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            You should have been nicer to my mom.

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	2:04 p.m.

            	2:47 p.m.

            	3:15 p.m.

            	3:37 p.m.

            	3:58 p.m.

            	5:36 p.m.

            	7:02 p.m.

            	8:10 p.m.

            	8:32 p.m.

            	9:48 p.m.

            	10:02 p.m.

            	10:27 p.m.

            	11:13 p.m.

            	11:32 p.m.

            	12:02 a.m.

            	12:17 a.m.

            	12:58 a.m.

            	1:32 a.m.

            	2:40 a.m.

            	Author’s Note

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	Also by Vincent Tirado

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	iii

	v

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247


	ii

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	2:04 p.m.

         

      
   
      
      
         
            2:04 p.m.

         
         Rain droplets fell like pins against the car window. Small and ineffective at obscuring Xiomara’s vision, they traveled down
            the glass as far as the wind could push them, leaving disconnected trails of water. She stared into the lines and the way
            they warped the image of any passing foliage, street, or car on the other side of the glass. She wanted to melt into it herself,
            blur and escape just as quickly.
         

         
         “Are you listening to me?”

         
         Her father’s voice brought her back to reality. He sighed into the cell phone, already knowing the answer to the question.

         
         “Sí, Papi,” she lied. Xiomara switched the phone to her other ear, putting space between her and the glass. The rain continued
            downward. The rideshare driver clicked his signal and turned down another street.
         

         
         “Mentirosa.” Papi chuckled. A quick little sound to let her know he wasn’t mad at her. He already knew she didn’t want to
            go there. What kind of person was excited to be surrounded by reminders of the dead? It was not at all an unreasonable assumption.
            But the truth of the situation was worse. Xiomara didn’t want to pretend to be polite and cordial with the very same people
            who’d done nothing but harass her mom with rumors and lies. She didn’t want to hug and give a kiss on the cheek to the same
            people who would slander her mother’s character to anyone who would hear them. Did Papi know this? Of course not—and truthfully,
            that was by design.
         

         
         Xiomara didn’t want to go anywhere near those people. But Papi insisted. After all, her grandfather Papi Ramon had died, and there was a reading of the will. Xiomara had to go, because it wasn’t like Mami could. 

         
         She was dead too.

         
         So for just an hour or two, Xiomara would have to grin and bear it. Kiss her aunts and uncles on the cheek and sit still long
            enough for the lawyer to read out the will.
         

         
         “Xiomara?” Papi was hesitant.

         
         “I’m still here.” She shut her eyes and sank into the leather. She knew this voice all too well. It was the one he put on
            when he wanted to calmly broach a subject she wasn’t comfortable with.
         

         
         “Are you sure you don’t want to me come?”

         
         “No!” Xiomara blurted. The last thing she wanted was for him to deal with the fake concern and well-wishes of her two-faced
            relatives. Papi was too naive. He would believe it to be genuine, and she didn’t want to tell him what they said about his
            wife when she was still alive. Everything from Mami draining Papi Ramon’s wealth for a selfish lifestyle to implying Mami
            had cheated on Papi. No matter what, Mami had made sure these rumors never made their way back to him—she never wanted him
            to feel like he’d married into a troubled family. With her gone, it was Xiomara’s turn to shield him. Mami never had to ask
            her to, but Xiomara didn’t want to let all those earlier efforts be in vain.
         

         
         Still, it made Xiomara’s blood boil to remember the very first time she realized her extended family couldn’t be trusted.
            She was around five years old, and for one reason or another, her tía Aury was babysitting.
         

         
         “Are you sure that man is really your father?” Aury had asked.

         
         Xiomara had been very confused by the question, and even more confused by the way her aunt was giggling between her teeth,
            like she was circling around a really funny joke.
         

         
         “You can be honest with me. I won’t tell anyone!” But then the phone had rung and Aury had busied herself with a conversation.

         
         Later, Xiomara had asked her mother about what Aury meant. She remembered the way Mami’s face pinched before she excused herself to get to the house phone. Xiomara wondered what about her made everyone run to phones, but then she heard Mami shouting. It started a whole family-wide fight, with Papi Ramon getting involved as a mediator. 

         
         When he asked Aury why she would say something like that to a child, her answer was simple: she didn’t. Mami must’ve made
            that up just so she’d have an excuse to pick a fight.
         

         
         “Or maybe Xiomara lied,” Aury had said, throwing the young girl under the bus. “Josefina didn’t raise her right.”

         
         It was the last time Aury was allowed to babysit Xiomara, something she apparently never wanted to do in the first place.

         
         Xiomara cleared her throat now and returned to Papi.

         
         “It’s fine. I can handle it. By the time you get here, it’ll be over anyway.”

         
         “Okay,” Papi conceded. “But as soon as it’s done, hurry back. There’s supposed to be a storm tonight.”

         
         Xiomara’s eyes skated up to the sky. The hovering clouds indeed looked ready to bring down the heavens.

         
         “I will,” she said. “I’ll text you as soon as I leave. Love you. Bye.” She hung up as soon as she could. If she stayed on
            the phone any longer, Xiomara was sure that Papi would make up an excuse to come anyway. He wasn’t an overbearing father by
            any means—but when it came to a death in the family, he wanted to make his condolences known, even if it was to the abusive
            in-laws.
         

         
         And as much as Xiomara had loved Papi Ramon, she knew that her relatives didn’t deserve any sympathy.

         
         The rideshare driver glanced at her through the rearview mirror. He’d been doing that almost since the moment Xiomara climbed
            into the back seat. If it weren’t for the fact the man seemed to have more wrinkles than he had the sense not to stare, she
            would have thought this was the start of a kidnapping. Or at least the beginning of some toxic masculinity about to rear its
            ugly head. Instead, the wrinkles just reminded her of Papi Ramon.
         

         
         “Sorry for your loss . . .” the man said. His thick Dominican accent colored the sentence. “You are one of the Abreus, yes?”

         
         Only technically, she wanted to say. But it didn’t matter to them that Xiomara had her father’s last name, Castillo, because she was connected to a greater man. 

         
         Xiomara could see in his eyes that he knew exactly who she was—or at least who her family was. It wasn’t the first time a
            stranger knew her family’s name before she knew theirs, and it likely wouldn’t be the last time. A-B Millennium was a multimillion-dollar
            corporation that started building its wealth since before Xiomara was born. Its roots began in the Dominican Republic, financing
            cars and businesses, and then grew enough to create a second base of operations in New York City. It meant that Mami’s childhood
            home was farther north—in Yonkers, rather than the city itself—where the houses were spacious and the family could have a
            bit of privacy.
         

         
         Not that the privacy lasted very long. With the creation of the Abreu Scholarship, whose mission was to send young Latinos
            to college for free, the family became a beacon of hope and a shining example to every immigrant, telling them that no matter
            where you were from or where you were headed, there was always a way to find success.
         

         
         I should have never taken those promotional photos when I was a kid. Regret piled on with each moment of recognition.
         

         
         “Your grandfather was a good man,” the driver continued.

         
         I know, she thought. “Thank you.”
         

         
         Soon, the car slowed to a stop. Xiomara exited the car and stood in front of the large two-story home, walls painted dark
            wine with a faded gold trim around the windows. The overgrown lawn pushed cracks into the pavement, and dandelions took residence
            in the added space. A broken window was boarded up on the second floor. Xiomara’s mouth fell open. This couldn’t be it. Not
            the house she remembered. She was so shaken that she actually looked down at the rideshare app on her phone—it pinged her
            at Papi Ramon’s address. She looked back up at the ramshackle state of the house, shaking her head again. Her grandfather
            had been a man who valued appearances, always wanting to look his best, and that generally extended to his home.
         

         
         But Papi Ramon was dead. And before that, he had long been sick. It was only right that his home would match his condition.

         
         Had it truly been that long, though? For the house to look like this?
         

         
         The cold drizzle sapped Xiomara’s body heat slowly, and she cursed herself for not wearing a thicker coat. Going to school
            in California the last couple of years certainly changed her sense of appropriate clothes for chilly weather. She jogged to
            take refuge under the archway of the front door and lifted a hand to knock—then froze. Something about the house gave her
            immense pause, the feeling of a field mouse at the entrance of a bear cave. Or a lion’s mouth. It wasn’t just that she was no longer welcome—if she entered, there was no guarantee she would escape.
         

         
         It had been a while since she had been to see Papi Ramon. Her last visit to this house was after Mami’s funeral, and Xiomara
            just couldn’t bear to be around more reminders that she was gone. Which now made it seem like a cruel joke that she had to
            return, when the only person worth being there for had already been buried. Xiomara glanced at the square bit of plastic perched
            above the door frame. A circular glass center was fixated on her like an eye.
         

         
         Right. She had forgotten they’d installed a camera after the break-in all those years ago.

         
         Suddenly, there was movement behind the sidelight. Before Xiomara could brace herself, the door was unlocked and open.

         
         “Xiomara?” A familiar face greeted her first. “Were you just waiting out here?”

         
         Naomi’s brows knit together in confusion. Not at her standing outside, but like she didn’t know why Xiomara was there at all.

         
         Xiomara tried to hide the prickle of hurt in her chest. “No, I just got here. Am I late?”

         
         The young Haitian-American shook her head. “Compared to everyone else, you’re pretty early.” Naomi stepped aside, allowing Xiomara entrance into the family home. The slightly older woman’s face relaxed into a neutral expression. From the corner of her eye, Xiomara studied her. Naomi was an old friend of the family, one she spent a significant amount of time with from childhood up to her teen years. Yet it had been so long since the two had been together that Xiomara felt she was looking at a different person entirely. 

         
         Naomi’s dark skin was porcelain smooth, save for the tiny moon-shaped scar behind her ear. The large forehead that she’d had
            as a child was less pronounced; Xiomara could see she had grown into it.
         

         
         A spark of guilt ignited with the surprise of seeing Naomi again. A few years ago, Xiomara had gotten a call from Papi Ramon.
            It was about the break-in that had occurred. His television had been stolen, as well as a handful of old jewelry belonging
            to Xiomara’s grandmother. He wasn’t hurt, but Xiomara knew that there was something he wasn’t telling her.
         

         
         “Do you remember Julia?” he had asked. Of course she did. Julia was Papi Ramon’s housekeeper. Xiomara liked Julia because
            although she was a no-nonsense woman who kept the house orderly, she was always kind to the young girl even when Xiomara’s
            own family wasn’t. Julia was also Naomi’s mother, and the reason the two had become friends in the first place.
         

         
         “Julia was killed.” Papi Ramon tried to hide his sniffling by forcefully clearing his throat. “You should reach out to Naomi.
            She . . . doesn’t have a father, you know, and she shouldn’t be alone.”
         

         
         Xiomara’s ears were ringing for the rest of that conversation, and she felt a distinct pain in her core. She processed a single
            detail later—that, mercifully, Julia’s death was quick. A single bullet pierced an artery, and she bled out in the hallway
            on the first floor. It wasn’t until an hour later that Xiomara’s uncle Rafael had shown up to find her.
         

         
         Not much else was said. Xiomara remembered hanging up. She remembered looking up plane tickets to fly back for the funeral,
            only to get a stomach bug the day before boarding the plane. She remembered telling herself she would call Naomi and apologize
            for not being able to make it.
         

         
         And now she remembered never making that call. Once the fever broke, Xiomara simply forgot about the recent tragedy and focused
            on regaining her health.
         

         
         Since then, Xiomara had wondered about Naomi, but had also thought she had missed her chance to reconnect from that first missed flight. Except Naomi was here now for Papi Ramon’s funeral. 

         
         If Xiomara thought she had a hard time coming back to her mother’s childhood home after her death, she couldn’t imagine what
            it meant for Naomi to be in the same place her own mother had died. Had been killed. Maybe that was why Naomi seemed to now be keeping her at arm’s length.
         

         
         It was clear their childhood friendship had all but withered away.

         
         “Is everyone already here?” Xiomara shrugged off the thin coat she wore and folded it awkwardly over her arms. It was less
            of a question and more of a feeble attempt to resuscitate their relationship.
         

         
         “Not everyone.” Naomi locked the front door. “Just your aunts and, uh, Rafael.” The uh hit the back of the woman’s throat like an ugh, but Xiomara couldn’t figure out how to ask why she’d reacted like that.
         

         
         Without another word, Naomi quickly strode away toward the kitchen. The length of the hallway ended at the start of the dining
            room, where Tía Aury idly sat, doing something on her phone. She was dressed in matching peach blazer and slacks over a sleek
            beige button-up, a sharp contrast from Xiomara’s black jeans, gray shirt, and cardigan. It was like her aunt was running a
            light-hearted press conference for a country club rather than in a period of mourning.
         

         
         As Naomi passed by, Aury’s eyes darted up once, twice, and then she broke into a toothy grin. Xiomara stiffened, knowing what
            would come next.
         

         
         “Xiomaraaa!” Aury’s voice boomed loudly. Her chair screeched as she pushed it back and made a beeline to her niece. She wrapped
            both arms around Xiomara in a half-hearted squeeze, engulfing her in a thick cloud of fruity perfume and planting a kiss right
            next to her ear.
         

         
         “How are you?” Aury asked. “Are you looking for a job yet? We could always use more people in Alluria.”

         
         Alluria was the women’s empowerment skin-care company that Aury had created. Founded by women, for women, it boasted cruelty-free products, partnerships with charities to end domestic violence, and generous maternity leave. A place truly crafted with women in mind, it promised to provide endless opportunities for growth for “average but extraordinary working women.” 

         
         That was the copy, at least.

         
         It was a noble sentiment . . . that had never made any sense to her. Average but extraordinary? Which one was it? Regardless,
            Xiomara did not want any part in the company, which was almost certainly a pyramid scheme. She thought back to the way Aury
            had said it. “In Alluria.”
         

         
         Not “at.”

         
         Yeah, definitely an MLM scam.

         
         “I’m okay. I’ve still got a couple of job interviews.” Xiomara forced a polite smile, then glanced around the home. “Is anyone
            else here yet?” On the other side of the hall, Tía Marisa leaned against the wall with a phone pressed against her ear. She
            waved from afar, with an ecstatic smile that Xiomara could tell was less for her and more for whoever was on the other end
            of the phone. Aury returned the wave and smile with her own. The moment Marisa turned away, Aury’s eyes went sharp. Her voice
            dropped into a disdainful whisper.
         

         
         “I hope she doesn’t get her heart broken again.” Aury’s lips pointed to her sister. “She loses her head every time she does.
            Remember the time her old boyfriend broke up with her after cheating on her and she drove his car into a river?”
         

         
         Xiomara didn’t have to be reminded. The oldest daughter of Papi Ramon was also the messiest. It didn’t help that the story—which
            she told in a series of Instagram posts—launched her into influencer infamy. Then a movie was optioned to retell that story,
            and Marisa got it in her head that she was going to be a movie star . . . until she found out that Sofía Vergara had been
            cast in her role.
         

         
         The movie never went into production due to a series of events that caused Marisa to be placed on house arrest with a restraining
            order set against her. Whatever the reason, Xiomara had learned it was better not to get on her tía’s bad side.
         

         
         “How long has she been dating the new boyfriend?” Xiomara asked.

         
         “With her, who knows? But you know, the longer the relationship, the worse she blows up at the end of it. Just thinking about
            it makes me need a drink.” Aury twisted on her heel and went back to the dining room. “Naomi! Get me a glass of wine. And
            come get Xiomara’s coat.”
         

         
         Xiomara let out a slow breath. The sticky chemical smell of the perfume remained lodged in her throat, along with her own
            mounting irritation. “No, it’s okay. I can handle it!” she shouted for Naomi’s benefit.
         

         
         Where’s the lawyer? Papi had told her to get to the house by 2:30 p.m. She assumed this meant the reading of the will was exactly at 2:30, so
            she arrived a little early. Unless . . .
         

         
         Xiomara leaned back against the wall once the realization hit her. Two thirty was probably what everyone was told because
            no one was ever on time. A lot of her family—like her cousins, Yaritza and Henry, were always “fashionably late.” So did this
            mean that the actual start time was 3 p.m.? Had she arrived a whole hour early for no reason?
         

         
         Goddamnit. This was the downside of avoiding her family for so long: she’d forgotten a lot of their idiosyncrasies when it really counted.
            Maybe Xiomara could hide in one of the rooms until everyone else arrived. It was a large house to accommodate a large family,
            so if she really wanted to, she could avoid just about everyone until the reading began.
         

         
         With an actual plan, Xiomara turned toward both ends of the hall. On one end, Aury sat at the dining room table, right between
            the storage room and the kitchen. In the other direction, Marisa stood in front of the steps to the second floor, which also
            happened to be across from Papi Ramon’s study. Between the two of them, only one would talk her ear off, but that didn’t mean
            that Xiomara liked Marisa any better. When the woman wasn’t attached to a man, she made every other woman her enemy. Xiomara
            remembered how Marisa made excuses to be alone with her father when Mami was alive. The sheer audacity of the woman made Xiomara
            want to crack open her skull and see what had gone wrong.
         

         
         That settled it. The only other place Xiomara could find solace would have to be the library. The memory alone both lifted her spirits and calmed her nerves, birthing a near-instinctive feeling that said, yes, go to the library—she would be safe there.
         

         
         Luckily, it was right across from the front door, just a few feet away from her. The tiny room initially functioned as a coat
            closet in her mother’s days. Then when Mami and all her siblings grew up and moved out, Papi Ramon turned it into a little
            library—just for Xiomara. Her cousins were never very interested in reading and rarely visited the house as often as she did
            anyway. It was just a bonus that it was the only way he could get her to stop running around and causing trouble for Julia.
         

         
         Xiomara wondered if her old books would still be there. Or had Papi Ramon slowly gotten rid of them, the way he’d slowly removed
            all the coats?
         

         
         A door squeaked open. To her right, Xiomara spotted Rafael exiting the storage room, rolling cobwebs and dust off his clothes.
            Like Aury, he glanced at her once, twice, and then smiled with all the warmth of a burning campfire instead of an all-consuming
            conflagration: cozy and contained and careful not to overwhelm her.
         

         
         “Hola, Xiomara. ¿Cómo tú tá?”

         
         Approaching him first, Xiomara sank into his hug. Unlike Aury, Rafael wore the lightest touch of cologne that complimented
            his natural scent. It was an odd comfort but a welcome one considering her sensitive nose was beginning to pick up on how
            old the house smelled. Like wet moss and fungi.
         

         
         “Hi, Tío. I’m fine.” To her own surprise, she sniffled. She didn’t think she was on the verge of tears at all, but being bombarded
            with so many emotions had the effect of wrenching them from her.
         

         
         “It’s going to be okay.” He patted her back. Over his shoulder, Naomi’s head poked out of the kitchen. Her eyes fell onto
            Rafael’s back, souring for a moment before disappearing again.
         

         
         Rafael pulled away. “How’s school? Are your grades still okay?”

         
         Xiomara’s smile became strained. “I graduated last semester.” Not that she expected him to know that. She kept away from him just as much as she did from her aunts. He was mildly better than Aury and Marisa by virtue of having been a little nicer to Xiomara’s mother—but when those two tried to tear Mami apart, he hardly ever had come to her defense. Maybe it was because he thought it was all just a catfight. Maybe he thought he was too much of a man to get in between women. Regardless, Xiomara knew that if any of the women in her family started treating her the same as they did her mother, she could rely on no one’s help but her own. 

         
         So it was best to keep everyone at arm’s length.

         
         “That’s good to hear.” Rafael took in a deep breath.

         
         “Is something wrong?” Xiomara asked.

         
         He shook his head, but as he gave a sweeping look around the hallway, she noticed how wide his eyes were. Like he was doing
            his best to keep from crying. He cleared his throat forcefully and brought his shoulders up. “It’s just been a while. Being
            here, you know . . .” His words hung in the air. It was clear to Xiomara that Rafael was also not prepared for the emotions
            they were going to be battling all evening. Aury and Marisa may have quickly moved through the mourning period, but Xiomara
            and Rafael seemed to still be taking up residence in it.
         

         
         She could sympathize with him.

         
         She wasn’t going to, though.

         
         “Why were you in the storage room?” Xiomara peered around him. The door was already shut, and Rafael hadn’t budged since Xiomara
            approached. If he was hiding something, he wasn’t doing a good job of not being suspicious about it.
         

         
         “Ah, I was just looking for something.” He waved her away and turned back into the room. “Something from a few years ago.”

         
         “Do you need help—” Xiomara tried to ask, but Rafael had already closed the door behind him. He probably hadn’t heard her,
            she decided. Yet the lack of creaking floorboards clued her in that he hadn’t stepped away from the door at all. He simply
            waited in silence. Xiomara turned away, somehow feeling like she was intruding on his privacy.
         

         
         Whatever. She wasn’t here to dissect every odd movement of her extended family. She was here to find out what Papi Ramon had left her—or hadn’t left her—and go home. With any luck, she’d be back in her own childhood bedroom at Papi’s house before sunset. 

         
         “He’s been in there all afternoon,” Naomi said, sidling up next to Xiomara.

         
         “All afternoon?” She raised an eyebrow. “He got here that early?”

         
         “Mm-hm. Won’t even tell me what he’s looking for so I can tell him where to find it.”

         
         Xiomara blinked, perplexed by that statement. “Why would you know?”

         
         “Because I’m the home aide . . . ?” Naomi gave her look that said, no one told you?

         
         Embarrassment lit Xiomara’s cheeks aflame. It was bad enough she’d never gotten around to calling Naomi, but now she was exposing
            how little she knew about her former friend.
         

         
         “Oh.” She swallowed her guilt. “When did that happen?”

         
         “When Ma died,” Naomi said, so nonchalant that Xiomara took an extra moment to process that. She imagined the turn of events
            that had brought them here. Mami had died, and Xiomara couldn’t stand the house, so she’d left behind not just Papi Ramon,
            but Naomi. Then Naomi’s mother was killed, and unlike Xiomara, she didn’t have an extended family to lean on. It had been
            three years since that call should’ve been made. Naomi would’ve been freshly eighteen then, and in need of some income to
            take care of herself. Papi Ramon would’ve been too kind to turn her down. After all, he was getting too old to be without
            a home aide, so in a way, they needed each other. It made sense.
         

         
         Xiomara watched Naomi from the corner of her eye. It had been years, for sure, but somehow Naomi looked just as much the same
            as a kid as she did now, growing into a version of her mother.
         

         
         “I’m sorry . . .” Xiomara mumbled. “About your mom.”

         
         Naomi’s arms tensed for a moment and dropped with a shrug. “Yeah.”

         
         Welcome to the Dead Mom Club.

         
         The words were so close to being spoken aloud, but they never made it through Xiomara’s lips. It was something that Yaritza had said to her once. Because Yaritza’s mother died during childbirth, she seemed like the de facto leader of the club, and welcomed Xiomara with something close to consolation. It only seemed right that Xiomara welcome Naomi into the same club . . . but she also should have done it ages ago. 

         
         So instead, she followed Naomi in silence. The younger woman opened the library door first and went in. Xiomara stopped right
            behind, afraid of what she would find. What if her books were no longer there? Suddenly, Xiomara missed the hours she’d spent
            reading Coraline and The Phantom Tollbooth and Bridge to Terabithia. She’d run straight to the little library as soon as she crossed the threshold of the front door and wouldn’t come out until
            it was time to go home. In the blink of an eye, the afternoon would have passed and she’d be content.
         

         
         The memories were magical, and if the books were no longer there, it would only be further proof that her time in Papi Ramon’s
            life had come and gone.
         

         
         Xiomara took a deep breath and entered.

         
         At first, the dim lighting made it difficult to see the stacks of overflowing boxes huddled against the walls, with a promise
            to trip anyone who was not attentive enough in their entrance. A pang of hurt shot through Xiomara’s heart until her eyes
            adjusted to the dark. The boxes were all marked books. A wave of relief fell over her, and she mentally made plans to get all of them shipped to her new apartment.
         

         
         “Hey!” Naomi’s head peeked up over a tower of boxes in the corner. If she hadn’t said a word, Xiomara might not have noticed
            the little nook at all. “Close the door,” she whispered loudly.
         

         
         The door was closed. “What are you doing?” Xiomara asked. Naomi’s head dropped down. Xiomara carefully stepped behind the
            makeshift cardboard box wall. The light of Naomi’s cell phone was the only illumination upon her face as she texted quickly.
         

         
         “Hiding,” she answered. “Every time your aunts see me, they start ordering me around like I work for them.”

         
         Xiomara couldn’t fault her for staying out of sight, but it begged the question—why was Naomi here? Shouldn’t she have gone
            as soon as the funeral was over?
         

         
         Unless she’s also a recipient in the will. Xiomara wouldn’t be surprised if Papi Ramon had left her with something. At this point, she was part of the family, even if Aury acted like she was still an employee.
         

         
         Xiomara crouched next to Naomi, if only to make it seem like she wasn’t looking down on her. The home aide sat on a pile of
            coats, which Xiomara recognized as those of her aunts and uncle. Taking a page out of Naomi’s book, Xiomara rolled her coat
            into a ball and sat on it.
         

         
         “Where is everyone else?” Everyone else meaning Tío Manuel and his two kids, Wanda and Henry. And technically Yaritza should have arrived with her father, Rafael,
            but it looked like she had yet to make it.
         

         
         “Not sure,” Naomi answered, barely glancing up from her phone. Her thumbs danced across the screen. “Manuel and his kids should
            be in soon.”
         

         
         “Why didn’t Yaritza come with Rafael?”

         
         Naomi brushed a rogue curl away from her forehead. Much of her hair was pulled back into a bun, but the edges were loose and
            coiled with sweat. Xiomara wondered how hard her aunts were working Naomi.
         

         
         “I don’t know,” Naomi responded. “She’ll probably be here soon, though.”

         
         And if she isn’t, her flippant response implied, it’s not my problem.

         
         Crossing her legs, Xiomara rested against the wall and closed her eyes in quiet reflection. Without Papi Ramon, the house
            was just a house like any other. It was wood and drywall and concrete, susceptible to infestations like roaches and termites
            and rodents. Without him, this hardly seemed like the place her mother had grown up. All that was left behind were fond memories
            found in books and the vermin known as her relatives.
         

         
         Xiomara felt a twitch. It was on her upper back, right where her neck poured in between the scapulae, the tiniest sensation
            that could barely be called an itch and would have escaped her attention if not for a distinct feeling, a hunch, that something was amiss. If she’d poked and prodded at that little hunch, it might have grown, deep enough to call a rabbit
            hole and wide enough to swallow her whole.
         

         
         Not safe, the feeling might have spoken in the same place she’d always felt secure, and she’d wonder why that was no longer the case.
         

         
         As the situation stood, Xiomara had no reason to think anything of that hunch; she simply scratched the itch.

         
         “Your cell phone’s ringing.” Naomi nudged her leg. Xiomara hardly felt the vibration of her phone in her pocket. Dread filled
            her stomach. There could only be one of two people who were calling her at this time—and she’d already spoken to Papi today.
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “H-hey, Xo,” Her ex, Marcus, spoke with a smile in his voice that only thinly masked the underlying shaking nerves. “Did you
            get there okay?”
         

         
         “Yes, I did.” Xiomara pinched the bridge of her nose. “Did you need something, Marcus?”

         
         “I just wanted to make sure you were safe.”

         
         Xiomara held back a groan. “I’m safe.”

         
         “And, you know, if you needed anything. I’m not too far.”

         
         “I’m aware,” Xiomara said. Beside her, Naomi hardly perked up at the sound of conversation. If it was Aury, she would’ve been
            demanding answers to who Xiomara was talking to—not because she cared, but because Xiomara sounded annoyed and Aury was nothing
            if not a chismosa—a gossip.
         

         
         “So . . .” Marcus seemed to be waiting for something.

         
         “So what?” Xiomara turned to the wall.

         
         “How are you?”

         
         Xiomara paused. She considered not answering, if only because the answer itself was complicated.

         
         “My grandfather died, Marcus. How am I supposed to be doing?” She tried to keep the bite out of her voice. Marcus didn’t deserve
            snark. He was sweet, really. Too sweet. The kind of person who was a chronic problem solver. Which could be great, but also
            meant there was no way to vent to him without him giving unsolicited advice. No thank you. She didn’t need advice right now—and she definitely didn’t need sweet. Xiomara needed space. She had told him well enough before she’d flown out for the funeral.
         

         
         How was she supposed to know that the guy’s hometown was Brooklyn?

         
         Maybe if I’d paid attention while dating him, I’d have known. That was just further proof the two were not a good match. Yet she found herself not feeling guilty, but annoyed. 

         
         Marcus stumbled through a well-meaning answer but was overshadowed by Marisa’s sudden shrieks.

         
         “Ay, where is Naomi? Naomi!” Clacking heels went right by the door and continued down the hall.

         
         Now it was Naomi’s turn to hold back a groan.

         
         “When. Will. They. Learn. I. Don’t. Work. For. Them?” With each word, she dramatically hit her head against a box. She waited
            another minute and then slowly rose to her feet. Outside, Marisa was already accusing Naomi of moving her phone charger.
         

         
         “Aury, did you see where Naomi moved it?” The door hardly muffled her shrill voice. Xiomara watched Naomi wrap a hand around
            the doorknob. She slowly inhaled and held her breath. On the exhale, her posture straightened and she opened the door.
         

         
         “Yes, did you need me?” The door clicked shut.

         
         “Xo?” Marcus spoke. “Is everything okay over there?”

         
         No, she wanted to say. Nothing is ever okay over here. But if she said that, she would have to elaborate, and the only thing that put her in a worse mood than interacting with
            her family was talking to someone who thought they could fix her family.
         

         
         “I gotta go.” She hung up.

         
         It will just be an hour, she told herself. She could deal with her family for an hour, right? It’s not like reading the will could take all night.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            2:47 p.m.

         
         Whatever her aunt wanted with Naomi, it meant that Marisa was now away from the staircase. Xiomara peered out cautiously.
            Perhaps it was the fact she hadn’t seen the house in years that gave her trepidation—immense change unsettled her. She learned
            this when she got an official autism diagnosis. It came late, for sure, spurred by her initial troubles in college, but once
            she came to terms with it, change became manageable. The first thing she had to do was understand she didn’t have to like
            change—she just had to acknowledge it.
         

         
         With the obstacle now gone, Xiomara set out to do just that and ascend to the second floor. Her foot nearly broke through
            the first step. She looked down in shock and found a large split in the wood that she hoped had already been there. A shiny
            nail stood out to her—Papi Ramon must’ve had to reinforce the step several times. Clearly, he was not a carpenter. Xiomara
            skipped over it and climbed the staircase.
         

         
         Even then, the entire structure creaked loudly under her weight. It didn’t use to do that. Xiomara wondered just how much
            of it was the natural result of her growing up and how much was the house showing its age. The building seemed eager to respond
            to her, a groan for every step forward. My, look how big you’ve grown, it said. I remember when you were barely one hundred pounds. Now she was fifty pounds heavier, and the house could not stop reminding her.
         

         
         She stopped at the second-floor landing, perplexed at how little time it had taken for her to get there. Didn’t it use to
            take longer? Weren’t the steps supposed to be deeper? And why had her shoulders instinctively tensed when she was halfway
            up? Suddenly, Xiomara recalled another aspect of the library. There’d been many times when she would hear strange noises from
            above. The sound of something clawing at the floor with a great thud. Papi Ramon would claim that it was only rats—which would
            be bad enough—but to Xiomara, the clawing sounded like it came from something much larger than a rat. Like a dog.
         

         
         Or a wolf.

         
         And right then, on the stairs with that memory, she was a deer. Her hair stood on end, an odd sense tingling that she was
            being watched, and not by anything human. It set off an alarm in her head, and while she jolted in spirit, her body took to
            freezing. But she was safe as long as she did not look back.
         

         
         Why?

         
         The question both surprised and scared her; the answer was rooted in childhood fantasies. If she didn’t look back, didn’t
            look under her bed, didn’t sleep with one limb hanging out from under her bedsheets, the monster would not get her. It was
            silly, the way this logic worked, yet she tended to not question her gut. After all, trusting her gut had never steered her
            wrong before. Why would it now?
         

         
         Except it did steer me wrong. Right when she entered the house, unease had hit her like a wall. Sitting in the library, it had intensified. She felt like
            she should’ve turned tail and run, but she didn’t, and nothing so terrible happened to make her regret it, did it?
         

         
         Maybe not yet.

         
         Xiomara couldn’t help but question every feeling she discovered upon arriving. Ever since she’d pulled up to the house, things
            had felt . . . off. Or rather, the house had always felt off to her, and it was as if her time away had shielded her from that memory.
         

         
         Well, the memory was back, and it was throwing her world out of whack and making her question so many things.

         
         The only answer she got from her body was a set of tense shoulders and shaky knees. Her memories impressed upon her the need to not turn back. It was truly visceral too: the sensation began at the base of Xiomara’s spine and traveling upward, the conviction that something would be waiting for her if she so much as spared a glance. 

         
         Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look, her thoughts chanted as if it were normal. It was almost jarring. The fear was familiar—like she was always afraid of the stairs and just hadn’t remembered until this very moment. She wondered what would happen if she did look back. What sort of consequence awaited her if she disobeyed? Audacity forming, Xiomara turned on her heel and gazed down
            the staircase.
         

         
         There was nothing. Just a normal, if old and rickety, set of stairs.

         
         She scoffed at her fear. Reality snapped in—she was never afraid of the stairs. What she had been afraid of was what she always felt watching her from the stairs—and from much of the house. Xiomara had forever felt
            something lurking in the corners and shadows and bathrooms. Something she couldn’t quite parse. Eyes coming from places a person could
            not always fit.
         

         
         Eyes that always made her think, Maybe it wasn’t a person.
         

         
         Xiomara lingered with that thought for a moment, still not moving. She wondered if it was the sound of the pounding rain, or the miasma of animosity
            toward her family (and Naomi’s animosity toward her), or Papi Ramon’s lingering death, but this house that had always been so welcoming now suddenly felt other.
         

         
         She looked down the hallway. It mirrored the first floor—long, with several doors on each side, four to her left and three
            to the right. The floral wallpaper peeled intermittently, exposing wooden paneling, like wounds. She traced a finger up and
            down the torn edges as she trailed down the hall, wondered exactly when it had started to fall apart. She remembered what
            it had looked like when she pulled up in the Uber, and thought it was like the house itself was sick. Infected. A virus that
            was once confined to a single moment now spreading itself over the vast length of the house. Or maybe the house had always
            been this imperfect, and the mask could no longer be maintained.
         

         
         Xiomara tried to recall the last time she was here, because she couldn’t picture the house ever looking like this. Couldn’t believe Papi Ramon would let the house look like this.
         

         
         Has it been so long? Xiomara thought.
         

         
         It’s been years, a voice supplied, not quite her own.
         

         
         Shortly after Mami’s funeral, she remembered once again, and it took her a moment to realize she’d already been through this.
            It was like her memory was on a loop, and yet she let it play out anyway.
         

         
         She had stayed for a week, and though Papi Ramon insisted that she stay longer, Xiomara had to get back to school. And while
            that was a legitimate excuse, it wasn’t the only one. Xiomara just couldn’t stay in the same place her mother had grown up.
            She couldn’t stomach sleeping in the same bed that Mami had slept in. It was bad enough that she saw Mami every time she looked
            in the mirror. She had seen pictures of her mother when she was younger—Mami was slender with a round face and a mole on her
            earlobe. And while Xiomara had no mole, the older she got, the more she could see that picture looking back at her, in the
            curves of her cheeks and the folds of her eyelids.
         

         
         When Mami was still alive, she would brag to her friends about how similar Xiomara was to her, even in personality. Xiomara
            was well-behaved, quiet, didn’t cause trouble, and above all, always listened to her elders. Maybe that was why Papi Ramon
            had wanted her to stay longer. She looked and acted so much like Josefina. And Josefina was Papi Ramon’s favorite child.
         

         
         If he could see her now, she was sure he would mistake her for his youngest daughter.

         
         That brought out a bitter laugh, and the echo startled her for just a second—she hadn’t realized how quiet it was compared
            to the stairs. Did anyone else have these same emotions? The same sudden realizations that lent to distant memories they’d
            thought were long forgotten? Rafael seemed to be having a few. Aury and Marisa appeared entirely detached. And Naomi—well,
            Xiomara couldn’t imagine that the home aide would be struck by nostalgia, having never really left the house at all.
         

         
         Grief. Xiomara settled on that word for explanation. She was grieving and feeling guilty, and the combination of the two was heightening
            all the wrong senses, twisting her perception of what used to be against what simply was. The truth was she loved her grandfather dearly, and was attempting to justify her absence in the last few years of his life.
         

         
         The only thing wrong with Papi Ramon’s house was that he was gone.

         
         Xiomara stopped in front of his bedroom door. Across from it had been her mom’s room. It was strange the way she felt like
            there was a direct line between the two. A link that kept the other’s memories alive. Through Xiomara, Mami could relive her
            childhood. To Papi Ramon, Xiomara was a lovely reminder of the daughter he favored.
         

         
         Without either of them, Xiomara was an anchor without a ship, weighed down and unable to stop as she continued down the length
            of the hallway. As a child, the house had felt so big to her that it might as well have been the size of the whole world,
            with undiscovered secrets lying in wait. But right now? It felt snug. And with the rest of her extended family coming for
            the will reading, snug didn’t mean cozy. It meant suffocating.
         

         
         Somehow she knew it was only going to get tighter.

         
         She looked away from the doors, to the end of the hall, where a window that seemed to have been glued shut did little to let
            in the gray light from outside. It hadn’t always been glued shut, Xiomara remembered. Her grandmother left it cracked to keep
            the air from going stale—when had that changed again?
         

         
         Do you want to fly?

         
         Xiomara shuddered and turned away, rubbing that small spot behind her neck until it was soothed. Her gut told her to head
            back downstairs, to leave the second floor and return to the library immediately. She frowned at the impulse, not knowing
            where it came from. None of her memories were so bad that they validated the apprehension she felt, constantly buzzing beneath
            her skin. Sure, Xiomara was too afraid to venture up the steps alone—the eyes—but the rest of her childhood memories were largely positive. She stalked forward, pushing against the unknown phobia of the window while relaying the good memories in her head. Xiomara either played with Naomi in the library, watched cartoons in the dining room, or sat in Papi Ramon’s study while he regaled her of the time he’d been a pastor. 

         
         Oh, right. He used to be a pastor. How did she forget about that? It was back in DR, before Mami was born but sometime after Marisa. He was very poor as a pastor, and so he and Xiomara’s
            grandmother, Mami Inez, struggled. With his last thousand dollars, he decided to create his own business—A-B Millennium—and
            only flourished from there. It was like God had decided to reward him for all the years he’d spent guiding His sheep. There
            were entire hours dedicated to Papi’s experience as a pastor, while she was still small enough to fit on his lap. Mostly on
            Sundays, because Xiomara always got in trouble for falling asleep between the pews and Mami was so embarrassed she’d want
            Papi Ramon to set her straight. But each time, Papi Ramon would only chuckle and bounce his adorable (his words) granddaughter
            on his knee while she complained about how tedious Sunday school always was.
         

         
         “What about church is so boring?” he asked.

         
         “All we do is sit and pray.” She pouted. “Or stand and pray. Or kneel and pray. Can’t you just teach me how to do what you
            did?”
         

         
         “Preach?” he teased.

         
         “No! Egg-sersize!”

         
         Xiomara blinked. The memory had hit her like a slap upside the head. Papi Ramon wasn’t just a pastor—he was an exorcist. A traveling one, if she remembered correctly. What a strange background for a successful businessman. Back then, Xiomara
            was too young to know anything about demons or that an exorcist had to be appointed by the Vatican.
         

         
         And she was pretty sure the Vatican had never once approached Papi Ramon for such a thing. For one thing, he was Pentecostal,
            not Catholic. And no governing body within that denomination decided who could and couldn’t be exorcists. She’d remember if that were the case, otherwise. Except . . .
         

         
         Would I?

         
         For she was finding that memory was a tricky thing, and in the hour she had been at home, she’d already been assaulted by odd recollections she had no choice but to consider as facts, while “remembering” things that seemed like they should have been ingrained in her. Xiomara rubbed the back of her head, nearly sent into vertigo by the memory of Papi Ramon doubling over in laugher. He always thought her awkward pronunciation of the word exorcist was the cutest thing in the world.
         

         
         What he didn’t find so cute was when she kept going.

         
         “He didn’t like talking about demons,” Xiomara said out loud as if to her reflection. It moved in time with her as she dug
            a little deeper to why. Unpleasant thoughts suddenly jumped to the surface. When the topic came up, he couldn’t help but shift
            his eyes around, as if searching for something. He’d try to hide it in that laugh of his, but once Xiomara realized it, she
            couldn’t stop noticing it. And once she did, she would push. Most of the time, Papi Ramon made an excuse to get away, once
            even practically dumping her off his lap to “take a call.”
         

         
         Except one time . . .

         
         She remembered it, or “remembered” it—whichever it was didn’t matter. But in that moment, Papi held a stern facial expression.
            His eyes went tight and he squared his jaw, and at the time, she thought she was in trouble, like she had asked about something
            forbidden. Looking back, however, she didn’t read annoyance in his expression.
         

         
         She read absolute terror.

         
         He forced his eyes straight ahead, as if avoiding the gaze of some creature as he leaned over and whispered into her ear.
            She listened now for those words . . .
         

         
         And found she couldn’t hear anything. What
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