fingers touched it, my chest started pounding violently and my mind spiraled out of control.

I clenched my teeth, like somehow that would give me the strength to turn the knob.

It didn’t.

I let go.

The last time I walked into that room, she had still been inside.

And even after nine years, I still wasn’t ready to accept that I had made it back home...

but my sister never did.

And never would.
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​Chapter 2: Reunion
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I spent the next morning wandering through every corner of my parents’ house, and once I ran out of places to explore because I’d already seen everything, I went outside.

I was barefoot, so the moment my foot touched the grass, I felt the morning dew still clinging to it, and memories of the old days came rushing back. Back when I used to wake up early just to soak my feet in it until my father eventually came outside to scold me.

Back then, even his punishments sounded affectionate.

I never thought that could change.

I walked around the entire yard, and when I reached the dirt path cutting through the trees, I stopped for a moment to think.

That road led to my father’s land, where all kinds of crops grew.

All except one place.

La Lomita.

I smiled at the memory of it, and the urge to go see it crossed my mind. But the second I took a step forward, someone spoke behind me.

―If I were you, I wouldn’t walk down that path barefoot.

It was a man’s voice I didn’t recognize.

I turned around as I replied:

―Good thing you’re not me then, because I’m not putting shoes on.

I looked at him, and he smiled the way an old friend does after years without seeing you.

It only took a few seconds for my brain to finally catch up.

Anthony.

He looked completely different from the
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