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  Chapter one
 Facing the Past 


The Zarate kitchen was never quiet. Even past midnight, the fridge wheezed like a dying animal and the heating pipes thudded with each shift in pressure. But tonight, with the rest of the house knocked out cold,Ricky sprawled across his bed, Vanessa cocooned in three blankets,it was almost like standing on the edge of a frozen lake: all surface tension, every sound amplified.
Alex hovered at the doorway, the manila folder heavy under his arm, watching Martha nurse a chipped mug of tea. She’d left the lights off, only the glow above the stove spilling over her hunched shoulders and the slowly steaming mug. She looked ten years older in this light, the lines at the corners of her mouth drawn deep, the roots of her hair showing through with no attempt to hide the gray.
He stepped into the circle of light, set the folder on the table, and waited. Bruno, the eternal sentinel, followed on soft paws, then flopped down by Martha’s feet, groaning with the effort.
She didn’t look up. Just tapped her nails against the porcelain, a slow rhythm that didn’t match the ticking of the stove clock.
Alex slid the folder toward her, careful, as if it might detonate. “It’s everything,” he said. “All of it.”
She reached for the folder, but her hands hesitated just above the cardboard. She closed her eyes, exhaled once, then pulled it open. The kitchen filled with the soft shuffle of paper, and Alex counted each turn like a metronome: expense reports, disciplinary emails, the spreadsheet with her own name circled in black pen. He waited for the blow-up, or the denial, or maybe just a well-practiced brush-off.
But Martha just read, lips moving over every line, a silent chant. When she finished, she set the folder aside, folded her hands on the table, and stared into the mug as if it held a solution to all of this.
Alex felt the old anger rise,the kind that made his voice go flat and his heart beat double-time,but he swallowed it, forced himself to wait.
Finally, Martha spoke, voice thin. “You want to know if it’s true.”
He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.
Her hands, steady at first, began to tremble. She wrapped them around the mug, knuckles whitening. “I never wanted this for you. Or Ricky. Or her.” She jerked her chin toward the ceiling, where Vanessa’s snoring sometimes echoed through the vent.
“You told us we moved for a better school,” Alex said, and hated how much it sounded like a cross-examination.
Martha didn’t look up. “We did. But I lied about why.” She blinked, slow. “We were out of options. The Board, they,they wanted someone who could ‘keep the peace.’ Someone who wouldn’t make trouble when they shuffled things under the rug.” She almost laughed, but it turned to a cough. “I needed the job. After your dad left, after what happened in the old district,” She cut herself off, bit her tongue.
Alex’s vision blurred for a moment. “So you went along with it. You let them push people out. You let them screw over every kid who didn’t fit the box.”
The line of Martha’s jaw hardened. “You think I had a choice?”
The old anger clawed back. “You always told us there’s a choice. You said,”
“I said that to keep you safe.” She looked at him now, eyes red at the rims. “I thought if I could get us through just one year, two years, maybe things would change. I thought you’d be gone to college by then. Thinking I could protect you from all of it.
Her hands clenched tighter. “But it didn’t work. It just made you hate me.”
Alex let the silence stretch until he couldn’t take it anymore. “I don’t hate you,” he said, but it sounded more like a plea than a statement.
Martha reached for the file again, as if she needed the pain. “You know what happens if this goes public. They’ll destroy us. They’ll take my job, blacklist me from every clinic in the state. They could take the house, the insurance. Ricky’s medicine. Your tuition.”
He’d thought of all that. Had stayed up too many nights running the odds, as if this were a math problem he could solve if he only found the right variable. “But if we don’t, it keeps happening. To everyone. You said it yourself,you thought you could change it.”
She shook her head, smile broken. “That was before I realized how small I am.”
Alex pressed his hands against the edge of the table, until his palms left marks in the wood. “You’re not small. You’re the only reason we’re still standing. But if you want us to lie, if you want us to let this die,” He forced himself to look her in the eye. “I can’t.”
Martha looked down at her mug, then into it, as if the last dregs might show her the future. “I know.”
Alex turned away, ran a hand through his hair. The urge to pace, to burn off the storm inside, was almost physical. He took a lap around the kitchen, staring at the ugly calendar taped to the fridge, the row of overdue bills, the faded photo of him and Ricky at some long-ago science fair.
When he finally sat, it was across from her, hands clasped tight between his knees.
He waited, one second, two, until Martha’s hands stopped shaking.
She spoke first. “After your dad left, I told myself I would never put you in that kind of danger again. I would never be the reason you lost your home, your school, your friends. I would take the hit, whatever it was, so you didn’t have to.” She shook her head, almost laughing. “Maybe I messed up.”
Alex didn’t know what to say. He felt the betrayal, sure,the acid taste of it in his throat,but mostly he just felt tired. Tired of secrets, of pretending everything was fine when nothing was.
He reached across the table, his fingers awkward and clumsy, and covered her hand with his.
“We’ll fix this together,” he said. “All of us.”
Martha looked at his hand for a long time, then squeezed it. Her grip was weak, but steady.
He didn’t let go. Not until the tea went cold, and the fridge cycled on again, and the clock ticked past 2 AM.
They sat in silence, the kitchen finally as quiet as a real lake at winter, all the chaos frozen just below the surface.

      ***The high school’s art gallery was really just a repurposed corridor next to the main office, but with the lights on and the blackout curtains pulled, it almost passed for a real exhibit. Ricky stood in the middle of it, arms full of frames, sweat sticking the collar of his shirt to the back of his neck.
He took a step back to survey the wall. The acrylics,screaming blue, impossible orange, a line of reds so bright they could blind,looked good against the white. Eli said it was “brave,” which probably meant “a little much,” but Ricky couldn’t help it. The whole show was about “identity and acceptance,” two words that made him want to punch a wall and then hug it.
He reached for the level taped to the wall and made sure the centerpiece, a self-portrait, was as straight as he could get it. The painting wasn’t subtle: a fractured figure, head split down the center, one half slick with riotous color and the other washed in gray. The mouth was open, shouting or maybe just trying to breathe.
Ricky’s hands trembled. He tried to steady them by running a sleeve over the glass, but all it did was smear a new thumbprint. He thought about going to the bathroom to wash up, but there were already a few students hanging around the entrance, and he didn’t want to give them a chance to touch anything. Or, worse, comment.
He checked his phone. Nothing from Vanessa, but Eli had sent a selfie of himself in front of an enormous, half-finished mural at the community center, a dot of blue paint in the middle of his cheek. The caption just said: “You’re gonna crush it.”
Ricky smiled, then closed the text before anyone could see.
He moved to the next piece,a triptych of faces, each rendered in a different style: one cartoonishly happy, one blank, one twisted with rage. He adjusted the spacing, then read the title card for the hundredth time. “Three Kinds of Silence.” He hated the way it sounded, but Ms. Benet said it was “evocative,” so he’d let it stand.
He was about to tape down the last corner when the door banged open and a clump of seniors shoved in, laughing too loud. They were here for extra credit,he recognized them from math class, where their chief talent was disrupting the lesson and then blaming the teacher for not making it “engaging.”
“Whoa, what’s with all the clown colors?” one said, squinting at the wall.
Another poked at a canvas, then read the card aloud: “Acceptance and the Absence of Self. Dude, what does that even mean?”
Ricky pretended not to hear. He finished with the tape, then wiped his hands on his jeans.
“Hey, Zarate,” a third called out, not even trying to be subtle. “This yours?”
He nodded, kept his eyes on the painting.
“Looks expensive,” the kid said, smirking at his friends. “You take lessons or something?”
Ricky shook his head, but the guy was already losing interest.
They moved on to the next display, and the giggles faded. Ricky felt his whole body uncoil, but he didn’t let himself relax. Not yet.
He checked the lineup again, moving from left to right. Each piece told a story, even if nobody else would read it that way: the one with the red circle in the center was about the time he tried to quit the swim team; the black-and-white line drawing was his mom, drawn from memory on a night he couldn’t sleep. And the one at the end, smaller and hung a little lower than the rest, was for Alex,just an outline, uncolored, but with the eyes carefully shaded in.
He stepped back, letting the white space between the frames do its work. From this angle, it looked less like an art show and more like a confession.
He checked his phone again. Eli: “If anyone gives you shit, tell them I’ll paint their face in the quad.” Then: “jk jk don’t fight anyone, please.”
Ricky wanted to laugh, but the knot in his stomach wouldn’t let him.
He set the phone on the table and pulled up the draft of his speech. Ms. Benet wanted each artist to say something at the reception, even if it was just “thank you for coming.” Ricky had written five different versions, each one more fake than the last. He tried reading the latest out loud, but the words felt wrong in his mouth, like chewing cardboard.
He mumbled, “Thanks for being here, I hope my art speaks for itself,” and immediately hated the way it sounded.
He tried again, voice lower. “This is about figuring out who you are when everyone else already decided for you.” Better, but still not right.
He gave up and started rearranging the chairs, all the while imagining what it would be like when people showed up in force. He could already hear the comments,"Is that supposed to be him?" "It’s so… colorful," "You know his brother’s the one from the assembly?",every word landing like a slap.
He picked up the last canvas, the one he’d been saving for last. It was the most personal: just a close-up of two hands, clasped tight. One had chipped blue nail polish, the other was bare but smeared with paint. He’d meant it to be subtle, but anyone who looked close could tell the hands were his and Eli’s.
He stared at the painting, heart in his throat. If he put it up, there was no taking it back.
He thought about what Alex would say,probably “Do it, or you’ll regret it.” He thought about Martha, and how she’d always insisted he should be proud of his work, even if nobody else understood.
He hung the painting.
He stood back and looked at the wall. For the first time, it felt finished.
A voice behind him: “I like the colors.” Not a teacher, but a girl from his art class. She smiled, shy but real.
“Thanks,” Ricky said, and tried to keep the shake out of his voice.
She nodded at the hands painting. “That one’s my favorite. It’s kind of… hopeful?”
He couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s what I was going for.”
He watched her move through the gallery, taking in each piece. She didn’t laugh, didn’t call over her friends, just looked and nodded and moved on. For a second, Ricky felt something loosen inside him,a little more space to
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