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

To my husband, for always making me laugh. 
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  Gabriela
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My body freezes as a loud, violent pop both shatters the quiet inside my car and interrupts my momentum. My car shakes like an old washing machine and I’m forced to pull over to the curb. Shit.
I hit the brakes and pull hard to the right, coasting onto what I quickly realize isn't a shoulder at all.
The curb is not a curb, it’s more like a bike path. I stare at the asphalt stretched in front of me. My car’s headlights cast a yellow glow on the dark street. I glance at my rearview mirror. Pitch black. Void. I can only hope that no night-owl cyclists are out on a Saturday night and crash into my car. That would suck.
I push my door open and step out onto the asphalt, keeping a cautious distance as I inspect the damage. The front driver’s side tire is completely pancake-flat, squished flat against the rim with the faint smell of hot rubber wafting into the humid night air. Awesome. 
My mind immediately drifts to my parents.
Once upon a time, my dad taught me how to change a tire. “Just in case of an emergency,” he’d said. Could I change a tire? Maybe. Do I want to ruin my outfit? No. Do I want to wrestle with a rusted wrench in the dark? Hell no.
On the other hand, my mom is always telling me I should get AAA. Do I listen to her? Clearly, I don’t.
Since my parents are classic overprotective Latinos who would launch a full search-and-rescue operation if they knew I was stranded alone, I will not be sharing this experience with them. Not yet anyway. 
On the other hand, I should probably be happy, it’s just a flat tire and not a bullet hole. Positive thinking.
Shining lights to my side make me pause. Friend or foe? 
I quickly get off the street, stand behind my car, and wait. The car continues its path along the quiet two-lane street. The red taillights fade into the distance and I let go of the breath I didn’t realize was trapped in my windpipe. 
It’s quiet tonight. I can hear the leaves fluttering on the ground and the trees murmuring on top. 
I can also almost hear creepy music and imagine myself in the middle of a movie. Zombieland comes to mind. Actually, wait, I think that music is coming from the radio.
I think it’s safe to say there’s something seriously wrong with me. I take a deep breath and summon my inner zen.
The threat of a zombie pandemic notwithstanding, the fact is there aren’t any streetlights. The lights of the houses across the pavement barely illuminate me and my car. I wonder, is that a thing? No lights around a golf course? Is this a design feature? Do golf course designers realize how creepy that is? Beautiful during the day, creepy at night. That could almost be a slogan… or not.
Another set of headlights appears in the distance, sweeping across the dark trees as it approaches.
This time the driver slows to a crawl before speeding up again. I follow the car with my eyes as it keeps going, makes a sharp U-turn down the road, and comes back my way. 
Oh, fuck. 
I really hope the driver doesn’t come back to kill me. I should have researched how many people are murdered on golf courses each year.
The lights of the car are still on as the occupant kills the engine and steps out. I follow a shadow in what seems to be slow motion as it comes toward me. Illuminated by the lights behind him, I can’t stop thinking about a horror movie. I mean, I’m not trying to be dramatic, but backlit like that, he looks like every masked killer from every slasher film ever made.
It only takes two seconds for my brain to register the familiar broad-shouldered frame I know so well.
Oh. My. God.
His mouth slowly turns into a grin as he realizes it’s me. I want to knock that smile off his face.
Because it’s him. 
Ralph.






  
  Ralph
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It’s Saturday night and I’m cruising down a dark stretch of road on my way to my friend Olivia’s new place. She just bought a place near a golf course and is hosting a housewarming party. 
I’m about five minutes away when I notice a car pulled over on the side of the road, a shadowed silhouette standing right beside it.
Her shoulder-length brown hair is loose around her face. There’s something familiar about the way she puts her hair behind her ear and my foot automatically eases off the gas. My pulse instantly jumps. It’s human nature; I can’t help but be curious so I slow down to see her face. I think it’s her, but it can’t be because she left Miami a year ago. Unless she’s back? A voice in the back of my head interjects.
My heart thumps in my chest as I turn my car around and park it behind the stranger’s car. I kill the engine, hit the high beams, and step out into the humid night air. As I step into the light, her chocolate-brown eyes widen until they're as big as saucers. Does she think I’m here to kidnap or murder her? “Gabby?” I ask.
Until she realizes it’s me, at which point her worry turns into anger. Big, big anger. “You!? I can’t believe this shit!” She looks up at the sky and shakes her head. That is not the reaction I was hoping for, but okay.
“Who were you expecting? Mother Teresa?” I say, trying to lighten the mood.
“Hilarious, always with the jokes. Everything is a joke to you.”
How fast things change. A year ago, it was one of the things she loved about me, my sense of humor. “Not everything.” After a brief pause I add, “Do you need help?”
She folds her arms and raises her chin, just a tad. “No, thank you. I was about to call Olivia.”
“I can help you. She’s probably busy with guests anyway.”
“I’m good. I’ll have her send one of her brothers,” she says defiantly. 
“Well, this is not a negotiation. It’s January, it’ll get colder soon and I’m not leaving you here alone.” Saying nothing else, I walk to the other side of her car. 
I glance at her. When I open the driver’s door and push a little button, the trunk pops open. I walk back, grab the spare tire and a few other things, then move to the front of her car and position the jack in the best location. She stares at me the whole time.
I drop to my knees in the dirt. She immediately shifts closer, hovering right near my shoulder like a tiny, angry supervisor. The mental picture makes me smile. 
It takes a few minutes and some effort to loosen the lug nuts. I glance her way again as I fiddle with the jack’s handle and slowly raise her car. Her eyes look dramatic with the dark makeup, but she looks around the street, unsure, and hugs herself. I don’t want her to worry; I want her to know she’s safe.
I’m also dying to know what’s going on with her. I guess this is as good a time as any to ask questions and get some answers about why she disappeared. It helps that she can’t go anywhere. “So, Gabby,” I say, pumping the jack handle as the car slowly elevates off the asphalt. “How have you been?”
She pushes a clump of hair away from her face to behind her ear, then crosses her arms again. Her eyes narrow and she glares at me. Of course, she does. Should I tell her how gutted I was when she ghosted me? Should I glare back? 
Instead, I crack a small smile. “What do you call a sad coffee?” 
She doesn't answer, just narrows her eyes even further.
“A depresso,” I say, biting back a chuckle.
“You’re such an idiot.”
Riiight. Turning more serious, and trying to direct the conversation, I ask, “Can you explain to me why I had to find out from a friend that you were gone?”
“A friend? Who told you?” She snaps her gaze to mine. “Can you please tell me which friend?”
“Why? Does it matter?”
“Yes. I need to know… so that I can save time before I murder this soon to be ex-friend.”
I can’t help but chuckle. “Okay then.”
Her lips press together, and I can hear the exasperated sigh. “This is not funny, Rafael.”
“I didn’t say it was. You’re cute when you’re mad though.” 
Her car is finally high enough. I pull the punctured tire off the hub behind it, replace it with the spare, then slowly lower the car. We both pause as a car goes past us.
After a few minutes, she says, “I’m going to guess it was Olivia.” At my lack of confirmation either way she shakes her head.
“By the way, it’s Ralph,” I say after a few minutes, grunting as I tighten the lug nuts.
“What?”
“It’s not Rafael. Just Ralph.”
“I think I prefer Rafael,” she snaps. “Rafael.” 
“Come on, Gabby.”
“No. It’s Miss Rodriguez to you. We are not friends. I got fired because of you and had to leave Miami. I had to go to Pensacola. To the middle of nowhere. It’s old there... and boring. It was the only college that would hire me after you got me fired.”
“It’s Pensacola, not Tibet. It’s not that bad there, the weather’s nice, and I did not get you fired. If you would have answered the five hundred text messages or the two hundred calls and emails, I would have told you that.”
“You did too!”
“Did not,” I reply calmly.
She points a furious index finger straight at my face, pouting like a stubborn toddler. “Did too!”
I torque the last lug nut tight, wipe my dusty hands on my jeans, and stand up to face her full-on. “Come on, work with me here. Let’s hash it out right now. What exactly is it you think I did?”
“You posted those pictures of that drunk student from my phone on the university’s social media page. I was the social media coordinator, not the university’s newspaper. My job was to make us look good. It was humiliating. Of course, my boss fired me. I would have fired me too. The dean was ready to fire him and everyone else in the department after his parents complained.”
I remember the pictures. The entire campus was talking about them for a week. Thankfully, a staff member happened to see them and took them off within the hour, but the damage was already done.
“You always had a flair for the dramatic,” I say as I grab the punctured tire and roll it toward the back of the car. I set it down, turn back to grab the jack and wrench, and walk back to the open trunk. She shadows my every move like an angry ghost as I put everything away.
I stop, turning around to face her directly. “The dean would not have fired you. The word on campus was that your boss was an incompetent dick. The only reason





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/e79666e9-3a07-480f-8ed4-3921277ab6fa.png







