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The ride to Mario’s new townhouse had been uncomfortable. Mario’s sister, Monet, called during the drive back and argued with him until he told her he would hang up. Crystal pulled out plates and forks but didn’t open the takeout she purchased because Mario said he didn’t feel like eating. She wasn’t sure it was appropriate to fix herself a plate to eat while he was in such a mood. Crystal was disappointed. She and Mario barely had time to build on their newly formed relationship over the summer due to her work schedule, and he had chosen to take a vacation to New York the week before the fall semester started. She had wanted to have bonding time, but he had felt compelled to convince his mother to move to Virginia with him. To add to her frustration, he had been less talkative. She sensed something was shifting in their relationship, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. When Mario called her the night before his plane was due to arrive to state those four scary words, “We need to talk,” she felt her heart sink. Crystal did not want a good thing to end before it had a chance to grow, so she was hoping a cozy dinner and one-on-one time would be a nice kickstart to get them back into a couple’s groove as she settled back into her school schedule.

Unfortunately, this was not the homecoming she had envisioned. She’d decided that she would have dinner already purchased, table set, and a welcome back treat waiting for him after she returned his car to him at pickup. The images she’d seen in the movies of happy couples practically running to embrace after being separated for a long time or distance lit hope in her heart for a similar experience with Mario’s arrival. However, there was no excited exchange of “I missed you” looks and declarations at the airport terminal. He had barely returned her hug and came across as aloof when he responded to her. He didn’t seem to think the welcome home sign she held to greet him when he got off the plane was a cute idea, and he didn’t seem to want her to do anything nice for him. On top of the less-than-warm reunion, he didn’t even acknowledge that she was wearing the hi-lo sundress he’d bought for her birthday during summer break.

Mario seemed uncomfortable in his own home. He entered and exited rooms as if he wasn’t permitted to stay longer than two minutes at a time. He opened and closed doors, walked up and down the stairs, shifted items around, and muttered under his breath. Crystal decided that she should help him find his keys, wallet, or whatever he misplaced so he could sit still.

“What are we looking for?” She lifted the couch cushion.

“Huh?”

“I thought you might be looking for something and wanted to help you find it.”

“You thought...? Huh? No! Just...ugh!” Mario curled his lip as if he’d just sucked on a lemon, shook his head, turned his back to her, and walked with heavy footsteps up the stairs.

Crystal sat on the edge of the couch, pigeon-toed, and rubbed her legs as she debated how and when she should ask for a ride home. She decided to remain quiet when he stomped down the stairs and gave a low growl of disgust on his way toward the kitchen.

“Monet gets on my nerves.” He stood in the kitchen entrance gripping the sides and leaned forward as if he were fussing through a window at someone down the street. “And do you know why?”

Crystal wasn’t sure if it was a rhetorical question or one she should answer. She waited a few seconds and realized Mario expected her to talk to him.

“She swears she knows everything,” he ranted just as Crystal opened her mouth to speak. “Just because she babysat me while mom worked doesn’t mean I’m still a kid. I mean, look at me. I’m a grown-ass man.”

Crystal nodded with confusion and started to feel apprehensive. He’s 24. Of course, he’s grown. She wasn’t used to seeing Mario so unsettled. He had always remained calm even when he was angry. 

“Monet thinks that because she’s the oldest, what she says goes. Yeah, she’s 10 years older than me, but I’ve been holding my own for several years. Look, I’ve been working since I was 16, got my own place, own car, and no outrageous debt.”

“Right...” Crystal wondered if he was trying to convince himself.

“Yeah, I’m holding my own, Monet!” Mario shouted toward the door. “I’m sick of being underestimated. If I say I can take care of Mom, I can take care of her!” Mario gave a frustrated grunt, hit the doorpost with the base of his fist, paced angrily, and fussed at no one in particular. “I’ve been the one sending money home every month! When she needed extra money for her doctor bill, who sent it? Me. When she needed money for food, who sent it? Me, that’s who. In fact, when she wanted to go visit Monet’s bad-behind kids all the way in Texas, who sponsored it? Not Monet. No, it was Baby Brother Mario.”

When he punched the wall, Crystal jumped and instinctively grabbed her neck and used her other arm to wrap across her stomach as if she were protecting herself from an incoming attack. The last man she’d been around who punched walls had been Derrick, her ex-boyfriend, who had slammed her into a mirror and caused her to need stitches from the injury. The ways they expressed anger and hit the wall were different since Derrick had punched the wall near her while threatening her, but the sight was still unnerving. Her heart beat faster, and she felt the stinging in the back of her throat that accompanied the need to cry. She walked toward the front door slowly and leaned against the wall, considering how she would make her exit and where she would go if she walked out because she had no vehicle of her own.

Mario looked at her, caught her eyes, softened his face, and then looked at the floor as if he felt shame. “I’m not mad at you. I...I just can’t believe what happened this week. It’s like she decided to flip everything upside down all at once.”

She had decided it was best to just throw in an “mm-hmm” and “yeah” every now and then even though it seemed Mario wasn’t so much talking to her but to himself and his sister, who was still in New York.

“You know why Monet doesn’t want Mom here, right?” Mario paced the floor.

“No.”

“Monet’s got four holy rotten terrors for children. She used to have a nanny, but they’ve been stuck for regular care since the nanny quit. I’m sure no one wants to spend hours on end with those kids. She’s trying to get Mom to take care of and probably train them.” Mario’s rate of speech and volume increased again as he spoke about his sister’s visit.

Okay, I wasn’t expecting all of this. Crystal sat back on the couch and gave up on having a lovely night. “Did you spend your whole week having this argument?”

“No, everything was fine until she showed up yesterday evening to spend the weekend with Mom. She kept hinting at it. She didn’t plan on me being up there this week, so she was surprised when I answered the door. Mom’s been considering moving, and Monet has convinced our mom to go to Texas so she’ll be warmer and will get to watch her grandkids grow. What she really meant was babysit her grandkids and parent them while Monet and Leonard work all day and go on vacations.” Mario spun a pen between his fingers and shook his head. “If I didn’t think she was being used or would end up stressed and worsen her health, I would be all for her living with her daughter and grandchildren.”

Crystal wasn’t sure what her role was or what she should say. “It sounds like a difficult situation. I can understand why it bothers you.”

Mario looked at her, walked away, and grunted loudly. “I need to take a shower. I had a long day. I’ll be a minute. Feel free to turn on the TV or something.”

She watched him walk upstairs with his head down as if the weight of the world rested on him. I wonder if I should have offered to go home since he’s likely to not want to drive anywhere once he showers. If I call Tina to come get me, he might get the wrong impression when I tell him I got a ride back to my dorm. Sheesh. At least if we were on the phone, we could hang up so he could call me back whenever he was up for talking. Now, I’m just sitting here in his face like a zit in the middle of his forehead looking and feeling out of place. I guess I might as well put away dinner since it’s probably rude to eat now. She looked toward the kitchen and regretted buying meals ahead of time. After clearing the counter, Crystal removed her shoes, put her feet on the couch under her, turned the TV on, and almost fell asleep.

Mario came downstairs nearly 45 minutes later. Crystal sensed him standing on the bottom step and turned to look. He was barefoot, wearing lounge pants with an undershirt, and looked as if he had no intention of leaving for the remainder of the night. He leaned on the banister and continued to watch her from the step as if trying to figure out why she was still there. Okay, this is strange and uncomfortable. Mario, what’s going on with you? Why are you looking at me like that? Crystal started to turn back to her show when she realized Mario might need her to be more supportive for him. Outside of poetry, he hadn’t shown this much expression since they had their heart-to-heart talk in her dorm the previous semester. Even then, he was concerned about his mother. It seems the only times he gets this passionate and protective is when he’s concerned about his family.

Crystal got up from the couch, walked to the staircase, and stood one step below him. Her face softened when she saw he looked uncertain. She put her hand over his, touched his cheek, and asked, “How are you feeling?”

Mario closed and opened his eyes slowly, brought her hand to his face, and said, “I’m okay, Bright Eyes.” 

He stepped down to stand on the floor with her and gave her a long hug that Crystal felt was more thankful than anything else. As she embraced him, she realized that this was one of the rare times that she was the strong one for the couple. It wasn’t that Mario wasn’t physically strong, because his physique showed he worked out regularly. She realized her boyfriend needed the space to be vulnerable and a person to be receptive to listen if he needed to talk.

Crystal kissed his cheek, took his hand, and led him to the couch. She sat, opened her arms to invite him to lean on her, and reached for the remote to turn to one of their favorite shows. He lightly ran his fingers through her hair and stopped when he caught her eyes.

“What is it?” she asked gently.

He spoke softly. “I missed you.”

She smiled and brushed her lips against his. “I missed you, too.”
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Chapter 2
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Crystal and Mario sat on his patio the next afternoon. He had just finished informing her that he wasn’t ready to tell her what had been on his mind all summer even though she knew it was major. It had been serious enough for him to call her from New York to let her know he had made a decision and needed to talk to her when she picked him up from the airport. Every time he made reference to it, he backed out of the conversation.

“I know you’ve got a lot of adjusting to do to settle back into the groove of school, activities, catch up with your friends, and whatnot,” said Mario. “This is going to be a hectic time for me, too, with work and all before Labor Day. Before we get into everything and get bogged down with this year, I want to first congratulate you for making it to senior year.”

Crystal grinned and raised her glass of water to toast his.

“Second, I want to make sure you’re coming to my Labor Day cookout here. Devin’s coming up, and some of the group will be here, too.”

“Devin’s coming? Tina will be excited to see him. She didn’t say anything about him visiting when I talked to her yesterday. Granted, I was talking about your plane arriving, but I would have thought she’d tell me since the last time she saw him was about three weeks ago.”

“We were going to make it a surprise, but then he thought she might skip my cookout to pop up on him for the three-day weekend. They’d miss each other trying to be spontaneous and romantic.”

Crystal nodded in agreement. “That would suck.” 

“That’ll be a weekend for talking anyway...” Mario’s words hung in the air.

“What do you mean? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. Hopefully, everything will still be right. It’s just...nothing. We’ll have some catching up to do and plenty of time to talk and chill together.” Mario looked like he was trying to make things seem better than they were. “Anyway, can you wear one of these dresses again or a skirt with a split?”

Crystal gave a flirtatious smile, stretched her legs over Mario’s lap, and said, “You just want to see my legs.”

“Yeah, I do...” he said quietly. Crystal watched him. He looked as though he were preparing to sculpt pottery. Mario began massaging her calf with one hand and leaned toward her as if he would kiss her but stopped just inches away from her lips to look into her eyes. He moved his hand slightly forward and gently squeezed above her knee and caught her leg just as she flinched.

Crystal took a deep breath and tilted her head back slightly as if she had gotten lightheaded. Mario gave one slow nod, waited for her to lean toward him, and kissed her. I’ve missed kissing you...these lips. How long before I can be near you without you taking my breath away? 

Crystal traced his lips with her finger and grinned when he nibbled it. “I missed you,” she said thoughtfully. “You really gonna make me wait two more weeks before we can play together?”

He used the back of his fingers to stroke her cheek. “These next several months are going to give me a better position for my future in business. I’ve enjoyed preparing taxes and picking up other things in the off-season, but I need to start thinking long term, ya know? The next couple of weeks are for me to focus to get myself on the right track. Plus, I need to get most of this stuff unpacked. I’ll be right here. I’m a little farther from the campus, but I’m still around. We’ll talk and text. You trust me, right?”

Crystal nodded.

“...And you know I’m here if you need me, right?”

She smiled slightly and nodded again.

“Texting me is faster than flashing the giant ‘M’ in the sky though.”

“The what? A giant M like the bat signal? Is the M supposed to be the Mario signal?”

“No. It’s the signal for Super Mario, but don’t let everyone know it’s really me.”

Crystal found that amusing and was glad her boyfriend had a sense of humor. “Okay. How about I stick to the phone so that you don’t mistake the signal for a cry to save the world. I don’t want you off to rescue some blonde woman trapped in a 40-story building trying to avoid an oversized animal.”

“There’s only one woman I’m looking to get to...” Mario stroked her cheek again and leaned in to kiss her.
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Chapter 3
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The first several days of school were full of hustle and bustle. Crystal went out of her way to avoid areas that had high traffic – student commons areas for fast food, guidance offices, admissions, financial aid, freshmen dorms, etc. This was the first year Crystal had earned enough to purchase a used vehicle, but she chose to put the money into a savings account for her graduation, expenses, and applications to graduate schools. She was on a partial scholarship for academics, so she had student loans to cover the remaining costs of tuition and fees. Although she wasn’t required to start repaying loans until she was out of school, she wanted to minimize how much interest she’d owe by paying down the principle. It was times like that first week of school that she wished she had started at community college and transferred to the university. She would need to spend time checking out her options before graduation to determine if she absolutely needed to get a master’s degree, how long the program would take to complete, and what schools offered the best overall program, cost, location, and classes for her.

She was considering taking a year off to avoid burnout, but she was concerned that she might lose momentum and not want to go back. What if I’m ready to settle down and start a family? What if I begin a career? When would it make sense to have children? What if I get into the program and discover I hate the field? Where else can I use this degree? Crystal realized that she had worked herself up and was probably as confused as the freshmen who were starting their college journey to a career. It just feels so...final. How am I supposed to know what I want to do with the next 30¬–50 years of my life based on a few classes? Crystal found herself waiting in line to schedule an appointment with her advisor. She made her appointment and then went to find her friends at one of the tables outside. They had decided to meet by the trees for shade since it was still summer.

“You said what?” Tina asked incredulously.

“I said either she finds a new place for her lizard, or she and the lizard could be roommates on the sidewalk. I am willing to put up with a lot of things, but possibly waking up to a scaly thing sticking its tongue out at me or scurrying across the living room isn’t one of them. Do I look like I’m preparing to host a show about wildlife or something?” Shayla’s voice was a pitch high than normal, and she made running motions with her fingers.

Tina laughed. “The idea of you fussing someone out, especially about her pet, is freakin’ hilarious.”

“She can get a fish if she wants a ‘pet’ so badly. Bringing something that doesn’t stop growing until it dies hardly counts as a pet. Do you know that girl actually thought I would want to feed it? I tried. I actually tried to like this thing for the brief time it was with us, but then she pulled out the food.”

“So, you didn’t want to sprinkle it into the bowl or something?” Crystal asked.

“Sprinkle it into the bowl? Girl, have you ever tried to ‘sprinkle’ crickets?”

“Crickets?” asked Tina and Crystal in unison.

“Yes, crickets. Not just any crickets either. Oh, nooooo. This girl had a bag of a couple dozen live bugs that looked like they were almost an inch-long each hopping around in a big ol’ clear baggie like she was about to pass out gold.” Shayla’s face crumpled into a frown of disgust. She used her hands to demonstrate the bugs’ movements. “Here she is, my brand new roommate, dangling her infestation container in front of my face explaining how they were dusted with vitamins and minerals to make sure this thing had a well-balanced meal. Now mind you, I’m still trying not to freak out because of the dry-skinned reptile sporting a mohawk that she’s got in this aquarium tank thing, and then she’s got the nerve to stick a bag full of noisy bugs climbing on top of each other in my face to invite me to feed her pet. I asked her why she felt the need to bring home a bag full of bugs. Do you know what she told me?”

Crystal and Tina shook their heads no.

“She tells me that lizards don’t eat dead things. What? So, now she has a reptile in the home that’s so finicky it’s too good to eat things it didn’t kill. Apparently, if it doesn’t eat all the crickets when they’re alive, he’ll just let them sit in the container and wait for someone to clean the tank. Not I.”

“Well, it’s not like it’s an everyday thing, right? Plus, you don’t have to see the bugs,” Crystal said.

“Yes, I do. I know they’re in there, and I don’t even want there to be a possibility of one getting loose.” Shayla shuddered. “Crickets just a-hoppin’ through the apartment playing ventriloquist. Eh heh. That’s not half as bad as the other things she wanted to feed it.”

“What could be worse?” Tina asked.

“Mealworms.”

“Meal...worms?”

“Yeah...yeah. She wants to feed it mealworms... some strange, slow-moving, pink, rolly polly-looking creepy crawlies with lots of legs – dusted with vitamins and minerals, of course. They were in some container in...I don’t even know what was in the container. All I know is that this girl told me that they have to stay in a cool to cold environment and tried to put them in our refrigerator. I about choked that heifer. I told her, ‘If you put them worms near my food, I will feed you to your lizard!’”

Tina choked on her drink with laughter. “Ew, that is so nasty. You make me glad I didn’t try to get a university apartment. I don’t think I could deal with three other girls getting on my nerves. It’s hard enough with the one who wants to sing every time she wakes up. It’s like waking up to a preschool show every morning at 6:45. I don’t even bother to set my alarm anymore because she’s OCD about everything, including the order of songs she sings.”

“Yeah, well, she decided that she couldn’t be without her lizard, so she moved out.”

“Really? Are you serious?”

“No,” Shayla sipped her soda. “I was kidding about that. But seriously, she’s moving back to Ohio to help take care of her mom who took a turn for the worst. She’s hoping to get a tuition refund since she didn’t attend any class more than two times.”

“Hey, y’all,” a voice said.

Crystal looked up to see Wyn standing by the table with another girl behind her. Shayla and Crystal spoke while Tina gave a bored wave.

“Um, this is my roommate, Tasha. She was in my dance class last year. Tasha, this is Crystal, Shayla, and Tina.” Wyn avoided direct eye contact with Tina. “I know it’s been a minute. I sent birthday emails, but I figured we all had busy summers. I was hoping to catch up soon. I got a new phone, so I didn’t know if anyone tried to call me. Here’s my number, and I’m in Hubert Hall this year.”

“Yeah, we need to catch up,” Shayla responded. Tina stopped talking when she saw Wyn, and Crystal gave a forced smile.

“Okay, I’ll see you later.”

Shayla pushed the paper with Wyn’s phone number to the other two. “It’s been three months since she was caught with GQ. Can we try to talk to her?”

“It’s not that I don’t want to talk to her. I just don’t have anything to talk to her about right now,” Crystal answered.

“Yeah, well, I don’t want to talk to her, so just call me petty.” Tina pushed the paper back to Shayla.

“Don’t be like that, Tina,” Crystal said. “I mean, it was the one time, and we’ve known her for a few years.”

“Oh, so you’re ready to welcome her back with open arms? Why don’t you invite her to Mario’s cookout then?”

Crystal paused. “It’s not my home to be inviting people –” 

“You invited Shayla.”

“...Shayla’s different. Her man was already invited. Your man was invited. Mine is hosting, and...I don’t feel the need to invite any and everybody to just pop up at his place.”

“So, you’re not ready to hang out with Wyn again?”

“I can hang out – just not in my boyfriend’s home. Plus, I don’t know that chick, Tasha, and didn’t want to say anything about it in front of her.” Crystal looked in the direction Wyn and her roommate walked. “Something about her doesn’t sit right with me. Did you see the way she not only avoided talking to us but kept looking around her? The only time she stopped was when the guy passed close by her, and practically gave him a full body x-ray with her eyes.”

“What? You think she’s up to something?” Shayla asked.

“I find it...I think it’s odd to be introduced to people and not speak, not wave, or nothing only to leave as if she never even saw us. It comes across as shady, and it’s not something I’m interested in pursuing to find out why she doesn’t want to speak. She and Wyn can talk. If Wyn wants to talk to me or us as a group, she can. Just don’t expect me to want to bake cookies and have slumber parties with the new girl. The last real interaction with Wyn wasn’t all that great, and people change – sometimes, for the worse. I don’t know what to expect from her.”

“Well, you two should relax because GQ acted like he couldn’t remember her name after that night. She told me that he blocked her calls and that she wished she had never slept with him because she got used, discarded, and still ended up alone.” Shayla filled them in on her summer conversations with Wyn. “She said she should have set her sights on someone who wanted a relationship and not just a quickie.”

“Yeah, well...today won’t be any reunion party.” Crystal balled up her napkin. “Try me again after Labor Day.”
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Saturday afternoon, Crystal visited Tina in her dorm room.

“Have you heard from Devin?” Crystal asked.

“Yeah, he got in last night.” Tina sat on her bed.

“When are you going to see him?”

“Tomorrow,” Tina said with disappointment. “He said he needs to handle some stuff with Mario and wants to get things done while businesses are open today.”

“Yeah, I got the same thing. I was hoping that you’d gotten an update so we could visit. It’s hardly worth being there if the guys are gone.”

“I know. They’ve been up and out since early this morning. I wanted to know what they’re doing that takes all day that we can’t say a quick ‘hi,’ but he said it’ll be too distracting to have me around since he hasn’t seen me in so long. He misses me.” Tina got quiet.

Crystal waited a moment. “Tina? What are you thinking?”

“I need to see him.”

“Okay, you’ll see him tomorrow.”

“No, I neeeeeed to see him.” She held her hand to her chest, pulled her knees to her stomach, and dramatically stretched her other arm across the mattress. “I don’t think you understand how much I need him...to ‘see’ him!”

“Um, I think I understand what you mean now,” Crystal said with a chuckle. “Is it that serious?”

“Yes. Did I show you the last pic he sent me?”

“The one with him and his cousins at his aunt
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