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            Dedication

         
         
            This book is dedicated to two Puerto Rican kids from the Bronx who tried to make a way from no way: my mother, Edelmira Alers,
               and my father, William Coss. May they rest in peace and power.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            I want to love the story of my life,

            the stories. Then I shall seem

            not so much a creature in an index

            of adventures or of dreams,

        
          

         
            as an interactive force that fed itself

            on love, a force that did not atrophy.

            And if it was reckless,

            what will it matter?

            —Chase Twichell, “Worldliness”
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            Walking the Spiral

         
         
            Carmen, Summer of 2014

         

         The small cement room was not built for the woman wearing a long black skirt, with a lot of initials and titles after her
            name, who passed through the steel threshold of the doorframe radiating light like the full moon hanging low. She was coming
            through, like so many before her, to do a workshop for those of us getting ready to get out. There would be hoops to jump
            for sure, so we jumped. Out was something that kept us awake at night. It kept us dreaming. She walked in, set a big stack
            of books down on the table, and smiled at us. She wrote on the board: Walking the Spiral, then drew a big spiral underneath it. On the other side of the board, she wrote: Instinct Injured. We were a captive audience for a lot of bullshit. I was ready for her stuff to be more of the same.
         

         
         Her flow, for a second, reminded me of Grace. How she might have looked in her sixties. You could tell this woman wasn’t scared of us by how she went up and down the aisles between us with her handouts instead of standing in front of the room and passing them back. When she bumped my shoulder by accident, she turned her hips to fit through sideways. She placed her hand on my arm and winked as she said, “Sorry, mija. I take up a lot of space.” Her body language was singing loud and clear: I am free as fuck and would like to show you the way. I liked how her gray and black bun was tied back with one of those rubber bands that has a big fake red flower attached. The beads around her neck surely meant something; I respected that, even if I didn’t know what they meant to her. She introduced herself in Spanish: “Hola, soy la Dr. Guerrera. When was the last time someone read you a bedtime story? Pues, get comfortable, but don’t fall asleep. I’m going to read you one now.” People carry energy into a room. She snuck a quiet magic in while no one was looking. I wasn’t expecting it. I liked the surprise. I hadn’t been enchanted in a long time, even if I still remembered the long slow-motion ride down a dark tunnel that made magic and danger feel the same. She read us her version of the fairy tale “The Red Shoes” and ended by saying, “Sometimes you have to cut off your own feet to stop the crazy dance you’ve been doing. Don’t worry. They grow back.” 

         
         We were there in our same khaki suits of armor acting like we cared, or like we didn’t, depending on how we rolled and how
            close to getting out we felt. How close we felt, I had learned, had nothing to do with the date that we were given. There
            were girls leaving tomorrow who felt like they were going home to something worse than what they had in here. The very guy
            who beat their ass and got them thrown into jail would be picking them up. It was crazy, but true. The feeling of “close to
            getting out” had a lot to do with already feeling free. It was about cultivating abandoned gardens by planting seeds where
            nothing had grown in a long time, if ever. It wasn’t easy to do or feel in here, but people did it and showed others how to
            find it for themselves. I felt close and ready. I had been a Goody Two-shoes once. It was a long time ago, but my body still
            remembered, so I leaned forward, put on my listening face, and folded my hands on the desk. Just like third grade.
         

         
         The teeth suckers and groaners were sitting in the back row, just like high school. They were about to start their shit when she took a deep breath in and opened her arms out to us. “I am so grateful you invited me here. Thank you.” A few laughed because of course none of us had invited her and she knew it. Instead of responding, she turned and underlined “Instinct Injured” with a bunch of wiggly lines on the board behind her. She looked around the room, then said, “You are all here because of something you did, in addition to a lot of things you had nothing to do with. The question is what will you do with the time you have left when you get out.” She caught us off guard by saying there were things we had nothing to do with. It hit a nerve. We all felt that way but didn’t think anyone else believed it or cared. Walking around the tiny room as if it was the great outdoors, stretching her arms and taking big, deep breaths like the air was the cleanest she had ever taken in, she looked genuinely happy to be there. She had our attention. 

         
         “At some point you confused raw survival instincts with self-protective instincts. They are not the same. You stayed overlong
            in habits that had not served you since you were little girls. The worst one being clinging to the strongest force in your
            environment instead of focusing on becoming that force for yourselves.”
         

         
         She gave us silence to take it in, then added, “When the little voice inside told you to run the other way, you ran fast in
            the direction of the very trouble waiting for you. We all think we are rebelling when we dig ourselves into holes too deep
            to even let us breathe, but we are just reacting, and usually, with little self-awareness on every front.” Her switch to the
            we did not go unnoticed. She was one of us somehow, and not afraid to say it, except she would leave today. We were not there
            yet, but she was here to tell us we were close.
         

         
         There are levels to listening. She pulled us in deeper, one layer at a time.

         
         “Remember, there was a little girl who used all those things to survive when she had nothing else at hand. It is possible
            she had no other choice. It is possible she is the only reason you are even alive. Forgive her for going too far in trying
            to save your life. Let all of it go. Accept responsibility for being here, then accept your own freedom as real and possible.
            More real than all the bars and gates that surround you.”
         

         
         We all exhaled with her. She was teaching us how to breathe again. It was a skill I once had; she made me realize I had been
            holding my breath since the day they’d locked the gates behind me.
         

         
         The worksheet was full of circles, arrows, lines, and a spiral at the center. Her arms opened out wide as she explained, “I want you to know that there are people out there who won’t let you forget where you’ve been or what you did. I’m here to tell you that they are your new trouble. They will pretend to be very serious and very smart and very important. They will pretend to know you very well. They are not important. They are not smart. They have no idea who you are. They don’t know any more about turning a life around than they understand the weight of an eighteen-wheeler making a U-turn. I know both and so do you. Let them talk, but inside your head just keep saying, ‘Fuck that.’” We all laughed in a huge wave of relief that led some of us to tears. She would be Dr. Fuck That from there on. She pointed us in the direction of the paper in our hands. She held hers up and said, “You see all those arrows and lines going every which way all around the paper? I call that the land of good advice gone bad, or the best advice is the one I ask for, or the well-meaning are often full of shit. You pick.” There was more laughing. She was serious, though. We had to pick what we wanted to call it, then circle all of it and label it. I picked “the well-meaning are often full of shit.” I liked that it didn’t say always. I’m an optimist like that. 

         
         “Okay, mujeres, now I want you to go to that spiral in the center of the page. You have walked it many, many times in your
            life. You see it has a center and an entrance far away. But the entrance is also the exit. Many of you have never quite made
            it to the exit yet, but some of you have been close, and turned right back around and used it as the entrance again. Don’t
            feel bad about that. It is what we do. We will all walk it many times before it’s over. The trick is to get out at least once,
            so you know what freedom feels like and you can really decide what it might be worth to you.” Standing close to my desk again,
            she smelled like lavender, a scent that filled me with thoughts of Sugar and all the letters she had sent me over the years.
            Sugar had made it to the exit in time and taken Destiny with her. That meant I knew at least one person, really two, who had
            made it out. That had to mean something.
         

         
         She continued, “I’m sure you have heard this before, we all have, it goes: The only way out is in, etc. It is not a joke or a cliché. It is far more serious than that. I need you to listen carefully: The only way out for you is through. Through. So put a little arrow in the center and write: I am here. Then draw a little stick figure of yourself. Make her cute. Give her earrings or a chain, a hairstyle, and an outfit that
            suits you. Don’t be cheap with yourself. Then, along the first line out of that center write the name of the person you associate
            with why you are here. There is always someone. Don’t argue with me. Write it down.”
         

         
         It was déjà vu. I had been clinging to it all these years. My third-grade teacher, Sally Sunshine, used to say that shit all
            the time. Especially when we were working on those puzzles to learn the multiplication tables. We would complain when we got
            to the sevens and eights because they were too hard, to which she would say, “Quit the complaining. The only way out of that
            maze is through. Work your brains, little ones. Work them. Go on through.” In third grade we bent our heads, got to work,
            protected our papers with our hands from cheaters on all sides, and sometimes a few of us burst into tears. We did the exact
            same things in that room with Dr. Fuck That. Grown women, who mostly liked to play the badass, bent over their papers drawing
            stick figures and writing secret names with hands covering what would only have meaning to them anyway. A few of us burst
            into tears. I won’t say if it was me, but Grace would say, “Of course it was, crybaby, of course it was.” It got heavy fast.
            I wrote GRACE in big, beautiful letters all along that first line, but it was interesting to see myself at the center. I wrote CARMEN in script and gave myself a long skirt—though I hadn’t worn one since Pete—big hoop earrings, and my old long, curly hair,
            even though I had cropped it short years ago. Then Dr. Fuck That said, “Now at the exit write the name of the two people you
            most want to make proud. Only two, and one of them has to be you. If you have children, and you are using them, then write
            all their names. I don’t want to fan the flames of sibling rivalry.” I laughed and cried because all I could think of was
            Grace close to the center and Artemis at the exit.
         

         
         “So, you will all have to get through what you did with and for, or because of, that first name, and what you felt or feel about how that affected that second name at the exit. I said through, not over. You are never getting over what has happened to you. None of us do. However, you can, will, and must get through. I believe in you. So should you.” 

         
         *  *  *

         Later that night, I fell asleep and into a dream of all of us getting through. Grace was standing under a doorway hugging
            each of us as we passed. I wrote it down in my little book of dreams in as much detail as I could remember. The very way the
            dream lady years ago had taught me. Dr. Guerrera had left us with a question: “What will you do with what is left of your
            one precious life?” She gave us a poem that asked that same question, then left the room clearer than it had been when she
            walked in. I tried to imagine myself as a force that could change the energy in a room. Grace had been that. I would now have
            to become that for myself.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Mother of Wild Things According to Carmen

         
         
            Summer of 2002

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Arrivals and Departures

         
         Where I’m from, there’s a million ways to fall out of grace and into trouble; but once in, there is no way out but through.
            No turning back. No do-overs. No starting fresh. No new beginnings. No clean slates. We carry all the shit we’ve done, even
            some shit we haven’t done, like turtles carry home on their backs. Knowing that never kept me from wanting what James Bond
            always had. I wanted the little button I could press to just like that escape from the car about to explode, no matter what
            I had done to get myself into it in the first place. What I had instead was the Virgin Mary hanging from the rearview mirror
            on a pink and green string. She looked neither pleased nor worried. Her eternal calm was irritating.
         

         
         Grace had sent me to pick up Red from the airport in a Honda Civic hooptie with no air-conditioning, during rush-hour traffic
            on a summer Friday in June on the Grand Central Parkway. Alongside the ice-cold Beemers and Benzes all headed to the Hamptons,
            I had to rock my open windows and dented door. It was a car that had “no escape” written all over it. The only cassette she’d
            left in it for me was Biggie’s Ready to Die. I’m sure she was laughing the whole time just thinking about it. She was also throwing code by leaving Biggie and sending me in one of our very first cars. Remember where we started. Hold your ground. Loyalty above all else. Don’t punk out. She could feel me slipping, even if she didn’t know why. Had she known I was pregnant, she might have enjoyed my suffering
            even more. I threw the cassette on the floor out of spite. I dreamed of escape the way you dream about having expensive cars
            before you ever learn to drive. The way you dream of falling in love without ever having felt it. I believed in it hard but
            would not have known what the hell to do with it if someone just said, “Here, take it.” Doña Durka being dead felt like a
            “here, take it” kind of situation. I was already fumbling the pass by going to the airport.
         

         
         Red could have taken a taxi. Grace could have sent a limo, any of the other girls in any of our cars, or even one of the young
            bucks who clearly needed something to do. Doña Durka’s boys had spent the last few days circling the house making noise and
            stirring dust like elephants do when one of their own dies. They couldn’t cry, so they chewed Skittles, Starburst, and sunflower
            seeds, spitting empty shells and dropping wrappers all over the front porch where they gathered in constantly shifting herds.
            Things they would never have done when Doña Durka was alive. When they got tired of spitting and chewing, they drank forties
            and smoked blunts rimming their eyes in red to hide the terror and the tears. They knew what Doña Durka had offered was not
            easily found or replaced. It had a price, though none of them came from lives that didn’t. That someone had dared to shoot
            her in the parking lot at Orchard Beach, in broad daylight, meant none of them were safe. I say them and mean us. None of
            us were safe. But it was hard to feel danger when you had never really felt safe.
         

         
         Grace sent me alone to the airport to put the fire to my feet. What she didn’t know was that I wasn’t riding alone anymore. I had a ride or die she couldn’t see coming growing inside, and it all scared the shit out of me. Somehow, it also made me brave. My belly was no bump, but more like a spread, not round enough to rub yet, just thick and hanging over the sides of everything. I rubbed my palm across the rolls of fat like a Buddha belly for good luck. I was already making the mistake of trying to use my baby to save me when it was supposed to be the other way around. 

         
         *  *  *

         I arrived at JFK baggage claim just in time to throw up in the bathroom. First-trimester drama, according to the book Pete
            was reading out loud to me, but it was still not over for me. Seventeen weeks in, and I was counting the days till it might
            end. It was like holding a secret that kept trying to get out one way or the other.
         

         
         I did not have to look hard to find Red. She towered over the tired, sunburned tourists coming home, who didn’t seem nearly
            as happy to be there as she did. Covered in sweat stains, she pulled me into her massive wingspan for a hug. My head ended
            up stuffed somewhere near her armpit. She hugged me like she had missed me. I hadn’t missed her and wasn’t willing to pretend.
            My arms hung at my sides till she let go. I was tempted to whisper, “Redrum,” hoping it might still piss her off. The Shining was Grace’s favorite movie, and Teca had started calling Red Redrum at some point, and we’d all followed, because the pale, terrifying twins in the hallway looked how we all imagined her as
            a kid. Grace tried to make us stop, but we snuck it in every chance we could. It was hard to get to Red. It was an easy cheap
            shot that always worked. Red standing over me now, grinning from ear to ear with her “Here’s Johnny” look made it obvious
            it was too late for kiddie shit like name-calling.
         

         
         Red was in her mother’s sleeveless Janis Joplin T-shirt that she had been wearing since high school. It was so old and faded you could see her bra right through it. With her cutoff denim shorts and giant gold bamboo door-knocker earrings with “Red” in script in the middle of each one, she was in what she liked to call her white girl from the hood uniform. She was still rocking her thick, fake, bright red braids, one on each side and one down the middle. She had sent us a picture from Jamaica when she got them done. There was snickering and comments made, but Sugar shut it down with, “Girl out there doing things, I say she can wear what the fuck she wants on her head. We all know she has that dirty mousy blond hair under all them years of hair dye and now she got some Run, Lola, Run red extensions. You all take her shit too serious. Which is what she loves, attention!” Sugar said her truth plain and mostly
            we listened, because mostly she was right. Only Teca ever argued, “Nah, bitch can’t be wearing no braids from Jamaica. I say
            no.”
         

         
         Red’s snake tattoos were peeking over the high-top rims on her black-and-gold Air Jordans, and wrapped for all to see around
            her muscular, freckled arms. She had gone head to toe on it. The blue-black snake that circled her torso was hidden, but you
            could see it through that old-ass T-shirt if you knew to look. Doña Durka had made a big show of making Red leave New York
            because of those tattoos. She had called us all to the house where she’d packed a bag for Red, which was at her feet, then
            held a ticket out in her hand and said to her, “Those tattoos are a show for your father. You know that I am not interested
            in performances. Now you are a walking target so easy to identify, you put us all at risk. If you leave today, and do as I
            say, I won’t have to kill you. I’m not offering this again.”
         

         
         Red took the bag and the ticket and left us with a smile. Her parting words had been, “This job even comes with paid vacations.
            You can’t beat that.” We knew, even then, it was the violence, specifically the dead body of a dude who had crossed Red, and
            not the tattoos that made us vulnerable. Doña Durka covered Red to cover us all, though she kept her close, even as she sent
            her far away. With Durka gone, Red was coming back free. It came off her body like heat. I never understood how anyone thought
            Red was inconspicuous to begin with, except the way being a white girl gave her a quiet pass to be less afraid.
         

         
         When I turned to walk out, she slapped me below the belt from behind and said, “I don’t remember you having such a nice ass.
            I only remember your shitty attitude. It’s nice to see some things haven’t changed.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         She laughed when she saw the parked car. “Grace is still fucking with you, huh?” Ignoring her was supposed to make her shut up, but it didn’t work. She was pressing me from all sides. As soon as we got in the car, she reached over and grabbed my belly, which popped out over my pants more when I sat. “What’s this? Suddenly you have an ass, tits, chichos, and a belly. La flaca got curves? You’re not pregnant, are you?” It was hot. Ours was a drama so old that all I could think to do was turn and slap her. I was slow and soggy. She hollered as she grabbed my hand in midair, “Holy shit! You are pregnant. Ooohh wee. Maybe that baby is finally gonna give you some balls. Does Grace know?” Even though she still had her sunglasses on, I could see her green eyes burning with joy behind them. She knew Grace didn’t know because Grace would’ve told her. She hadn’t been back in New York for an hour yet, and Red already had me by the balls she claimed I didn’t have. 

         
         “Looks like I got back just in time.”

         
         I didn’t have to look at her stupid face to know. This was the kind of shit she lived for. Petty. She picked up the cassette
            off the floor and looked at the baby picture of Biggie on the cover.
         

         
         “Who’s the daddy? Are you gonna have one of these cute brown babies or a little blanquito like me? Hope it ain’t Chad’s cuz
            that shit would suck. Or is it Painter Pete? Ohh, that would be good.”
         

         
         We both knew I wasn’t going to answer that question. I did know one thing that might finally shut her up. “So, does your dad
            know you’re in town?”
         

         
         She ignored me, pressed play, and rapped along with Biggie the whole way home.

         
         *  *  *

         By the time we pulled up in front of the house on Grand Avenue it was dark. Grace was waiting for Red on the porch. They hugged, laughed, cried, and yelped like baby wolves. They didn’t even turn around to look at me as they went inside. Grace was already leaning deep into Red as they walked. I sat in the car watching them as Biggie told a story about remembering where you came from. He was also foretelling his own death. I wasn’t in the mood for that. Even more than I was craving the salt and vinegar chips I was eating for breakfast every day, which I had to sneak after Pete made me eat oatmeal covered in blueberries and cinnamon, I wanted a clean slate. I even liked the word: slate. It sounded like a slide where things could slip off without a trace. Red coming back was Grace writing more and bigger in
            permanent ink across the wall. There would be no wiping it clean.
         

         
         I’d been thinking about Ms. Sunshine’s words of advice from third grade a lot lately. The only way out is through. They appeared like a smooth stone I could rub with my mind. If I couldn’t get a clean slate, at least I could get through.
            Through, through, through. I was tired and I wanted out, but I had no idea what it would take. That was a good enough reason to not even try.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The next morning when I arrived at the house, our usual security stood on the porch looking hot and awkward in their black
            suits and ties. They nodded me toward the back kitchen entrance. Doña Durka’s house on Grand Avenue had always been quiet
            unless there was a party, and those had been rare. It was dark in the center hallway where there were no windows. I could
            hear voices from behind closed doors farther down the hall. Her office was open and overflowing with candles, flowers, and
            incense. Dolores and Maria, the women who had been with Durka since even before me and Grace, were bent over the altar they
            were building on her desk. I could not remember the last time I had seen them. The silver streaks in their hair felt new.
            They tended Durka’s altar like they had tended her life, with love and reverence. They had been good to us when she was good
            to us, and would shut us down if she did. Their loyalty was only ever to her. If you asked them questions about themselves,
            they answered without answering. “How long have you worked for Doña Durka?” “Mucho tiempo. Longer than you. From the beginning.”
            Their responses changed depending on mood or moment, but nothing was ever actually revealed. They didn’t even look up as I
            walked past.
         

         
         Each creaky step I took on the old wooden staircase announced my presence, even if no one was listening. I tried to take two at a time, and it was one more thing my body laughed at me for trying to do. Pregnancy was turning out to be a total betrayal. My body had decided that a tiny intruder was more important than me and my business as usual. I was scared. Had I ever not been? It was too hard to tell if any of the fear was new, so I blamed it all on being pregnant. 

         
         I found Grace on the second floor getting dressed in her old room. It was still covered in the fading pink and purple satin
            of her and Durka’s mother-daughter dreams. Durka had decorated it ten years ago for the teen girl version of Grace that she
            had never really been. It was a fantasy they’d both enjoyed for a little while even as they’d destroyed it. We had been doing
            most of our work out of the apartment for the last few years, so I hadn’t been in that room in a long time. It hadn’t changed
            much except for how what had seemed huge and perfect to us when Grace first moved in just seemed old and faded now.
         

         
         Grace was calm for the first time in days. She looked like she had finally worn herself out fighting, crying, and breaking
            shit. Her first words to me didn’t really acknowledge me.
         

         
         “Pass me that.” She pointed her head in the direction of her gun. It looked out of place, like we did, on the purple satin
            quilt.
         

         
         I was so hot and nauseous all I wanted to do was press the cold metal to my forehead like a bag of ice. I hoped it looked
            enough like mourning and my usual nerves to go unnoticed.
         

         
         “You really think you’re gonna need that today?”

         
         She looked at me with her “what the fuck do you know about what I need?” face, so I passed her the gun. Grace was walking a closed circle of grief that looped in on itself. All we could do was stand around and hold her when she cried, or take her punches when she needed to throw them. She’d send me to sweep the porch clean of the sunflower seed shells and candy wrappers the boys left behind. Then she’d yell at me for doing bullshit busywork when I had real work to do. Sometimes I had to look away. If Grace was lost, who were we following? Even worse, where the hell were we going? Questions like that were not good for business, but even worse for the kind of fake-ass brave-face frontin’ we did night and day. 

         
         There were pictures of Grace and Doña Durka all along the walls. Photos I had seen a thousand times: Orchard Beach, the Puerto
            Rican Day Parade, La Fiesta on 116th, La Fiesta Folclórica in Central Park, their first trip to Brazil, and their last one
            to India. Grace would come up with exotic destinations and Doña Durka would turn them into opportunities. I stared at the
            blurry images to keep from crying or throwing up. Her pictures, books, and music collection were all covered in dust, but
            they were the solid things Grace had always wanted, which brought her to this house in the first place. Her collections filled
            every wall of the floor-to-ceiling shelves I remembered Toro building for her over those first few years, when he had still
            wanted to make her happy and she still believed he could. The old Puerto Rican flag she had kept from our grandmother’s house
            hung behind the canopy bed. It had always felt wrong here, and now it felt abandoned.
         

         
         Hormones had my original crybaby status turnt all the way up. Grace was acting like she didn’t even know I was in the room
            again. Running hot and cold was her way through, so I tried to focus on not crying, picked up my favorite picture of the whole
            crew in Van Cortlandt Park that she kept on her desk. Even though we were all seventeen or older by then, she’d bought us
            bikes and pimped them out with whatever it was we’d wanted when we were kids but had never been given by anyone before her.
            We looked like overgrown ten-year-olds, riding through the woods with our baskets, bells, and whatever else little girls love
            on their first set of wheels. She had even gotten Santa a puppy for her basket because Santa had mentioned always wanting
            one that she could ride with through the woods. We had been watching too many movies and reading too many books about places
            that had nothing to do with us, but those dreams were sticky, and Grace was all about making them come true.
         

         
         The ones who knew how to ride taught the ones who didn’t. Red’s bike had a giant horn in the front. You could see she must have been fire even as a little kid cuz she kept creeping up on us, blowing the horn, then laughing like crazy when we jumped or fell off our bike. The picture was memory perfect with our big smiles and Santa’s puppy hanging two paws over her basket as the sun was starting to set behind us. The story it couldn’t tell, that you had to be there to know, was the ride Grace made us take after. She took us through the wooded dirt trail on the Van Cortlandt side all the way up to Yonkers, where the path turned to asphalt and grew wide and spacious. It was a long way for the ones who had only just learned to ride, and for the rest of us that were mostly out of shape. But she made us go till we reached Tibbetts Park, where a tiny wooden bridge crossed over a stream. You could only ride one at a time. It was short, tight, and dangerous, as it ended abruptly, with water on either side just a wide turn away. Grace waited for us at the other end. Once we’d all made it across, we realized we’d have to ride back on that same path in the dark. 

         
         “You all asked for a lot of shit for those bikes, but not one of you asked for lights.”

         
         She gave each one of us a handlebar light and a back light. We snapped them on as she said, “We ride in the dark, but we have
            light when we need it. Keep them off till I turn mine on.”
         

         
         We rode back over the bridge with only the sound of water and the feel of trees on either side to guide us. Santa was worried
            about her dog and passed him to Sugar, who had been riding a bike since she was ten years old. Sugar shook her head as she
            took the puppy and muttered, “Fucking Grace.” The half-moon peeking over the treetops sent us into hollers and cheers. We
            did some singing till someone came out on their porch and threatened to call the cops. We were quiet after that as we rode
            to the border of the Bronx where the asphalt gave way to a dark wooded dirt trail. That was when it all got horror-movie scary.
         

         
         Grace called out in the dark, “As long as we stay together and don’t leave anybody behind, we good.” We rode on, with Red tearing up the path in front and Sugar holding us all in sight from the back. Grace had been weaving through till she finally took the lead and turned on her light. Our lights went on one by one, and we lit up the trail to the lake where we had taken the picture. We were sweating and breathing heavy by the time it was over. Destiny was shaking with fear as we walked our bikes to the cars parked in the lot near the golf course. I still remembered how good it felt to be so scared and do it anyway. 

         
         Grace was looking in the mirror, so it was hard to know if she was talking to herself or me when she said, “Hold it together,
            ma. No pendeja moves. No checking out. Today’s a hard day, but we seen harder.” She cracked her neck on both sides. A bright,
            concentrated beam of sunlight through the bedroom window lit up her many shades of brown from behind. Everything from her
            tight, dark curls to the scarred skin on her chest shimmered in the light. Grace slipped her gun into the waist of her pants,
            then looked at me through the mirror. The last thing she snapped in place was Doña Durka’s chain with the silver-dollar-sized
            gold medallion of La Virgen on one side and Maa Durga on the other. Grace had it custom made for Durka. I couldn’t remember
            when it had gone from her neck to Grace’s.
         

         
         I should have been comforting her. Instead, she gave me a hug and kissed me on the head. “We gonna be aight. We always are.
            We always been. We always gonna be. And remember, we still got our teeth.”
         

         
         A crazy line that made us laugh as it always did. We used it as a reminder that we had watched both of our mothers lose their
            teeth before they turned thirty. Grace walked out with her shoulders bent forward as if already protecting herself from the
            blows to come. She kissed a picture of Durka on the wall before going down the stairs.
         

         
         I hadn’t seen Toro yet, but I could see Jimmy, Doña Durka’s younger son, through the window. He was standing in front of the house in full uniform. There was a picture of him in his Marine whites on the wall. We had all seen it, commented on how fine he was, taken turns talking about how all we needed was one night to make him come home for good. The truth was that we had no idea who he was, or how someone could stay gone so long from the only place we called home. Doña Durka had sent him away to military school when he was about ten years old. He had never spent much time in the house. She used to visit him regularly, went with him to see family in Puerto Rico for the holidays, took him on vacations, but she kept him and Toro mostly apart. Standing by the front gate, he seemed rigid and out of place, like the stranger he was, especially surrounded by the slowly gathering army of young men in giant T-shirts and baggy pants who felt more like sons of Doña Durka than he probably did. 

         
         We found Toro, dressed in a suit that made him look his age, drinking a forty in the kitchen. He was visibly drunk. Grace
            walked right by him and went out to the car that was waiting to drive them to the funeral home. Toro and Jimmy followed her
            into the limo without even making eye contact, on their way to bury the only tie that bound them.
         

         
         The streets around the house must have filled while I was inside. Grand Avenue was lined on both sides with women dressed
            in black holding orange marigolds—Doña Durka’s favorite flower. Their crying was hushed and strong like wings in a crowded
            flock. There were hundreds of them too far back to even see where they ended. With police cars in front and behind, the women
            created a living, writhing snake that filled the streets. It looked like the Good Friday processions Grace and Durka had walked
            through the Bronx together every year and marked an underworld journey just the same.
         

         
         These were the women Doña Durka had helped, quietly and without fanfare, with money, abusive husbands, landlords, and even
            their own children lost to drugs or gangs or jail. Doña Durka saw no irony or absurdity in helping to supply the drugs, creating
            the gangs, and helping someone’s daughter go to rehab. If one kid got killed or clipped on the street, Doña Durka made it
            her business, and a promise to the mother, to make sure the remaining kids went to school or got their shit together somehow.
            It was all an enormous pulsing circle of need and want; she simply answered the call no matter what. She had many names for
            and ways of talking about how some of what she did on one end of that circle made what she did on the other end possible,
            and also necessary. “It is, mis hijas, an imperfect system. I never found one that served me better. If you find a better
            one, let me know. That is your job, find a better one.”
         

         
         Someone had built an impromptu altar in front of the house. Like all true street altars, as many hands had built it as had been touched by the life lost, creating a memorial that was not orderly or controlled, but communal. Doña Durka’s grandmother’s statue of Yemaya, our Great Mother of the Sea, stood among blue candles and blue and white flowers covered by a white veil. The figure of Durga with her ten arms extended in a fan of weapons and tools sat on a tiger in the center back, placed on a tall ceramic stand within a large gold-painted box, as if she might ride away. This was not her hood, but it was her universe. She seemed at home, even familiar, if you knew how to look. There was a string of marigolds around her neck, and a cleaned Café Bustelo can that held a candle and incense burning at her feet. It must have been Grace that brought her outside from Doña Durka’s office. Ma Durga, as we had come to call her out of love, wasn’t from around these parts, and yet she had found us, or we had found each other. Ma Durga had both lifted us up and plunged us deeper within. We were still working out what it meant to discover that we weren’t trash; that in fact, in some parts of the world, a thick Mother Goddess with a nose ring, who was known for her fighting skills, was worshiped as the Supreme Mother of us all. 

         
         If anything was true, it was that Durga had given us things we weren’t ready to receive. Things we had to grow into. Bringing
            her outside, if only for today, was Grace’s way of paying respect to the mystery she still was, and the unyielding hope and
            love she offered the most hopeless daughters of the world. We were those for sure. Now that we didn’t have Doña Durka, we
            needed the impenetrable and unassailable sanctuary of protection Ma Durga offered, words we had not known before her, more
            than ever. Smaller altars to La Virgen and various saints surrounded Yemaya and Ma Durga. There was a golden laughing Buddha
            encircled by small candles, coins, and flowers on the table under the tree where Doña Durka had loved to sit. I bowed my head
            to each one, paying respect to the blend of fierce and gentle that had allowed Doña Durka to hold so many worlds in one. My
            eyes lingered on the conch shell Ma Durga held in one hand. I was trying to listen, even as everything true felt very far
            away.
         

         
         The mourners on foot would follow the cars, a pilgrimage to where Doña Durka had lived as a child and along the blocks where people knew her best. I wanted to be waiting at the entrance to the funeral home when Grace got there. I also couldn’t bring myself to pay respects to Doña Durka herself. I had only ever really been here for Grace. There was no use pretending otherwise anymore. 

         
         *  *  *

         Pete was waiting for me on the next block over. I had asked him to drive me because I knew I would eventually end up riding
            with one of the girls or in several cars together. I also knew it was a mistake to keep including him. We were taking turns
            testing each other and failing. He didn’t even look at me as I climbed in the car. He just went straight in.
         

         
         “So, is it possible for you to go to this funeral and not feel the danger you and our baby are in? Like are you seriously
            capable of that?” His voice always grew pitched and irritated when we argued about this. Today, it was wet with real fear.
            He looked like he might have been crying.
         

         
         “Look, I can’t do this now. I’m here for Grace and I’m here for my crew. Just drop me off at the pawnshop on Tremont. We’re
            closing early and going to the burial. That’s it.”
         

         
         I had sold him a story he wanted to buy about pawnshops and strip clubs being an easy way to go clean because few people asked
            questions and they moved a lot of cash. The restaurants were next. I explained that we were only a few steps away from being
            in the clear. We had all of that, of course, plus a lot more, but he didn’t believe any of it. He knew that Grace had not
            released me. I hadn’t really been showing any signs of letting her go either. If he was giving me a temporary break from the
            fight, it was because we were both tired of it. Every argument since we found out I was pregnant was him trying not to stress
            me out because of the baby, but also wanting to curse me out for not seeing things exactly as he did.
         

         
         In almost a whisper, he said, “Right, okay, please be careful. Just come home.” He reached over and kissed me on the forehead and then on the shoulder and then on my hand, which he held the whole time he was driving. He kissed my hand again as I climbed out of the car. “Wait, I got you this little book. It’s like your dream notebook, but for the baby. You know, like a dream we can share. It goes with the book we are reading about what to expect.” I took it without looking at him and threw it in my bag. 

         
         Fucking Pete. He made everything complicated. Sometimes I hated his good as much as he hated my bad.
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Burying the Dead

         
         Pete sped off like an angry teenager in his parents’ four-door Camry. He refused to use any of my cars, though he would ride in one if I was driving it. Strange contradictory rules had become his own language of rage. I was just as bad. Grateful he had been here; happier still that he was gone. Tremont Avenue offered the familiar blend of home that allowed me to drop my shoulders for a minute. The cuchifritos, clothing and sneaker stores, dollar stores, and pawnshops sharing sidewalk space with McDonald’s, Payless shoes, and Rite Aid. The heat-trapped smell of bacalaítos in the air made me relax immediately. On our little chunk of the block there was the music store Red had forced Grace into buying, the pawnshop that had been Durka’s, and the women’s clothing store Destiny dreamed of expanding. Under Red’s guidance we had started offering lessons and selling instruments in addition to records, cassettes, and CDs. Red had named it Love Alive Music. She was the one who’d found a bunch of old congueros, jazz musicians, and salseros from the neighborhood who played everything from percussion, flutes, and trumpets to piano and guitar. She connected them with teachers from Harlem School of the Arts and created a place where kids and adults practiced scales with salsa classics and Mozart. It was small but impressive, and like all that we built, it took on a life of its own. It was the way of money to make things that looked hard so much easier. It was impossible to unsee that kind of power. 

         
         Love Alive Music had back rooms that were connected to our pawnshop next door. This allowed us to move things, without going
            in and out of the same storefront, with access to hidden storage spaces and back exits. We had relationships with the supers
            that gave us creative ways to maneuver through alleys and basements as needed. The clothing store was three doors down from
            Love Alive. It was a place where big boxes full of “dresses” or “shoes” could easily move in and out. This was one of many
            blocks like it that Doña Durka had built with Toro, but this one was ours. Grace had asked me to keep my eyes open. To be
            on high alert. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for other than odd behavior or unexpected packages or requests. We would all
            be on edge until we found out who’d killed Durka, but more important, until it became clear that we weren’t next.
         

         
         Teca was reading her favorite newspaper, the New York Post, at the front register by the pawnshop’s window. When she saw me, she smiled, buzzed me in, and came out from behind the
            bulletproof glass to give me a hug. Teca had been around for years, but still looked very West Coast with her long, straight,
            dark hair, thin eyebrows, and thick eye makeup. She had adjusted her wardrobe and slang, but you could tell she was far from
            home.
         

         
         “Check it. Look who went down today, Dapper Don, everybody’s favorite gangster. They got twelve pages of pictures in all his
            best outfits and at his daughter’s wedding. Spooky coincidence, no? Plus, it was cancer.” She wrinkled her nose at me like
            she didn’t like it. I looked at the cover.
         

         
         “Weird.” I gave her back the paper. I knew she was also noting that Doña Durka would never receive coverage like that. None
            of us would.
         

         
         Red was strumming her favorite solos on a black electric guitar in the back room. She kept the amp low as she watched Destiny and Remy packing the drugs they’d deliver across the city as soon as Doña Durka was buried. It was as if Red had never left. Everyone gave her the respect she had always been given. It was one thing we gave each other that we had never felt anywhere else. This was probably what Red had missed most, other than Grace, while she was away. It was what I was most afraid of losing. Filled with fear, surrounded by random piles of shit people once loved, but also left behind in a pinch, we had the discipline to do what had to be done even under fire. It made me stupidly proud of us, even Red. 

         
         I wiped my finger along an empty shelf. “It’s fucking dusty back here. Does anybody ever clean this place?”

         
         Teca looked at me as she pulled down the gate and locked the door. “Does it look like we have cleaning ladies here? Which
            one of us would you have do the dusting?”
         

         
         Sugar came around and hugged me from behind. Her thick arms, always smelling like her favorite lavender cream, folded me into
            her chest like giant raven feathers. She glanced over at Teca. “Don’t mess with my girl right now. We all got the feels and
            shit, and rightly so, you got to be crazy not to feel when shit like this happens. We all have our ways.” She kept one arm
            over my shoulder and pulled Destiny in with the other. “This one here cries like tears are some kind of magic potion that
            will protect her. I don’t cry like that, but that don’t mean she’s wrong.” Destiny, beautiful and paper thin, rolled her eyes
            and teared up at the same time, which only made Sugar laugh.
         

         
         Red spoke over the soft sound of her guitar. “Yes, well, what we feel doesn’t really matter.”

         
         Remy ran her long, red nails along her skintight black pants and added, “I’m with Red, no one gives a shit how we feel. Everybody
            out here just lookin’ out pa’ lo suyo, entiendes.” Sugar nodded her head as if she couldn’t really argue.
         

         
         Santa never even looked up as she asked, “So what do you bitches want for dinner tonight?”

         
         *  *  *

         The work of packing and planning drop-offs went along as it always did. We all knew we weren’t just burying a body today.
            Making sure we worked was Grace’s way to guarantee we were all on board when everyone had questions about what next.
         

         
         Sugar called out from the door she was opening to the back, “How’s Pete the painter? I saw he dropped you off. That is not a bird we often see around these parts.” 

         
         Red answered before I could, “How would she know? She sees more of you than him from what I can tell.”

         
         Sugar held out her hand and said, “Easy there, ma, you just got back, so don’t start your know-it-all shit. There is shit
            you know and shit you don’t. So slow down, cuz we don’t have beef till you start talkin’ when I ain’t talkin’ to you.”
         

         
         There we were. Teca’s arm looping behind Remy, to pass Santa a bag, as Destiny weighed each one and zipped double liners.
            Sugar holding Red in check. What we did was both secret and obvious. If everyone is getting high, someone is supplying, and
            each group that did created a language only they spoke. Grace had taught us to live, breathe, and speak as a single body.
            This sense of never alone/never separate was one of the things I couldn’t explain to Pete about how this had come to feel
            safer than anything I had ever found anywhere else. Even with him. I took Sugar’s cue to let her handle Red, and answered
            as if nothing had been said, “He’s the same, you know. The less he knows the better, but Doña Durka getting killed has him
            spooked like all of us.”
         

         
         Sugar answered, “He ain’t wrong, mama, this shit is real.”

         
         Destiny whispered loud enough to be heard, “Ain’t nothing like a dead body that you know and love to make it real as hell.”

         
         Sugar moved us along toward the exit. She closed the metal gate with a blessing: “May the Great Mother protect us when the
            ones closest to us can protect us no more.” Santa was already behind the wheel of the first minivan. I saw her make the sign
            of the cross before turning the key in the ignition.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The funeral home was across the street from Poe Park on 192nd Street and the Grand Concourse. It was a corner connecting old and new terrors in the night, even if the little kids running around the park didn’t know who Edgar Allan Poe was or what dark worlds, imagined and real, he and the funeral home represented side by side. The place was filled to capacity, overflowing onto the street. Without the funeral sign as a backdrop, it could easily be confused for the summer flood of people hanging out on the block. The boys were wearing oversized white T-shirts with a picture of Doña Durka on the front, and on the back, the words: Doña Durka, La Madre de Todos, RIP 6/9/02. Grace pulled up in her limo with the long line of women walking behind it. She had timed it all so we’d arrive right as
            the pilgrimage around the Bronx ended in front of the funeral home. It was a joining of two worlds that had coexisted for
            a long time, but never came together in public: the boys and the women of Doña Durka’s world. To the boys she was a general.
            To the women she was a mother and a protector. She was all of it, none of it, and mostly a mystery no one understood, but
            everyone feared and respected. When Toro got out of the car, he was immediately surrounded by Nene and his closest crew. Jimmy
            was alone. His only connections to the neighborhood were the two cops standing together at the entrance, guys he had met in
            the Marines, by chance.
         

         
         When Grace climbed out, we formed a half circle around her. She turned to hug each one of us tight to her chest, then kissed
            us. Even in her grief she held us in her gaze long enough to let us know she knew we were scared, that she had our backs and
            she loved us. I don’t doubt she was also looking into our eyes to see what was up, and if there was anyone that for any reason
            could not hold her gaze. I was the last one to go up to her. She let herself go soft in my arms like when we were young. I
            was grateful not to have to look at her face too long. She called Santa’s and Sugar’s kids to her and squeezed them tight.
            She gave them lollipops from her always well-stocked candy stash pocket. Grace popped M&M’S like some people popped pills.
            Seeing her surrounded by kids gave me a second of false hope that she’d embrace my pregnancy, though I wasn’t stupid enough
            to believe it. Santa and Sugar had arrived with their kids in hand. My body was becoming vulnerable on her watch. I had defied
            the very rules that were supposed to protect us.
         

         
         The crowd opened to let Grace through. The boys backed up but looked away, having never been taught to respect her as more than Toro’s girl. The rest of the crowd knew her in relation to Doña Durka. Women kissed her or grabbed her hand as she passed. They were clear about who they would turn to next. The suits in the crowd, men and women, young and old, cheap and expensive, moved quietly toward and away from Grace in whispers and nods. Some left quickly, having come only to pay respects and get on good terms with whoever would feed them next, while others stood back waiting for instructions. It was only a few feet of sidewalk between the curb and the entrance, but it was packed with shifting loyalties trying to attach themselves to whoever would come to fill the hole Doña Durka had left. Where Toro was the clear and obvious choice to some, Grace was the force holding those who knew Durka well. The ice-cream truck across the street by the park was oddly silent. I watched as the man who owned it closed the windows and made his way to Grace. He offered her a picture of him and Doña Durka in front of his truck when he had first bought it. He was young and skinny. Durka had a vanilla cone with sprinkles in her hand. He had tears in his eyes as he said, “People don’t know how los atrevidos help the people no one even sees.” Grace hugged him and slipped the picture into her pocket. 

         
         We followed Grace in through the double doors. The rush of ice-cold air in the funeral home was a relief until I remembered
            that the AC was kept on blast to keep the bodies from rotting faster. Grace called those my intrusive thoughts. I liked to
            think of them as my reality check. There were so many flowers they had started setting them up in the hallway. Durka was in
            the largest viewing room. It had folding walls covered in beige and olive-green-striped wallpaper that had to be opened out
            twice into other rooms because of the overflow of people. Octavio, the owner, had expected this, and not accepted any other
            families after he found out Doña Durka had been killed.
         

         
         From the entrance to the room, I could see Durka’s body in a white casket with gold trim under dim lights. She was surrounded
            by marigolds in every imaginable funeral arrangement shape and combination, covered in red and yellow sashes with messages
            of love and devotion written in gold glitter. The words gracias y amor appeared on almost every single one. Doña Durka was literally buried in gratitude and love. Only Jimmy had ordered roses. His flowers stuck out as much as he did, but they were also placed on the casket closest to her heart. Her casket was set farther back from the seats than was normal to accommodate the number of people moving through. 

         
         I sat right behind the front row where Grace, Jimmy, and Toro were sitting or standing, depending on who came to them, to
            receive condolences. Everyone moved toward Grace first: politicians, cops, old women, young girls, mothers with babies. Only
            the young boys went to Toro as they started to reorganize their sense of who they would follow. A congresswoman from the Bronx,
            who was taking a risk just by showing up, approached and spoke directly to Grace.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry for your loss. It was a loss for a whole community. Your mother did amazing things for people. She was so proud
            of you.”
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Toro interrupted drunkenly, “She wasn’t talking to you. That wasn’t your mother. That was my mother.”

         
         Ignoring Toro, the congresswoman leaned in closer to Grace. “She never asked me for anything, and she gave everything. I know
            she did the same for you.”
         

         
         She shook Toro’s hand, then Jimmy’s, adding recognition of his uniform by saying, “Thank you for your service.”

         
         She slipped her card with a handwritten number on the back to Grace and said, “Don’t hesitate to call.”

         
         Toro reacted by throwing his hands out like he was ready to go off.

         
         Jimmy moved toward him, put his hand on Toro’s arm, and tried to whisper in his ear, but it was loud enough for all of us
            to hear, “Listen, bro, keep it cool, you know that’s how Mami would’ve wanted it.”
         

         
         Toro pulled his arm away and started yelling, “Get the fuck off me. How the fuck would you know what Mami wanted? ¿Dime? ¿Cómo? You been gone for fifteen years. You think you big in that uniform. That monkey suit don’t mean shit out here.”
         

         
         Toro pulled his gun out halfway, and his boys closed in around him. A few pulled their guns, but Nene, who was never far from Toro, came forward to cool everybody down. His was the deep baritone voice of reason, and he was also twice the size of almost all of them. We’d all had a crush on Nene at one point or another, but his was a loyalty the streets made into legends—he was Toro’s boy, and that is who he would always protect. 

         
         “Chill, man, let’s show some respect for Doña Durka. Just chill.” He led with his arms gently sweeping guys along in different
            directions.
         

         
         Grace signaled us back with one hand and put the other on her gun behind her. Jimmy’s two cop friends started moving in our
            direction. Everyone settled down and put their guns away.
         

         
         The skinny, tall cop asked, “Yo, Jimmy, should we step in? Do you need backup here?”

         
         There wasn’t anything Jimmy’s friends could do if captains and detectives that went from Doña Durka’s payroll to Toro’s weren’t
            giving the orders. They had to put up a good show though, even if they knew better.
         

         
         “Nah, nah, leave it alone. It’s good. It’ll be over soon.” Jimmy’s face gave away what his uniform was meant to hide. His
            Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he struggled to swallow back tears. His resemblance to Durka became obvious to me for the
            first time. We had only ever really seen him in pictures, but the crooked lines of grief mixed with rage across his face,
            revealed Durka’s full lips, dark eyes, and wide cheeks beneath the stubble already forming on his clean-shaven jaw. You could
            tell from his fist clenching that he also had the same quick temper as Toro, he had just redirected it somewhere else.
         

         
         As the crowd thinned out, Grace finally made her way to the front of the room. She stood over Durka’s body, sobbing into her own chest. Toro stood as if he might go to her, then turned his back on her instead, so he was facing the other side of the room, making it clear he would not be offering her any support. Red moved toward Grace as soon as she saw Toro turn away. Sugar and Destiny had taken up a post by the front door, while Remy and Teca held the back exit. Santa had the kids in the hallway playing quietly in a circle on the floor. When they saw Red moving toward Grace, they all followed. Red tried to wipe Grace’s face with a Durka T-shirt she found on a chair. Grace hugged the shirt to her face and kissed the picture of Durka as she hung in Red’s arms. I stood there waiting till she needed me again. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t a little bit happy Doña Durka was dead though. She had never been to me what she was to Grace. Being pregnant in Doña Durka’s world made my life feel shrunk down to the smallness of stereotype, but Grace stood in that shrunken world with a love so fierce it fed everyone around her. All along what we were doing had felt like something accidental, some loca shit we fell into. I was always saving a little piece of the before Doña Durka dream life of Carmen and Grace. When Doña Durka died, it rose to claim me again, even if only for the first few days. Watching Grace cling to Red now, I knew for sure none of that was ever coming back. 

         
         *  *  *

         At St. Raymond’s Cemetery there was a long line of cars, and a woman dressed in white stood over the coffin with incense and
            water. June already felt like summer in New York burning high and hot, even nearing the late afternoon. I was worried I might
            faint. Grace walked through the crowd with all of us at her back. Her face twisted in pain. She put on her sunglasses and
            rubbed her chest as she made her way to the front and spoke. “My mother, Durka Rodriguez, was an amazing woman. She may not
            have given birth to me, but she gave birth to who I am. There are many of us here who know we would be nothing without her.
            She always said she didn’t want crying at her funeral. She wanted us to play music and celebrate her life. As we say goodbye,
            let’s remember how much she loved life. How much she loved us. How hard she fought. How much she gave. ¡Que viva Doña Durka!”
         

         
         The crowd sang back, “¡Que viva!”

         
         A group of congueros and eight women dressed in white joined the woman who had been there from the start. They set up behind the coffin and began to play a slow bomba version of “Nadie llore.” The women moved from slow to fast, leading the beat with their bodies in an act of mourning that was a reminder that we were alive. They danced as a long, undulating line of people crying and swaying and saying goodbye moved past the coffin. Toro then played the salsa version of the same song by Willie Colón and Héctor Lavoe on a loudspeaker. Toro and Nene spilled beer on the ground in Doña Durka’s honor and others danced. It was a scene that could have just as easily been at Orchard Beach if you ignored the tombstones and the open grave. Grace stood there hugging hundreds of people. She held each one as long as they needed holding. 

         
         We all waited till the end, after the last of the crowd had headed back to their cars or walked off in groups, to step up
            to the grave and throw a flower and a final prayer. We stood behind Grace waiting for the moment when she’d say goodbye. She
            waved me and Red over. We each held her by an arm. As soon as I felt her body go limp in my hand, I signaled the girls to
            shield her in a tight formation to protect
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