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The Glen

	I was sick to death of fear. I wished fear was sick to death of me. With four years since our last run-in with Dad, I should have been over the memories by now.

	I laid in bed with my arm folded under my cheek, rubbing my dog, Storm’s, floppy ear between my fingers as she lay beside me.

	“Breathe,” I whispered to myself, too overwhelmed to resist the memory any longer.

	Dad had been awake three days in a row and coming down from his high. His dark eyes were alert and agitated as they bounced around the living room. Smudges of dirt and grime stained his gray T-shirt and brown, sweaty skin.

	Mom stood in his way. “I’ve been worried sick about you thinking you were dead in the gutter somewhere. Don’t you ever do that again!”Dad shoved her across the room with a roar and stomped away.

	Pushing herself off the closet door, she stormed after him through the dining room of our old house and gripped his arm. “Stop!”

	He whirled around and struck her, not once, but three times.

	I paused the samba song I was dancing to and squeezed the owl pendant on my necklace. I watched them in stunned silence from the sunroom. The world froze. My heart sank.

	Seven years later and that sinking feeling still plagued me. I released a breath and threw the blanket off to evaporate the film of sweat coating my body. Storm raised her head and watched me as I squeezed my eyes tight. Her wet snout nudged my arm.

	Mom folded her hands over her bleeding nose and stared at my father in shock. She shrank away from him with tears glistening in her amber eyes. This man was not her husband.

	Dad used to be the beating heart of our family—a silly, Barbados-born artist who adored Mom and me until his bi-polar altered him. My real dad would have never hurt the object of his obsession, and Mom knew it. From that day forward, she made it her mission to pay the ransom, no matter how high the price, to get him back.

	I lost both my parents to that five-year battle, and now, all I had left was a shadow of a mother, the memory of the man I used to love, and the living nightmare that took his place.

	Storm bumped my hand with her brown fuzzy head and whined. She needed a walk. The exercise could do me good anyway. There was nothing like the present to distract me from the past.

	As I crawled over her body to get ready, she sat up and let out a fart, a silent but effective incentive for me to move faster. Pulling on a sweatshirt and pants, I scrunched up my nose and lifted my long curly mane out of the inside of my shirt. Storm’s pretty sunset brown eyes peered at me with desperation, a warning that there was plenty more ammunition in her putrid doggy butt waiting to fire.

	I peeked through my coral-colored curtains for a glimpse of the day. We had to hurry before the clouds broke loose.

	Storm’s claws tapped the bone tile floor on our way to the foyer. I retrieved the leash from the hook by the door, and, as I clipped it to her collar, she let another fart slip.

	I gagged. “Oh, my God! I’m goin’ as fast as I can.” Shoving my nose inside my collar, I straightened up. “And I thought you loved me.”

	Storm did her pee-pee dance—circling my knees and pacing while I raced around the living room collecting my keys, the pooper scooper, and baggies. I sang her famous theme song—Britney Spears’ “Toxic”.

	“With the stink of your farts, I wanna die…You’re toxic. I’m slipping under…”

	I locked the door behind us and continued serenading her on our way down the hall.

	We raced under the gloomy morning sky between the five eight-story buildings where we lived. Storm outran me as usual. Her bushy tail wagged excitedly, leaving no doubt who had won.

	I usually hated running and losing, but I enjoyed competing against her on our morning runs. Having full reign of the neighborhood without the drug dealers on our block catcalling or harassing me made it that much better. They weren’t early risers after all, so the risk of getting hit by stray bullets from their rivals was much lower compared to our after-school walks.

	“Hurry, Stormy. It’s about to rain,” I whined. The droplets falling from the sky splashed on my cheeks. I tugged her leash and bounced impatiently from one foot to the other.

	She’d been sniffing the same patch of grass under her favorite tree for a full minute.

	The Glen Houses, the projects where we lived in South Jamaica, Queens, had plenty of lush grass—one of its few great features. Being my emotional support animal and the only dog allowed at these apartments, Storm had exclusive rights to use it. I still had to clean up after her. I didn’t mind as much, especially if it meant relief from her stinky fart attacks.

	Ominous clouds brewed overhead. Storm sniffed the spring air and shook when a raindrop crashed between her eyes. Before the first crack of thunder, she did her last little tinkle and dashed inside the old brick building to escape the downpour of rain soaking us.

	The dank stairwell always stunk of human pee—one of The Glen’s many charms. Holding my breath, I followed Storm and her soggy paw prints up the three flights of stairs to our place.

	I wiped her paws dry with a rag and set her free. Storm bee-lined for the living room and scooched her long body across the doggy bed in the corner. As I stepped out of my damp sneakers, I could barely set the first foot inside my fluffy bunny slipper when a boom of thunder startled us both.

	“No!” I shouted, gliding across the floor in my socks to catch her.

	Getting a head start on me, Storm flew down the hallway into my room and jumped onto my formerly clean mattress and bedding. Burrowed under the blankets, she panted and trembled with fear. I let my shoulders sag in defeat and sighed. So much for getting cozy again before school.

	I flicked the switch on the bedside lamp and ducked under the covers to unhook the leash from her collar. Her black-lined eyes reflected the orange glow through the back-lit sheet, pleading with me not to banish her from the safety of my bed. Another crack of thunder made me feel guilty for even considering it. She buried her snout under the pillow and hyperventilated, her black and brown mottled coat rising and falling rapidly with every breath.

	“Why are you so stinkin’ cute, huh?” I asked in a baby voice, rubbing her back.

	Once the thunderstorm passed, I dragged my sweet dog to the tub. There was nothing Storm hated more than baths, except for brussels sprouts, but she smelled like wet dog and corn chips. I enclosed her in the bathroom and returned to my room to strip off my bed-sheets and close up my and Mom’s rooms to keep the dog out.

	Good thing Mom had left for work already. Her eye always twitched when she’d get angry, which definitely would’ve happened had she been here now for Storm’s bath war. Mom’s good towels on the floor, plus the streaky messes on the bathroom walls and door, would’ve twitched both her eyes out of control.

	I rubbed Storm dry and dismissed the thought from my mind.

	My mom was crazy…like micromanage-other-people’s-life-despite-her-own-life-falling-apart kind of crazy. Every inch of our rundown apartment had to be spotless at all times. She’d leave lists of endless chores with specific OCD instructions, then expected me to read her mind and her annoying facial expressions whenever I did something less than perfect. No wonder Dad lost his mind. These days, I was worried that being around her for too long would lead me to the same fate, or worse: that I’d become like her.

	I washed the tub while Storm licked herself atop the towel mound on the floor. As I stepped out of my gym pants to shower, I caught a glimpse of my frizzy hair in the mirror. Woof! No wonder the kids used to call me Troll when I was younger. Being a black girl with freckles and a gap between my two front teeth didn’t help either. But thanks to the rain and Storm flicking shampoo and water at me, I had to condition my hair too.

	After my shower, I dashed inside my room, blocking Stormy from following me, and plundered my closet for our boring uniform. I never understood why they bothered calling it a uniform when clearly it was a dress code. I slipped on the loosest fitting navy pants and white button-down shirt I could find. I didn’t dress to impress the kids at school by showing off what little body I had. I dressed for invisibility to the predators who lived in our building. I’d keep my head low, my hat on, and walk like a boy, hoping to deter them from bothering me on my way home from school. It worked most of the time, and on the days it didn’t, I’d run, not walk, through our building to escape them. I just dreaded the day I couldn’t run fast enough.

	One of these days, I’d get out of this place, hopefully with my sanity intact.

	I fastened my owl necklace around my neck en route to the bathroom and scrunched my hair in the mirror. I’d been waiting with anxious anticipation all weekend for today—for Culture Day—to finally arrive.

	Our weekend assignment for culinary was to make our favorite cultural-inspired snack for the class. I had no idea what to make, and every time I’d ask Mom, she’d blow me off. I toyed with the idea of calling my Tia Felícia, Mom’s big sister who lived in Miami, for a recipe, but if Mom were to find out, I would have never heard the end of it.

	Mom had cut us both off from whatever family we had left in Brazil and here in the States and kept the rift between them a secret. Years ago, I’d learned that she hated me too much to tell me about it or my family. So I had no choice. I searched YouTube and recipe sites to guide me through.

	Thankfully, my snack tasted exactly how Mom used to make it when I was little.

	I grabbed the container from the fridge, pressed a kiss to the top of Storm’s head, and locked the door tight.

	* * *

	After crossing the busy intersection between Rockaway and Sutphin boulevards, I did a smell check of myself. I sighed with relief at the Suavitel fabric softener still scenting my clothes. The last thing I needed was to go to school smelling like our building.

	Rain scented the air as I cut through the Baisley Pond Park, the same park I would take Storm for a walk after school. It took about eight minutes, depending on traffic, to get to school from The Glen, and as long as the rain, sleet, or snow would hold off, I enjoyed the walk.

	The massive, two-story brick building came into view. I hurried across the final street—Baisley Boulevard. Students disembarked from the Q6 bus and joined the swarm on the sidewalk, trekking toward the school’s front entrance like bees toward the hive. I turned up the volume on the earbuds in my ears, exchanging the loud and layered conversations for the calming voice of Jorja Smith.

	I imagined my classmates’ reactions to the stunning pavê I’d made. Last night I’d assembled a smaller one with the passion fruit I had left over, and hmm, was it amazing. My mouth watered at the memory as I joined the line for security outside the door.

	I shifted the green messenger bag around my torso and moved a place ahead in line at the base of the steps. Someone tapped my shoulder. I turned around to see Crystal, a girl from culinary, standing behind me, beaming with excitement.

	“Hey.” I lowered the volume on my phone.

	“Hey, Joy. What did you make?” She nodded at the rectangular container in my hands.

	“It’s a passion fruit trifle.”

	“Hmm. Sounds sexy.”

	I laughed.

	“Can I see it?”

	“Sorry. You’ll have to wait a little while longer. What did you bring?”

	“Flan.” She cradled the Tupperware container like a baby in her arms and smiled.

	“l love flan. Can’t wait to try it.”

	Crystal flicked the waist-length hair behind her shoulder and wrinkled her tiny nose. “You have no idea how hard it was not to eat it all before I got here,” she said in her Mexican accent. “And my little brother and sister kept tryna steal a bite.” Her dark, almond eyes squinted with anger. “They’re so annoying.”

	At least she had a brother and sister.

	Crystal’s friends cut the line to talk to her—my cue to turn the volume up on my phone again. Crystal was always cool to talk to, and I tried hanging with her and her friends at the beginning of freshman year, but between their inside jokes and speaking nonstop Spanish, I quit trying to keep up.

	I looked straight ahead at the school’s four giant columns and impatiently tapped my foot for the line to move.

	After making it through the metal detector, I hurried my delectable confection to the safety of my homeroom/culinary—the first class of the day. Mr. Clement opened the room early to receive us. I detoured around a girl lowering a lidded foil tray with homemade pretzels and different dipping sauces onto the long metal table with the other desserts. Opening the metal fridge door, I slipped the deep glass baking dish onto a shelf inside and hurried to my stool. The excitement vibrated in the air as the kitchen filled with students.

	I’d skipped breakfast, reserving my tummy space for the wonderful variety of desserts my classmates had brought. Noman, a boy from Pakistan who sat beside me, had brought the most intriguing one. When he took his seat and dropped his bookbag onto the blue tiled floor, I leaned over and whispered, “Is your dish sweet or savory?”

	He grinned nervously and adjusted the sleeve of his black leather jacket. “It is sweet.”

	“It looks so good.” I rubbed my hands together, eager for the class to begin, so we could eat already.

	Mr. Clement’s frog lips stretched into a nervous smile as his creepy gaze followed Imani. She added her square Pyrex plate to the other dishes on the table and settled onto the stool beside Noman.

	Mr. Clement could not have been more transparent about his attraction to Imani. Even if he could go after her, the forty-year-old, sweaty white man with a round, squatty dad bod and horrible coffee breath didn’t stand a chance.

	Her ebony skin looked flawless under the harsh fluorescent lights. I loved looking at her face, too, equally enthralled by her beauty as our teacher. There were only a few faces around school that inspired me to wanna draw them. Imani’s face was like a perfect oval-cut chocolate diamond—multifaceted and perfectly symmetrical. Her dark angled eyes glared at every object or person they beheld, always searching for the next story or making up one the longer she stared. She twirled a neon blue ringlet around her slender fingers and smirked at something on her phone.

	Finally, the last bell rang for the start of class, snapping Mr. Clement out of his gawking to explain the orderly fashion we were to begin the taste test.

	With our plates and eating utensils in hand, we served ourselves a taste of the twenty-five desserts along the metal table.

	Noman’s was the first I went for. It looked like a round disk of brittle with almond slivers and pistachios pieces. He called it Sohan halwa. Imani had brought dous makos—a Haitian version of fudge in brown, cream, and pink-striped form. I was in dessert heaven.

	“Who made this?” Mr. Clement pointed to the half-eaten dish I’d brought.

	I raised my hand timidly and cleared my throat. “It’s mine. It’s called pavê de maracujá. It’s my favorite Brazilian snack of all time.”

	“You don’t look Brazilian,” Imani said under her breath.

	“I’m half, and not all Brazilians look like white or brown supermodels, ya know. It’s not a race. It’s a nationality.” I returned my attention to Mr. Clement. “Uh, it’s a trifle with passion fruit cream, passion fruit mousse, lady fingers, and passion fruit syrup on top.”

	“I think I like it as much as my flan.” Crystal smiled reassuringly at me and shoveled her last forkful of the pavê into her mouth.

	“Thanks.” I bit into Noman’s crunchy Sohan halwa and hunched on my seat while our teacher interviewed someone else.

	After everyone explained their snack, Mr. Clement did a review for a test tomorrow. With our bellies over-filled and our sugar high in full swing, no one wanted to think about how many times sweeter agave syrup was to sugar or how many grams were in a cup of water. I retrieved my notebook and pen from my bag anyway.

	“Come on, Mr. C.,” a boy named Mason spoke up behind me. “We just ate. Can’t we take a nap before we gotta take notes?”

	Mr. Clement chuckled. “Sorry. If you wanna nap, you’re in the wrong class. Now put your big boy pants on and pay attention.”

	The same groans echoed like a dying chorus through the room. Mr. Clement pushed the glasses up higher on his short, greasy nose and continued. “‘True or false. Starch prevents eggs from scrambling when making pastry cream.’ Miss Imani?”

	I could almost hear the eyeballs roll around me as he stared at her with an eager grin.

	She ignored him like always and scrolled through her phone.

	Mr. Clement’s smile faded. He scanned the room for another equally unenthusiastic participant. Then, Crystal, who sat to my right, burst into a fit of chipmunk giggles. That girl laughed at anything, and I had no idea what had triggered her this time.

	“Uh, Crystal.”

	She quit laughing and blinked at our teacher. “What?”

	Mr. Clement frowned. “Come on, guys. This is gonna be your livelihood.”

	“The answer is true,” I said, resting my elbow on the tall metal table, drawing a tiny owl in the margin of my notebook. “Starch does stop eggs from scrambling in a pastry cream.”

	“Thank you.” He sighed and moved on to the next question.

	“What’re you doin’? Tryna kiss Mr. Clement’s butt?” Crystal pretended to gag at the thought.

	I glanced at her from the corner of my eye and shook my head. “How much slower do you think this class is gonna go if no one participates. He’s right. We chose this class. Answering a few test questions is the easy part,” I whispered.

	I’d never known Crystal to be the rebel type, especially not in culinary. She was at the top of the class and used to crack jokes with Mr. Clement all the time.

	“Crys, what’s up? Is somethin’ goin’ on that I don’t know about?”

	“You haven’t heard?”

	I shook my head.

	“There’s a rumor about him.” Crystal nodded stiffly in Mr. Clement’s direction. “He cornered Imani after school on Friday and tried to—”

	“Crystal,” Mr. Clement interrupted. “Since you’ve got so much to share, perhaps you’d like to answer my question now.”

	Her thin lips paused in mid-sentence. “Uh, okay.” Crystal clenched the pen in her hand tighter and waited for him to speak.

	My eyes drifted to Imani and the devious smirk curling her wine-colored lips.

	* * *

	The bell rang for the next period. Imani followed me out of culinary to gym class.

	“Yo, Miss Brazil.”

	I kept walking because Imani was too cool to talk to me. I wished she hadn’t chosen today to start now.

	“Joy, wait.”

	I slowed down and rolled my eyes.

	“What did Crystal tell you?” she asked with a smile.

	“Nothin’.” I sped up my pace again. Standing near her reminded me of my shortness and my jealousy of tall people.

	“I don’t believe you,” she said. “Everybody’s talkin’ about it, ya know…about me.” The smug look on her face raised my suspicions.

	“That’s the point, right?”

	The blue ringlets swayed behind her shoulders as she smiled to herself at the thought.

	“It’s not true, is it? Mr. Clement never did anything to you.”

	Imani’s evil gaze locked on me, a strange contrast from the innocent-looking cartoon minion painted on the wall we’d passed. “Does it matter?”

	I stopped in my tracks and folded my arms. Other students breezed by us in a hurry to beat the final bell. “If he loses his job, it does.” I wagged my head. “You’re playin’ with this man’s life.”

	“You see how he looks at me? It’s not hard to believe.”

	“Yeah, and why anyone still believes anything you say is insane. One of these days, when someone does hurt you, you’ll learn your lesson too late.”

	Imani shrugged and smiled while I held the locker room door open for her. “Don’t worry,” she said. “It’s just talk.”

	I glowered at the back of her head. “It’s slander. Normal people don’t get sued for ‘just talking.’”

	The locker room door squeaked shut after us, and another mark etched itself onto my brain, a note to self: try harder to stay away from this girl.

	I had no clue why she felt the need to speak to me when I was the last one in this place interested in gossip and drama.

	* * *

	I barely survived gym class. Shooting hoops and running from one end of the court to the other ten times on a belly full of flour and sugar nearly made me puke. I rested on a bleacher to recover. As I imagined what I’d have to do to clear Mr. Clement’s name, Ms. Lane dismissed us to get changed again. An ominous feeling settled in my gut, and it had nothing to do with cake.

	Whenever something out of the ordinary happened, that same dull ache would bother me; it would worsen, then explode my insides right before chaos would invade my world. Yes. Chaos was coming for me. I could feel it. And I had Imani to thank for acting so out of character today, for talking to me like a friend instead of ignoring my existence like she usually did.

	* * *

	I had no appetite for lunch most days, and especially today. Avoiding the cafeteria, Imani, and any other potential trouble with my name on it, I sought solitude in the library in the opposite direction.

	I stepped inside. A girl with a septum piercing organized a stack of returned books behind the tall wooden checkout counter. Across the room from her sat three students clicking away on computers. I hurried to my favorite place—a quiet corner on the library floor in the non-fiction section.

	I’d skimmed every travel book in the library featuring Brazil and the Caribbean. But today, I was sick of daydreaming about the paradise my parents used to tell me about. Today, I was ready to escape to anywhere trouble could not find me. I leaned against the cinder-block wall behind me and texted the one person who could help me—Mom’s best friend, Selena Nelson. She worked at a travel agency and took her lunch break around this time.

	—Would you book me a trip?

	—You’ve got money? she messaged back.

	—Once I get paid this week, I’ll have a thousand. How far can I get away from here on that?

	—I’ll see what I can do. Maybe your mom can come up with the rest, she replied with a winking face emoji.

	—Forget it!

	—Sorry, Freckles. I’m not sending you anywhere on your own. When you’re twenty, try asking again.

	I dropped the phone onto my lap and frowned. I’d figure it out on my own, then.

	* * *

	I loved art class, but today my brain cycled back to the pain in my stomach. That urge to run away before something terrible happened intensified by the minute. I could take Storm with me, but where could we go?

	Mekkai Weston, a boy I’d known since I was five and Imani’s number one crush, shook my hand to get my attention. “Joy, you feelin’ a’ight?”

	I frowned and peered into his chestnut-brown eyes while he kneeled at my feet. “Yeah. I, uh, I think I ate too much sugar today.”

	With a thoughtful nod, Kai straightened up. “You ready to do me, girl?” He reached for his stool.

	My face scrunched up in disgust. “No! Eww.”

	Kai stared at me with sincere hurt in his eyes. “But you do the best portraits here.”

	I glanced around the room, realizing my mistake in assuming he wanted to hook up. I rubbed my forehead. “Sorry. What are we doing?”

	Kai’s naturally arched eyebrows knitted in confusion. “You weren’t payin’ attention?”

	I shook my head and looked away.

	“You thought I was—?”

	“I’m sorry,” I said hastily. “Tell me what we’re supposed to do already.”

	Kai carried his stool closer and set it beside my empty easel. “We gotta do a continuous line drawing of each other’s face without looking at our work.”

	I nodded stiffly and unearthed my sketchbook and pencils from my bag.

	“You’ve done these kinds of drawings before?” he asked.

	“No.” I let my eyes drift over his deep-mahogany skin and the perfectly waved ridges of his short, dark hair, trying to determine where to start. I put the point of my pencil to the middle of the paper and zeroed in on his right eye. “I’ve seen it done a few times. The trick is to take your time.”

	He shot me a pervy grin and started a story about last weekend’s girl of the hour.

	“Kai?” I said in a warning voice.

	“What?”

	“Shut up and be still.”

	He squinted his pretty eyes at me and pursed his lips, trying to keep his face straight.

	The boy knew better than to talk to me like one of his boys. We were friendly, not friends, and I had more important matters on my mind than his conquests.

	One more class to go, I reminded myself.

	
Home-wrecked

	Once the last bell rang for the day, I slapped my essay onto my English teacher’s desk, then bolted to culinary to pick up the pavê leftovers from the fridge.

	I speed-walked to The Glen. I was leaving home; Storm and I. We could slum it tonight. Then again, that would be a challenge. No dogs were allowed on the train unless they could fit in a bag or worked as a service dog. And my secret place required two different train lines to get there.

	I shoved my nose inside my collar, jerked open the door to our building, and stepped inside. Mom would be here in an hour, and I could figure out our transportation plans while I packed.

	As I mounted the final stair to our apartment floor, I peeled off my ball cap and shoved it inside the messenger bag around my body. The glass dish clanked against the buttons on my shirt when echoes of rapid gunfire blaring from a TV inside an apartment startled me. Releasing a breath, I let my shoulders fall and hurried down the cramped hallway, more eager than before to get home.

	My heart stopped faster than my feet. Our apartment door was cracked open. Inching closer, I jammed the cold dish to my ribs. I had locked the door before I left. I knew I did. I’d secured both the top and bottom lock like always. Then, a horrifying thought crashed into my brain. Storm. Where was she?

	My heart thumped at the base of my throat as I listened for any movement, her movement, within. A familiar sense of dread smothered me like wet cement pouring over my lungs. She would’ve already scratched the door the rest of the way to get out if she could. And if she was inside, why couldn’t I hear her?

	The door creaked with a gentle push. I held my breath. My eyes fell to the bloody shoe print on the floor inside.

	“Storm! Come here, girl,” I called out with a shaky voice from the safety of the hall.

	I listened closely, scanning the wreckage in our living room, bracing myself for the worst.

	No sound of her paws pacing the tiled floor. No whimpers of pain. No labored breaths. Just the drip of the faucet in the bathroom.

	The door drifted wider and tapped something behind it. My stomach twisted into knots. I had to see for myself. I needed to know.

	Stepping cautiously inside, I pulled the door toward me and took a peek.

	My face crumbled before I could think to catch it. “Storm.” I gasped. “No!” Looking away from her lifeless eyes, I tried to forget, to wish away her death…and all that blood.

	What horrible person could do this?

	I forced my sights to the ugly green sofa her murderer had launched across the room out of necessity, because this wasn’t real. No. I refused to believe it.

	Instead, I re-imagined the way this moment was supposed to be, of Storm close on my heels, eagerly waiting for a taste of cold cuts from the fridge. She’d down a slice of ham in one chomp, then lick her lips expecting more.

	As I straightened up and dropped the dish with a thud on the counter, a wave of hot and cold swept through me. I closed my eyes to the spinning room—the spiraling refrigerator, stove, and cabinets—and grabbed the counter for support, hoping the feeling would level out on its own.

	It wouldn’t. The more I wished the chaos and death away, the more Storm’s vacant stare forced the reality on me like a tub of ice water, shocking my brain.

	I never thought I’d face him this soon. I expected Death a lifetime ago, not today, not now, and never for her. My Storm, my sweet dog, she barely got to live, and now I’d lost her forever.

	Tears slipped through my fingers at the reminder.

	“I’ll find him,” I said, finally mustering the courage to look at her. My chin tightened. “I promise. I’ll kill ‘em.” Tears warped the sight as I let my bookbag slip to the floor. I slumped over the counter and bawled like a child.

	A voice called my name.

	“Joy,” she repeated softly.

	I squinted at our neighbor Niketa, who stood in the hall outside the door of our apartment. Fresh tears brimmed my eyes. They ached fiercely from the strain till it occurred to me why. I peered at the bright light glaring more intensely than ever from above.

	Mom and I kept away from it. Every time we touched the switch, we’d get zapped—one of the many issues the New York City Housing Authority had put off repairing from the first day we moved in.

	Moving two steps toward her, I spun on my heels, kicked my leg up, and flicked the light switch off with the tip of my shoe.

	“You shouldn’t touch nothin’,” Niketa warned.

	I rolled my eyes and wiped the sweat and tears from my face. Niketa’s baby wasn’t even a year old. Still, she acted like being a mom gave her license to treat me like a kid. Even though we were five years apart, we looked about the same age.

	“Come next door to my place,” she said, sliding the strap of her gray tank top back on her shoulder and moving baby Tasha higher on her bony hip.

	The tears sped down my cheeks with the shake of my head.

	“We’ll call your mom, and you can hang out wit’ us till she gets here.” Rubbing my back consolingly, she said, “Don’t cry, Joy. I bet it was Willy and his friends. Ms. Brown got her place broken into last week too.”

	I ground my jaw at the thought.

	Tasha squirmed in her mother’s arms. Her bright brown eyes took in every inch of my gloomy face as it twisted into an ugly mask of sorrow. The baby reached for me with a quivering bottom lip, increasingly upset by the crying ‘grown-up’. I was no grown-up, though, just a lost, little girl, devastated and broken.

	Had my body not felt like an overstretched rubber band and the bloody scent in the air not made me feel like passing out, maybe I would’ve cuddled adorable Tasha and entertained her with funny faces and songs like I used to. Instead, I shook my head at her, and with sagging shoulders, glowered at the cinnamon-colored tile in the hall between the three of us with tears tumbling down my cheeks.

	Niketa stepped inside our apartment carefully, eager to persuade me to leave when Storm’s bloody corpse behind the door greeted her.

	“Oh, my God!” she said, squeezing the baby tighter. “Joy, let’s get outta here. Come on,” she insisted, shielding Tasha’s precious eyes from the horrific sight. Stroking my arm, she said, “You can wait for your mom at my place. I–I’m so sorry. I thought you were sad about your apartment. I didn’t think about your dog.”

	Shrugging her off, I said, “I’m not leaving her again.” Tasha whimpered at the tone of my voice. “I should have never left her alone. She should’ve never died alone.” That feeling I got earlier, that warning of impending trouble, had arrived and shaken my world beyond recognition. I should’ve left school at once. I could have saved her if I had listened. Why didn’t I listen?

	“But you can’t do nothin’ for her. Sh–She’s gone. Come on, Joy.”

	I shook my head and glared at the floor. I was staying.

	“Where’s your phone? I’ma call your mom.”

	I dug the phone out of my pocket. The picture of Stormy and me on my screen crushed my heart all over again. Fumbling clumsily to unlock the code, I shoved it in her hands.

	She dialed one of the five numbers in my contacts list.

	“Th-They killed her. Why would they kill her?” I stammered, looking to Niketa like she had a clue.

	Holding her index finger in the air, she hurried into the hallway with my phone, answering Mom’s endless questions and bouncing Tasha on her hip.

	After a minute, Niketa returned.

	“She wants to talk to you,” she said, holding my phone out to me.

	Turning my back to her, I growled. “No!”

	Mom’s shrill voice was the last thing I needed. What could she possibly have said? I blamed her for choosing one of the worst projects in Queens for us to live in.

	Niketa finished the phone call and said, “Joy, I’m right next door, okay? I’ll leave my door open. Shout if you need me. I gotta change Tash. Come over when you’re ready and don’t touch nothin’?”

	I wiped my snotty nose on the sleeve of my school uniform. “I need to be with her,” I repeated.

	With an understanding nod, Niketa returned my phone and shifted tubby Tasha in her arms.

	“Your mom’s on her way,” Niketa said. “She’s callin’ the cops right now.” With her dark eyes honing in on the bloody evidence at my feet, she said, “Don’t step in that!”

	After a brief pause, she changed her tactic.

	“Ya know what? Why don’t you let me fix you a sandwich? You can eat while you wait for her to get here,” she said, inching towards the exit. “Please, Joy. Come on. I don’t feel right leaving ya here by yourself.”

	I rubbed my stomach to ease the ache. Food? How could I think of food when my best friend was dead?

	I sniffled and shook my head.

	With a long, glittery fingernail, Niketa scratched her scalp raw along the partings of her twists. I ground my teeth at the scraping sound and cringed, hoping she’d go already.

	Tasha whined, grabbing at her mother’s face, the wet diaper no doubt irritating her.

	I gripped the doorknob with the hem of my shirt and said, “I need to be alone now. Take care of Tasha…and thank you for coming by.” I ushered them out and shut the door.

	As I drew a deep breath, I caught a whiff of pee and poop. A glimpse of Storm explained why. After school, I would take her for a long walk to Baisley Pond Park. Her pitiful body couldn’t hold it in anymore.

	I swallowed the morning desserts before they crept the rest of the way up my throat and sprinted to the bathroom. Paper and pillow stuffing slipped under my feet with every hurried step.

	Gripping the door frame, I stared at the towels from Storm’s bath lying over the tub’s edge. Apple-scented wet dog perfumed the air, churning my stomach and reminding me of all the ways I’d been cheated.

	I’d never again tickle the fur between Storm’s paw pads while she slept. Or squash her face together to kiss the wrinkles and her short, floppy ears, soft like velvet. No more feeling the squish of suds through that thick double coat after coaxing her into the tub for a bath.

	Memories of the life we shared flooded my mind and drove away the nausea, but the sorrow was here to stay.

	* * *

	Leaning into the doorframe of the hallway, I watched Storm from the corner of my eye.

	She moved.

	The glass cracked and popped under my sneakers as I crept closer to study her paw. I gripped the owl pendant on my necklace so hard its pointy edges pierced my skin. “Come on,” I said, praying for my freedom from this agony.

	None ever came.

	Defeated, I extracted a book from the rubble, swept away debris from the lid of the ancient trunk below the window, and plunked down.

	“She’s not really there,” I repeated, smearing my tears across my sleeve.

	One word haunted me: Why?

	* * *

	I spotted Mom from my perch at the window. Her dark hair flew in the wind as she raced up the sidewalk. I dreaded having to face her.

	Four officers cautiously trailed behind her. I rose from the old trunk and shook out the numbness in my legs. Cops made me nervous—too many unpleasant memories from the old days.

	Mounting the three flights of stairs in record time, Mom met me at the door and crushed me in her embrace. Her grasp tightened till I groaned for air.

	“Why didn’t you go next door with Niketa? What if Storm’s killer was still in here doin’ God knows what? I could’ve lost you!” she said, trembling and sweating.

	Niketa watched us from the hallway outside of our apartment without Tasha.

	“Why didn’t you come to the phone when Niketa called me?”

	My arms fell to my sides while Mom forced me to endure her sweaty hold. She ranted about almost missing her last bus, about the long and horrible day she’d had, only now to have to deal with more drama, like I could’ve done anything to avoid it.

	“I bet you didn’t lock the door right,” she added. “You see this? Look at this!” She pointed to the busted furniture, ignoring my dog behind her on purpose.

	I held my breath and glowered at her. Had the cops not come pouring in when they did, I would’ve knocked her out for even thinking to cast the blame on me. I wasn’t stupid, forgetful, or irresponsible. I’d done my part.

	“We need y’all to exit the apartment right now,” a hefty uniformed officer said to us. “This is a crime scene, and you’re screwin’ with the evidence just by bein’ here. Come on, ladies! Out. And watch where you’re walkin’. Detective Groce will take your statements out in the hall.”

	Mom and I filed out obediently.

	After relating to Mom and the officers everything that had happened leading up to their arrival, I inserted my earbuds before Mom could lecture me further. I hung out at Niketa’s until they called me back.

	* * *

	Detective Groce, a middle-aged, black man with weary eyes, nodded to my mom from inside of our apartment. After a few paces down the hall, he presented his findings to us.

	“It looks like the perp stuck to the living room and your daughter’s room tearin’ stuff up. Your jewelry is still in there, and from what we can tell, they had no interest in it,” he said with his deep, raspy voice, eyeballing Mom. I didn’t like it.

	“So, that leaves us with two options,” he continued. “Either the perp was looking for somethin’ and didn’t find it, or this was revenge. Can you think of anything you have that someone could want? Or do either of you have any enemies?”

	My heart pounded wildly at his revelations. I squinted at the flickering fluorescent light on the ceiling to drive away the tears and begged for Storm’s forgiveness. I had to break my promise to her, even though it tormented me to do so. I couldn’t avenge her any more than I could have avenged my mom for the years of torture Dad had put her through. Picking a fight with an addict—that particular addict—I couldn’t.

	“I can’t help you if you won’t tell me anything,” the detective said to my mother. Tears rained down her face upon hearing his questions.

	She knew. With a blank stare trained on Detective Groce, she shook her head, sliding the tears faster down her cheeks. By refusing to answer, Mom lovingly protected my father from trouble.

	Knowing it could have been Dad altered her perspective on the situation. Now she saw it as some romantic expression, a love letter reminding her that he still cared. At the hint of a smile on her face, frustration and suppressed rage flooded my body. He murdered my dog! And letting him get away with it made her even more responsible in my book.

	“His name is Samuel. Samuel Luminieè,” I said. “He’s her husband. He’s an addict, and he…he gets crazy and mean when he’s high. I hate the—”

	“Stop it! Stop talking! He’s your father. Show some respect! It wasn’t him. He would never do this.” Mom’s amber eyes turned desperate for the detective to believe her lie.

	I leaned against the white subway tiled wall in the cramped hall, ignoring the nosy and curious neighbors watching the show.

	No one who could murder my dog, trash our apartment, and beat my mother to within an inch of her life could ever be worthy of my respect.

	“It couldn’t be my husband. He’s a good person. It has to be someone else,” Mom said, riling up the dark thoughts already tossing around the tempestuous sea of my mind.

	Mom’s memories of Dad being a good person were just that—memories. I wished I could’ve blocked my ears from hearing those pathetic excuses for Dad’s malice and her dismissing the truth despite the evidence staring us in the face.

	The detective trained his pity gaze on my mom and nodded along to her every word. I pinched the skin on the back of my hand to release the tension tearing my guts apart, my heart swelling with rage to watch them, to hear them, until I could stand it no longer.

	I bypassed Storm under a bloodied sheet while the cops packed their gear and barricaded myself inside the bathroom. Tears splashed into my palms as I mourned my friend’s death and my life.

	* * *

	The cops were gone when I emerged from my lonely sanctuary.

	Mom blotted her nose with a crumpled paper towel. Sweeping her gaze around the room, she determined where to begin cleaning.

	“Did you hear? Storm bit whoever did this,” she announced like that was good news. “That has to be why they shot her.”

	Dad had no right to be here, let alone hurt her.

	“You see, Joy. Anyone can do it.” Staring at the floor in a trance, Mom forced her tears away.

	“It’s all a matter of self-control. You breathe through it, let the sadness go, and move on with your life.”

	How dare she use my dog’s death for one of her warped lessons on mental health!

	Storm was dead. No amount of breathing through it or enslaving my emotions could make me feel any better about it, about any of it.

	“Joy, talk to me.”

	“No. I don’t wanna talk,” I said through clenched teeth.

	“It wasn’t him,” Mom said under her breath, trying to convince herself. She picked up a leaf of paper from the floor in utter oblivion to my mounting frustration with her.

	Dad could’ve been helped had she not made it her mission in life to fix him. At his wits’ end, he dabbled in street drugs to level out the chemicals in his brain whenever his meds weren’t enough.

	The bi-polar either made him jumpy, talkative or withdrawn and hopeless. We learned to talk him through his hallucinations. But once he started using meth, all of the monsters he kept locked away took their turn in tormenting us. They’d charge after us from room to room, shouting and cursing, spouting nonsense, hitting and kicking us. And they still haunted us, their lessons in fear never forgotten.

	I trampled over the rubble to my room, or whatever remained of it, to escape Mom. The cops had shut the door again like it was when I first arrived home.

	As I opened the door, it scraped over the debris in the floor. Ruined; everything was ruined. The more my eyes took in the destruction, the deeper my heart sank into my stomach.

	My bedding and mattress looked like an overgrown cottonfield; their stuffing exposed by the large kitchen knife still piercing it. My collection of owl sculptures had been smashed; their broken pieces scattered across the white tile. Dad had slashed my blinds and coral-colored curtains, leaving them in tattered ribbons. Chucked onto the floor, alongside pictures and torn drawings stripped off the walls, were old dance trophies from my ballroom dancing days.

	Portraits I’d drawn stared at me from the wreckage, warping into Storm’s death stare. I closed my eyes to them and shivered.

	Dad wanted to hurt me. He already had by killing Storm. But he couldn’t stop there.

	“I need to get out of here,” I said.

	I glanced around my room, overwhelmed by the chaos.

	“Joy,” Mom said, bursting into my room.

	As her jaw dropped at the disarray, a black trash bag slipped from her hand onto the pile on the floor. I retrieved my brush from the mess and picked the blanket stuffing out of the bristles.

	“Pack what you need for the rest of the week,” she said softly. “We’re not staying here tonight.”

	With a stiff nod, I brushed my curls smooth and tied them back. Pulling on an old baseball cap, I threaded my puffy ponytail through the hole at the back.

	“Jubilee, I…I’m sorry about Storm. I know she—”

	“It’s getting late,” I interrupted, pointing her attention to the setting sun that glimmered through the slices of my blinds—a warning sign of the dangers on the horizon. Once night cast its shadows over the neighborhood, trouble often followed. And getting robbed or worse was not how I needed this horrible day to end.

	I picked up the bag she’d dropped. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’m sucking it up just like you taught me.” I walked her out of my room and shut the door in her face.

	As I tossed school clothes and other essentials into the bag, I imagined how sweet freedom would taste once Mom, Dad, and The Glen were distant memories.

	* * *

	Mom and I fumbled down the brightly lit walkway with trash bags weighing down our backs. We passed an addict and her dealer who were in the middle of an argument.

	The white woman with smudged makeup and tangled hair donned a pink bra and ripped leggings. She chased his eyes whenever he looked away.

	“Come on, Prez. I need it. Look at me. I–I got a little girl. You can have her. Just give me a lil’ bit. Please! I gotta get her from her daddy’s.” Her face and body were coated in a film of sweat. “Her dad don’t want her neither.”

	It unnerved me to think of that woman having a child at all, or if she didn’t, taking someone else’s kid to pay for her fix.

	Had my dad ever made a similar bargain using Mom or me as collateral? I shuddered at the thought.

	Fortunately, Prez refused her offer. With his face scrunched in disgust, he shoved her away and said, “Man, get out my face! I don’t deal drugs to get paid in kids. What I look like?”

	“Quit staring,” Mom whispered to me.

	I lowered my head and readjusted the giant bag that was breaking my back. I wished I’d had a free hand to cover my ears from that entire conversation. There was no telling how often Prez’s customers tried to exchange people for a high.

	I could not wait to get out of here.

	An Uber transported us uptown to stay with Mom’s best friend, Selena.

	They had been friends since Mom first moved to New York from South Jersey five years before I was born. Selena, a native New Yorker of Puerto Rican and Creole descent, used to busk on the train platform, singing for tips. That was where they met. Mom, forever the damsel in distress, had gotten pickpocketed on the train. With no money and no metro card to catch her last train home, she sat on a bench, crying and listening to Selena sing.

	Selena said Mom was so pitiful, she quit singing to talk to her. Mom’s story moved Selena to give her a couple of dollars for another ticket.

	It took a week for Mom to find Selena again and repay her for the kindness she’d shown. From that day forth, they were instant friends.

	Nineteen years later, whenever tragedy struck us, or Dad did, Selena became our safe place.

	Arriving at Selena’s apartment felt like all the other times we used to come. The neighborhood, a ten-minute northbound drive from The Glen, was a massive improvement when it came to crime and comfort. The red brick building looked about as old as our place, but in much better shape, thanks to the people looking after it.

	Sweaty and breathless, I dropped my hefty bag with a slap onto the oatmeal-colored tiles of the building’s lobby.

	“Finally!” Selena plucked the bill of my ball cap with a regretful smile.

	She gave us a suffocating squeeze. Mom and I lost sight of one another, buried alive by her giant, corkscrew curls.

	“I’m so sorry about Stormy,” she said.

	I gritted my teeth and broke from her embrace.

	“I don’t wanna think about it anymore.”

	Bobbing her head understandingly, she led us into the elevator and mashed the button for the fourth floor.

	“Do the cops have any idea who could’ve done it?” Selena asked while the elevator made its ascent.

	Mom tucked a wavy strand behind her ear and shrugged.

	“You know who it was,” I snapped at Mom. “Why do you keep protecting him?”

	Selena looked from Mom to me. “You guys live in the projects. It could’ve been any one of your crackhead or gangsta-wannabe neighbors.”

	“Any ‘crackhead’ would’ve taken Mom’s jewelry to sell,” I said. “Nothing was missing. It had to be him. He tore up all of my stuff and left Mom’s room alone. How many crackheads do you know would break into a place just to do that?”

	Not even Mom could deny that detail.

	“There weren’t any other clues that it was him?” Selena inquired, chewing the skin on her bottom lip.

	“No.” Mom sighed and stared off into space, no doubt fantasizing about a reconciliation of her dangerously, unstable marriage. She would always want the only man she loved.

	* * *

	Golden flames flicked and twitched on the heads of three candles on the coffee table. The hot spiced tea with cloves and cinnamon sticks already scenting the air overwhelmed their perfume. The steam from the pot of spices drifted over the stove.

	I loved Selena’s living room decor—the framed posters and artwork of Billie Holiday, Ella Fitzgerald, and other classic jazz singers from that era, a ladder bookshelf fully stocked with postcards, snow globes, and other collectibles from trips around the world set against the warmth of rust-colored walls.

	If I could have sung half as wonderful as she could, I would have seen myself taking over her life quite comfortably. She worked at a travel agency during the day and sang in a jazz club a few nights a week—the only aspect of her life I struggled to picture myself in. Who’d wanna see me dolled up in evening gowns with a stuffed padded bra to make me look like a woman? I was doomed to look like a child for the rest of my life. Plus, singing in front of crowds terrified me.

	Selena handed a glass of wine to my mom. With her brown, inquisitive stare locked on me, she patted the cushion beside her.

	“Come sit next to me,” she urged.

	Blowing out a breath, I hung my jacket in the hall closet and joined her on the toffee-colored leather couch.

	“How’re you doin’, nena?” She slid a mug of tea on a marble coaster to me.

	Setting my hat on my knee, I shrugged. “I’m fine.” I sipped the sweet and spicy beverage. “I’m always fine.”

	Mom’s glare pierced through me from across the room, her silent cue for me to go away.

	“I’m gonna call it a night. Thanks, tia.” I held a false smile.

	I slinked off on my own to shower, my silent sacrifice for Mom to enjoy her private ‘therapy’ session without me.

	I was thirteen the last time I had tried to share the rawness of my pain with Mom and Selena, but I had learned from childhood that Mom would always be the most deserving, the most important. And had I tried to grin and bear it an instant longer, I would’ve broken into pieces before them. No one likes a crybaby, my mother, least of all.

	“He’s gonna kill you and Joy one of these days! Is that what you want?” Selena shouted at my mom.

	“He needs me,” Mom sobbed. “I can’t! I-I love him. He loves me. He just needs help.”

	“He needs professional help. God, Fai! What’s it gonna take for you to understand that only he can fix himself? I’m not saying to stop loving him. You can love him from a distance, but I won’t lose you guys.” Selena erupted into tears. The bottom half of her face tightened against her will not to cry. “Please…don’t make me take Joy from you!”

	She forced out those last words, and it broke my heart.

	I rocked back and forth in Selena’s old rocking chair, listening to their conversation, when the pent-up rage and frustration boiling inside me bubbled over. I cried like an ugly baby, and with a shaky voice, I screamed at my mother.

	“I’m sick of this! I–I can’t keep living like this. You’re supposed to be my mom. You’re supposed to protect your child from people like him. N–No one would let their child suffer like that—not if they love them—But you don’t love me! You only love him!” I yelled through snot and tears. “I’m done protecting you from him. I’m sick of watching him hurt you. I’d rather you kill me.”

	Mom clamped my mouth shut with one hand over my mouth and the other under my chin, her eyes indignant.

	“I don’t care if he kills you! I’m not going back. You can’t make me!” I screamed, scraping and clawing at her to get free.

	Selena tore her off of me.

	The next week we went to pick up our things. With Dad nowhere in sight, I felt the weight on my chest lift for the first time in years.

	Like a good little girl, I packed half of my clothes before going on the hunt for Mom. Her dresser and closet were left untouched. She hadn’t stepped foot upstairs at all, even though we’d been at our old house for an hour. Dad could’ve been home any minute.

	I found her in the kitchen, cleaning the floors on her hands and knees.

	“What are you cleaning for? We’re not staying here.”

	“Yes, we are. This our home.” She scrubbed the grout and tile like her life depended on it. “This is our family. And you don’t turn your back on family—no matter what.”

	“Your mother did! Didn’t she leave your dad in Brazil to start a new life here? And he treated her the way a husband is supposed to treat his wife.”

	“Don’t you ever bring up my mother to me! You didn’t even know her.”

	“I know she would have been angry with you for crawling back to a man who hates you!” Mom threw the scrub brush into the bucket of soapy water with a splash. “Grandma Yara would be ashamed of you…of y–your weakness. We can live without him. We can be happy. Why won’t you try it just once?”

	Her rage-filled eyes bulged as she got to her feet to unleash her fury on me. Shaking my head, I raced from the kitchen to the living room and out the door. I ran and ran until I choked on the air that dried out my lungs.

	Those four hours of freedom from the drama and uncertainty were some of the most euphoric I could remember. My stomach roared from hunger, but for the first time in too long, I was at peace.

	The cops found me on my back at the bottom of a kiddie slide. The chatter from their walkie-talkies alerted me of their presence.

	I hopped to my feet and screamed, “I’m not going back,” as I ran from them, seeking the shadows away from the glow of the street light.

	They caught me eventually, scooped me up like a scrappy dog, and forced me into the back of their car, ignoring my pleas the whole way home.

	* * *

	Mom’s weepy voice echoed through the night, rehashing her deepest fears about my father to her sympathetic friend.

	“What if they find him? What if they kill him?” She wailed again.

	If only she would’ve whispered, I could’ve been spared from having to listen to her through the pillow squashed over my head.

	Her haunting lullaby played on—an everlasting requiem humming in my ears long after it was meant to end.

	* * *

	Pop! Pop!

	I grabbed my chest.

	No pain. No blood. But he shot me.

	How could I be okay?

	I turned toward the sound of labored breaths and screamed in horror.

	Storm’s ribcage rose and fell quickly as the blood stain spread over the white tuft of fur on her chest. A trickle of blood rolled down the side of her head. Her eyes became duller and duller until the flame of life was extinguished.

	I reached for a shard of glass on the floor beside me to fulfill my promise to her, to kill my father, but I couldn’t grip it. No matter what I touched, my hand went through it. He stood there. Laughing.

	He raised his weapon and, with the grin of the Devil, fired at my face.

	The nightmare jolted me out of bed and onto the floor with a thud. Switching on the light, I searched the room for him. He appeared in faded glimpses, his shifty, contemptuous eyes blinking rapidly, following my every move.

	Smiling with his creepy smile, he opened his mouth wide and snapped his mouth shut, making his black, rotting teeth break away from his gums, one by one.

	“Don’t you miss me?” He spoke with a lisp.

	My eyes drifted to his matted, coiled hair. Lice feasted on his scalp and ears with an unquenchable blood-thirst. Their bodies twitched in unison.

	“Never! I will never miss you!” I cried, turning away from the hallucination to escape.

	* * *

	I washed my face.

	“This night’s gonna last forever,” I said to my reflection.

	I widened my bloodshot eyes in the mirror. Were my pupils dilated? No.

	“You’re fine. Quit thinking about him.”

	I didn’t have a clue how to, and my worst fears were coming true: I was becoming him. His creepy, brown eyes peering back at me confirmed it.

	“I’ll never be rid of him.” I washed away the tears streaming down my face.

	Storm was all I had left to obsess over. The thought of her reminded me of the gunfire in my nightmare. Two shots. Two bullets. Two bullets. That was what the cops said.

	Turning away from the mirror, I pondered what it meant.

	Why stop at only two bullets? Two shots were too rational, too disciplined for a broken man under the influence of his favorite drug of choice. And if he wanted revenge for Storm biting him, he would’ve obliterated her long after she’d passed to get it.

	Nothing in life made sense, so why would death have been any different?

	* * *

	I had settled onto the floor in the bedroom when Selena tapped softly on the door and slipped inside. Joining me on the dizzying purple mandala rug, she let me cry on her shoulder.

	“I hate them. I hate them both,” I said.

	“Your mom’s a good person, Joy. You shouldn’t say that.”

	I dried my face on a corner of the blanket behind me. “Why not? Storm was all I had. I wish you could’ve heard her telling me to suck it up!”

	“Tsk-tsk. You know she’s doin’ the best she can with what little mind she’s got left. I’m so sorry, Joy. I know she’s not like she used to be, but she needs compassion, especially from you. When she hurts your feelings, you gotta overlook it. You know the old her would never do that. Keep ignoring her when she tells you stuff like that. You grieve Storm however you need to grieve her. Your mom won’t ever get a say in that, ya hear me?”

	I nodded.

	“I’ll talk to her about it tomorrow. Now get in bed, Miss Freckles,” she said, pressing the star-shaped cluster of freckles on my chin like a little button. “And I’ll sing you to sleep like when you were little.”

	“I don’t want you to. I don’t wanna sleep. I can’t.”

	Selena gave me a long hug.

	“You can only do it for so long, ya know,” she said, toying with my curls. “There’s some melatonin in the bathroom if you change your mind. Only take one.”

	“I’ll think about it.”

	* * *

	I paced the narrow room in the dark until my feet tired of the exercise. The numbing, spring air drifted into the room through the window. I welcomed it.

	Sliding the window higher, I breathed the air in, numbing myself from the inside out. I was desperate, desperate never to see his face again or to watch Storm slip away like I’d done in my sleep. I was gut-wrenchingly desperate to be frozen out of my comfort before the drowsiness took me under its wing and sold me again on the false hope of pleasant dreams.

	As long as I could keep awake, Dad and his monsters could never catch me.

	
Friend Zone

	Imani sat rigidly in the graffitied chair outside the principal’s office, twisting the gold rings on her fingers one at a time. Her dark eyes followed my every move as soon as I came into view.

	“Thank you so much for coming all the way down here,” the principal, Mrs. Williams, told Mom at the door.

	With a thoughtful nod, Mom stepped into the open space of the main office behind me. I stopped short, wondering what the gorgeous, ebony queen of gossip thought she knew when Mom slammed into my back.

	“Joy, would you walk?” Mom gave me a gentle nudge.

	Imani’s overly-eager smile, as Mom and I moved past her to leave, churned my stomach.

	To see her in the office on the day Mom came to explain our ordeal to Mrs. Williams clued me in: hanging out in the office was one tactic she used to collect her intel.

	Of course, other kids would consider it a privilege to be her latest headline. However, being popular for a tragedy, especially when I looked and felt like garbage, held zero appeal for me. For an introvert who normally shrank away from the spotlight in the best of times, there were few things I detested more than being noticed. Clearly, a black girl with freckles, a gap between her teeth, and a curly lion’s mane was born to stand out.

	* * *

	“Hey, Joy,” Imani called out on my way into the locker room before gym class.

	“Here we go,” I muttered under my breath.

	Ignoring her, I ducked into a bathroom stall.

	“Joy.” She sang my name through the door. “I wanted to ask you during first period…What happened with your dad?”

	I stayed quiet and glared at her through the crack.

	“I saw the video of what he did to you a few years ago,” she taunted. “And I heard about your dog.”

	“Sounds like you spend too much of your time in business that ain’t yours!” I growled. “I don’t have anything to say to you about my family. So, leave me alone, or I’ll show you exactly what my dad did to me in that video once I get outta here.”

	Without a word, Imani’s footsteps withdrew from the room.

	Posted outside the bathroom entrance, she said to her friends, “Poor Joy. I heard that the cops had to stop her from killing her daddy once.”

	“What happened?” another girl asked as if Imani was an authority on the major events of my life.

	Great! Now everyone was gonna look at me like the next school shooter threat.

	From the instant Imani opened her mouth, those half-truths and exaggerated stories about me had echoed around the locker room. As I changed into my gym clothes inside the stall, I thought of skipping the rest of the day to avoid being gawked at and interrogated by anyone else. Unfortunately, running away wouldn’t have made it any better. And I refused to add to the rumors if I were to disappear.

	* * *

	I had come to my secluded corner on the floor in the library during lunch to escape the curious stares. Not only did it not work, but random people peeked at me from around a bookshelf while I sketched.

	“Joy Luminee`, please come to the office. Joy Luminiee`, to the office,” a woman’s voice resounded throughout the school.

	I packed my pencils and sketchbook away and wandered down the mostly vacant halls to the main office, praying my day wouldn’t turn out worse.

	* * *

	“Your guidance counselor wants to talk to you,” one of the office secretaries said after I stepped through the door. “You know where her office is?”

	I nodded and went on the hunt for room one twenty-three. I marched through the opened door, past three vacant chairs in the tiny waiting area. Before I could claim a blue, plastic seat, Mrs. Andino’s inner office door swung open. Her silver bangle bracelets jingled when she waved me inside and smiled, revealing red lipstick-stained teeth.

	“Feel free to take a piece of candy.” Mrs. Andino pointed to the decorative bowl on her cluttered desk.

	I helped myself while she enclosed us inside and lowered her large frame into the cushy seat across from me. “I wanted to check in with you. Mrs. Williams left me a note about what happened yesterday. I wanted to give you my condolences.”

	“Thank you.”

	“You’re very welcome. I got off the phone with your mother a few minutes ago. She said that your pet was an emotional support dog? If you ever need to talk about anything—the past, any struggles you’re facing now, anything—my door is always opened.”

	I nodded and toyed with the empty candy wrapper in my hands.

	Four years ago, my old therapist, Miss Garcia, prescribed an emotional support animal as an alternative to the sessions Mom could no longer afford. Storm was the first pet I ever had. Even though I doubted she would ever ‘fix’ me, she helped far more than Mom and I ever expected, getting me through one of the darkest periods in my life. I never dreamed of being without her.

	“Can you tell me in your own words what happened at your apartment yesterday?” Mrs. Andino pushed the overgrown side bangs away from her face.

	I hardened my jaw and looked away from her dark, probing eyes. “It’s too soon.” I fixated on the cheerful photo of the woman with her husband and children on some tropical vacation as a rush of tears threatened to overflow their banks. I unwrapped another fun-sized Twix and focused on the sticky caramel, crunchy cookie, and milk chocolate becoming one with my tongue until the tears subsided.

	“Well, I’m here if you ever need to talk about anything. Not just that.”

	I nodded. “Can I go now?”

	“In a minute,” she said, reclining in the chair. It creaked with every move. “Is there anyone you’re close to you can talk to if I’m not available for some reason?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Is it one of your classmates or a friend outside of school?”

	“My aunt. We’re really close.”

	“Good. I’m glad to hear it. Everyone needs someone they can confide in.”

	I glanced at the clock above her head and clasped my hands a little tighter.

	“I forgot it was your lunch period. You can go,” she said with the wave of her hand. “I’ll check in with you next week.”

	I breathed easy, thankful she didn’t bring up my threats to Imani or the stupid rumors she had started.

	* * *

	I could’ve called it a day after that visit to the principal’s office, but I needed therapy, art therapy.

	I roughly sketched sweet Stormy for a painting on canvas with a ready box of tissues by my side, courtesy of Mrs. Powers. By far, she was my favorite teacher, understanding my need to channel the grief through one of the few things my parents could never ruin for me: my passion for art.

	“Yo, Joy.”

	I raised my eyes to meet Kai’s chestnut-brown gaze.

	“How you doin’?”

	I sighed and shook my head.

	“Sorry ‘bout what happened,” he said.

	I resumed my work, hoping Kai would get the hint and go away. The dude couldn’t talk without bouncing from one subject to the next in an enthusiastic rant, draining me every time.

	“I used to think your dad was a cool guy when he would bring you to dance,” he continued. “Do you remember when—”

	“I can’t talk about him right now. Do you understand?” I strained to whisper. I caught a tear before it fell and sniffled. “No more talking…Please.”

	Kai nodded slowly and claimed the seat at my side.

	He had a photographic memory and could recite even the tiniest detail of an acquaintance after one brief encounter. I couldn’t bear to hear a word of Kai’s admiration for my father from our old dancing days. I’d already survived the loss of the man I used to love. Wasn’t that enough?

	“Joy,” Kai whispered.

	I lowered the pencil from my canvas.

	“Check this out,” he said, dangling his phone in the air.

	Kai had sent a message with a link for a song he knew would match my mood. As a thank you, I slipped him one of my precious Dove chocolate squares, plugged earbuds into my ears, and lost myself in my art and his music.

	* * *

	“Hey, Joy. How’re you feeling today?” Mrs. Powers asked me at the end of class after everyone else had filed out the door. She adjusted the Cherokee tribal bracelet lower on her wrist.

	I sighed. “Not good.”

	“Tsk. I’m sorry to hear that…Art is good for the soul, ya know.”

	I nodded and painted a dot of white for the light in Storm’s brown eyes.

	“The last bell’s about to ring for next period,” she said gently.

	“I wanna stay…please.” I tried to conceal my desperation.

	She smiled thoughtfully. “Okay. I’ll let your next teacher know you’re helping me out here. But you’re gonna have to make up for whatever you miss.”

	“I know. Can I stay after school too?”

	Pushing the hot pink cat-eye glasses higher on the bridge of her nose, she said, “I’ll tell you what. I’ve gotta hang some drawings in the hall for tomorrow’s critiques after my last class today. You can stay for as long as it takes me to finish, alright?”

	I nodded.

	“Oh, and before I forget. Kai asked me to give you this.” She placed a cartoon drawing into my hands.

	Kai had used my painting as a reference to draw Stormy.

	“He’s such a nice boy,” Mrs. Powers said.

	The tightness in my throat prevented me from agreeing with her.

	* * *

	I had stepped through Selena’s door after school that day, tossed my bag inside the hallway closet, and started toward my room for the night. Before I collapsed my weary body onto the comfy bed, Mom intercepted me.

	“Hurry up and get changed. You need to practice your moves,” she said from the doorway of the room.

	I groaned. “I didn’t sleep the whole night. Can’t we practice later? Just an hour. Give me an hour. Please.”

	Mom shook her head, unaffected by the tears welling up in my eyes.

	* * *

	“And if he comes at you like this?”

	Playing Dad’s role, she grabbed me from behind in a chokehold.

	Gripping her locked forearms at my neck, I pushed them down away from my throat and squatted. I turned my head and maneuvered my feet to the side and behind hers, slackening Mom’s hold. Then, I released her arms. Grabbing the backs of her knees, I pulled the woman off kelter and made my mock escape.

	“Good!” she said, getting to her feet again. “What about this?”

	With a bear hug from behind, she picked me up and pretended to carry me away.

	I clung to the side of Mom’s knee with my foot to restrict her movement. Using the momentum of a right-hand thrust upward, I threw my left-hand back for a groin strike. Once my feet touched the floor, I bent forward to put an awkward distance between us with my butt while my raised arms broke her hold from around me. Gripping her heel between my ankles, I slowly pulled her off-balance to avoid a painful impact with the bare floor.

	After an hour of nonstop practice, I hardly had the strength to stand. I dropped onto the sofa. One half of my sweaty face stuck to the leather cushion.

	“Again!” Mom demanded, dragging me onto the floor.

	She readied her stance and glared at me.

	“I need to sleep!” Tears rolled to my ears. “I can’t do this anymore.”

	“You can sleep after you show me what you’re gonna do if he grabs you by your hair.”

	“I already did ten times,” I cried, curling into a ball beside the shaggy area rug.

	“Get up now!”

	I obeyed only to push past her to get to my room down the hall. Mom cuffed my arm and forced me back to the center of the living room.

	“This ain’t a game, Joy.”

	“I’m not acting like it is. I can’t fight him if I’m too weak and tired.”

	She expected too much. Why didn’t she exchange me for a robot with no battery to charge and no emotions?

	Mom learned a little jujitsu and other self-defense techniques from videos and her friend Lucy a year after splitting from Dad. By teaching me all she knew, I became her insurance policy to avoid having to hurt the man she adored in case the need arose.

	But if what Dad had done at our apartment was any indication of how much he missed us, I prayed we could avoid encountering him on the street. Plus, Mom’s refresher course didn’t cover dodging bullets.

	She huffed her frustration with me. “You need to pay attention to your surroundings, on your way to school and back. Don’t let your guard down. Ya hear me?”

	As if she cared about my welfare. I was her only connection to my father. She was the one he wanted, the one he always wanted. Even though Mom would have never admitted it aloud, she wanted him to at least try to take me so she could pretend to come to my aid—any excuse to stand in the presence of her unstable lover.

	I supported myself on the wall, prying my heavy eyelids open against their will. Mom had forced me to go to school on an hour’s worth of sleep, which is why I lacked the energy or the nerves to endure further persecution.

	Propping my head back, I stared down my nose at the woman, letting her boring speeches massage my throbbing brain, too exhausted to care.

	“Keep your face to the sunshine, and you cannot see a shadow.” Mom had discovered that quote by Helen Keller on a poster at a shelter we used to frequent when I was eleven and made it our family mantra. It became the source of inspiration for her misguided theory about emotions. As if ignoring the shadows could make them not exist.

	But how she chanted and believed in those words like a prayer, always applying them to my dad in some deluded way! As long as she kept the tiniest glow of light within him foremost in her sights, she could easily dismiss his drug-induced abuses.

	He was never the shadow, not to her.

	With Mom broken and Dad MIA, they still expected me to live up to my name, to uncover my happiness while they imprisoned themselves inside their despair, slipping their bloody baton to me through the bars.

	Happiness—that delicious word taunted me, crooking its finger at me and daring me to chase it into the wind, knowing my wings were too stunted to fly.

	Mom had prepared me for many things, but for being happy, she had not.

	Selena stepped through the door. I glanced at her with tears streaming down my face.

	“Joy, what’s wrong?”

	“We’ve been doing this for over an hour, and I’m ‘bout to pass out,” I said hoarsely.

	Selena dropped her purse and keys onto the floor and rushed to help me onto the sofa.

	“We’re not done!” Mom snarled.

	Selena backed her against the wall and pointed at me.

	“Look at your daughter!”

	“She’s just tryna get out of practicing.” Mom glared at me with disapproval.

	“No, Fai. She’s not.” Selena abandoned Mom and tended to me. “Joy, when was the last time you ate and drank something?”

	“Y–Yesterday morning.”

	I shut my eyes and drifted off until she brought a glass of water to my lips.

	“Drink. Come on,” she urged.

	The cold liquid refreshed my worn body right away.

	“Fai, bring her something to munch on. Anything.” Selena peered down at me and stroked my hair. “You gotta take better care of yourself, kid. Why didn’t you eat?”

	My face crumbled. I folded my arm over my face to hide from her. “Storm is dead—” Drawing in a ragged breath, I said for her ears only, “I–I wish I was too.”

	She hugged me tightly. “We need you here. I need you here. Alright?”

	I nodded.

	“Jubilee,” Mom said in a quiet voice. “I–I’m sorry.”

	Selena smiled reassuringly at me and fed me the pineapple-coconut picolè de fruta—the best popsicle on the planet made from fresh fruit—that Mom had handed her.

	“I’ll make you something special for dinner,” Mom said more to herself than to me as she hurried across the room into the kitchen.

	“It was her turn to cook tonight anyway,” Selena whispered with a smirk.

	* * *

	“Don’t forget what we went over last night, alright?” Mom stood at the edge of the hallway with arms folded.

	I hated her Spongebob PJ’s with that creepy grin repeating a hundred times around her curvy body, although his stare had nothing on hers at that moment.

	I returned the cereal box to the cupboard, losing my appetite for breakfast altogether. Desperate to escape, I rushed toward the coat closet behind her.

	“What is it with you?” She snapped her fingers in my face.

	I swung the strap of the messenger bag around me and started toward the door.

	“You’re not leaving yet. Now, show me what you’ll do if he grabs you by the wrist.” Mom threw herself in my way and latched onto me.

	“Let me go.” My arms flopped at my sides. “You’re gonna make me miss the bus.”

	“Then, show me.”

	Giving her my back, I scanned the room for an alternative exit—the fire escape outside one of the living room windows. Thinking of the lengths she would go to get her way made me reconsider. It wasn’t worth it.

	“Keep your bookbag on. You can use it,” she commanded.

	I groaned. Why couldn’t I have a normal life?

	* * *

	I followed Mom’s instructions to the letter, keeping a wary eye out for any threat, all the while knowing she’d be spying on me from Selena’s apartment window.

	Every muscle in my body tensed as I heard fast approaching footsteps and heavy breathing. I whirled around. A woman jogging with her Boxer puppy passed me. Relaxing my fists, I inhaled deeply, trying to unwind my nerves enough to enjoy the gorgeous day and not think of my morning runs with Storm. I walked faster, looking around me for new distractions until the bus stop was in sight.

	“Ahem.”

	The sound of the stranger behind me triggered the paranoia Mom had been spoon-feeding me all over again, no matter how much I tried to suppress it. I’d been tracking the shuffling of his feet for the last minute.

	Was it him?

	I breathed slowly, trying to slow my heart, but the thought of seeing Dad’s wasted face in person made the beats drum louder and harder.

	Just do it!

	I looked over my shoulder and broke out in a sweat for an entirely different reason.

	Crap! It was Giovanni Vitali. Why did it have to be him? Not that I preferred my father by any means. My nerves were still in recovery from the anticipation, though, and Giovanni pounding the pavement behind me only added to my anxiety.

	We shared one class that semester—English. And every time I thought he could be watching, ‘Joy the Fool’ took over. It was so annoying.

	Don’t trip. Don’t trip. Don’t trip!

	I tripped. Because when does the one thing I dread the most not happen?

	I glanced back at him a second time to see if he’d noticed. His stare was trained on the phone in his hands. I breathed freely again.

	With him locked in my sights, I couldn’t bring myself to look away. I let my eyes glide over his heavy brow to his stunning pearl-gray eyes, down the sharp angles of his cheeks and square jaw.

	My interests in him were purely artistic. I’d always thought Giovanni would’ve made an ideal subject for a portrait, but I was too wimpy to ask him to sit for me.

	Giovanni met my creepy gawking with a curious stare. He had hardly looked at me since our awkward run-in two years ago. And since then, we’d share only one class a semester and watch each other from a distance.

	He smiled shyly, mesmerizing me with his new expression. I had no idea he even knew how. Then again, I supposed the same could be said for me.

	Trip. Stumble. Wham!

	A white light blinded me.

	I’d tumbled off the cement with one foot in the dirt and kissed a good-sized tree embedded into the sidewalk with my forehead. I used to love trees before that.

	He rushed to me, reaching out in case I tripped a third time, although the first one stayed my little secret.

	“Ow!” I rubbed my throbbing forehead vigorously.

	Fighting to contain his smile, he asked, “Are you okay?”

	“Yeah. I’m alright. I…got distracted.”

	The citrusy scent of his cologne became another distraction, making my tongue trip over the words before I could get them out.

	I finally worked up the nerve to take in his beauty again.

	Giovanni laughed at me. “Your poor, little brain. Is it hurt?” he teased with his adorable Italian accent.

	“That’s what I get for staring,” I said, grinning at him.

	His stunning eyes drifted over my face and lingered on my mouth, obviously to inspect my flawed smile more closely.

	Time to go.

	“Thanks for checking on me,” I said, maneuvering around him and my new nemesis, the tree.

	He chased after me and crossed the street before the light changed. My palms sweat again as he strolled by my side.

	“Did you move around here recently?”

	I peered at him in disbelief.

	Was he really trying to make conversation with me? I couldn’t get a word out of him on his first day of school when he needed help finding a class on his first day. Since then, we’d had plenty of other chances to chat. He always struck me as a quiet, observer type.

	“Uh, yeah, but it’s temporary. We don’t wanna stay at our old place after what happened.” I touched the shallow scrape on my head. “My mom’s friend lives around here, so we’re staying with her until we find somewhere else to live.”

	“What happened at your old place?”

	“You haven’t heard?”

	He detoured around a construction cone.

	“No. Nobody talks to me at this stupid school,” he said, shoving his hands in his pockets and shuddering from the chill in the air. His stunning eyes turned transparent in the morning sun.

	“What happened?” he repeated.

	Afraid I would explode into tears or worse, I took a moment to collect my thoughts.

	“My dad killed my dog and messed up our apartment.”

	His face blanked. “Oh. I am sorry. I did not know.”

	I wrapped my army green puffer jacket tighter around me. I eyed the traffic crisscrossing the intersection as we approached the bus terminal. Five buses were already parked in their designated spaces, waiting to depart.

	“You scared me so much earlier,” I confessed, pushing my wind-tossed hair out of my face.

	Giovanni watched a man in a yellow safety vest direct a reversing bus out of the lot. “I scared you. How?”

	“‘Cause you’ve got the scariest face I’ve ever seen. Why else would I have run into that tree?”

	He smirked.

	Shaking my head, I turned serious. “I thought you were my dad walking behind me. I was afraid I–I was gonna have to fight you. I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for that…not even after what he did.”

	Feeling out of my element with him hanging onto my every word, I retreated inside of my shell.

	I glanced at the old woman approaching the bus stop, speaking to her granddaughter in Spanish. The little girl, about seven years old, had Down Syndrome. She raised her grandmother’s hand to kiss the back of it, throwing in an occasional warm hug while they walked.

	“Joy.” His voice broke my attention from the adorable scene. “Does your father live with you?”

	I wagged my head.

	“Why did he do that?” he continued.

	“Because when he’s high, he remembers we exist.” I drew in a shaky breath and stretched the tension out of my neck. “Honestly, I think he remembered the last time I made him feel weak. No one is allowed to do that. But he can do it to his family all he wants to. I–I hit him. I busted his head with a bat.” Giovanni frowned in confusion, reminding me that English was his second language. “You know, the stick they use in baseball.”

	His face paled. “Why did you hit him?”

	Taking a few seconds to get my bearings, I whispered shakily, “He was dragging my mom down the street by her hair, beating the crap out of her. The neighbors were too scared to do anything, so I had to.”

	Three and half more strangers joined us at the stop—a bearded man in a brown suit with a leather man-purse on his hip, a girl with pastel pink hair and neck tattoos peeking out from under her jacket collar, and a weary-eyed guy close to my age holding a toddler’s hand.

	I turned to Giovanni. He scowled at the white stone building across the street in the distance, his brain still trying to absorb my admission. What was I doing sharing that much about my personal life with someone from school? I couldn’t figure out why I had chosen to do so with him of all people. Then again, attention and a listening ear could pry open even the most closed-off person at one point or another.

	I glared at an old glob of gum on the sidewalk. I needed to drive that traumatizing memory away—the crack of the bat against Dad’s skull vibrating in my hands. It made me cringe every time I thought about it.

	The Q6 bus squealed to a halt in front of us. I filed in line after the grandmother with the little girl. Giovanni stood behind me, his warmth radiating against my back.

	We sat in the nearest seats we could find to one another. I took out my sketchbook and sketched Giovanni as best as I could between the sudden jerks and bumps of the bus. It helped turn down the trauma in my brain for a little while. That and eating a Dove chocolate square. I was obsessed with chocolate, which was why I had enrolled in culinary arts at school. I loved to cook, but anything chocolate or sugar related had my heart.

	As the chocolate liquefied on my tongue, I decided to share the last one with Giovanni. I tried to chuck at him, but I missed. It landed on the lap of a big man with dreadlocks tied back. He sat there minding his own business, dozing off when I’d startled him awake.

	We locked eyes.

	“Sorry,” I mouthed.

	He nodded and enjoyed the chocolate delight.

	With a sigh, I relaxed into my seat, hoping Giovanni would glance in my direction at least once to let me know I hadn’t scared him away. I looked forward to talking to him some more about anything except my family. After scaring that stranger awake, I lacked the courage to try to get Giovanni’s attention again with other flying objects.

	He watched new people get on, old ones get off, and the storefronts flying by the window, but not me.

	Giovanni disembarked from the bus last. And I waited for him, silly me, thinking he wouldn’t mind my company on the long trek from the bus stop to school.

	“Hey,” I said, trailing after him.

	Ignoring my existence, he walked on and sped up his pace to prevent me from keeping up with him without running. Just like that, he was gone, disappearing into the growing crowd around us.

	I shoved the drawing I had planned to give him in my bag and fluffed the curls around my face in case Imani and her spies spotted me.

	I foresaw repeats of yesterday, of being stared at and gossiped about, happening for the next coming weeks if Giovanni were to open his mouth to them. I clenched my fists at the thought.

	I searched for him within a group surrounding a pair of bullies. The tallest and lankiest of the two boys backed up full speed to launch an underclassmen’s sneaker across the street. That was when Giovanni came into view again. Laser-focused on the distracted bully, he tried his best to avoid the collision. No matter what, it seemed the bully had eyes in the back of his head, and Giovanni was set in his crosshairs.

	The kid pierced his chest with a pointy elbow. Giovanni grimaced. Getting in his face, the kid shouted, “Hey, Pretty Boy! Watch where you’re goin’!”

	Giovanni shrunk before him, even though he could’ve taken him on if he tried.

	The kid stared him down before turning to his friends with an evil smirk, fueling my rage beyond anything I had ever known. Without a thought, I ran up and slapped the back of the cruel kid’s neck, giving him a painful taste of his own medicine.

	He whirled around, rubbing the sting away, and glowered at me.

	“You elbowed that boy in the chest and then yelled at him as if he hurt you!” I shouted. “Why don’t you watch where you’re going? Look at you. Thinkin’ you’re all cool. You’re not!” I dropped my sights to the sneaker in his hand and grabbed for it. “Give me that shoe!”

	Dangling it over my head, he challenged me with his eyes. “You want it, take it.”

	I punched him in the gut. With him doubled over, holding his wounded belly, he brought the sneaker eye level with me. I snatched it from his grasp.

	The boy didn’t deserve pity. And clearly, his friends thought so too. They poked fun at him while his eyes bulged out of his head, and he cursed me with what little breath he had left.

	I returned the sneaker to its rightful owner and tried to blend in with the crowd. But my stand for justice did not go unnoticed.

	“Did you see that?” a girl said to her boyfriend.

	“Fight him!” one of the tall boy’s so-called friends hollered. Other voices joined in.

	Anxiety burned me up, snapping me back into my senses. What was I doing? Even my voice didn’t sound like mine. I felt cold at the thought. That kind of impulsivity terrified me and reminded me of Dad. Growing up in the streets, he was always ready for a fight. But that wasn’t me. I didn’t crave violence or go looking for trouble.

	He used to say: “Don’t throw hands at anyone if you ain’t ready to take what you dish out.”

	I knew better than to start fights or get involved in other people’s business. I was not Dad. I blamed sleep deprivation, stress, grief, and the backlog of rage from the past seven years. Plus, getting into trouble for using one of the moves at school that Mom had hammered into my head wouldn’t have won me any praise from her, even though that boy deserved more than I gave him.

	Giovanni, stepping out of the way of foot traffic, kneeled beside the wrought iron fence dividing the lawn and sidewalk to scrub away the dirt from his shoe with his hand. He took great care in his appearance, never a wrinkle on his shirt or a hair out of place. I studied the devastation on his face, trying to figure out which of the two hurt him more—the shoe print on his expensive sneaker or the blow to his chest.

	“Are you okay?” I asked, trying to return the same kindness Giovanni had shown me after I rammed into that tree.

	He nodded stiffly and proceeded to walk. I did too.

	A sneaky hand gave his butt a squeeze. He turned to me with a scary look of judgment, launching his silent accusation.

	I held my hands up in surrender. “That wasn’t me. I swear.” I saw the fingers that pinched him but not the face of the offender. It all happened so fast.

	With a frustrated shake of his head, he hurried along.

	“Wait! I’ve got a favor to ask you.”

	Glancing around us, he grew impatient to get away from me.

	“I want you to keep what I told you to yourself. I don’t want anyone here knowing anything about my personal stuff, okay?”

	“Almost no one talks to me here. Who would I tell?” he said quietly.

	“It’s just…what I told you I’ve never told anyone. I was worried.”

	His eyes softened slightly until a mysterious person behind me drew his fierce glare. He strolled on. The mass of people hindered him from making a clean break from me that time.

	“Giovanni, I really did not pinch your butt,” I said, strolling beside him. “I’m not like that.”

	Embarrassed by the reminder, he pressed his lips into a thin line and snaked his way through the crowd.

	I slipped my earbuds into my ears and slowed my pace, letting the distance between us grow. Lauryn Hill’s soulful voice crooned in my ear, winding down my nerves.

	I had done my part in trying to make things right. If he still had a problem with me, he could keep it to himself.

	Giovanni reached the steps ahead of me and paused to scan the horde of people forming lines to get through the metal detector at the door. I pretended not to watch him covertly from the corner of my eye.

	Just ignore him. He thinks you’re a perv, remember?

	Burying my nose in my phone, I scrolled through my playlist.

	The distance between us shrank to a couple of feet as we approached the school’s intimidating four columns. My cheeks blazed hotter as he zeroed in on me.

	“Joy,” I saw his mouth say.

	I plucked out an earbud and watched him gulp his nerves away. He stepped next to me, sharing his anxiety with me.

	“I‒I do not know if you want anyone to see you talk to me. I do not want you to get bullied because of it.”

	Frowning in confusion, I asked, “Why would I get bullied for talking to you?”

	He sighed. “Some of the girls treat me like I belong to them, and they fight each other if I look at a different girl. I do not talk to them, and they still act like that. They are crazy. I do not want you to have to worry about it.”

	I understood exactly what he meant once he brought it to my attention. Still, it made me wonder more about him.

	“I’m not worried,” I said.

	“You do not know some of these girls,” he warned, following me closely as we joined the shortest line for the security checkpoint.

	I skimmed over the people waiting in the lines parallel to ours. Sure enough, I clocked four sets of gleaming eyes stalking us.

	“They’re already watching us,” I whispered. “And I still don’t care.”

	He smiled warily.

	“But,” I said, “I still need you to understand—”

	“That you did not pinch my butt. I believe you,” he said, rolling his eyes. “You tell me three times already. I am so tired of it. I never see who it is, and it happens every day.”

	“Hey, Giovanni. You lookin’ sexy today,” a girl said from behind him.

	The boy sighed in despair and looked to the heavens for the strength to endure the unwelcome attention. He jumped when someone got grabby a second time and fumed in silence.

	“Here. Stand in front of me. If it happens again, I’ll take care of it,” I said loud enough for the culprit to hear, although I had no idea what I could do other than shame his harasser.

	Giovanni did as I said, relieved to get through security without another incident.

	* * *

	As I waved goodbye from my locker across the hall, Giovanni’s enchanting smile made me forget our awkward introduction and infused color into our usually dreary school. And I wasn’t the only one to notice.

	I spotted them from my peripheral—one petite Dominican girl with fake, fluttery lashes and cleavage stacked under her chin, and a lean Asian girl with glittery lip gloss and her khaki skirt hiked up to show off more leg than the rules allowed. With jealousy burning in their eyes, they competed with one another to reach him first. Pouting their lips and sticking out their chest, they switched their hips from side to side like big cats on the hunt.

	“What?” he mouthed to me.

	He followed my line of sight straight to the source of my amusement.

	His smile slipped away instantly. Slamming his locker shut, he raced down the hall, weaving around every obstacle in his path to escape them in the nick of time. Poor guy.

	Replaying that scene in my head, I laughed my way to homeroom. That shadow of loneliness I’d known for so long slowly eased away.

	
Buon Appetito

	Hopeful apprehension simmered in my stomach as I scanned the cafeteria for my new friend. He sat near the windows and double doors at the back of the room with headphones on.

	I stopped in my tracks at the sight of the gross sophomore boys at the other end of his table. They packed their mouths full of meatloaf, chips, and sugar cookies and took turns trying to talk, sending half-chewed food into each other’s faces. They’d explode into laughter. Giovanni ignored their antics and ate his sandwich like a normal person. It was nice to know I didn’t have to dodge spittle from him. I hoped those boys didn’t aim and fire at us too.

	I weaved around the long tables and fat tiled columns to Giovanni’s table, catching the eyes of the devious Mariah and her protegè Imani as they followed me around the room.

	I plopped down across from him and rearranged the curly mane around my face. My morbid rise to fame was taking its toll on my still wounded spirit, though. And I was grateful I didn’t have to bear the burden of their staring alone. I had Giovanni. He was a much better-looking specimen to study than me any day.

	“You go girl. Go get your man!” one of the dummies at the end of the table barked at me, inspiring his friends to join in with kissy noises.

	Using my hand as a shield, I gave them my back and did my best to ignore their taunts.

	“Wanna get outta here? It looks a little warmer outside,” I suggested, nodding toward the doors behind him.

	“Hey, Giovanni,” Imani said out of nowhere, kneeling on a seat and resting her elbows on the table beside him.

	“Uh, hi.” Judging by the look on his face, he had no clue why she was speaking to him. I didn’t either, considering the whole world knew she only had eyes for Kai—Mr. Life-of-the-Party-in-Every-Room-He-Walked-into. His table was on the other side of the room near Imani’s from where she could best admire him.

	“So what? Are you guys like…together?” she asked, batting her wispy eyelash extensions at him.

	“No, we’re not. So, you can go back to your table and mind someone else’s business.” I glared at her until she scoffed and went away.

	I met Giovanni’s eyes. “Do you wanna go outside or not?”

	A nervous smile tugged at the corner of his lips as he nodded, grabbed the remnants of his lunch, and trailed after me. I pushed through the door. A soft breeze blew the hair off my face, calming the uneasy flutter skipping through me after telling Imani off. We strolled along the sun-lit walkway.

	“Giovanni, did you wanna hang out with me?”

	He chuckled dryly. “I want to hang out with you. It is boring to eat alone.”

	I let out a sigh, relieved he didn’t feel pressured to further endure my company.

	As soon as we settled at the weathered picnic table, I delved into my turkey and cheese sandwich.

	“I wanted to thank you for what you did for me this morning,” he said, unscrewing the cap off his Coke bottle.

	I covered my mouth with a napkin. “You don’t have to thank me.” I swallowed my food. “It pissed me off how much of a jerk that kid was to you.”

	With a furrowed brow, he said, “I was afraid for you. I saw a fight between a boy and a girl the other day. I never see that in Italy. The boy won, and the girl was on the ground, crying and bleeding. I did not want you to get hurt like that.” My insides turned cold at his words. “You should be more careful. It was not your fight.”

	“I didn’t think about it, to be honest. I think I could’ve taken him, though. Don’t you?” I joked.

	He forced a laugh and took a swig of soda. “I did not think you would talk to me again after the first time we met.”

	I let the hair fall in my face and shrugged. “Me neither. You still make me nervous, ya know.”

	He blinked at me in confusion. “Why?”

	Diverting my eyes to my partially eaten sandwich, I took another bite.

	Clearly, I remembered his first day of school better than he did.

	He wandered the hall, lost and frustrated, muttering to himself. When none of the ten other people around us helped him, I did.

	“I’m Joy,” I said with a wave and an intensely anxious smile—my I’m-getting-electrocuted smile, not the tummy-issues one. I could feel it, but there was no turning my stupid face off once it switched on.

	No reply, unless a grimace counted.

	At the time, I had no clue where he was from, who he was, or what he was accustomed to. So, I offered my hand, only to find out after another awkward pause how ridiculous I looked, but it was too late to take it back.

	Giving my hand a limp shake, he watched me through wide, uncertain eyes.

	“Hey, pretty boy!” a clan of juniors shouted at him. “She ain’t gonna bite you unless you want her to.”

	Never once did Giovanni break his gaze from mine. With crimson cheeks and ears, tiny beads of sweat formed along his brow, glistening under the bright lights.

	The boys burst out laughing at him. Their laughter continued as they sought something new to make fun of him for.

	“Ha-ha-ha,” I mocked, copying their stupid donkey laughs. I knew it was immature, but at least it got them to shut up.

	A teacher who had overheard most of their trash talk stepped out of her room to threaten them with a trip to the main office if they didn’t leave us alone.

	I tried a second time with Giovanni.

	“Are you lost?” I said, articulating each word.

	The juniors’ laughter echoed louder in the space between his long pauses and my questions.

	“What room number do you need?”

	He stood there gawking at me like I was a dork for a full minute. He could talk to himself, but he couldn’t answer two little questions?

	Snatching his schedule from his hand, I found the class number and proceeded to walk, giving him no choice but to follow me.

	“Go in here,” I said, pointing to the closed door.

	I didn’t even wait to see if he understood. All I cared about was getting to my own class.

	I’d made it three halls away from where I’d abandoned him when his class schedule beamed like the Olympic torch in my hand. Stopping in my tracks, I cursed myself and him as I u-turned it and retraced my steps.

	A looming shadow interrupted me from slipping it under the door. A girl eyed me with suspicion. Straightening up, I moved out of her way. She gripped the handle and opened the door for me, giving me a wary side-glance for not stepping into the room right away, as if bending over in front of a closed door to a class that wasn’t mine wasn’t weirder than that.

	“Uh, hi. May I help you?” Giovanni’s teacher asked me.

	I ignored the man.

	With my autopilot setting kicked into gear, I had two goals and two goals only: return Giovanni’s schedule and change schools afterward.

	I bee-lined for his desk and tripped in front of everyone, earning me a few giggles. My whole body tingled with embarrassment. I chucked his schedule at him from two feet away—another involuntary action—making the new kid feel all kinds of welcome as he fumbled to catch it—and left.

	“Why were you nervous?” he inquired a second time.

	I shrugged. “It was embarrassing. I kept tryna talk to you, but you stood there staring at me. It made me feel stupid for even trying,” I confessed, biting the crust-free corner off my sandwich to comfort myself over the memory.

	His cheeks flushed. “You made me nervous too. That was why I could not think to speak to you. You were so nice to me and beautiful.”

	I breathed in a crumb. Did he want me to choke?

	“Are you okay?”

	I sputtered a few more times mid-nod, trying to ease the food down my throat.

	“You were nervous?” I swallowed some ginger ale. “Why?”

	“I already told you why.” He smirked.

	“Right. Because I’m nice and beautiful? Are you kidding me?” I laughed heartily at the thought.

	“No one tells you this?” His fading smirk hinted at his seriousness.

	“No.” I shifted in my seat.

	“What do you call in English those tiny spots on your skin?”

	“Freckles. How do you say it in Italian?”

	“Lentiggini.”

	I tried to pronounce it with a sorry imitation of his accent.

	He laughed at my pathetic attempt. “Mi piacciono le tue lentiggini. I like your freckles.”

	My cheeks burned hot. I looked away.

	“You are embarrassed?”

	“Do you want me to be?” I asked, mistrustful of his tone.

	“No. I…”

	Impulsively, I reached over the table for his hand, catching him off guard.

	“Ya know, I’ve never seen anyone like you before. You’re perfect, just like your little fangirls say you are…and nice too.” I batted my lashes at him.

	His ears glowed red, then his cheeks just like they did that first day.

	“You are embarrassed?” I asked, mimicking his accent.

	With a wag of his head and a bashful smile, he said, “If it is what you think, I am not embarrassed.”

	Before I knew it, his free hand cupped mine, transferring their moisture and warmth in the process.

	Who was this guy? On a normal day, I could read people like a book. Why couldn’t I read him?

	Pulling my hand free, I picked at the little mound of bread crust on the wrapper. A little sparrow on the patch of grass nearby watched me toy with my food. I tossed my leftovers to him to have something to do.

	Playing games wasn’t my style, especially when I was clueless about the rules, and I didn’t even know the name of the game to begin with.

	“Do you think you’re perfect?” I asked.

	He narrowed his eyes and frowned, disgusted by the notion. “No.”

	Then again, with the steady stream of compliments he would receive daily, his confidence should’ve been in another galaxy.

	“Nobody is perfect,” he said. “Do you think you are beautiful?”

	I shook my head and downed the rest of my ginger ale. “So, what part of Italy are you from?” I asked, my last-ditch effort to drum out a comfortable rhythm with him.

	“Milano. Have you ever been to Italy?”

	“In my dreams,” I said. “My mom’s friend got to go three years ago. She still talks about the food and how gorgeous it is. I’d love to go. I’d eat everything I could and take a million pictures.”

	He smiled. “You want to be a real tourist.” He sipped his drink. “Many tourists in Milano miss a lot of the good things. They think all of Italy is the same, but Milano is more modern than the other places. Many come to shop and see a few of the sights, but it breaks my heart to see how many leave and do not even try the best food.”

	“That’s how it is here too. Everybody comes to see Manhattan and miss out on all the good stuff here in Queens and the other boroughs. They don’t know any better, I guess.”

	“That was what I thought too,” he said with a sheepish grin. “When you go to Milano, you must try the panzerotti. It is so good.” He sighed. “Me and my friends used to ride skateboards in front of the duomo and stop at Luini’s to buy them.”

	“What is a duomo and panz-otti?”

	He smirked at my mispronunciation. “Il duomo is a famous church in Milano.” He pulled up pictures to show me on his phone. “And panz-e-ro-tti,” he sounded out, “is food. They take the pizza dough with the ingredients inside and fry it. They have baked ones too, but try the fried ones, and you will fall in love.”

	My heart swelled with excitement. I was ready to move there after hearing him talk and seeing the pictures.

	From that point, the awkwardness between us eased away.

	As he spoke of his hometown and dream vacations to ancient hilltop villages and famous landmarks, jealousy consumed me. I’d never been on vacation in my entire life. I needed another job if I was ever gonna save enough to get outta this town.

	The bell sounded. Locking eyes with one another, we smiled as the same thought passed between us. Following his lead, I slipped behind the massive oak tree, a place where no one would interrupt our afternoon chill session with orders to go to class.

	* * *

	Giovanni invited me to his house. Since we skipped class, we figured we might as well leave school and avoid having to worry about being discovered. Plus, I was curious to check out where he lived.

	Giovanni lifted the latch on a chain-linked fence bordering a simple, white house. I followed him up the concrete steps and listened to the traffic hum in the distance.

	He turned his key in the lock and opened the door. The alarm beeped inside.

	“Stay here for a moment,” he said. “I need to clean a little. I will be back.” He passed through the door and punched in the code to disarm the alarm, silencing the warning beeps.

	Growing restless outside, I cracked the door. The faint aroma of freshly baked bread scented the air, one of the best smells in the world.

	As I stuck my nose deeper inside, my jaw dropped. From the outside, it was impossible to tell that the interior would be this nice. The whole place gave off a retro 1960s vibe.

	The hardwood floors shined under the recessed lights like they had been waxed and polished yesterday. The butterscotch-colored sofas complimented the exposed brick wall behind it. I wanted to dive right into their cushions head-first and feel them hug me back. Flowering and leafy potted plants and herbs basked in the sunlight on wicker plant stands by the large bay window.

	We lived in a house when I was younger, but not in one quite this pretty. Standing here reminded me exactly how much I missed it—how much I missed my dad and the adventures we used to have together there.

	Giovanni’s rapid movement stole my attention from my nostalgia. He dashed from one end of the living room to the other, tripping over his own feet to collect framed pictures from the glass oval side tables and the mantle over the fireplace. This was him cleaning a little? His house already looked more than ready for a house and garden photoshoot.

	“You don’t have to go through all that trouble for me,” I told him from the doorway.

	Flinching at the sound of my voice, he carried on with his task, his ears and cheeks glowing red.

	“Please, come in. I will be back in a moment,” Giovanni called over his shoulder.

	Bypassing me for the staircase, he gave me a quick glimpse of one of the four framed photos stacked in his arms. I smiled to myself at the sight of a chubby little boy grinning cheerfully and stopped myself from chasing him down to make him show me the others.

	Why would he want to hide them from me? He was too stinkin’ cute.

	The boy had no clue how lucky he was. I looked like a wild-haired orphan Annie in most of my childhood photos if Annie was half Brazilian-American and half Barbadian. My mom, who had a completely different hair texture from mine, was hopeless in taming it until Selena and Dad’s cousin, Brooke, taught her a few things.

	I spun on my heels and studied the pictures he had left behind—shots of him with his family and friends before he came here.

	A sad, bristly-faced clown painting hung adjacent to a happy clown painting on the wall above each end table. I looked closer at the joyful clown to realize it was an illusion. His eyes remained as sad as the first clown.

	Giovanni thumped upstairs. He was taking forever.

	I wandered from the living to the dining room to sniff out the fresh bread. Scanning the glass-topped table for the evidence, I drooled over the doughy pastries on a cake stand calling my name. Forget the bread.

	I stood there, tearing apart the fruit-filled turnovers in my mind when Giovanni’s voice scared me into reality—payback from when I’d done it to him.

	“My mamma makes them every morning. Do you want one?”

	I looked him over.

	He’d exchanged his collared shirt and khakis for a pair of dark jeans and a gray T-shirt with an electric-blue, circular insignia. I thought I liked him in blue, but gray complimented him every bit as well.

	“Do you want one?” he repeated, giving me a wary glance.

	“Uh, yeah,” I said, pretending I hadn’t zoned out for a minute to gawk at him.

	Once he offered me a small plate with my pastry of choice, I decided our budding friendship could never come to an end, not when his mother had the touch of a pastry-making goddess. 

	* * *

	I flipped through the photo album he placed in my hands, captivated by the beauty of his old city and especially the pictures of him with his friends and adorable grandparents. They looked so happy.

	“It snows there?” I gasped at the image of his former wonderland neighborhood.

	Beaming proudly, he collapsed onto the couch beside me and said, “Yes, but it does not last long.”

	“But I thought Italy was hot all year round.”

	“It depends on the region. It does not snow like it does here, but Milan is in the north. It gets snow and rain in winter.”

	The lock on the door clinked, alerting us of his father’s presence. His long, pointy nose twitched, and his bushy brows shot up at the unexpected sight of the strange black girl alone with his son in his living room. Giovanni hadn’t gotten his parents’ permission for me to be there. My heart pounded in the base of my throat.

	Hitching his keys on the hook by the door, Mr. Vitali hurried over to meet me with a vigorous shake of my hand.

	“It is very nice to meet you.”

	“Nice to meet you too,” I said. “Uh. I really like these paintings.” I pointed to the clowns behind me. It was all I could think to say.

	Raking his fingers through his thinning hair and blinking his large, brown eyes at me, he recalibrated his brain.

	“Yes. They were a gift from an old friend. Please, sit. My wife will be home soon. She will love to meet you.” Mr. Vitali smiled kindly at me.

	I nodded and sank into the cushy sofa again. He led Giovanni by the arm into the dining room for a private conversation. I fiddled with my phone like I had something important to do until his dad went upstairs and left us on our own.

	Giovanni switched on the TV. The woman’s voice booming on the surround sound made me jump.

	“Do you want to watch a movie?” he shouted, lowering the volume to a comfortable setting.

	“Is your dad okay with me being here? Did I get you in trouble?”

	“No.” His forehead creased. “He said you should stay for dinner.”

	“I would love to.” I slouched into the sofa, finally able to relax, and stared at the giant TV mounted on the wall. “Are you sure he doesn’t mind me being here?”

	“Oh, no. He said you are very pretty and that we look good together. That is all.”

	‘We looked good together’? No, we didn’t. And we weren’t together.

	Giovanni’s matter-of-fact delivery unnerved me, as if he was perfectly okay with his dad matching us up. Why were people so eager to jump to that conclusion anyway? We were only getting to know each other.

	He scrolled through the menu on the TV and asked, “Which movie do you want?”

	“Can you please go tell your dad that we’re just friends…like right now?”

	“Why does it matter?” he asked, his eyes glued to the screen.

	“I don’t like the idea of your dad thinking it. It’s too weird.”

	“It is okay. I will tell him later.” Giovanni mashed the same button on the remote, all the while pretending my expectant stare was not fiercely aimed at him.

	The door opened with a powerful thrust, scaring me out of my skin. Paper bags brimming with groceries came into view. His mother kicked out her leg to prevent the door from closing on her. As she hobbled in like a weary warrior, Giovanni and I rushed to help.

	She spoke so fast that I would not have understood, even if it were in English. Giovanni answered her and she picked up where she’d left off, talking a mile a minute while walking us to the kitchen.

	I turned to them to inquire where to lay the bags when I discovered she was speaking to me.

	“Oh, but I–I don’t–know what you’re saying.” I tried to interject, but it was hopeless.

	Giovanni did his best to interrupt her. She hushed his mouth with a finger to his lips and kept going.

	Palming his forehead, he smiled in defeat, increasing my heart rate by a thousand.

	Why didn’t he try again? And what made his mother think I could understand, much less, speak Italian? She had to have been the only person on the planet who would ever make that assumption.

	So as not to appear rude, I nodded along to her one-sided conversation. Loud, angry words accompanied an agitated slap of the back of her hand into her palm. Her tone went from sweet to furious in an instant.

	Assuming her words were a motherly scolding aimed at me for being there without their consent, I stared at the terracotta tiled floor in shame.

	By the end of it, I dragged my eyes to her dark gray ones, only to find her entire demeanor and tone softened. Her hearty laugh resounded in the room, baffling me further. In my nervousness, I laughed too, much to her son’s amusement.

	As Mrs. Vitali’s suspicion fell to Giovanni, he charmed her out of it with kisses to her cheeks before revealing her mistake to her in secret.

	Sheer embarrassment marred her face.

	The time to go had come.

	I moved toward the glossy granite countertops to set down the heavy bags, desperate to get on my way before Mrs. Vitali felt compelled to send me home herself.

	“Forgive me. I did not know,” she said, halting my steps and taking the bags from my hands. She set them onto the counter beside her.

	Gripping my arms, she pulled me to her, gave me a tight squeeze, and air-kissed me while Giovanni introduced us.

	Her little hoop earring snagged my hair as she tried to draw away.

	“Ow!” I sang, trying to pretend the sudden jerk of my hair was less painful than it actually was, as if our meet and greet needed another dose of awkwardness.

	Detangling her jewelry from my mane with difficulty, she said, “I am sorry.”

	“My hair is dangerous,” I joked nervously.

	Mrs. Vitali indulged her fascination by immersing her hands in my hair. “It is so soft. Come,” she urged her son. “Feel it. It is so nice.”

	I’m not a sheep, I wanted to remind them. Instead, I politely stepped away from their reach, gathered my hair, and let it fall behind my back, knowing from touch alone how frizzy their heavy petting had already made it.

	Disguising my annoyance, I faked a smile. “Can I help you with dinner?”

	“No. No. No. No. No. Gian, Gioia, please, out of my kitchen,” she ordered us. “Gioia, will you eat with us?”

	Relief washed over me. “I would love to, but I gotta call my mom first to see.”

	Smoothing her dark chocolate tresses into a low ponytail, she unpacked the groceries to get started on dinner.

	Giovanni and I returned to the living room.

	“What was she saying to me when she got here?”

	“She was talking about a rude man at the store.”

	“Oh. Okay. Why’d she call you ‘John’?”

	Giovanni cracked a smile. “My name is John in English, so it is close to what they call me,” he said. “She always calls me Gian and my papá too. You know, in Italian, the first two letters of my name sound like a j in English.”

	“I know.”

	He shook his head. “You say my name the same way the other Americans say it,” he clarified. “Gee-oh-vah-nee. That is how you say it. But in Italian, it is Joh-VAH-nee. I like the way you say it,” he admitted with a lazy smile, setting my cheeks on fire with his statement.

	I sought a distraction, any distraction from being under his watch, and found it in my phone when Mom’s number flashed across the screen. Giovanni’s gaze bounced between me and the musical phone in my hands.

	“Are you going to answer it?”

	I hurried outside alone and glided my finger across the display.

	“Where are you?”

	Ignoring the stress in Mom’s voice, I recited my hastily improvised lie under the orange glow of the setting sun. “I’m right up the street. I’ve got a group project due tomorrow, so I came to work on it at my partner’s house. I thought we’d be done by now. Sorry.”

	“Who do you think you are not checkin’ with me first? You know better than that!” she growled. “How much longer are you gonna be?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe a couple more hours,” I said, mindlessly watching a kid ride his bike in broad circles on the street.

	“And what about dinner?”

	“They invited me to eat after we finish.”

	I let her rant at me for two minutes and cut her off, using my imaginary assignment as an excuse. Still, I knew there would be no escaping the final dose of her wrath later on.

	Crisis averted for now, but for how long could I keep Giovanni a secret from her?

	My last best friend without fur was a boy—Elijah Moore. From our kindergarten years up to fourth grade, we were ballroom partners and inseparable, on and off the dance floor. Then, two months before our first national competition, I was forced to quit. I never dreamed that Elijah would blame me for everything, like I wasn’t heartbroken over the news already.

	“You know how hard we worked, how hard I worked,” he screamed inches from my face as if Dad’s addiction problems were somehow my fault. “What am I supposed to do now? I hate you!” he shouted, restraining the urge to shatter the breakables in the china cabinet beside him.

	Hot with grief and devastation, I put my head down and cried until his mom Lucy and my mom, hearing the commotion from the garden outside, rushed into the room.

	Elijah yelled at the top of his voice, explaining to his mother about me. She’d heard it already. Our moms agreed that it would be best for me to tell him. They were wrong.

	Lucy forced an inconsolable Elijah up the first three stairs toward his room to silence his hate speech, then saw Mom and me out. I couldn’t look at her. Instead, I let my tears pool onto the wood flooring near their fancy medieval style door.

	“Give it a week, sweetie,” she said. “It’ll be okay. It’s just a shock.” Even as those words floated out of her mouth, Lucy knew that no amount of time could ever make it okay.

	Elijah had to start over with someone else. When he couldn’t find a new partner in time, his misdirected hatred for me solidified.

	I never hated my dad before that day because, like Mom, I’d adopted her excuses for the pain he would inflict on us. His addiction put an end to everything I cared about. Thanks to Dad, Mom lost friendships too, but none half as special as the one Elijah and I had.

	Because of our horrible falling out, Mom projected all of her dislike and disgust for Elijah and how he treated me onto every male over the age of seven. Giovanni would have been no exception. Keeping our budding friendship a secret from her gave Mom one less subject to lecture me about.

	I wandered through the front door into an empty living room and followed Mrs. Vitali’s laughter to the kitchen.

	The knife stilled in her hand as she glanced at me from behind the island. Giovanni and Mr. Vitali sat on black cushy stools opposite her.

	“Gioia, will you stay?” she asked with a ready smile.

	“My mom said yes.” I looked at the food spread across the counter. “Are you sure I can’t help? I’m taking culinary arts too. I can at least cut some vegetables.”

	“Thank you, but no.”

	“Then, would you mind if I watch?”

	She grinned broadly and directed me to a stool beside Giovanni around the island.

	* * *

	After forty minutes, dinner was served: oven-roasted herbed potatoes, veal saltimbocca—veal chops stuffed with cheese, wrapped in prosciutto and herbs, then breaded—freshly baked bread, and a green salad. Mrs. Vitali let me help Giovanni set the dining room table, so I didn’t feel completely useless.

	Throughout dinner, her husband entertained us with jokes, goofy facial expressions, and sound effects. He’d crack himself up until his wheezy laugh went silent, which was way funnier to watch than anything he could’ve said. His English was excellent, but the humor died somewhere in the middle of translation every time. I lacked the heart to tell him.

	“Ma!” Giovanni whispered, annoyed by Mrs. Vitali’s endless fussing.

	I hid my smile behind a napkin whenever she dabbed at his face to clear away any minor splash of sauce.

	No wonder his table manners were so on-point. She never cut the kid a break. Swatting her away, he’d mutter under his breath and sip his sparkling water, increasingly embarrassed. I couldn’t help but wonder: would it have bothered him at all if I hadn’t been here?

	“You like my Giovanni?” Mrs. Vitali inquired, raising her thinly arched eyebrows.

	“Yes, as a friend.”

	Without a word, she hopped from her seat. Her all-knowing grin made me uneasy, even after I had prepared myself for the slightest hint of disappointment. Instead, she set a dessert glass of zabaglione with fresh cut strawberries before each of us. Mrs. Vitali stroked my hair playfully and glided into her seat beside me. For as long as the woman wanted to feed me, she could glue her hands to my hair if she wanted to.

	At the first bite of the sensationally creamy custard, I closed my eyes and danced gleefully in my seat. How could I not? It was absolute confection heaven.

	“Mrs. Vitali, I think you should move in with me, so you can make me sweets every day. Giovanni, I’m so jealous.”

	Sudden sadness engulfed me as I immersed the last spoonful of custard into my mouth, the look on my face inspiring their laughter.

	“Come see me at my bakery some time,” his mom insisted, leaning over to pat my cheek. “Gian, you must bring her.”

	“I would love to!”

	Envisioning the vast array of delectable treats on display at her bakery and of me stuffing my face gluttonously with them while her customers watched in horror thrilled me. It was enough, at least until I could come close to it in reality.

	“You want more?”

	“I wish I could eat another bite, but I’m so full. Everything was amazing. Thank you.”

	“I am happy you stay for dinner. My son does not have many fr‒.”

	Giovanni stopped her mid-sentence, magically anticipating her intent to humiliate him. After another attempt to complete her thought, he rose from his seat abruptly, lecturing her in their secret tongue, desperate for her to keep it to herself.

	“Gian tells me that you must go home soon. I hope you come again.”

	“I would love to.”

	As she stood to clear the table, I followed her lead until she sat me down and said with a smile, “You do not work when you come to my home.” She disappeared into the kitchen, carting a stack of clanking dishes with her.

	Giovanni wiggled his eyebrows at me and grinned while I sat back to let my food baby stretch.

	Yes. I would definitely be coming back.

	* * *

	Giovanni offered to walk me home, affording me the perfect opportunity to grill him about his curious behavior at dinner.

	“I did not want her to talk about me.”

	“Oh, please! Unless she was gonna tell me about how you used to pee the bed, what else could she have said? She loves you too much to embarrass you on purpose.”

	His jaw clicked in agitation.

	“Come on. Don’t be nervous.”

	“I am not nervous. I do not want you to think differently about me,” he said defensively.

	“I won’t. I promise.”

	“Why do you not have friends in school? I never see you talk to anyone before.”

	His diversion of the attention back to me to avoid my question, in effect, answered it for me.

	“I talk to people,” I said. “But I keep my head down most of the time to avoid trouble, except for these last couple of days.”

	“You got bullied before?” His eyes bulged in surprise.

	“Really?” I asked. “You can’t look at me and figure out why?”

	He shook his head.

	“They used to make fun of my hair and how I’d wear my mom’s clothes. Now they’re stuck on my flat boobs, my freckles, and the gap between my teeth…but I don’t care about that. It was the crap they’d say about my dad that used to get to me. One time towards the end of eighth grade, he showed up out of nowhere tryna pick me up from school. I hadn’t seen him for months before that day. He was still high on meth, and he…hurt me.” I drove the memory away. “I’m sure the video is online somewhere if you wanna see it for yourself.”

	His forehead wrinkled. “I do not want to. But you have seen it?”

	“Oh yeah! You know how people are nowadays. Instead of helping anyone, they’d rather document it and see how many views they get. They sent it to me too. Nice, huh? As if living through it wasn’t enough.” I forced a smile. “Now it’s your turn. I promise I won’t tell anyone if that’s what you’re worried about.”

	Giovanni toyed with a patch of hair at his temple. He cast his eyes to a stray kitten scavenging the leftovers on a sandwich wrapper tossed in the gutter. “She was going to tell you that I do not have many friends.”

	I paused for him to continue, waiting for a grander reveal, but none came.

	“That’s it? Seriously?”

	He gulped and nodded. “Most of the friends I had here were older, but they are in college, have moved away, or are too busy now. And some of the kids in school that I talk to…they are nice, but they treat me weird sometimes.”

	“I don’t have many friends my age either, but I’m not embarrassed about it.” I proceeded to walk, and he followed suit.

	“I really miss my friends back in Italy. Sometimes I wish I lived there still so we could hang out like before.” He sighed. “Joy, do you really like me?”

	“Yes, as a friend. And I like you even more now ‘cause of your parents. They’re super sweet.”

	He beamed proudly. “I think they like you a lot too,” he admitted, stopping short at the main entrance of Selena’s apartment building.

	“Hey, I was wondering…We’re gonna have a little memorial service for my dog on Saturday. Would you wanna come? It isn’t gonna be anything fancy or big. My mom’s friend Lucy already buried her. Will ya think about it and let me know?”

	“Okay,” he replied, hesitant about making the commitment.

	Was I too forward in inviting him to such a serious function so soon?

	“Thanks for walking me home.”

	As I fished through my bag for the key to Selena’s place, I came across the crumbled drawing I’d done of him that morning. I met his eyes and noticed he’d seen it too.

	“So…I drew this for you on the bus earlier. It’s a little wrinkled, but do you want it?”

	He held it up and grinned from ear to ear. “Thank you.”

	I finally unearthed my key.

	“It was nice today,” he said. “Do you want to walk together tomorrow?”

	“I’d like that. I’ll see ya tomorrow, then.”

	Giovanni closed the distance between us and then took a shaky step back. He repeated his awkward dance twice before leaning in to graze my cheek with his lips. I froze as he lingered inches from my face, his piercing gaze drilling into mine. My guard skyrocketed to the moon over his supposed intentions, helping to snap me out of inaction.

	Broadening the gap between us, I said, “You know I was messin’ with you at lunch, right? When I held your hand before, I‒I was trying to make you feel the way you made me feel.”

	Raising his chin, his smile broadened. “I make you feel good?”

	“What? No!”

	And away his smile went.

	“I mean, yeah, you made me feel good about myself, but I thought you were trying to embarrass me. I was trying to embarrass you back. I thought you were playing with me.”

	“I was not.”

	“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have tried to flirt with you in the first place. I’ve never done anything like that before and…”

	Anxiety gripped me in the midst of my rambling; however, the way his eyes inspected my face disconcerted me even more.

	“You should go. Goodnight,” I said, turning him around and forcing his feet to walk.

	He shook his head like I was nuts and chuckled. “Goodnight,” he said back.

	I scurried into the building and rode the elevator to the fourth floor, trying to ignore the heat of his kiss burning through the surface of my cheek.

	* * *

	I turned the light on in the darkened apartment. Mom squinted at me from the wing-backed chair she’d dragged over to the window. With one hand shielding her eyes from the light, she balanced a glass of red wine in the other.

	“Why are you sitting in the dark?” I asked. “Where’s Selena?”

	“Turn off the light!” Mom commanded me.

	I obeyed and used the orange glow of the street light from outside to navigate the room.

	“Selena’s working at the club tonight.”

	The light glared off her glass. “How’d your little project go?” Mom inquired through clenched teeth.

	“Good. He’s finishing it up for tomorrow.”

	“He?” Even in the dim lighting, I could see the suspicion in her glossy eyes. Still, she surprised me by not demanding more details right then and there. “So…you ate already?”

	I nodded emphatically and perched on the sofa’s armrest. “And I’m gonna have happy dreams about it for the rest of my life.”

	Mom couldn’t have cared less. Her primary concern was tormenting me for a full hour straight with interrogations about Giovanni and his family.

	I held my ground in not breaking from my original story. As far as she knew, Giovanni was some random kid assigned to work with me, who happened to live up the street, and who I had nonchalantly invited to Storm’s memorial on Saturday. Unfortunately, that little detail undermined my original plan. Really, what choice did I have? Had I kept it to myself, she and Selena would have, without fail, made the occasion as torturous for me as they could have. There was no way I’d give them the satisfaction of swapping the focus of that day onto anything or anyone except Storm.

	
Dog Days

	Mom had been awake all night obsessively organizing Selena’s office, banging the wall adjoining our rooms, and mumbling to herself. I leaned against the partition wall dividing the hall and the kitchen, watching her hunched over the opened refrigerator.

	“The butter goes here,” she said softly, returning the rectangular box to its place. “The eggs go here.” Mom slid the carton onto the second shelf, closed the refrigerator door, and carted the bucket of soapy water to the bathroom, passing sleepy Selena on her way.

	Her big eyes grew larger with concern to hear Mom mumbling to herself. Clearing her throat to get my attention, Selena nodded in Mom’s direction while I peeled my jacket off the hanger. I slipped into my green jacket and exhaled. “I know.”

	Mom had that look again, that if-I-only-had-a-brain look. It worried me too.

	“I bought some bagels this morning,” Mom hollered from the bathroom.

	The paper bag stood tall on the counter. Selena and I hurried toward it at once.

	“Ha! I win,” I said, holding the bag hostage.

	“Who cares?” Selena retorted, leaning against the counter with her arms folded.

	Opening the bag, I gave her the first pick. “Go ahead. You look like you need it more than me.”

	“Well, your mom kept me up two nights in a row.” Selena peered into the bag and made her selection.

	Water streamed through the pipes behind the wall from Mom’s shower. The bathroom acoustics carried her ramblings into the kitchen while she recited the recipe for hair washing.

	Glancing around the living room, Selena’s shoulders fell. “At least she didn’t rearrange anything this time. Would you leave some of your coloring stuff out for her? I’m sure I’ve got a coloring book lying around here somewhere.” Selena separated the freshly baked bagel into halves, popped them into the toaster oven, and released another monster yawn.

	Poor Selena gave so much of herself to help us. Sleep deprivation and drama were always her only rewards.

	The constant worrying and not sleeping triggered what Selena called Mom’s shadow twin to appear. She looked like Mom and talked like Mom, but she was not Mom. It had been years since the obsessive compulsions and zoning out were an issue. Since she refused to seek medical help, Selena investigated some therapeutic alternatives on her own to help keep Mom’s restlessness at bay: scrapbooking, crocheting, puzzles, and adult coloring books, anything to distract her from rearranging Selena’s furniture, drawers, and cabinets. Because Mom’s zombie mode had zero memory, it would take me and Selena weeks to find misplaced items—more stress we could always do without.

	“You wanna call her outta work, or do you want me to?” Selena asked.

	“Can you do it? They act funny every time I call.”

	Selena nodded and prepped her coffee. “Your mom’s makin’ me gray, ya know.”

	“Yeah. Well, she’s makin’ me bald.” I picked a fallen hair off the front of my shirt to prove it.

	Selena cracked a mournful smile. I hoped for her sake that this would be the last time our troubles would interrupt her life. Knowing our family, the chances of that were slim, though.

	As I spread a generous schmear of cream cheese onto my sesame seed bagel, a glimpse of white caught my eye—the tag on her silky, red blouse. “Uh, Selena, your shirt is inside out.”

	She paused in mid-sip of her coffee and slouched. “Great. It’s gonna be one of those days.” Selena scooted her mug across the counter and tried to shimmy out of the shirt. When her shoulders got stuck in the armholes, I couldn’t help but laugh.

	“Don’t just stand there,” she whined. “Help me.”

	Gripping the hem, I tugged the shirt upward and freed her just as a gentle knock sounded.

	“It’s probably my friend from school.” I grabbed my bag and crammed a bite of bagel into my mouth.

	“The coloring stuff,” Selena reminded me before I could reach the door. She slipped into the blouse again.

	I dug through the front pocket of my bookbag, set a tin of colored pencils for Mom to play with onto the table, and raced to the door.

	* * *

	Giovanni observed me cautiously on our descent to the ground floor. “Are you okay?”

	“Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?” I asked with my mouth half-full.

	“You did not sleep well.”

	I swallowed my food and took the first step into the lobby. “I look that crappy?”

	“No. You look sad,” he said, chasing my eyes.

	Why couldn’t he have lied? What did he hope to achieve in pointing it out?

	I opened the door and followed him outside when the lady with her Boxer jogged past us. I lost my appetite for the rest of the bagel with that secondary reminder of my sorrow and chucked it into the bushes in front of the building for the birds.

	“I miss my dog,” I said, purposefully keeping Mom’s mental issues out of the conversation. “Storm, she–she used to help me.” The longer I thought about her, the broader and darker the shadow hovering over me grew.

	“Will you get another dog?”

	“I don’t know.” I brushed away a wayward tear with my shoulder. “I’d feel guilty about it,” I said, stepping off the curb onto the street.

	Giovanni gripped the hood of my jacket and nearly snapped my neck when he jerked me back away from the street. I crashed into his long torso with my back. My hands flew toward the sky, grazing the wind from a speeding car. The oblivious driver—a man in his late thirties—sang and danced to his favorite song on the radio while I glared at him in shock. He had a stop sign, not a Go sign!

	I swallowed and trembled, fighting the urge to hyperventilate.

	Giovanni turned me to him. I stared blankly at the bottom buttons of his white collared shirt. Gripping my shoulders, he leveled his eyes on mine. “Are you okay?”

	I nodded despite my quivering chin. He held me firmly while I blinked the tears away.

	“You will be okay,” he said, stroking my hair. But the warmth of his body and mine overheated me. I freed myself and wiped the sweat and tears from my face.

	“We’ve gotta hurry before we miss the bus.” Shoving everything out of my mind, I focused on not becoming roadkill and power-walked across the street.

	“Joy, wait.”

	I knew what he wanted to say, but I couldn’t handle it now. I didn’t wanna stop and reflect on how close I’d come to joining Storm or the adrenaline flooding my system.

	I turned right onto 89th Avenue.

	“Joy.”

	I hurried away, desperate to escape his pity stares, and walked off the surge of energy pumping through my veins. Traffic paused at the light up ahead.

	Finally, the bus terminal came into view. I counted each step to distract my mind from my body being stuck in fight-or-flight mode when Giovanni forced me to a stop. He embraced me, stiff at first, then gradually melted against my body. I gulped loudly, wishing he would let me go.

	I could look out for myself, I wanted to say, but a part of me craved to be held, and an even bigger part needed it.

	His arms quivered around me as they failed to rein in my shaking. Not even he held that power.

	I closed my eyes and drowned out the traffic sounds to tune-in to the desperate pounding of my heart when Giovanni pulled away. My eyes popped open in time to watch his silvery gaze trace my features.

	I looked toward the bus terminal. Our bus was pulling into the lot. “We’ve gotta go.”

	Giovanni’s eyes fell to my still trembling hands, fanning the fire of my embarrassment with the reminder. His pouty lips parted to speak, but I cut him off. “I’m fine. Really.” I hid them in my pants pockets and bypassed him with my chin low. “It’s just the adrenaline.”

	Once onboard, I swiped my card and found a window seat in the middle section. The bag on my lap made the perfect cover for the shakiness. I stared out of the window when the warmth of Giovanni’s hand topped mine underneath my bag. Before I could turn to reassure him that my body had a mind of its own when it came to danger, I spotted a man in a hat loitering in front of the newsstand—one of many stores along the strip bordering the bus terminal. Our eyes met. My mouth dried like a sponge in the desert. The shakiness in my hands worsened.

	“No,” I whispered, waiting for Dad’s apparition to disappear before my eyes. I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them. Dad remained.

	The bus beeped as it reversed out of the lot and joined the traffic. I kept him in my sights.

	“Joy, are you alright?”

	“That’s my dad. Do you see him? Can you see him?” I asked frantically.

	“Yes,” Giovanni confirmed.

	Dad waved awkwardly at the last second. Then, a cluster of brick buildings cut him off from my view.

	I didn’t realize the stranglehold I’d had on Giovanni’s hand. I released him to call Selena.

	“Come on,” I said to myself. “Answer.”

	“Freckles, what’s up?” Selena asked with her sleepy morning voice.

	“My dad was at my bus stop. I–I just saw him after we boarded,” I whispered into the mouthpiece. “He was watching me. I need to get off. Did you leave already?”

	“I’m in the lobby now. You think he’s on his way here?”

	“I don’t know.” I swallowed.

	“Okay. I’ll call out of work. Don’t worry, alright. Stick with your friend and don’t go anywhere alone. Ya hear me?”

	“I will. But don’t tell her. You see how she is now. I don’t want her to get worse.”

	I stared at the phone after the call ended. What should I do?

	Giovanni wrapped his arm around me, hoping to coax the fear away, but three other students were already on the bus with us. The last thing I needed was for them to misinterpret Giovanni’s comforting embrace as something more.

	For the second time that morning, I shrugged out of his hold and summarized our whole family saga in a message. He read it and typed his questions. I filled him in on the answers.

	With his curiosity satisfied, Giovanni sat quietly for the remainder of the ride across town, leaving me alone to work out how to avoid running into Dad on my way home after school.

	The bus came to a halt at our destination. We stood in the aisle, awaiting our turn to disembark.

	“Can you come to my house tonight for dinner?”

	Two underclassmen girls glanced over their shoulders at us with their mouths opened.

	I waited till we were safe on the sidewalk with plenty of space between us and our schoolmates before responding. “Do your parents know you’re inviting me this time?”

	“Yes. My ma told me to tell you. I have your surprise ready, and my ma is going to make something better than last night.” His excited grin was contagious.

	“Let me ask Selena and see what she says.”

	Selena replied quickly with a thumbs-up emoji.

	—But make sure your friend can walk you home, she added.

	Imagining Dad hiding in her building to catch me on my own made me queasy. “Giovanni, w–would you walk me home today…in case my dad shows up again?”

	“Of course.”

	“I’m so glad you were with me today.” I exhaled slowly.

	Giovanni smiled reassuringly at me. Then, fear froze his face. “Jo–” That was as far as he got with his warning. Something squishy enveloped my shoe.

	I matched his disgusted expression and raised my foot out of the lovely turd mound some thoughtful dog owner had left behind.

	The bully I confronted yesterday rolled with laughter as he pointed me out to his friends. Selena was right. Today was gonna suck.

	* * *

	I trailed behind the other kids into the kitchen/classroom, pulled up a stool, and propped my arms on top of the long steel prep table, waiting for the final bell to ring. Crystal tossed her bookbag onto the blue-tiled floor and perched on the stool beside me. The scent of fresh laundry always lingered on her clothes.

	“Hey. We didn’t get a chance to talk yesterday. How’s it goin’?” She tucked a long strand of damp hair behind her ear and peered at me through small almond eyes.

	“Great.” My overly cheerful tone contradicted the truth embedded in my face. It wasn’t my intention to deceive her, but with nosy Imani pretending to touch up her makeup with ears finely tuned to our conversation, how could I let down my guard?

	Crystal pursed her thin lips at me.

	“I’ll tell ya about it later,” I said quietly, nodding toward the spy behind me.

	Three deep wrinkles rippled across Crystal’s high forehead as she glanced over my shoulder at Imani.

	Toward the end of class, Crystal and I finally got a minute on our own to talk. Our conversations were normally food-related, and with the short amount of time to socialize during class, we never delved into deep talks. I revealed only a fraction of the stress I was under because of my mom and losing Storm while Imani and our other classmates were occupied with their tasks.

	“Oh my God! That’s so…sad,” she said in her Mexican-Spanish accent. “You know you can call me if you need to talk about it.”

	“Thanks,” I said, not expecting Crystal to pity me like everyone else always did. I didn’t wanna talk or even think about it.

	I rinsed the last soapy pot Crystal had handed me. My phone vibrated against my hip. Selena had sent me a message.

	—Your mom’s finally asleep.

	A slight weight eased from off my shoulders. But knowing Dad was still out there packed on the worry again.

	I pictured his face—the black ball cap with the bill shading his eyes, the half-smile he gave with that uncertain wave. There was so much wrong with that image, so much that clashed with our last face-to-face four years ago. Where was the jerk who used to stare me down until I’d cry or call me stupid when I failed? Was he sober? Had he killed Storm and trashed my room for revenge without drugs in his system? What did he want from me?

	“Joy, what’s wrong?” Crystal interrupted my thoughts.

	I shoved the fear to the back of my mind and smiled, but I couldn’t ignore the steady buildup of emotion strangling my heart. I tugged at my collar and fanned myself, desperate to cool down. No matter what I did, the thermostat in my body was set to broil. The tightness in my chest worsened. I gripped the edge of the steel counter, hoping my quaking knees wouldn’t give out as I gasped for air. Breathe. Staring at Crystal as she swayed and swirled, I mustered what breath I could to say, “I don’t feel go—”

	When I came to, the nurse, Mrs. Knight, hovered over me, her cat eyes like green saucers magnified by the 1970s style glasses with bottle cap lenses.

	I laid stretched out on the cold tiled floor with a stack of books under my feet, and my classmates encircling me.

	“Look! She’s got dog poop on her shoe,” a boy named Mason said with a lisp and a raspy voice. “I told you I smelled it.”

	Clearly, scraping my shoe on grass and concrete to wear away the dog poo wasn’t enough. I set my feet flat on the floor to conceal the evidence and glowered at him.

	“Joy,” Mrs. Knight drawled. “It looks like you fainted. How are you feeling?”

	Did she speak to everyone like they were three years old or only her patients?

	“I’m fine.” I sat up quickly. The room spun again.

	“Don’t rush. Take it easy, hon,” Mrs. Knight urged in her baby voice.

	The bell rang, and Mr. Clement gathered everyone toward the door like a hefty mother goose.

	Once I was well enough to stand, Mrs. Knight helped me to her dreary-looking office while Crystal carried my bags. Mrs. Knight walked me to a thin cot.

	“You can leave Joy’s things by the door,” the nurse told her.

	After Crystal left, Mrs. Knight launched her interrogation to rule out any dangerous triggers for my fainting spell.

	“I want you to lie down and rest for a little while,” she said.

	I wasn’t gonna argue. I kicked off my shoes and eagerly obeyed.

	I slept soundly for thirty blissful minutes before Mrs. Knight woke me. I glared at her through dry, irritated eyes and rose halfway.

	“Are you up to going to class now?”

	I yawned. “I’m so tired. I didn’t get much sleep last night. And I’ve got gym class now, so no, not really.”

	Mrs. Knight poked out her bottom lip. “I’ll write a note so you can sit out today, then. But try to get some rest tonight. I’m sure that’s just the medicine you need,” she said in that annoying baby voice.

	* * *

	Gym class was a blur. I sat on a bleacher and stewed in my thoughts, wondering where I would’ve ended up had Giovanni not saved me from that distracted driver or what Dad would’ve said to his heartbroken child three days after killing her dog.

	The warmth of a body next to me snapped me into reality again.

	“Hey,” Ms. Lane said. I was used to her giant voice screaming instructions at the class, not her worn, indoor voice. “You feelin’ alright?”

	“Yeah.” I rubbed the sore spot on the back of my head and diverted my gaze from her brown, probing eyes.

	“You sure?” she asked, wringing her hands.

	I nodded slowly.

	“The bell rang five minutes ago, and you’re still sitting here.”

	I looked around the empty gymnasium. “I–I didn’t hear it.” I stood from the bleacher.

	“Miss Joy,” she called out.

	I turned slowly and faced the stocky woman with an unraveling bun on top of her head.

	“Your shoe’s untied.”

	Forcing a smile, I bent down and reached for the string. Once I noticed the formerly white part had a brown stain on it, I drew my hand back. Yuck!

	“Uh, I’ll tie it later.” I rushed to the nearest bathroom to scrub my poopy shoe clean.

	* * *

	Imani intercepted Giovanni on his way to our table. They exchanged a few words and glanced in my direction, leaving no doubt as to the topic of their discussion. Imani finally strutted to her own table, freeing Giovanni to join me at last.

	“Hey. I want to get lunch. You should eat something too,” he advised, lowering his bag onto the seat across from me. “Do you want a sandwich?”

	I rubbed my forehead. “She told you, didn’t she…about culinary?”

	His eyes sharpened their focus on me. “Did you not want me to know?”

	“No! It’s embarrassing. This whole morning’s been embarrassing. And now you’re examining me again like…some freak of nature. I just want you to treat me like before. All-day long, people keep asking me if I’m okay.” Imani, Mariah, and Trina smirked at me from across the room. I leaned forward. “Let’s just go outside already. Imani and her friends are watching us, and I wanna get away from the noise for a while.”

	“Okay. But I will get you something to eat. What do you like?”

	I sighed, knowing there was no deterring him from his latest mission. I led the way to the back of the lunch line behind the other weary souls.

	The lunch lady grinned broadly at me when it was my turn.

	“Hey, Ms. Shirley.” I bounced my gaze between her wandering glass eye and the normal one.

	“Hey, Joy. What can I get ya?”

	My appetite drifted away the longer I scanned the display of sandwiches, wraps, and salads. Had Giovanni not been hovering over my shoulder like the lunch police, I would’ve chatted with Shirley and let someone else put her to work. I pointed to the pasta salad, paid, and stepped aside while Giovanni bought his usual sandwich of choice.

	We paused beside the first tiled column watching Imani and her friends watch us from their new positions at our table.

	Casting his eyes away, Giovanni faced me and tugged anxiously on his hair. “Are you ready to go outside now?”

	I nodded. “But they’re gonna mess with our bags if we leave them there.”

	The distress in his eyes revealed that the sacrifice would have been worth it to him. But as we started toward the door, he slowed his pace and glanced back at our table with sad puppy dog eyes.

	“If you wanna take my salad outside with you, I’ll get our things,” I offered.

	The worry creases in his forehead softened. “Yes! Thank you.” Snatching my container from me, he scurried through the door.

	Just get our bags and go, I recited with each unsteady step toward them.

	Mariah Serafín—the notorious younger sister of one of the most feared El Salvadorian gangsters from the next town over and who also happened to be Giovanni’s number one crazy fan—arched her back like a wannabe pinup girl and glared at me. I picked his bag from off the floor by her feet.

	“What’s wrong with Giovanni?” Imani asked, drumming her green ombré nails on the tabletop.

	Shrugging casually, I maneuvered around her for the bag she had carelessly pushed off my seat and turned to leave.

	“Hey!” Mariah shouted.

	My heart leapt. Still, I continued walking, doing my best to appear as unaffected as possible. Don’t trip. Don’t trip. I stumbled over the threshold and tried to play it off while Trina, Imani’s other grotesque friend, shouted her favorite nickname at me.

	As the door clicked behind me, the sight of Giovanni put my heart at ease. I inhaled the grass-scented air and beamed back at him.

	Crimson flooded his cheeks and ears. He waited impatiently for me to settle onto the bench across from him. “What did they say?”

	“Nothing.” I pushed the hair over my shoulder.

	Giovanni watched me expectantly and unwrapped his sandwich.

	“I didn’t give them much of a chance,” I said, examining the salad awaiting my attention.

	He shuddered. “Mariah is scary.”

	“Does she pinch you too?”

	He lowered his food onto its wrapper. “She followed me to my house one-time, and she would send messages to me with pictures of herself…until I blocked her. I do not know how she got my number.” Shaking his head, he added, “But that was when I first moved here. Since yesterday, she has been trying to talk to me again.”

	“Is she one of the girls you warned me about?”

	He nodded and bit the center half of his sandwich.

	I rested my cheek on my arm and shut my eyes.

	“You should eat, Joy.” Giovanni swallowed his food and pointed at the salad in front of me.

	Sitting up, I opened the container with a sigh and prodded a macaroni with my spork. “How can I eat this when all I can think about is your mom’s cookin’?”

	He grinned and shook his head.

	* * *

	After another pleasant lunch in the sun, Giovanni and I parted ways. I’d mounted the steps to art class and paused in the hall to admire the drawings hanging on the wall for the day’s critique when Trina Beckman threw an arm over my shoulder.

	“Get off me.” I shrugged away from the pimply-faced tomboy and dodged her before she tried a second time.

	Trina tossed her head back and laughed, contaminating the air with the putrid stench blasting from the garbage can she called a mouth.

	It never ceased to amaze me how she could’ve been Mariah’s favorite in her little group of misery over Imani. They were all jerks, but at least Imani’s breath didn’t gag me.

	“What’s wrong, troll?” said the girl with the breath of an ogre.

	I walked on.

	She pursued. “Aren’t you a little too ugly to be hookin’ up wit’ someone like Giovanni?”

	Her friends joined in with their giggles.

	Trina called me ugly when she was the one who still had crust in her eyes from not washing them away that morning. Judging by the blackheads setting up camp in that brown-rugged terrain she called skin and her usual unkempt appearance, who knew being pretty was a high priority for her?

	It didn’t matter, I said to myself. I could’ve told Trina everything about herself, but I’d learned long ago to keep my mouth shut and pretend to be unphased. All I wanted was to go to class.

	“How’d you get him to talk to you?” Imani chimed in, blocking me like a tower before I could escape.

	Giovanni had warned me yesterday about the attention I’d get for talking to him. He was right. Trina hadn’t bothered me in months. And unfortunately, Mariah had taken notice of me as well.

	“We just wanna be his friend too.” Mariah pouted her duckbill lips and twirled a strand of teal-colored hair. She was the most devious character of the three.

	“Well, maybe he doesn’t wanna be yours.” I glowered at Imani. “You’re in my way.”

	“Is there a problem here?” Mrs. Powers asked from behind Imani.

	“Nope.” Trina took Imani’s arm and retreated with a smile. They blended in with the other students packing the hall.

	I drew in a breath.

	“Hey, Joy.” Kai stopped me before I could reach Mrs. Powers’ room. “Is it true…‘bout you and that Giovanni kid?”

	My chest caved. “No! We’re just friends. Why do you care anyway?”

	Kai shrugged.

	“You’re their little spy, aren’t you?” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. Looking over my shoulder, I discovered Trina, Imani, and Mariah stalking us from the other end of the hall. I marched toward the door.

	“I won’t tell ‘em if you don’t want me to.” Kai followed me into the classroom. “But you know how crazy Mariah gets. She’ll bug ya till she gets what she wants.”

	“That’s all the more reason not to give in,” I said. “I ain’t afraid of her or her brother.”

	
Weird is Normal

	Giovanni hardly spoke a word on the out-of-the-way journey to his house. We got off two stops beyond our usual one and circled Giovanni’s block to ensure Dad was nowhere in sight. The fear in his eyes hinted that my paranoia and anxiety had rubbed off on him.

	While Giovanni unlocked the door, I kept an eye out on the street as an extra precaution.

	Mr. Vitali and his wife were already home. Their frustrated voices echoed from the kitchen. Instead of announcing our presence from the living room, Giovanni put a finger to his lips. He instructed me to hide by the staircase. He eavesdropped on their heated argument.

	Mr. Vitali clomped through the dining room. Giovanni hurried me upstairs and barely cleared his father in time. I ducked inside of the bathroom since it was the only room I’d ventured into on the second floor. Giovanni joined me and softly shut the door.

	“Why didn’t you tell your parents we’re here?”

	“Because they never talk to each other like that,” he said, pressing his back to the door. “Something is wrong.”

	I rubbed the owl pendant between my fingers and stared at his shoes. Was my family’s curse contagious?

	“He says his friend offered him a job, but my ma does not trust the man.” Giovanni gripped his hair. “We moved to New York for the company my papá works for now. I do not understand why he would want to leave.”

	“Ask him.”

	Giovanni stared at me pensively but kept his thoughts to himself. Opening the door, he listened for movement downstairs and waved for me to follow.

	Once we reached the landing below, Giovanni opened and closed the front door. The leafy plants under the window swayed from the wind. His mother rushed through the dining room with tear-stained cheeks and shouts in Italian, expecting to see her husband. Upon seeing me, Mrs. Vitali spun on her heels and dashed back the way she came to hide her embarrassment.

	“Ma!”

	She ignored her son.

	Giovanni met my eyes.

	“Maybe I should go,” I suggested.

	“No. I want you to stay.” He twisted his hair again. “I will speak to her. Sit. The remote is there.” He pointed to the glass side table and traced his mother’s footsteps with his own.

	I flicked a button on the remote. A fight scene from Aquaman, which I assumed was toward the end of the film, flashed across the screen. I let the movie sounds drown out the passionate conversation coming from the kitchen, especially since I couldn’t understand what was being said anyway. I sank into the cushy sofa and messaged Selena for the update on Mom.

	—It’s been nothing but quiet here. She’s still asleep. How are you? The nurse called, so don’t lie.

	—I got overheated and couldn’t catch my breath. Does Mom know I fainted?

	—Nope. But that sounds like a panic attack.

	I hoped with all my heart it wasn’t. One time was humiliating enough without it becoming a recurring issue.

	—The nurse told me to rest.

	—We all need that. Try not to stay out too late.

	Giovanni rejoined me in the living room as I finished reading Selena’s final message. With a fake smile, he flopped onto the couch.

	“How’s your mom?” I inquired.

	“Better.” His eyes said otherwise. He released a slow breath and stared distractedly at the TV.

	“You think your mom would let me cook dinner for you guys tonight? I won’t make anything fancy since Selena doesn’t want me out too late. I wanna help, if your mom will let me.”

	“But you wanted to eat her cooking, remember?” He nudged me playfully in the ribs.

	“I’m sure I’ll have plenty more chances. She looked like she could use a night off.”

	“She is making something already. It is very simple. I promise.”

	Giovanni turned his full attention to the movie again when Mr. Vitali returned. The goofy man of yesterday had long left the building, and an indignant one had taken his place today.

	The anger in his eyes subsided at the sight of us. I stood to greet him.

	“Joy, hello.” Scarlet flushed across his ears, cheeks, and throat as we shook hands.

	I settled into my place on the couch and watched Giovanni make his approach and whisper a few words. Mr. Vitali nodded solemnly and rubbed the back of his neck in response.

	“Excuse us for a moment.” He marched behind Giovanni into the kitchen with his head low.

	Staring at the TV in a daze, my eyes grew heavier and heavier until I dozed off.

	The Vitali’s laughter woke me from my nap. I checked the time on my phone. Giovanni had been mediating his parents for an hour, or at least that was how long my siesta lasted.

	Aquaman’s superhero theme song played on repeat until I flicked the power button on the remote—my signal to Giovanni that I was awake. But his whole family hurried to welcome me to the land of the conscious.

	“Gioia.” Mrs. Vitali pulled me to my feet and hugged me. “You are ready to eat? Everything is ready now.”

	“I’m ready.”

	Mrs. Vitali reached out and lost her hands in my curls, her new favorite pastime. “So soft,” she said in awe. She led me to the dining room table by the arm. “Giovanni has a surprise for you,” she whispered, showing me to my seat beside him.

	I smiled at the reminder and detoured my thoughts from food and surprises to Giovanni and his parents. Had I awoken in another dimension where peace and harmony reigned supreme, or were the Vitali’s professional pretenders?

	Mrs. Vitali brought out meats, poached asparagus, fennel, snap peas, and spring onion orderly arranged around a large plate with a generous drizzle of olive oil. She made a second trip into the kitchen for a long cutting board topped with mozzarella di bufala (a soft cheese made from buffalo milk) stacked diagonally in quarter inch disks.

	While we nibbled on the antipasti, I sensed an ever-present tension between Giovanni’s parents despite their forced smiles and polite conversation about our school day.

	Chewing and drinking sounds amplified the absence of human voices for a never-ending two minutes when Mr. Vitali showed off an uncanny ability to read my mind.

	“Please forgive us for our strangeness this afternoon,” he said.

	I checked my reflection in one of the two oval mirrors on the brick wall across from me. There was no way my face had given me away.

	“You don’t need to apologize.”

	He sat forward in his seat. “As our guest, you should always feel welcome and comfortable.” He sipped from his wine glass.

	“Yeah, but neither of you knew I was here,” I said. “So, there’s nothing to apologize for.”

	Judging by his deep-set scowl, Mr. Vitali disliked being challenged. He expected me to be a gracious guest—accept his apology and shut up about it. But how could I?

	“I’m sorry. I’m not trying to argue,” I said, moving the leftover food around my plate. “I just don’t want you guys feeling guilty for being normal. It’s normal for people to get frustrated with one another. Nobody’s family’s perfect and happy all the time. I don’t expect that from you guys or anyone. It’s been a weird day for everybody, I guess.” I sipped from the glass beside my plate.

	“You had a weird day?” Mr. Vitali asked.

	Giovanni and I locked eyes. “Yeah…Your son saved my life on our way to school.” I nodded at Giovanni. “Tell them about it.” I sat back in my chair, grateful for the shift in attention.

	While Giovanni related the short story to his parents in Italian, they beamed proudly. Mrs. Vitali squeezed him and planted a few kisses onto her son’s grinning face before ducking into the kitchen for the main course.

	She divvied out generous portions of pasta al forno onto our plates then settled onto her chair at last.

	The first delectable bites of the stunning pasta dish were eaten in stark silence. It was just the comfort food we all needed—melted mozzarella, saucy rigatoni, chunks of ground beef, and fresh basil garnishes.

	Mr. Vitali smiled at me, exposing the piece of basil between his two front teeth. I smiled back with my mouth closed and glanced away to keep from laughing.

	“Joy, what does your father do for work?” he inquired.

	I nearly choked on my food at hearing his question. Giovanni patted my back and uttered a few words in Italian. I swallowed more refreshing water from my glass.

	“He is…he was an artist…a portrait artist. But he could do anything—build and design sets for shows, murals, factory work…and he used to fight for money. We don’t live with him anymore, so…I don’t know what he’s doing now.” I stuffed another bite into my mouth.

	Mr. Vitali’s large brown eyes fell to the pan of baked pasta between us.

	“My mom is an ultrasound technician,” I added, hoping to erase the awkward energy.

	Mrs. Vitali frowned in confusion.

	“She uses a machine to see inside of people, like what they do with pregnant women to see their babies. She actually had a pregnant girl come in the other week, and the baby had no heartbeat. It’s so sad. And my mom couldn’t even tell her. She had to wait for the doctor to do it.”

	Mrs. Vitali’s eyes turned glossy as they searched the room for a comfortable place to land.

	I wished I would have kept the story to myself. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that, especially during dinner.”

	All three of them forced the same smile. Mr. Vitali reached for his wife’s hand to soothe her agitation. The way he lightly traced circles on the back of her hand and brought it to his lips shook loose memories of my parents from when they were still together. Of Dad in a lucid state—his long, scarred fingers, like creeping, knobby vines, navigating the bruises he’d left on Mom’s skin while tears glided down his face.

	I tried to shake the memories from my mind, but the damage had been done. The food turned sour in my stomach. I stared at the half-eaten dinner on my plate with repulsion.

	“Gioia, are you ready for your surprise?” Mrs. Vitali’s smile slipped as she looked to Giovanni to cheer me up.

	How could she think of me when she was struggling to hold herself together? I was convinced the woman was a saint.

	“Yes, I’m ready.” I forced another bite of food into my mouth and smiled warmly at her, wishing I had something to offer the Vitali’s in return for their sweetness towards me.

	Giovanni spent a fraction of a second retrieving my surprise. He re-entered the dining room with his hands behind his back.

	“Pick a hand,” he said with a goofy grin.

	I pointed to his left hand.

	Giovanni revealed the surprise and lowered a white wire basket, brimming with apples and oranges to the table beside my plate.

	I blinked at him. “Oh. Fruit. Thank you,” I said, trying not to lose my manners amid the confusion. “Is the basket mine too?”

	Giovanni and his parents chuckled.

	“I prank you,” he said, genuinely pleased with himself, and hurried into the kitchen to replace my fake surprise with the real one.

	He carried the long white dish into the room like a priceless treasure. My jaw dropped in awe at the stunning strawberry and pistachio topped dessert he lowered before me. “What is it?”

	“Semifreddo,” he said. “It is like ice cream. I made it this morning. You can taste it when you are ready.”

	I scarfed down the rest of my food.

	Mr. Vitali watched me with concern. “It is not good for the digestion to eat so fast,” he said. But it was too late.

	Mrs. Vitali sliced into the creamy, rectangular, cake-looking dessert. Pistachio and strawberry pieces glimmered like jewels throughout the semi-frozen treat. She offered me the first serving. It was almost too pretty to eat. Almost.

	I scooped a bite onto the spoon and held it inches from my mouth. However, the look of anticipation on everyone’s face made me pause. “This isn’t another prank, is it?”

	Giovanni’s straight eyebrows angled upward. “No. But you can have the fruit in the bowl too if you want it.”

	I mirrored his wily grin. “Try it with me, then. I can’t trust your face.”

	He grabbed his chest as if I’d wounded his heart. “Okay. Okay. But be nice. This is my ma’s recipe. I only followed the instructions,” he said, holding his hands in surrender.

	“Well, then, I know I won’t like it.”

	His lips curved downward.

	“I know I’ll love it,” I said at the last second.

	I immersed the spoonful into my mouth and straightened up on the chair. “You put white chocolate in this?”

	Giovanni bobbed his head and tasted a bite for himself. He rolled his eyes to the ceiling, inspiring his parents to poke fun at him for it.

	“Will you teach me to make this?” I asked Giovanni.

	He looked to his mother for permission.

	“You want to know my secrets?” Mrs. Vitali asked with a hint of pretend fear in her eyes.

	“Only this one,” I assured her. “This is literally the best surprise anyone’s ever given me. I’ve gotta surprise you somehow. Maybe your mom can help me.”

	She nodded enthusiastically and served me a second slice. “It will be easy. My son, he eats everything.”

	As she finished her sentence, the phone in the living room rang. Mr. and Mrs. Vitali exchanged an uncomfortable glance. The answering machine beeped. Mrs. Vitali’s lips quivered into a nervous smile. “Do you want more semifreddo?” she asked before dropping her eyes to my plate. I had yet to make it through the second serving dished out to me.

	Sliding onto her chair, Mrs. Vitali force-fed herself a spoonful of Giovanni’s dessert. She relaxed ever so slightly when the caller hung up without leaving a message. Giovanni questioned her with his eyes.

	I pretended not to notice.

	With my belly full, a wave of sleepiness crashed over me. I laid the spoon in the soupy remains on the dessert plate and said, “I should probably get goin’. I promised my mom’s friend I wouldn’t stay out too late.”

	There was a subtle relief in Mrs. Vitali’s face upon hearing my announcement. Her deep gray eyes hinted at a desire to address something urgently, so I gathered my bag and jacket, said my thanks and farewells, and hurried out of there.

	As Giovanni latched the fence behind us, his mother’s cries reached our ears outside, stopping us in our tracks. The sheer curtains over the bay window barely masked his parents’ silhouettes, of Mrs. Vitali crashing into her husband’s steadying embrace.

	“I am sorry you see my ma acting weird today. When you spoke about your mama’s work…” Giovanni sighed and started a slow walk towards Selena’s. “She lost many babies. The last one…she gave birth to, but—”

	“You don’t have to tell me,” I said, keeping pace with him. “And there’s nothing weird about being human. God. I can’t imagine what she’s been through.”

	“But it happened before I was born.” He pocketed his hands in his blue jeans and kicked a twig out of his way.

	“You don’t know what memories I reminded her of talking about my mom. Some people never get over losing their children, whether they were born or not.”

	The light of a cigarette glowed in the darkness from the direction of a neighbor’s shadowy stoop, silencing our conversation. We hurried under the black shade of a tree toward the bright lights of Selena’s building.

	“Your parents are so nice,” I told him. “And you’re just like them. They’re lucky to have a son like you.”

	Giovanni’s smile was tinged with sadness. He paused outside of Selena’s towering brick building and angled his body toward me.

	“They adopted me…when I was two years old.” He spoke like his adoption was a secret he needed to share.

	“Have you known about it for—”

	“When I was five years old they told me. Two years ago, they told me about my real parents. My mother was sixteen, and my father was twenty-one. He left her after a few months, and she…my ma said she started to use drugs and could not take care of me.” Giovanni waited for an Asian couple to wander past us into the building before continuing.

	“My parents adopted me because they lost their babies. I know that if they lived…” Giovanni dropped his head. “I would never know them.”

	“You don’t know that for sure. I don’t believe in fate and destiny, but I think, sometimes, when people, good people like your parents, suffer, they learn to appreciate everything that they have while they have it. I think your parents love you even more because of their losses.” I smiled sweetly. “You’re a momma’s boy. Nothing’s gonna ever change that.”

	Giovanni grinned. Then, his smile slowly faded. He studied me and said, “You are a good person too, and you suffer more than anyone I know before.”

	I shrugged. “The sad thing is there are millions who’ve had it worse. Thanks for not treating me like a charity case. I really needed a friend now. I know I wouldn’t have made it through this week without you guys and Selena.”

	I stared at the car-lined street in the near distance when Giovanni hugged me unexpectedly and rested his cheek on top of my head. I patted his back awkwardly and moved away.

	“Would you walk me inside just in case?”

	He swept his gaze up the building’s facade. “What if your father is there? What will we do?”

	I shrugged. “Run and call the cops.”

	Fear paralyzed his eyes at the thought.

	“You don’t have to walk me to the door. I–I can just call Selena to meet me here in the lobby.”

	He stopped my hand from typing the message on my phone. “I will go with you.”

	“No. You’ve already done so much for me. Selena won’t mind.”

	He took hold of my hand and led me inside like a lost child.

	* * *

	I closed the door softly to avoid disturbing the peace within the apartment. Selena had left her vintage microphone inspired lamp on in the living room. Leaving my bookbag inside of my room, I tiptoed to Selena’s office, following the sound of Mom’s snoring, and peeked inside, using the light from my phone’s screen to see. The peach and turquoise floral comforter twisted around Mom’s curvy frame. She slept with her pretty face smushed against an exposed corner of the futon.

	“What are you doing?” Selena whispered, scaring me so badly I almost peed myself.

	I closed the door gently and tiptoed to my room with her on my heels.

	“Don’t sneak up on me like that,” I said, doing my pee-pee dance and switching my shoes for comfy slippers.

	Selena chuckled quietly. “Why? You gonna use your Kung Fu on me?”

	I scrunched up my face at her corny joke and gathered a change of clothes for a shower.

	“Have you talked to her today?”

	“Not since you left,” Selena said. “She’s been snoring away all day and only got up twice—once to pee and once to get something to drink.”

	“Did you get to sleep too?”

	“Yeah, but now I’m gonna be up all night.” Selena folded her arms. “So, tell me what happened at school.”

	“Let me pee first, and I’ll tell you everything.”

	Selena made herself comfortable on my bed and awaited my swift return.

	* * *

	“Jubilee.” Mom sang my name early Friday morning.

	I uncovered my head and grunted.

	She watched me from the hallway, already dressed in her scrubs. “Lucy called. She wants to know what you have in mind for food on Saturday. She said to think about it and let her know.”

	I nodded and burrowed under my blankets again, thankful that Mom was normal today. I couldn’t handle another day like yesterday, especially when I was still recovering.

	Her footsteps retreated down the short hallway.

	“Can I help you?” Mom said to someone in the living room.

	“Hi. My name is Giovanni Vitali. Joy and I walk to the bus together.”

	“Crap! Crap! Crap!” I stumbled out of bed, jerked the silk scarf off my head, and dressed for the day.

	“Joy,” Mom called. “Joy!”

	I burst through the door of my room. “Hey, Giovanni. I’m still getting ready. I, uh, need a few minutes.”

	He grinned sheepishly and shifted from side to side. Mom wasted none of her renewed energy disguising her dismay at my secret friend’s unexpected arrival.

	Why’d he have to come so early?

	I brushed my teeth and splashed cold water onto my eyes to de-puff them. All I could think of was the torture poor Giovanni was enduring in the living room. I picked out my curls quickly, recoiled the frizzy strands with conditioning cream, and skipped making up my face altogether. I had to get Giovanni out of here before Mom relapsed into a zombie in front of him.

	She stood with her back to the counter, more interested in keeping a careful eye on his every move than drinking her coffee. So much for her good mood!

	I retrieved my bookbag from the hallway closet—Giovanni’s cue that the end to his torment was in sight. He hopped from the sofa and inched his way to the door with uncertain strides until I finished rushing back and forth to my room for my phone and a clean change of gym clothes.

	* * *

	I speed-walked to the elevator. Giovanni hurried to keep up.

	“Joy, why are you moving so fast today?”

	I slapped the button three more times like it would make the elevator come sooner. “Because I didn’t want my mom to see you. But now it’s too late.”

	“Why not?”

	I nibbled my bottom lip and watched the numbers over the doors change with every cleared floor on its ascent. “‘Cause she’s weird, and I didn’t want her to know about you.”

	The doors parted. We stepped inside, and I found myself tapping the buttons impatiently again.

	“But last night you said that weird is normal.”

	“When it’s your family, it is. Not when it’s mine.” I crossed my arms and sighed.

	Giovanni frowned in confusion.

	“How is your mom today?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.

	Giovanni sighed. “Not good. She was calm when I got home,…until the phone rang again. I heard a little of what the man said to her, but then she started to cry again.”

	“What did he say?”

	We exited the elevator and ambled casually toward the lobby door.

	“He said: Time is running out. That is all.” Giovanni rolled a patch of hair between his fingers.

	“Does your dad know about it?”

	“He did not understand when I asked him.”

	“This was on your house phone?”

	Giovanni nodded.

	“I’d wait for your mom to calm down and ask her about it,” I suggested, recalling how openly he spoke with his parents. “I didn’t think people used house phones anymore. We used to when I was younger, but only ‘cause when the power got cut off, we couldn’t recharge our phones, so, at least we had a way to call for help.”

	“My pa uses it to talk to my nonnos in Italy. They do not use smartphones. We also have a security system.”

	A man with a navy ball cap passed us at the crosswalk, reminding me of my close encounter with Dad yesterday. I dug through my bag for the wooden skewer I’d stolen from culinary and slipped it up my sleeve.

	Giovanni raised a questioning brow. “What will you do with that?”

	“My Dad is still out here, remember?”

	“You are sure that man you saw was him?”

	I squinted at Giovanni as we joined a scattered group of people waiting for their buses. “I’ve lived most of my life with the man. I can always pick him out of a crowd, no matter how long it’s been.”

	* * *

	We made it to school unscathed and undisturbed by my father. Then again, the day had barely begun.

	Gray clouds circled overhead and dropped light rain—a lesson to the majority of us wishing we’d brought umbrellas while we waited for the line at the school’s entrance to move along.

	“I thought you said Giovanni was gay,” a girl behind me said to her friend.

	“That’s what I heard,” replied her friend.

	Giovanni turned around to show me a funny Tiktok, ignorant to the speculation going on behind him.

	“I don’t get why he likes her. She ain’t even that pretty,” the second girl continued. “And I still can’t believe she tried to fight Imani the other day.”

	“Wasn’t that the same day she fought that boy?” the first girl asked.

	“Yo. I forgot about that. She looks like a psycho.”

	Me? A psycho? What did they know?

	I could’ve educated them. But I decided my breath was too precious to waste on irrelevant people.

	During culinary, Crystal approached me about the same rumors.

	“So…” She grinned and stared me down.

	“What? Why are you lookin’ at me like that?”

	“Everyone’s talkin’ ‘bout you and Giovanni. You guys got together quick!”

	I rolled my eyes. “We’re not together.”

	Imani raced through the door before the final bell rang.

	“Just in time,” Mr. Clement said, closing the door after her.

	She weaved around the metal table on giraffe legs and glided onto her stool.

	I wrote a note asking if she was responsible for the annoying speculation about Giovanni and me and slid it to her. Returning the folded paper after reading it, she grinned and whispered, “It wasn’t me.”

	I slumped on my seat, wishing for the good old days when most people would have hardly glanced at me.

	“Is she gonna pass out again?” Mason disrupted Mr. Clement in the middle of taking attendance.

	Mason’s wide, round eyes watched me expectantly, unmoved by my death stare.

	Crystal leaned over. “Mason likes you, by the way.”

	“Yeah. Okay,” I said, pursing my lips at her and wishing all of the lingering stares would subside already.

	“It’s true,” she said. “I heard him telling his little friend over there that the next time you faint, he’s gonna catch you and then kiss you.” She shook my arm and giggled. “Look. He can’t take his eyes off you.”

	I shrugged her off.

	“I know what you should do,” she said with an excited grin. “Since you and Giovanni are just friends, you should give Mason a shot. He’s kinda cute…if you squint and look at him sideways. Go ahead. Try it.”

	I lowered my head, hoping she’d quit talking.

	“He’s looking at you again. Aww. He’s waiting for you to turn around. Come on, Joy. Give the little guy a smile.”

	Mr. Clement cleared his throat. Crystal burst out laughing. “Maybe you should wait till you have your hair net on. I think he likes you better with it.”

	“What is wrong with you today?” I asked, trying not to laugh at her giddy chipmunk sounds.

	The silly girl could not get a hold of herself.

	“I swear. Your freckles bloomed like baby roses all over your face,” she continued. “So, that’s how you blush.” She watched me in pretend wonder and cracked up again.

	“I’m not blushing. Would you shut up?” I said, bouncing my gaze between her and Mr. Clement on his way over to us.

	He zeroed in on me. “Miss Luminieé, is there something you wish to share with the rest of the class?” he asked sternly.

	“No.” My voice cracked, triggering Crystal’s inner chipmunk all over again. I rolled my eyes and pressed my lips together to suppress my smile.

	Tears dampened her eyes. Turning her maraschino cherry face toward Mr. Clement, she made a weird squeaky sound, unable to form the words. The whole class, including Mr. Clement, erupted.

	I slouched on my stool, relieved that Crystal had swung the spotlight from off of me and onto herself. After my horrible day yesterday, I couldn’t have been more grateful for a break from the attention.

	
Working Girl

	Mr. Quaid was a seventy-five-year-old widower who lived in a first-floor apartment at The Glen. Normally, I’d wake tortuously early every other Saturday to work at his place, but tomorrow was Storm’s service, and I couldn’t handle a long day there and the memorial back-to-back.

	I cut through Baisley Pond Park after school let out to get to the apartments.

	“Hey, Suga’,” he said with his gruff voice, opening the door wide enough for me to step inside.

	“Hey, Mr. Quaid. How’re you feelin’?”

	The wrinkles around his serious eyes deepened when he smiled. “I’m alive. That’s good enough for me.” He walked hunched over to his stationary bike by the window with metal bars over it.

	“I’ll try to do as much as I can today. I don’t wanna be out here past dark.”

	“That’s fine.”

	“Got any special requests for me today?” I lowered my bookbag beside the brown plaid couch and opened the refrigerator to take inventory.

	“Nah.” The bike creaked with every turn of the pedals as his crippled, arthritic fingers lightly gripped the worn handles. “Just the usual.”

	His apartment smelled of the musty books and old records he kept in organized stacks around the living room. He worried that if I touched them, they’d topple over. Only he understood the mini towers’ precise construction and would lightly dust their tops himself while I worked.

	Once my shopping list was complete, I wheeled Mr. Quaid’s blue bike outside, which had a basket and two large satchels on the back. Ignoring the weirdos lingering out in front of the building, I rode it to the grocery store two minutes away to pick up supplies.

	* * *

	After four hours at Mr. Quaid’s, cooking two weeks’ worth of meals, doing laundry, and cleaning, I stopped at the grocery store again and caught two buses to Lucy’s to make preparations for tomorrow.

	Lucy Evans, my ex-best friend’s mom, offered to host Storm’s memorial, even though she’d already removed the body, cleaned the gory crime scene, and buried her. There was no way I was gonna add to the list by burdening Lucy with cooking a feast too.

	I arrived at the beige colonial-style house in the well-to-do neighborhood of Jamaica Estates at a little past nine.

	Since Lucy’s divorce last year and the boys’ decision to live full time with her ex, the five-bedroom house felt abandoned. The emptiness must have been a constant reminder.

	I elbowed the doorbell and cradled the bags to my chest while the pleasant chime echoed inside. Turning away from the glare of the blinding sconce above me, I admired Lucy’s fragrant, white flowers bordering the stone steps. The burn in my arms intensified the longer it took her to come to my rescue.

	Lucy’s oldest son, Elliot, opened the door, watching me like he’d seen a ghost. I stepped down one stair and almost lost my footing before he caught my arm in time.

	We hadn’t seen each other since he was fourteen and I was eleven. Now the dude had a real mustache that didn’t need shading in with Elijah’s black crayon.

	“Joy! W–What are you doing here?”

	I shifted the bags in my arms. “I live here now. What? Lucy didn’t tell you?” I teased, trying to keep from getting distracted by his uncanny resemblance to Lucy’s ex, his deep voice especially. He had the same medium brown complexion, perfectly square head, and intense dark eyes.

	“You don’t have any girls hiding around here, do ya?” I scanned what little I could see of the living room under his muscular arm.

	“You remember that, huh.” Crinkles formed around the corners of his deep-set eyes.

	“Yup!”

	Elliot rested on the door frame and rubbed his chin, thinking back on the good ol’ days.

	“Are you gonna let me in or what?”

	“Oh. Sorry.” Taking the groceries from me, he stepped aside.

	I shook out my arms, grateful for the relief, and followed him across the honey wood flooring. The powder blue couches, armchairs, poppy red pillows, and accents were new additions since the last time I’d come. The living room used to be dressed in white and blue-violet.

	I hurried to catch up to Elliot, who hadn’t noticed me lagging behind.

	“Are you really living here?” He lowered the bags to the white marble kitchen counter. He smiled, revealing teeth as white and brilliant as the finishes in the humongous room.

	“I wish! This house is amazing. Your mom’s putting together a, uh, a memorial service…for my dog. I came to get the food ready.”

	Elliot nodded and shifted his dark eyes around the room.

	“You don’t have to stay here and watch.”

	His full lips settled into a somber pout. “You know ‘Lij talks about you all the time.”

	I chomped the side of my tongue at the sudden mention of his little brother and grimaced in pain.

	“Are you okay?”

	“I bit my tongue,” I mumbled.

	Elliot filled a glass with ice chips. “Here.”

	I popped a few pieces into my mouth. “Thank you,” I mumbled again, sandwiching the ice to the roof of my mouth.

	At the first irony taste of blood, I bolted through the sliding patio and screen doors to spit on the grass. Elliot just had to bring up Elijah.

	Raising my gaze for an instant, I glimpsed a dug-up patch of black dirt—Storm’s burial site.

	“Don’t you miss him?” Elliot asked, joining me on the deck under the glaring outdoor light.

	My heart turned cold at the thought. I quickly blotted the tears forming in my eyes for my dog. The last thing I needed was for him to tell his brother that hearing his name made me burst into tears. I quit grieving over him long ago.

	“Joy, he real—”

	“Stop! I didn’t come here to talk about your brother. I–I’ve got work to do.” I stormed past him into the kitchen, slid the screen door closed, and unpacked the food.

	Iron scraped the stone deck, pulling me away from my thoughts. Elliot lowered his stocky body onto the wrought iron chair he’d dragged to the center. He stared dead ahead at the trees enshrouded in darkness in the distance.

	* * *

	“Smells good,” Lucy said, startling me.

	I jumped and held out the tongs I was rinsing as a weapon. Inhaling and exhaling a sharp breath and relaxing my stance, I said, “Hey. Uh, Elliot’s outside.” I loaded the tongs and the last dish inside the dishwasher.

	“Did something happen between you two?” Lucy inquired, watching me shove the racks inside of the dishwasher.

	I avoided her eyes. “No.” I inserted a pod into the detergent cup and started the load. “He just…talks too much.”

	“Be nice to my baby. He got his heart broken today.”

	I nodded my understanding and leaned across the counter. Lucy’s heels clicked as she crossed the room to watch him from the doorway. I’d hardly looked at her when she first arrived. Her brown, satin skin had a stunning glow to it, and her snake print blouse and skinny black pants showed off a whole new shape.

	“Gosh Lucy, you look so nice.”

	She turned to me and posed like a sexy model with her hand pushing up her curls. “Well, I feel nice.”

	I was relieved to hear it. In the six months it had been since we’d last seen each other, Lucy looked more vibrant and happier than ever. Everything about her had changed—from her new, natural curly hairdo grazing her shoulders to the way she carried herself to the muscle tone in her formerly flabby body.

	If not for Mom and Lucy’s on-again/off-again friendship, it wouldn’t have taken six months to finally get together.

	Mom and Lucy always fell out over the same subject—my dad. Lucy would offer Mom financial advice, but because it involved divorcing Dad, she refused to listen. Every bill he racked up—from damages to the old factory where he worked to the destruction of other properties around town—became Mom’s responsibility. It plunged Mom into major debt because someone had to pay.

	Lucy owned a gorgeous house, a money-making business in crime scene and biohazard cleanup, and had little debt. She knew what she was talking about. But Mom’s mind was not what it used to be, and neither were her decision-making skills. At least that was Selena’s professional opinion.

	“Did you go on a date or somethin’?”

	Lucy pursed her lips and gave me a wary look. “Girl, please! No. An old friend invited me out for drinks in the city. That’s why I’m gettin’ back so late.” She opened the screen door. “Ell. Get in here,” she said, waving him inside.

	Once within reach, Elliot wrapped his arm around his mother. “Joy said she wants to live here.”

	Lucy’s round cheeks plumped up with her smile. “Aww. I wish you could. But I can only handle your mama in small doses these days.”

	“Yeah. Tell me about it.” I sighed. “I should probably get going.” I straightened my posture. “So, the Greek chicken’s in the Crock-Pot, and I got the dough ready to cook tomorrow for the naan. Selena’s gonna make cilantro rice and bring it when she comes tomorrow. Oh, and I made a really good lentil salad for you guys if you want it.”

	“You didn’t have to do that,” Lucy said.

	“You’ve done more for me than I can ever—” My voice broke. I glanced away. “I’ve gotta go.”

	“Wait. Let Ell drive you home.”

	Elliot’s jaw fell as he looked at Lucy. I could tell his silent protest was out of concern for his precious BMW outside getting shot at in The Glen.

	“Don’t worry, Elliot. I won’t inconvenience you. The lentil salad is in the fridge. Eat it on a tostada with avocado and Mexican hot sauce.”

	“But we don’t have Mexican hot sauce.” Lucy laughed.

	“I bought some. It’s in the pantry. I’m tellin’ you, with avocado, it’s amazing.”

	“Can’t wait to try it.” Lucy encircled me in a comforting hug.

	“Good night.”

	I offered an awkward side hug to her son before collecting my bag and racing down the street to catch the late bus in time.

	
Inside Out

	The day of Storm’s memorial had arrived. I wandered into the kitchen; my low heels clapped the wood floor with each step.

	I smiled at his snazzy clothes—black pants and a charcoal blazer over a white dress shirt. “You look so nice.”

	Giovanni stood from the table. “I did not know what to wear,” he said, meeting me in the middle of the kitchen and giving me a hug.

	With my face smashed into his shoulder, I said, “No one told me you were here.”

	“Your mamma said you were still getting ready.” He looked me over. “Are you okay?”

	“I didn’t get much sleep last night.” And I’d been crying my eyes out all morning too. “What’s in the box?” I adjusted my dress collar. It was scratchy, but the only nice dress I owned.

	“A cake. My ma made it for you, and I got these for you.” He motioned to the white chrysanthemum arrangement on the table alongside it.

	“Thank you. They’re gorgeous.” Leaning down, I inhaled their sweet, earthy scent and traced the velvety petals with my fingers.

	Storm’s death stare flashed before my eyes, sending a rush of tears down my cheeks. I soaked them into the rim of my lacy sleeve.

	Clearing my throat, I said, “I’ll get my jacket.”

	I could barely hold myself together before the memorial. I dreaded to think about how I would manage at Lucy’s.

	Giovanni micro-analyzed my grief-stricken face until I lowered my head from his sight. “Joy, if you need a few minutes more, I do not mind to wait.”

	“I don’t wanna keep them waiting. My mom and Selena are there already.”

	Before I could maneuver around him, he stopped me with a hand on my elbow and dragged me into his arms. I bawled like a baby into his chest.

	I wanted to speak, to explain the rawness of my pain. But there were no words in any language I knew to express it.

	It felt wonderful to be held, to be spoiled with sympathy, and free to indulge in it for once. 

	After that emotional tidal wave, I broke away from him and hurried into the bathroom.

	I cringed at my reflection. My red, puffy eyes looked like a battered boxer’s after a couple of rounds.

	I washed my face with cold water and patted it dry. It helped…sort of. Giving up on my looks, I rejoined Giovanni in the kitchen.

	“Drink some wine. It will help you feel a little better,” he suggested, sweeping his hand toward the collection of unopened bottles in the wine rack on the counter.

	“I’m not allowed to.”

	I slipped into my coat and retrieved the arrangement for Storm’s grave.

	“Do you really like wine?” I asked, freeing my hair from the back of my coat and letting it flop down my back.

	Giving me a funny look, he cradled the box in his arms. “Of course, good wine.”

	“Those are Selena’s travel souvenirs. No one’s allowed to touch them except her.” I smiled to myself. “Honestly, I prefer grape juice anyway. I know it’s not as relaxing, but I think it’s delicious.”

	He smirked at my words. “If you come to my house, I will give you some.”

	I sighed. “My mom would kill me if she found out.”

	“I think you are old enough.” He picked a piece of lint off my coat.

	I smirked. “Maybe in Italy.”

	“I will talk to your mother, then,” he insisted, oblivious to Mom’s true nature.

	I closed the apartment door after us and laughed. “Okay, but let me know when you do. I wanna be there to see her face.”

	* * *

	Selena welcomed us inside, happily relieving Giovanni of the cake. “Hey. Lucy’s outback.”

	We wound our way through the living room to the kitchen where the sliding doors offered us a glimpse of Lucy and Mom straightening the folding chairs on the impeccable lawn.

	Giovanni followed me down the stairs of the partially covered deck to greet her until I stopped dead in my tracks.

	My heart swelled at the sight of the packed, black dirt beneath Lucy’s blooming lilac tree—Storm’s perfect, final resting place. Her tag was suspended like an ornament with a purple ribbon on a branch.

	Lucy rushed to me. Giovanni took the flowers from my hand before we crushed them between us.

	“Thank you. Thank you,” I cried into her shoulder.

	“Aww! Sweetheart. You don’t have to thank me. That’s what family’s for.” She kissed the top of my head and walked me and Giovanni closer.

	“Your mom and Selena brought your beautiful painting, but we didn’t know exactly where you’d want it.”

	I got to work right away, unpacking the easel from its box that Mom had brought and posted it beside Storm’s burial site. I set the portrait I’d painted of her in art class on top of it, fighting to forget my horrible last glimpse of her. Looking away from it, I broke down again.

	Lucy touched my shoulder and gave me another warm squeeze. “How’s my sweet girl holding up?”

	Unable to find the words to speak truthfully about my emotions with Mom a few feet away, I gave a generic response.

	“I’m fine.” Stepping away from her, I kept my head low.

	Giovanni offered me a tissue to wipe my nose.

	“We need to catch up without your crazy momma around,” Lucy whispered, elbowing me in the ribs playfully.

	Hiding my smirk, I nodded and smeared my tears on the back of my sleeve.

	“You’ll be alright.”

	I let out a heavy sigh and shrugged out of my coat.

	“And who is this handsome young man?” Lucy asked, winking at me for all to see.

	My face was hotter than a flaming marshmallow. “This is my new friend, Giovanni.”

	“Oh. Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Lucy. Joy and my youngest son used to be friends way back when.”

	I dropped my eyes sorrowfully to the grass while she spoke.

	Noting my discomfort, she wrapped up her talk about Elijah and took the flowers from Giovanni’s hands. “Come on inside and I’ll show ya something really cute,” she insisted.

	Giovanni trailed behind Lucy’s tall, curvy frame.

	I swallowed, knowing exactly what cute something she spoke of—me and Elijah as kids dressed up in our fancy ballroom dress.

	I picked a flower from the lilac tree hovering over Storm’s grave. Its sickeningly sweet fragrance intoxicated me. I sighed. “Oh, Storm.” One tear after another trickled down my cheeks.

	My poor dog.

	Mom and Selena surprised me by volunteering to share some of their sweet and funny memories of Storm. I laughed and wept uncontrollably. I couldn’t help it. She shouldn’t have died at all, not that way, and not that soon.

	I was too overcome with sorrow to pour my heart out about her. She already knew what she meant to me. I showed her every chance I had.

	* * *

	Lucy pulled me aside while we folded the chairs on the lawn to stow away.

	“We need to get together and do lunch,” she said. “I need to hear all about this Giovanni character.”

	I collapsed my easel and boxed it up. “Okay. Let me know when.”

	“By the way, Elliot couldn’t quit talkin’ ‘bout you after you left last night. He says you look exactly the same.”

	“He’s gonna tell Elijah, isn’t he?”

	Lucy’s smile faded. “No. He wants to, but I told him to leave it alone.”

	I closed my eyes and exhaled slowly. “Thank you.”

	After the brief service, we spent about an hour at Lucy’s, eating lunch and overindulging in Mrs. Vitali’s scrumptious chocolate cake. I sneaked upstairs to Lucy’s bedroom and left a thank you card with five hundred dollars in an envelope on top of her dresser—payment for sparing Mom and me from the gory task of taking care of Storm’s body. I hated being treated like a charity case, and Lucy would have refused to accept payment otherwise.

	Giovanni and I headed toward home on our own, leaving my mom and her friends to catch up. Their laughter carried all the way outside. I was glad she and Lucy were back on speaking terms.

	* * *

	“Thank you for everything,” I told Giovanni as we stepped into the soft light of the lobby. “It really meant a lot to me that you could come.”

	“Do you want to come to my house to watch a movie?”

	“I wish I could, but I just wanna get in my PJ’s and crash. Wanna hang out tomorrow instead?”

	Letting out a disappointed sigh, he said, “Okay.”

	The floor numbers changed over our heads as we waited for the elevator to descend to the lobby and retrieve us. It allowed too much time for me to ponder how much of a jerk I really was. There he was, willing to see me home, desperate to stretch out our time together, and I couldn’t indulge him? He’d been nothing but generous and kind toward me. And he wasn’t asking for the moon, only a couple of hours of company.

	“What movie do you wanna watch?”

	He could not contain his smile over my change of heart, and it astounded me. I really wasn’t that much fun to hang out with.

	The elevator opened to us. Giovanni, placing both hands on my shoulders, steered me out the door.

	“I’m going, I’m going,” I said, laughing at his kid-like enthusiasm.

	“I know what movie you will like…” he said. But the more he spoke, the more I found myself tuning him out. All I could think of was exchanging my dress and heels for the cozy comforts of the bed on loan to me.

	I found myself staring at him on our stroll to his house, letting his eyes and body cue me when to laugh or smile so he would never know exactly how dead in mind and spirit I truly was.

	* * *

	Swiping my hair out of my face, he spoke my name gently. “Joy. Joy.”

	I opened my burning eyes to the movie credits scrolling on the TV and peered up at a grinning Giovanni toying with my hair like a catnip-addicted cat.

	“I’m so sorry,” I said, freaking out at how comfortable he was having my arms locked around his torso. I was horrified.

	“Uh, thanks for the movies and the nap.” Withdrawing my contorted body from his, I got to my feet, grabbed my bag and jacket, and paced in front of the couch anxiously. A chill swept through me, and my skin mourned the loss of his warmth.

	I touched my hair self-consciously, its hugeness grating on my nerves. What had he done to it? Smoothing it as best as I could, I twisted it out of my face, wondering why I hadn’t called it a night after the first movie. And what happened to the throw pillow and the foot of space dividing us before I passed out?

	With my back to the window and the indoor garden, I asked, “Did you move me?”

	“Yes,” he said unapologetically. “You almost fell off the sofa two times while you were sleeping. You told me you were tired.” Giovanni stretched his arms overhead. “Next time, I will listen.”

	Next time? There would be no next time, not if I could do a better job of taking care of myself.

	I had cuddled him in my sleep, and I couldn’t grasp for the life of me why he was so chill about it.

	He sat there watching me rub away the imprint of his shirt buttons from the side of my face.

	“Joy, can I ask you a question?”

	“What?” I slid my arm through my jacket and rearranged my dress around my knees.

	His face paled with the unwelcome interruption of his mom coming down the stairs.

	“Gioia. You are awake now!”

	She hurried over and air-kissed my cheeks. “I am so sorry about your dog,” she said with a pitying look and a firm squeeze of my hand.

	Giovanni rose from the sofa and ducked into the kitchen, breaking my attention from her.

	“Thank you,” I said distractedly. “And your cake was amazing by the way.” I yawned. “I’m sorry. I really need to go to bed before I fall out on the floor.”

	“Wait a moment.” She scurried through the dining room and passed her son en route, shaking her head at him. Once he approached me with a cup in his hands, I understood why.

	“What’s that?” I asked, peering into the cup he offered me and smirking at the brown smudge on his chin.

	“Hot chocolate. My mamma made it for you earlier. I made it hotter just now. Try it.”

	It looked like chocolate pudding but flowed like molten goodness down my throat and warmed me up again.

	“Dude. This is amazing!” I said with my mouth full.

	His mother popped out from behind him like a ninja to scrub away the chocolate smudge on his chin with a ready napkin, scaring us both.

	He grinned sheepishly while I burst out in laughter.

	“Mrs. Vitali, I wish you were my mom,” I told her, giving her a hug goodbye and placing my empty cup into her outstretched hand.

	* * *

	Giovanni walked me back to Selena’s like he’d done nearly every night that week.

	“So, what did you want to ask me?”

	With his hands in his pockets, he broke his gaze from mine.

	“I wanted to tell you, you look nice in your dress,” he said.

	I smiled to myself. “That’s not a question.”

	I glanced at him. His eyes dodged mine.

	Stopping him in his tracks, I asked, “What’s wrong?”

	He raised his chin to peer at me. A whole array of emotions paraded across his face with each unspoken sentence passing through his mind. His eyes turned glossy.

	“Is someone messing with you at school? Did someone hurt you?”

	He shook his head.

	“I’m not taking another step until you tell me what’s goin’ on.”

	He swallowed the words away and gave me a long hug instead. I let him hold me for as long as I thought it would take for him to speak again. But the streetlight flickered above us and blew out. We separated from one another immediately, only able to make out one half of each other’s face in the dim orange light from the lights yards away.

	“I, uh, have to go home before it is too late,” he said, looking over at Selena’s building ahead of where we stopped.

	“Is it really that big of a secret?”

	The sound of his gulp hinted at the answer.

	“Goodnight, Joy. I see you soon,” he said, giving my hand a reassuring squeeze and hoofing it back the way we’d come.

	
You Don’t Know Me

	The day after Storm’s funeral should’ve been my day. Mine. But Mom’s only mission was to remind me that nothing—not my life, my time, or what few possessions I owned—belonged to me. If not for Selena and basic common sense, I would’ve believed her.

	“Joy, get up.”

	“I’m too tired.” I snuggled deeper under the plush blankets.

	“I told you last night we were goin’ to The Glen to pack up some things.”

	“Can’t we—”

	“This is not up for discussion. Get up, or I’ll get you up.”

	Rolling over, I muffled her voice with my pillow until she left me in peace.

	Tiptoeing back inside before I passed into unconsciousness again, Mom stole my pillow-shield and doused me with a tall glass of water.

	I choked and gasped at the shock of sudden cold on my face and the water rushing up my nose. I hopped to my feet and roared at her.

	“You had fair warning,” she said with a smirk. “You should’ve listened the first time.”

	My hair and oversized T-shirt clung to my face and body. Water trickled onto the hardwood floor in a steady stream. I hugged myself tightly, holding back the beast inside that wanted to permanently break her smile. I wasn’t Dad. I never wanted to be anything like him. But she had a way of coaxing that demon out of me sometimes.

	* * *

	A baby’s cry echoed through the dank corridor. Mom marched on to our old apartment, and I lagged behind, the knots in my stomach trapping my heart in its tangles. Tears swelled in my eyes as I stared at the door and sank deeper into sorrow.

	“Let’s hurry up and get this done,” Mom said coolly, unlocking the door. It squeaked open.

	I couldn’t move.

	“Get in so I can shut the door already!” she snapped.

	The previous day we’d held a service for my best friend. I was gonna take all the time my broken heart needed me to, regardless of what other crap she had to say. I could find my own way to Selena’s without her.

	I thought back to the night of Storm’s death and Selena’s advice: to grieve my dog however necessary. I drew in a shaky breath, resolved to go head-to-head with my mom to do just that.

	I inched cautiously inside, breathing through every memory flitting through my mind.

	Nearly a week ago, her body lay there by the door. Hours before that, we cuddled, and for the last time, I kissed the top of her fuzzy head.

	Every painful reminder of Storm’s absence, her crate and toys, among other things, had gone with Lucy when she came to collect Storm’s body and clean up the blood. Nothing could stop my visions of her roaming around, gnawing on ham bones, and lounging on our old, lumpy, pea-green sofa while I danced for her. I laugh-cried at the memory of her dopey eyes and the way they’d follow me across the floor, thoroughly unimpressed with my quickstep.

	* * *

	I picked through the mass grave of broken owl sculptures in the dustpan. Only one chunky piece was still recognizable—the face of an adorable baby owl—a gift from the grandmother I never met on Mom’s side, Grandma Yara.

	She died a month before I was born, but I wished more than ever to have had a real memory of her. Pictures and a few videos were the only remnants left of the Brazilian-born lady with warm, ebony skin, Mom’s honey-colored eyes, and sassy attitude.

	The woman was a legend. She carved a life in a country where she knew only two words of the language and hustled until she achieved everything she wanted—a fresh start for herself and her husband who reunited with her a year after she left him, a comfortable life, and a better prospect for their children.

	I looked up to my grandmother, and every owl figurine I collected was my small tribute to her.

	How different my life could’ve been had she been here to guide Mom in taking care of me the way a normal mother would have. Maybe then, my hatred for her daughter would never have surpassed her daughter’s hatred for me.

	Setting the baby owl face aside, I organized my drawings. I thumbed through the pages seven times, more annoyed with each pass. Dad had stolen two of my drawings. He was a phenomenal artist. So, why’d he steal them when he could have made his own copies? He created some of his best work when he was high anyway.

	I plunked onto what remained of the empty frame of my bed. I had drawn them the month before we got Storm, at a time when death was my only fascination, a time when I felt so painfully alone I thought it could be the remedy to everything wrong with me and my life.

	One was of myself laid in a coffin with ravens pecking my eyes and the other of a child drowning in the sea.

	Those drawings offered Dad intimate glimpses into my brokenness—the ugliest, festering wounds inside of me—and he was the last person on the planet I would want to see that part of me.

	I hopped to my feet and launched my already-broken lampshade into the door in a fit of rage. I hated him. I hated that he could continue to steal from me, from us. Plunder and pillage our home, our hearts, and our lives. I hated that he could carry on with his wreck of a life completely unbothered by it, leaving us in ruins all over again.

	Underneath it all, knowing he could relate to me and those hideous depths of my soul drew on my fear in a way I couldn’t understand. I always knew he had darkness dwelling within him. My artwork confirmed to him that I did too.

	* * *

	Mom and I speed-walked down the shaded path scattered with cigarette butts and litter, leaving the apartment full of packed boxes. Our old neighbors loitered outside, smoking weed or cigarettes and enjoying the pleasant weather. All I could think of was my growling belly when some bone-crusher of a man tackled us. My knee, shin, and elbow scraped the unyielding surface while the rest of me pummeled the concrete like a sack of wet laundry. Stray bullets from a drive-by whizzed over our heads with definite fatal intentions. Thankfully, they found new targets in the brick wall behind us, missing us by inches.

	Mom forced my head into the dirty concrete and held it there for a minute even after the gunfire had subsided. “We’re okay. We’re okay,” she repeated to herself with terror in her eyes.

	I blinked rapidly through my tears and looked around. Were they trying to kill us?

	That mystery man who had saved us scrambled to his feet and tore off before we could thank him. With my hair in my face and tears in my eyes, I could hardly make out the massive blur of black with caramel skin.

	Mom pulled me to my feet and swiped the dirt off my cheek and clothes. “You’re okay,” she said forcefully, packing away her own fear. Leveling her eyes on mine, she added, “Let’s keep this between us, okay?”

	I nodded slowly and forced my legs against their will to keep up with Mom’s hurried steps toward the bus.

	Another typical day in the old neighborhood, a neighborhood I never wanted to call home again.

	* * *

	“Is Giovanni coming over today?”

	I glared at Selena from the foyer while she stirred creamer into her coffee, set her spoon in the sink, and smiled. Mom nudged me out of the way to get the door closed.

	“No.” I limped to my temporary room.

	“Yo, Freckles. How come you never told us Giovanni was a little hotty? No wonder you’ve been over his house nearly every day last week,” Selena shouted over her shoulder.

	Abandoning her steaming beverage, she chased after me and settled onto the edge of the mattress with a self-assured grin plastered on her face.

	“You know, that boy looks like a heartbreaker. You better watch yourself.”

	“Can you please go away?”

	“Have you guys kissed yet? Come on, Joy. You ain’t gotta be shy with me. I won’t tell your mom,” she fake-whispered, knowing Mom could hear from the other side of the wall.

	“There’s nothing to tell,” I growled, taking my ball cap off and chucking it at her. I kicked off my old sneakers one-by-one, making them fly into the closet.

	“We’ll see about that.” She sashayed out of the room and shoved my mom in to take her place.

	“Not you too?” I slipped into a pair of plush otter slippers.

	“Come on. All you gotta do is tell us what we want to know.” Mom smiled at Selena, who spied on us from the hall. Crossing her arms over her chest, Mom hardened her jaw and barricaded the doorway like a thug, thinking she could intimidate me into breaking my supposed resolve.

	“Let me out.”

	Once her eyes challenged me, I turned away and rummaged through the bag in the closet for a clean change of clothes and sat quietly on my bed.

	“Jubilee, tell us.”

	“I did. But you don’t believe me.”

	Selena banged the door open. The knob hit Mom’s back. Grabbing the sore place, Mom breathed through the pain.

	“Fai, I’m sorry.”

	That’s what she got for being a jerk.

	I stepped through the door without further interruption while Selena tended to my mother.

	* * *

	If I thought their little tag team was bad before, they increased their teasing to a whole other level as soon as I abandoned the steamy bathroom with my hair wrapped in a massive towel turban. I’d left my phone on the kitchen table like an idiot, and Mom and Selena were itching to see why the boy on everybody’s mind was messaging me like a madman.

	“Ooh! He’s missin’ him some Joy. What did he say?” Selena said.

	I snatched my phone off the table and buried it in the pocket of my gray fleece pajama pants.

	“Maybe the real answer is in here!” Mom announced, dancing my diary around the room with eyes full of mischief.

	There were answers in there, alright, hard truths she pleaded ignorance to over the past eight years. I trembled with rage. Storm was dead. Elijah had long forgotten me. All I had left was that diary and Giovanni. Yet still, she had to pick at me.

	“Go ahead! Read about everything I’ve been through with you as my mother and your husband as my father because that’s all that’s in there!” I screamed at her. “Why can’t you pretend to be a decent human being for once? This is my life. Let me have the one person who actually likes me for me and leave us alone, all of you! We’re just friends, alright? God!”

	I snatched the diary from her mitts and raced to my room. Locking the door, I pushed the bed in front of it for good measure.

	“Jubilee!” Mom shouted. “Open this door now!”

	“Hey, Selena,” I said through the door. “Since you’re so desperate for something to talk about, why don’t you ask Mom about us almost getting shot today and why she wanted me not to tell you?”

	“What? Fai, you guys almost got shot?”

	I slipped my earbuds in and blasted a Kiah Victoria song without waiting on Mom’s reply. While Selena’s old laptop booted up, I sketched flyers for dog walking and pet sitting services, setting in motion my grand plan toward independence. I was gonna leave home and Mom for good, but I needed money and fast.

	The vintage travel postcards and posters Selena had decorated the bedroom with fed my craving to escape.

	“Pick a place, any place,” I said as I closed my eyes, spun three times, and waved my finger. “So, Berlin, Germany it is.” It wouldn’t have been my first choice, but why not?

	Ping. Ping.

	Two new notifications flashed across the phone screen, interrupting the song and my search for travel information for Germany—more messages from Giovanni.

	—Can we hang out today? I am so bored.

	I sighed when I remembered my original suggestion to him yesterday.

	—My mom said I can’t today. Sorry, I messaged back.

	I didn’t lie. After yelling at her and starting trouble between her and Selena, there was no way Mom would have let me go. Plus, with all their teasing earlier, I dreaded giving them more ammunition to use against me.

	I burrowed under my covers and landed my face in the damp spot from Mom’s morning water treatment. I could not stand that woman. I furiously rubbed my cheek with the underside of my blanket and sprawled across the foot of the bed, peering at the purple orchid-colored wall.

	I struggled to imagine Giovanni’s parents prying into his private life the way Selena and Mom tried to. His parents were too perfect. I wished they were mine.

	I sat up halfway with a goofy grin on my face as a crazy idea surfaced in my brain. Maybe the Vitali’s could adopt me too.

	
Out of the Zone

	On our morning walk to the bus stop, Giovanni didn’t say much. He shuffled his feet while I prattled on. Something serious captivated his mind, reminding me of the state he was in Saturday night.

	“Giovanni, what’s up?”

	“Nothing,” he said, obviously distracted.

	Hooking my arm through his, I led him in the opposite direction of our bus stop to a peaceful park. I rested on the first unoccupied bench we came across. Slouching down beside me, he studied his vacant hands with a guarded expression.

	“Joy, it is okay. We do not need to talk about it.” He rolled his palms together.

	A woman pushing a baby stroller rushed past us, scattering a couple of pigeons in her path. Her burgundy hair gleamed in the sunlight breaking through the trees.

	“No, but you want to anyway,” I said. “I can feel it. I meant what I told you before. I want us to be able to talk about anything. I know it’ll help you feel better. Is it what you wanted to tell me the other night?”

	His eyes widened; the only confirmation offered.

	“Has it got something to do with school or the rumors Imani started about us? ‘Cause I can take care of her today,” I said, punching the palm of my hand and glaring at him like I meant business.

	Shaking his head, he gave me a sad half-smile.

	Since neither of us were going anywhere, anytime soon, I leaned back. I pulled my feet under the bench to make way for a balding, middle-aged man and his robust little pug with a severe under-bite.

	“My papá, he lost his job and my ma lied to me about it. Remember that day when we heard them arguing? That was when it happened. We will have to move if he cannot find another one soon. I do not want to move away. Not now.” He frowned at the ground. “I do not want to start again anywhere else.”

	“Your dad’s super smart. I’m sure he’ll find a job fast.”

	“We are not citizens here.” Giovanni rubbed his palms together. “He must find a job in sixty days or we have to move back to Italy.”

	“But didn’t you tell me that his friend offered him one?”

	Giovanni’s Adam’s apple shifted upward when he gulped. “My ma says he is not a good man.”

	Giovanni’s family’s dilemma left me speechless. However, when his eyes drifted to mine and a slow smile graced his lips, I worried his despair had actually made him lose his mind. One moment he was sad and depressed over his father’s unemployment, and the next minute, he was grinning at me like they’d suddenly won the lottery.

	“What? What’s so funny?”

	“They are talking about us in school?”

	Surely, he didn’t consider that good news. But was he really oblivious to it?

	“Everyone thinks we’re an item,” I mocked with air quotes. “It’s so stupid. Imani’s tryna get back at me for putting her in her place last week. But now random girls keep interrogating me about it.” His smile turned into a snarl at the mention of them. “Sorry I brought it up,” I said with a laugh. “I thought you knew. If they paid any attention, they’d see how much of a liar Imani is.”

	“I can see why they think that,” he admitted after mulling it over for a second.

	I shifted uncomfortably under his unwavering stare.

	“Guys cannot be friends with girls without people wondering about it,” he continued. “When they are attracted to each other, people notice.”

	“What? Nobody said anything about attraction.” I laughed nervously.

	“They can see it in the way you look at me.” He watched me from the corner of his eye and poked me in the side.

	I stopped his hand before he tried again. “How do I look at you?” I said, dumbfounded and embarrassed by his conclusion.

	“Like you like me.”

	“I do like you, but that doesn’t mean I wanna get with you.”

	“Then, it is my fault they think that way.”

	I glared at him for getting me worked up for nothing. People were forever reading me wrong, which is why learning that I wasn’t the incidental source for our sudden rise to fame let me rest a little easier.

	“Wait. You better not tell me you started the rumors.”

	“Lilly likes me,” he said, scratching the side of his neck.

	“So. What’s she gotta do with anything? Everyone likes you, remember?”

	Shaking his head, he said, “She sits next to me in Biology class. I told her you are my girlfriend so she would not bother me anymore. It worked.” He shrugged like it was no big deal and rolled the hair at his temple anxiously between his fingers. “I‒I want you to be my girlfriend. Please do not tell her the truth.”

	My mind raced a mile a minute. I blinked stupidly at him.

	Craving a moment to get my head together, I stood from the bench and turned around.

	Instead of telling the girl he wasn’t interested in her like anyone else would have, he lied, using me as his cover, as if it were anyone’s business whether we were together or not.

	I had no idea how to feel about it. Having to put on a show for the kids at school every day and be convincing enough to deceive them seemed like more trouble than it was worth. Then again, since we’d been hanging out, he hadn’t complained about getting pinched, and the rude comments to him lessened as well.

	I rubbed the owl on my necklace and faced him again. “We’ve got two-and-a-half months left before summer vacation,” I said pensively. “But even if we set the record straight, it won’t matter. They’ll go on believing what they want regardless.” I plunked down beside him again. “Okay. We can pretend…without kissing and stuff. I’m not that desperate to prove it.”

	“I do not want to pretend,” he whined. “I like you more than a friend.” My deafening heartbeat muffled his voice. “Since the first time I saw you. You are everything I want.” He waited for me to parrot his declaration back to him, but how could I?

	The cool morning air did nothing to stifle the heat roasting me alive.

	“I think you are the most different-beautiful girl I ever see.”

	I frowned in confusion. Different-beautiful? What was that supposed to mean?

	“You like my eyes, remember?” he reminded me.

	“Uh, I…”

	Giovanni perused my face for further signs of life, as if the conversation topic wasn’t enough on its own.

	What was I saying? I lost it. All I had to contribute was nervous laughter as he cupped my face in his hands and batted his long eyelashes like a creepy doll. His playfulness faded as he let his gaze fall to my mouth.

	I freed myself before he did something crazy. “We should go. It’s getting late.” I jumped to my feet and paced, waiting for him to stand. He stayed put.

	“Joy, please.”

	“No! I mean, look at you. You’re like…sickeningly gorgeous.” He ran his fingers through his hair, beaming victoriously like he had won some sort of prize. “Come on. You know I’m not the kind of girl someone like you would ever be interested in.”

	“What are you saying? I told you before. I have been attracted to your personality and beauty for the last two years.” Standing from the bench, he approached me with caution and grabbed hold of my hands. “Give me a chance. Please. We could go on a…” Narrowing his eyes in deep thought, he struggled to pull a word loose from his mind. “Appuntamento (Ah-poon-tah-men-toh). Appointment.”

	“An appointment? Are you sick?”

	“No.” Giovanni frowned and, rubbing his forehead vigorously, finally worked it out. “Okay. You know when a boy and a girl go to eat food and then go to see a movie…”

	“You mean a date?” My voice cracked at the thought.

	“Yes!”

	The weirdness from our first day together crashed into my mind.

	“Let’s go on a date,” he announced.

	I tried to swallow the lump growing rapidly in my throat with no success. Maybe he meant a friend date. Was that even a thing?

	Uncomfortable with the alternative he was likely implying, I reasoned with him.

	“We’re friends,” I said, gently reclaiming my hand and silently cursing the universe for trying to jar me out of my latest comfort zone.

	“I like to be your friend too. We can still be friends. I know that to go out with you will be fun. That is all I want.” He paused to swallow his nerves. “Can we try it for today? If it does not work or you do not like me, I will not ask again. I promise.” He spoke slowly, like his life hung in the balance.

	I rubbed the cramp in my chest and looked toward the path we traveled to get there. “We’re gonna miss the bus.”

	“Please.”

	I frowned at the ground between us and let the singing birds fill the void of silence.

	Every romantic word from his mouth drew out my long-held fears for the future. I never wanted to fall for anyone or make someone catch feelings for me. Of course, I wondered what it would be like to fall asleep linking hands with someone or kiss the lips made for mine a million different ways. But I never expected anyone would want to turn any of my daydreams into reality. In real life, there was nothing scarier. Nothing.

	With all I had seen of the bitter, messy ends to romance for most of my seventeen years of life, sinking a toe in the quicksand of love terrified me. I’d suffered through it before in a non-romantic way, and it killed me.

	“I do care about you,” I admitted. “And I love hanging out with you. You’re the first person in a long time who lets me be myself without judging me for not being enough.”

	He inched his way to me, and encircling my body in his arms, he said, “You are more than enough. It is I who am not enough.”

	The final cramp split my heart in two. I hugged him back. “I–I don’t know what to do.”

	“Have fun with me.” His voice echoed through his body.

	I wriggled free and trekked the path leading deeper into the park.

	“Joy, wait.” Giovanni hurried to my side.

	Pinching the skin on the back of my hand, I tried to hold back the nerves tingling through me. “I—I need to think…without you watching me. Would you give me a minute?”

	Halting his steps, he backtracked to the bench to wait patiently for my return.

	I couldn’t get away fast enough.

	Anybody else would have melted into a puddle at his feet to learn of his feelings. Why couldn’t I be one of them? The voices in my head steadily refused to let me believe that wonderful lie.

	“No one could ever want you,” a thousand overlapping voices shouted. “Don’t do it, Joy. Don’t do it. Once you get closer, he’ll leave you like Elijah.”

	“Shut up,” I growled.

	An old lady passed me on the tree-lined walkway, questioning my sanity with raised eyebrows and wide, bulging eyes.

	The voices subsided, but their impressions were everlasting. It didn’t matter how I felt about him. I knew why he’d chosen me. I didn’t put him on a pedestal like the other girls, and I made him comfortable. It was that simple, no matter what he said.

	Raising my eyes to the tree canopy stretching above my head, I sighed. Why was life so weirdly complicated?

	Perched on a branch slept a tiny owl. I studied the brown and beige-colored body and the angular slits of his closed eyes in disbelief before snapping a picture. As I zoomed in on the bird’s adorable face with my phone, his pretty yellow eyes opened and cursed me for disturbing him. I backed away with silent apologies. Could the owl’s presence have been some mysterious sign from the universe approving of the shift in our relationship?

	The longer I pondered using a bird as a basis to make the decision for me, the more I realized how insane I truly was. Poor Giovanni. Why’d he have to like me?

	He rose slowly from his seat and exhaled a breath, relieved to know I hadn’t abandoned him.

	“Hey.” I rolled my sweaty palms on my jeans.

	A hopeful smile framed his lips, even though his confidence hung by a fragile thread. “Hey.”

	“You coming?” I nodded casually to the lane ahead and wrestled with my face to give the illusion of calm. I hoped I achieved it because if he knew the chaos reeling through my brain, he’d run the other way, realizing what a lost cause I was. I preferred to ease him out of his feelings for me rather than traumatize him.

	Tension hunched his shoulders as he crossed his arms and joined me on our stroll toward home. “So, what is your decision?”

	My lips parted to speak, but fear anchored my tongue. Shaking my head, I tried again. “I–I would love to have fun with you…if you haven’t changed your mind.”

	He smiled as wide as he could with his mouth closed. His hands fell to his sides and lightly brushed the back of my hand. “Does that mean you are my girlfriend?” he asked, pocketing his hands.

	“Can’t—we see how the day goes first, like you said?”

	He nodded hesitantly, avoiding my eyes so I wouldn’t notice the way the tears gleamed in his like glass.

	“I think the idea of love and romance is…sweet and beautiful,” I told him, hooking my arm through his. “But I don’t wanna end up like my parents: miserable and lonely in love. It’s one of my biggest fears.”

	“But only you have the control of your destiny.”

	Maybe that had always been true for him. I knew nothing about controlling my destiny. It always controlled me. No matter how hard I would fight, I could never win.

	“I’m afraid to risk it. I need time to wrap my head around this. Maybe it’ll help me see the possibilities a little clearer.”

	* * *

	His room was no-man’s-land. In light of his feelings for me, plus Mom’s and Selena’s stories about boys, I lingered outside the door.

	Noticing my wariness to step inside, he asked, “Are you afraid of me?”

	“No!” I folded my arms.

	He could tell I lied. “Come in. We are friends, remember. Relax a little.”

	But we weren’t new friends like before. The energy had shifted between us. I found myself doubting everything I knew.

	I entered the sanctuary of his room under the evil glares of animè characters in mid-air fighting stances from the posters on his wall.

	Try to relax, I chanted in my head.

	As I moved toward his dresser, I came across the crumpled drawing I had done of him last week. A pair of tortoiseshell frames lay on top.

	“You wear glasses?”

	“Yes,” he said, perusing his closet for something to wear.

	“How blind are you?” I asked.

	“I cannot see far away.”

	“Do you mind if I try them on? I’ve always wanted to wear glasses.”

	Giovanni directed me to the mirror. Peering through the lenses made my eyes ache. The frames were humongous for my face anyway.

	I stared at the boy behind me with suspicion. “Hold up. Are your contacts colored, or are your eyes really that color?”

	He laughed and turned me to him. “What do you think?” Opening his oval eyes wider, he tried to keep a straight face while letting me examine them closely.

	“I can’t tell.”

	“My eyes are real.”

	“Would you tell me if they weren’t?” I countered.

	“I never lie to you.” His smile eased away.

	I returned his glasses to their rightful place and looked closer at the pictures he had taped around the mirror’s edge on the back of the door—three photos of us from Saturday night. Out of all the time we’d spent together, me fast asleep against him while he grinned and posed proudly from two days ago was the moment he chose to capture with his phone and print off.

	Taking photos of your unsuspecting crush was no new concept. Yet my brain steadily refused to accept seeing myself fulfilling that role for anybody, him especially.

	My lips parted to question him about them, but before I could form a word, a terrifying sound echoed around me. I ducked for cover, remembering the rough texture of the concrete against my face as I tucked my chin into my chest and awaited more gunfire to ring out.

	“It was the door. I am sorry, Joy,” he soothed, crouching low and peeling my hands from my ears, both of us confused for different reasons.

	In his attempt to remove his shoe, he’d lost his balance and fell into the closet door, banging it into the wall behind it.

	The tears brimming my eyes slipped out as I squeezed them shut. My heart beat wildly, dispersing the adrenaline through my veins.

	“We almost got shot yesterday,” I said with a quivering voice. I wiped the cold sweat from my forehead with a shaky hand.

	“What? Where?”

	“In my old neighborhood.”

	He pulled me firmly into his arms. “Are you sure you are okay?” he said into my hair.

	“I don’t think I’ll ever be okay. It’s fine. I’ll be fine. I just—I don’t know.”

	Forcing a smile, I shrugged him off, sprung to my feet, and reacquainted myself with my prior distraction out of necessity. “These pictures could’ve been better if I was awake, ya know.” I rubbed my arms to warm up and tried to slow my breathing.

	“They are perfect the way they are.” Locking his sights on me, he removed his other shoe, gently lowered it inside of his closet, and undid the top buttons of his royal blue polo shirt—one half of our boring school uniform.

	“I’ll wait downstairs.” I started toward the door.

	With my body oversaturated with adrenaline, I could think only of the insatiable urge to run as far as my trembling legs could carry me.

	“No. Please stay. It will not be long,” he insisted. “We can talk while I change.”

	I closed my eyes and prayed it would pass. Drawing in one fortifying breath after another, I inhaled the faded remnants of that familiar springtime cologne still scenting the air. Hmm. Sweet aromatherapy.

	“So, what do you wanna do now?” Forgetting he was changing, I almost turned to face him until I heard a zip. I gulped.

	Giovanni moved in front of me to show off his street clothes: dark, fitted jeans and a light denim shirt. “We could do our favorite things together. What do you like to do?” he asked with an eager grin.

	“Do…you like dancing?”

	“I am not a good dancer,” he confessed shamelessly.

	“That doesn’t matter. I can teach you.”

	I had already begun planning which dances to teach him, but he burst my dream bubble. “I do not want to stay here. What do you like to do outside?”

	“Taking pictures. Ooh! We can do photoshoots around the city! Have you gotten to check out any of the main sights since you’ve been here?” Lowering myself onto the edge of the bed, I toyed with my owl pendant while he rolled the sleeves of his shirt three-quarters of the way up.

	“I went with my parents to see the Statue of Liberty one time, but my ma, she will not do any more tourist things.”

	“Why not?” I tapped my foot anxiously.

	“When we were on the ferry going back from the Statue, a bird bombed her, and caca got on her coat and the side of her face!” Giovanni’s smile was contagious as he relived the memory. “It was so funny. It was a lot! I laughed, and she told me to stop, but...she had caca on her face.” He pointed to his cheek and broke with laughter again. “She was so angry and tried to throw some of it at me, but when I moved out of the way, it hit a woman behind me. The woman did not even notice. My papá told her he would tell her, and she got afraid.” With eyes still smiling, he added, “I forgot about that.”

	“You guys are so mean. Your poor mom!”

	His smile faded as he started toward me. A few tiny strides and he had me cornered on his bed. I looked away, suddenly unsure of what to do. The look in his eye warned me to get out of there.

	“We could check out the Top of the Rock and Central Park. But I wanna stop at Selena’s first so I can change too.” I jumped up, desperate to escape.

	Once my hand gripped the knob, Giovanni called my name. I didn’t want to face him. His hand on my shoulder obliged me to anyway.

	Pressing my sweaty palms to the front of my khakis, I forced myself to breathe, to focus on him, all the while doubting my ability to keep from unraveling before his eyes worse than moments ago.

	I froze in place as his fingers traced the curve of my cheek. The heat from his touch increased the anxiety bubbling around my heart until it felt like bursting. Yet, he proceeded. Against all of the warning signs my face and body threw his way, he proceeded.

	The instant his lips met mine, hot tears rolled down my cheeks. I fell into his chest.

	“Joy.” A sigh echoed through him. “Talk to me,” he said, stroking my hair.

	I was stuck. How could I separate from him without him seeing me cry? I used the back of my hand to dry my face in incremental movements, unwittingly drawing his suspicions.

	“Bella, are you crying?” he whispered. His roving hand moved from my hair to my face and scraped a few tears in the process.

	I turned away to stop him from looking at me and covered my face for good measure.

	“Why are you crying?”

	“I’m not ready for this right now.” My hands muffled my voice. With my back still to him, I shouted, “I can’t stop shaking!” I held out my quaking hand to show him. The tears soaking my face refused to quit, grating my nerves that much more.

	Petting my hair, he said in a strained whisper, “Forgive me, Joy. Please do not cry. I–I will not do it again.”

	Grasping my hand, he led me into the bathroom where he blotted what was left of the moisture on my cheeks with tissues.

	“I–I want you to,” I clarified. “Just not right now. My body’s still in flight mode from thinking of the gunshots earlier, and I can’t t–turn it off. It’s so annoying.” I rushed to his room and retrieved a hair tie from my bag.

	When I returned, he’d settled along the edge of the tub and wrung his hands. I washed my face and recouped my senses.

	So much for not scaring him away.

	“Maybe I should just go home.” I looked to the ceiling to avoid another wave of tears. “I–I’m sorry. This is what I was afraid of,” I forced out, defying my wrinkling chin. “I can’t even have a first kiss without screwing it up.”

	Towering over me, he said, “Please do not go. You do not need to prove to me anything.” He held me. His sigh warmed my ear. “Every time we are together, I think about kissing you, but if you are not ready—”

	I squeezed his body tighter. “Can we try again?”

	Leaning away, Giovanni studied my eyes, no doubt searching for warning signs to abort the mission. “You are ready now?” He smoothed my cheek with the back of his hand.

	I wasn’t, but I wanted to be.

	As my eyes drifted to his lips, I nodded. Giovanni hovered centimeters above his target when the front door slammed shut. I stiffened in his arms. Footsteps clomped through the living room.

	Flicking off the bathroom light, he ushered me into his room and closed the door with care.

	“It is my father,” he whispered.

	The footsteps trailed up the stairs and into the bathroom. Giovanni cracked his door to make sure the coast was clear and waved me ahead of him. I tiptoed downstairs quickly and quietly. Giovanni did too. Mr. Vitali belted out a few notes while the water spiraled down the drain. The bathroom door sprang open just as we reached the landing two feet from the exit. We could almost taste freedom, but if we made a go for it, his father would’ve spotted us from the top of the staircase.

	We dashed through the dining room to the kitchen on tiptoes, barely making our escape through the back door in time.

	Giovanni laughed. “That was fun,” he said as we hurried across the lawn and hopped the chain-linked fence.

	My heart pounded in my eardrums. “I thought he was gonna catch us.”

	Taking my hand, he led me across the narrow grassy strip—his neighbor’s backyard—behind his house. He stopped me from walking and stared at me, his chest rising and falling rapidly from the excitement. This was gonna be it, my first kiss. I tried to contain my smile.

	“Hey, you two. Get outta my yard! This is private property,” a coarse woman’s voice shouted at us from a window before our lips touched.

	We tore off running alongside the lady’s house until we reached the sidewalk on 172nd street. Giovanni was content to try again out there in the open, but I held him back.

	“I thought you were ready,” he said.

	“I was, but I don’t want an audience.” I spotted four people around us. A man trimmed his hedges, a young woman got in her car, and two kids our age crossed the street together. Of course, none of them were paying attention to us, but I wasn’t about to change that.

	“I’d rather wait for the perfect moment,” I said. “Without interruptions.” I poked him in the side and laughed at his reaction.

	
The Tourist

	“Like the lazy ocean hugs the shore, hold me close…sway me more…Duh, duh duh, duh,” I sang while I changed out of my school uniform into a pair of well-worn jeans and an olive graphic tee with a mandala flower.

	I double-checked my bag to ensure I had everything I needed—money for our day out, my camera, an extra memory card, and chargers. Stepping into my sneakers, I did a fast round of rumba box steps and grabbed my jean jacket. “Buh, baah,” I sang, popping my hip to the final drumbeat of the song in my head.

	Too bad Giovanni didn’t wanna learn to dance. I was tired of dancing alone all the time. And I missed dressing up, spinning, and showing out.

	I closed Selena’s door after myself and knotted the hem of my shirt.

	Giovanni pushed himself off the hallway wall and smirked at me like he knew my darkest secrets. “What were you doing in there?”

	“Just getting ready.”

	He hurried to keep up with me en route to the elevator. “What was that song you sang?”

	“What are you talkin’ about?”

	The elevator could not come fast enough.

	“Please, Joy. Tell me. You sing good.”

	Finally, the doors parted. I pulled him inside with me.

	“I wouldn’t have sung at all if I knew you could hear me! I left you in the lobby, remember?”

	“I got lonely. Do not be shy. I like how you sing. I only want to know the song.”

	With a sigh of defeat, I played a video of Elijah and the girl he replaced me with at a competition dancing to The Pussycat Dolls’ cover of “Sway”.

	Giovanni did some kind of military-style footwork and strange twirling arm motions in sorry imitation of the long-legged redhead, Willow. “This is the dancing you want to teach me?”

	“No.” I doubled over in laughter. “You were supposed to listen to the song. Is this your interpretation or the way you really see it?”

	“This is how they dance. What? You do not like it?”

	“I think it’s definitely something. I wouldn’t call it dancing.”

	The elevator door opened. He kicked his leg out, eager to show the strange dance fusion of donkey-riding moves and Bruce Lee facial expressions.

	“Dude, I am not going outside that door with you dancing like that. You’re gonna hurt yourself.”

	He pretended to be normal when a Middle Eastern man and his family strolled through the door. Had Giovanni not had a new audience to entertain, he would have kept it up despite my protests, judging by his goofy grin.

	* * *

	Rockefeller’s iconic building excited Giovanni from the instant the NBC Studios sign came into view.

	Historical images of Martin Luther King Jr., Kennedy, and the moon landing flashed across the transparent ceiling of the elevator on our speedy sixty-seven-floor ascent. Stumbling through the door, slightly disoriented, we trailed after a small group of sightseers past the gift shop.

	I lagged behind, leaving Giovanni to pass over the threshold to the belvedere outside, and watched him through the floor-to-ceiling window.

	He honed his sights on Central Park and New York City’s towering skyscrapers nearby. With my camera in hand, I photographed the view. When I turned to Giovanni, I caught him staring all googly-eyed. I crossed my eyes and stuck out my tongue, but nothing I did changed how he looked at me. I rolled my bottom lip between my teeth and stared back until he gave me a wily grin and walked towards me. He playfully tugged my hair. Before I could get revenge, Giovanni hurried up the short staircase to the second and third tier of the observation deck, nearly knocking over the people ahead of him to escape.

	I went into stealth mode. I sneaked up the stairs and hid behind tourists. Once I was close enough, I struck like a cobra, pinging him in the side while he was zoned out.

	He jumped.

	“Ha-ha. Did I scare the little baby?” I teased.

	He glanced my way, smiling, and redirected his attention to the horizon. I watched the way his eyes shifted back and forth over the skyscrapers, the Statue of Liberty, and the East River in the distance.

	I stood beside him and zeroed in on the new One World Trade Building miles away.

	“I would never think to come here,” he said with a sniff, sticking his hands in his pockets to warm up.

	“You definitely gotta bring your parents now. They’d love the murals in the lobby downstairs. I know you will too.”

	Using his hand as a visor, he glared at the sky and asked, “Do you think my ma will be safe here from the birds?”

	“In the lobby she’ll be,” I said, smirking at the idea of her potential fate.

	“In Italy, it is good luck. I could use a little luck now,” he said, bumping my shoulder with his.

	Giovanni confiscated my camera and looked through the viewfinder at the photogenic view in front of us. When he lowered the camera in deep thought, he pointed at the sprawling patch of green—Central Park. “Do people play sports in that park over there?”

	“I’m sure they do. It’s humongous. Why?”

	“It looks like a good place to play soccer. I used to play almost every day with my friends back in Italy.”

	“They call it futbòl over there, right?”

	He shook his head. “In Italian, it is ‘il calcio’ (kal-choh). Futbòl is Spanish.”

	A chilly gust of wind blew without mercy against my back.

	“Have you ever tried out for the team at school?” I asked through clenched teeth.

	“Yes. I was on the team for three months, but I quit.” He tucked my camera under his arm to button my jacket higher around my throat.

	I kept my concern for my camera’s safety between God and myself as I prayed it wouldn’t slip away from him and become a mosaic of shattered plastic and glass.

	“Why’d you quit if you like it so much?” I asked, his newly formed scowl unnerving me.

	“Two boys on the team would hit me and make fun of me in front of everyone. They still bully me sometimes. That is another reason I do not talk a lot in school.”

	I clenched my fists, thinking up ways to bring his enemies to their knees later on. But Giovanni, pointing the lens at me again, called me away from the dark side.

	“Come on, Joy. Smile.”

	I complied on cue, capturing the worst image yet—deer in the headlights and raised eyebrows. The wind blew one of my curls across my upper lip, giving me a spiraled mustache.

	“Try to relax. It is only me,” he said, getting more familiar with my camera and his newfound profession.

	“That doesn’t make me relax.”

	“What?” he asked, clicking away.

	“You, pointing the camera at me.”

	“I need many pictures of you…to replace the ones you do not like in my room.”

	I narrowed my eyes at him while he was too busy posing me to notice.

	“You are so cold,” he said, pressing the back of his slightly warmer hand to my cheek. “Do you want to go inside?”

	I let my teeth chatter the way they wanted to and nodded. He detained me from moving toward the door of the breezeway.

	“Wait. We need a picture together,” he insisted, holding my camera up for a selfie with Manhattan’s skyline behind us.

	I reclaimed it from him before he took fifty more and buried it in my bag.

	Once more, he stopped me from entering the breezeway. Without warning, he claimed my hands and warmed them with his breath, like he’d suddenly found his mission in life.

	“Can I kiss you now?” he asked, wrapping my hands around his waist.

	I pecked his lips quickly, unlinked my hands from behind him, and scurried inside the tall glass and cement structure.

	We paused at the banister, overlooking a cozy sitting area below.

	“Have you ever been to Germany?” I asked, remembering my plans to run away.

	“No, but my papà would go there sometimes for business. Why?”

	“Selena’s got a poster of Berlin hanging up in the room where I’m staying. I looked it up online yesterday. Some of the pictures are gorgeous.”

	The glass door opened behind me, sending a rush of cool air inside. It drifted shut again. A French-speaking family wandered around the cozy room, chatting with one another as other tourists trickled in.

	I leaned over the bulky, white banister. “They have this chocolate shop there I’m dying to try.”

	Giovanni took my hand and entwined our fingers. “You must go to Italy first. Milano has many chocolate shops, and in a town called Perugia, they have a chocolate festival in October.”

	My mouth watered. “They have one in Queens every September and another at the Javits Center in November.” I sighed. “But they only last for two days.”

	Giovanni grinned. “The one in Perugia is for ten days.”

	“When I’ve got enough money saved up, we’re goin’. I’m tryin’ to get another job.”

	Giovanni frowned. “Where do you work?”

	“I cook and clean for my old neighbor. He’s got arthritis really bad, so he pays me a hundred bucks every two weeks to do what he can’t do anymore. I’ve gotta go this weekend.”

	Giovanni grew anxious, reminding me of our talk that morning. “I want to get a job too,” he said. “I want to help my parents.”

	“You could work at a restaurant somewhere. Ask Mr. Clement about it. He could tell you.”

	The corners of his mouth lifted.

	“What do you wanna do after graduation anyway?”

	“I want to be a food critic or a food tester, but I need a Bachelor’s degree.” With a dreamy sigh, he said, “I love to eat, and I am a good writer.”

	“That sounds like fun. Maybe I can do that with chocolate,” I said, walking in a daze toward the elevator.

	* * *

	We arrived at Rockefeller’s first-floor and strolled down the corridor with high ceilings along a row of boxy art deco columns on our left and storefronts on our right.

	My breath hitched in my throat. Taking Giovanni by the arm, I dragged him to the window of a decadent French chocolate shop I’d never been to before.

	“Do you want to go inside?” he asked.

	“No. I know a place we can go. They have some of the best chocolates in the city.”

	“My ma will love this.” Giovanni’s voice startled the older group of visitors marveling over Rockefeller’s breathtaking lobby with him. “These are like a modern imitation of our frescoes back in Italy.”

	I peered through the viewfinder of my camera for a closer look at the painted ceiling.

	“Here.” I placed my camera in his hands. “You can see it better with this.”

	“It is so beautiful.”

	Retrieving the camera from him to photograph the ceiling after he finished, I whispered a secret. “You know I’m super jealous of you.”

	“Why?” he asked, watching me like I was nuts.

	“I wish I could live a day in your life. You’ve gotten to travel the world, and your parents…” I dropped my gaze to the screen on the back of the camera, clicking through the images I had taken. “They love you like parents are supposed to.” The weight of his stare was crushing. So, I put away my sadness and forced a smile. “You make me wanna go to Italy every time you talk about it.”

	“Maybe we can go there one day,” he said after a long pause. “And I can show you the sights.”

	“That would be so cool. We’ll have to figure out how much we’ll need. I need to get a passport too.” I hugged him with all my might. “I’m so excited.”

	When he groaned dramatically, I lessened my hold. He peered down at me with a toothy smile.

	If only we could have teleported from New York to Milan to finish our date there instead. If only.

	* * *

	After seeing the lushness Central Park had to offer from the Top of the Rock, Giovanni busted at the seams to explore it for himself.

	We ate authentic tacos on a bench near the park entrance and bought tickets for the little zoo at the southeast corner.

	Children and their parents gathered around the tank to feed the adorable sea lions their lunch. We paused to watch. No. I paused to watch. Giovanni’s sights lingered on the little kids with their faces painted like they were alien phenomenons.

	Grasping my hand, he jogged through the zoo, bypassing most of the exhibits for some fascinating secret destination. I didn’t put two and two together until we arrived at a face painting booth. He studied the menu board of animal and superhero designs.

	“You should get that one,” he suggested, pointing at a tiger.

	“Excuse me? This is what you wanted,” I reminded him, clueless as to how he figured I wanted to pretend to be five years old again.

	“Joy, it will be fun. Please.” He made a pouty face. “This is our date. We are supposed to do things together. I will not ask you to do anything more. I promise.”

	I plopped onto the chair unenthusiastically and listened as he shared his choice of the tiger with the artist, though I couldn’t figure out why he would ever look at me and think tiger. I was a whimsical butterfly or, if we were going by physical characteristics, a rabbit for the little space between my teeth, not that I shared any of those thoughts with him. Getting our face painted was his idea, not mine.

	A horrible stench attacked my nose, tearing me away from my secret protests to his choice. It took two seconds flat to discover the source.

	Without a word, I stood up and marched down the path.

	“Where are you going?” Giovanni asked, chasing after me.

	“Tell me you could smell her.”

	He lowered his eyes. “I was trying to ignore it.”

	“If she can’t keep her body clean, there ain’t no way I’m letting her touch my face.”

	Casting his sights in the direction of Savannah—according to her name tag—he got lost deep in thought before retracing his steps to her work station. I had no earthly idea what he had in mind to do or say once he approached her. Still, I followed anyway.

	Lowering her phone, she tilted her head and scoped him out like he was dinner and a snack.

	“Hey. Did your friend change her mind? I can do any design you like.”

	“You can’t seriously be considering it,” I said.

	Giovanni pulled me aside. “It will not take long.”

	“We can find someone else to do it.”

	“I’m the only one working right now,” she said from behind us. Candy-scented vapor channeled out of her nostrils, useless in masking her body odor.

	Determined to go through with it, he pleaded with me to reconsider, thoughtfully pointing out that she was cleaning her hands in preparation, as if the state of her hands was the only issue.

	Was basic hygiene so difficult and expensive? She could afford to vape, get her nails done, and upgrade her iPhone, but soap, deodorant, and shampoo were clearly beyond her means.

	Her country-girl braids showcased greasy, three-inch dark roots with waxy flakes of dead skin peppered in. The rest of it was a faded, brassy orange color, giving her complexion a sickly, greyish hue.

	She playfully grazed Giovanni’s chest with a neon-purple fingernail. I clenched my jaw and tried to control my irritation. Giovanni and I were in the middle of a date. How dare she think she could flirt with him in front of me and get away with it!

	I plunked down onto the high chair, took one deep breath while I still could, and sorrowfully surrendered my face to the queen of funk.

	One Mississippi. Two…

	After forty seconds, I had to resort to plan b. Breathing through my mouth, I fixed my mind on my happy place far, far away from here.

	* * *

	I peered into the mirror a safe distance from ‘Savannah’ and breathed freely again.

	“Do you like it?” Giovanni asked.

	“It’s a’ight,” I said, disturbed by how much I resembled a character from the musical Cats. I had to remind myself not to pet my newly-painted whiskers until they dried at least.

	As Giovanni took my place on the chair, I suppressed my smile, knowing that he too would suffer from oxygen deprivation, the wicked part of me thinking he deserved it. To add to his torment, I documented the whole thing on video.

	Whenever the girl reloaded her paintbrush, he’d grin at me like a little boy. In an instant, the mood shifted, and she became Miss Chatty Cathy.

	“I love your accent,” she drawled out.

	“Uh, thank you.”

	“Your eyes are so pretty,” she continued.

	He thanked her for a second time, but she didn’t stop there. In the middle of her questions and compliments, she barricaded his body with hers. There was no escaping, even if he tried.

	Freeing myself from my camera, I folded my arms across my chest, glared a crater into her head, and pictured karate kicking her away from him. Once she’d collide with the cart, her paints would pour over her, giving her the shower she so badly needed. I replayed it repeatedly in my head as her exaggerated giggle to every simple thing he said plucked the strings of my nerves even more.

	Giovanni watched me beyond distraction, tuning her out and silently pleading with me to calm down. I tried to fulfill his wish. I even considered taking Selena’s famous tip of walking it off. But there was no way I was leaving him alone with this girl, meaning there was no way my blood pressure was gonna level out anytime soon.

	I moved behind Giovanni, placing myself in her line of sight. “Your butt crack is showing,” I informed her helpfully.

	In spiteful retaliation, she glowered at me for a fraction of a second and slowed her pace. In the time it took her to finish painting a third of his face plain black, she could’ve painted mine two times over. Giovanni reached for my hand, subtly hinting to her that we were together as if she didn’t already know. Savannah didn’t care.

	She upped the game by scissoring his legs with hers, strategically invading his space further. The unexpected contact startled him, pushing me beyond my current boiling point.

	After tearing my hand from his, I snatched the mirror from her station and shoved it in his face. “You’re done. Look!” I announced, wedging myself between them and reclaiming his stolen space.

	She cleared out of my way enough to get her bearings. Then, straightening her posture, she raised her chin on the ready to go head to head with me.

	“I like it,” Giovanni said, peering at his reflection with awe, deliberately feigning ignorance to the drama before him.

	With her nicotine-stained smile on full display, she pushed her boldness to new bounds. In the midst of him paying her, she pressed a slip of paper into his hand and played a game of hand tango, topping it off with a charm session without words. She let her bedroom eyes do the talking. I stood there, fuming at his side until he gently retrieved his hand from hers.

	“I do body painting too. Give me a call some time,” she offered.

	“Let me see that,” I commanded him.

	He held the paper between his index and middle finger, his eyes urging me not to make a scene. But her disrespect to us both could no longer go unchecked.

	“He don’t want your numba’. He’s already got mine.”

	I crumpled the paper and chucked it at her. “I can’t stand trashy girls! And you stink!”

	She flipped me off.

	“Do not be mean,” he scolded, taking my elbow to move me along.

	I shrugged out of his grip. Before I strayed too far, he picked me up like a baby and peered down at me, cradled in his arms with a contented grin. He looked more like a masked Don Juan than Batman.

	“You better put me down before your girlfriend gets jealous!”

	He wagged his head in dismay and lowered me to my feet with care. “Why do you say mean things? I do not want her. I want you.” Taking me by the hand, he smiled sweetly and walked with a new pep in his step. “Can I tell you a secret?” he said.

	“What?”

	“You are so cute when you are angry.”

	I rolled my eyes at his corny compliment.

	Crooking his arm around my neck, he pressed a kiss to my head.

	“You probably like it when girls throw themselves at you like that,” I said sarcastically.

	“No.”

	“Then, why didn’t you tell her to stop?”

	“I did not want to embarrass her.”

	It was almost saintly of him to consider Savannah’s dignity after she’d gone above and beyond trying to seduce him. Did that make me the Devil for wanting the exact opposite?

	I called to mind his first day at school. “Did you think I was trying to flirt with you the first day we met?”

	His grin made him look particularly evil. His eyes glowed brilliantly in contrast to the black of his face paint, reminding me of my own kitty cat face. No wonder that girl couldn’t take me seriously!

	“No. I probably would have died if you did,” he said with an anxious chuckle. “I thought you were angry with me…especially when you returned to me my schedule.”

	“I wasn’t angry with you. I just get a little…aggressive when I get like that. I still can’t believe I threw it at you. Ugh. I can’t stand myself.”

	“You did not look like an idiot. I always want you to flirt with me,” he said, amused by my speechlessness.

	We entered the tropical zone where exotic birds roam semi-freely. I leaned over the wood banister. Birds of all shapes, sizes, and colors hid under the tropical bushes, roosted on tree branches, or soared across the room overhead.

	“Look!” Giovanni urged.

	Following the point of his finger, I grinned happily at the sight. A peacock with fanned feathers strutted and danced for a peahen who was so involved with grooming herself she wouldn’t give him the time of day.

	“Shake it, honey. Shake it!” a little black girl about six years old shouted at the determined bird. We looked at one another and busted out laughing.

	He grew serious and stole my hand. “I know how he feels.”

	Keeping my attention on the show in front of me, I strove to calm the flutter in my stomach at the weight of his words.

	“He is trying to impress the girl of his dreams, but she does not notice him.” His lingering gaze made me glow like an ember in the wind.

	“You don’t dance, remember.”

	“I did not know until today I could get your attention by dancing,” he said with a crooked smile. “Unfortunately, you would want to destroy your eyes after you see my kind of dancing, and not like the demonstration I did for you before in the elevator. That was not really me.” He pushed the hair away from my face and studied me. “You came to me when you were ready, so, fortunately, I did not have to seduce you with my bad dancing.” He pressed a tender kiss to my forehead.

	“Ms. Burton, they’re kissing!” a tiny voice screeched from behind us, one of the many first-graders from the group of field-trippers swarming the place.

	Taking my hand with a bashful smile, he maneuvered us away from our unusually attentive audience.

	* * *

	As we neared a point in the park where the walking path split, Giovanni got the brilliant idea to crouch between bushes. I had no clue what he was up to until he popped out from his hiding place and terrified his first victims—a couple in their thirties as they strolled casually around the bend.

	“I am Batman,” he roared, using his jacket like a cape. It floated on the wind behind him.

	They jumped back in fear, laughed it off, and continued on their merry way. Their carefree reaction only encouraged Giovanni to hunt more unsuspecting prey.

	Clueless about how long he intended to keep up his little prank, I gave him a fair warning to be careful. New Yorkers were not to be messed with. Did he listen to my advice? Of course, not!

	Posted at a distance, I documented his mischief with my phone and fought to keep it steady during my laughing fits. So many people had to restrain themselves from slapping or knocking him out as a reflex.

	His final victim came ambling around the bend.

	There was nothing dainty about the older woman, and she had my full support as she walloped him good with her fake, oversized Fendi bag. The first blow stunned him. The second hit taught him to block her attacks, and the third sent the contents of her purse flying across the lane while he made his cowardly retreat.

	“But my girlfriend wants to take your picture,” he told her, jogging toward me. She followed.

	Shocked beyond words at his desperate attempt to use me as a decoy, I resumed recording, rooting for the old lady to carry on her beat-down on my behalf. Makeup, coins, and loose pills shook out of her purse with each unyielding attack.

	Giovanni outran her and stopped a few feet short of me, drawing her angry sights to my existence. Like a scared little rabbit, I ran from them both. The last thing I needed was for a cop to arrest him for harassment with me as his sidekick.

	“Wait.” He laughed maniacally. “Why did you run? She was not chasing you,” he inquired once the old lady gave up her pursuit.

	His Batman mask and Joker laugh made him look every bit a villain. No wonder that lady whaled on him!

	I stopped to catch my breath.

	“Haven’t you ever heard of guilty by association? I wasn’t tryna get in trouble. We skipped school, remember?”

	“Do you want to leave and do something else, then?”

	Other than scare little old ladies?

	* * *

	We wandered down the Mall, a broad path lined with trees, statues, and park benches, and veered eastward toward the Wisteria Pergola.

	Giovanni admired the beauty of the wisteria vines in full bloom. With a freshly picked flower in hand, he lounged on a bench. He nestled his head across my lap to better appreciate the canopy of fragrant purple flowers suspended over us.

	“You look like a tiger princess,” he said, dancing the blossom across my throat and collarbone. The action sent shivers up and down my spine.

	“Quit, or I’ll bite you like one!” I warned, swatting the offending flower away.

	He rose mid-way to kiss my cheek, leaving a smear mark in my paint and unevenly dotting his lips with orange and black.

	My eyes fell to his lips, and I couldn’t help but imagine how they would feel against mine. Finally, we were away from wandering tourists, and with the romance of the garden around us, I was more than ready for my real first kiss.

	“Giovanni…”

	He smoothed my hair back and perused my features one at a time. “Sí, bella.”

	“I…I really wanna kiss you.”

	He blinked at me in disbelief.

	“Like…right now.”

	He gulped.

	“Unless you don’t want—”

	Before I could complete my sentence, he put us both out of our misery.

	The softness and curve of his lips were like rose petals warmed by the sun. Nothing about it was what I ever envisioned a first kiss to feel like. The butterflies fluttered happily in my stomach, making me giddier than I’d ever been in my whole life.

	“Hmm. You taste sweet.” Watching my immovable smile, he asked, “What? Did you not like it?”

	I nodded emphatically, then shook my head, confused by the question. “It was nice. Can we make this one count as our first kiss? I wasn’t ready for that other one, and the one on the Top of the Rock wasn’t a real one.”

	He navigated my cheek with the tip of his nose. “Joy, I must tell you something.”

	“Okay. Tell me.”

	He held back his smile. “I stole your whisk.”

	I laughed. “You stole my what?”

	He swiped his finger across my cheek three times. “Your whisk!” he enunciated.

	“Oh. You mean my whiskers.”

	He palmed his forehead. “Your whiskers. Whisk is for eggs.”

	I giggled. “You were close. I know you stole my whiskers. They’re on the tip of your nose,” I pointed out.

	An older couple strolled past us.

	“I wanna kiss you again,” I whispered.

	He smiled gleefully, hopped off the bench, and did his weird donkey dance again. When he tried to make me join him, I ran away, unable to get far with the couple in my way. Catching me, he hugged me from behind and pecked my cheek. I leaned into him and closed my eyes.

	Our first date so far was going beyond better than I expected. Why couldn’t we skip school and go on adventures every day? I dreaded for this day to come to an end, for the dream to end, yet reality drew that much closer with every passing minute.

	* * *

	Between laughing so much and him rubbing his face on mine to be silly, our painted masks looked muddy and gross. On our way to pursue the next attraction on my list—The Terrace and Bethesda Fountain—we ducked inside the nearest bathroom to wash them off.

	I had no idea how much I’d missed Giovanni’s face until all traces of the Dark Knight were long gone.

	He cleared away the droplets of water clinging to his chin with the hem of his shirt. “Hello, my tiger princess,” he said, kissing the back of my hand.

	I rolled my eyes and forced him to walk.

	He did a complete turn, taking in the Angel of the Waters statue in the center of the fountain. The arched walkway opposite the fountain, the Bethesda Terrace crowning the arcade, the opulent staircases framing either side of the terrace, and the tree-lined lake parallel to them stole his admiration from me. The click of the shutter on my camera brought it back instantly.

	“Give it to me,” he demanded with a faltering seriousness. “No more pictures of me. I want to take some of you.”

	“No. I have a weird face.”

	“You have a cute face.”

	I stowed it away and gave up on changing his mind about his weird taste in girls.

	Folding his long arms around me with a deep, contented sigh, his sights drifted to the stunning bronze figure before us.

	“This reminds me of a cemetery in Milano called Cimitero Monumentale,” he declared. “There are many statues like this there.” Separating from me, he removed his souvenir flower from his pocket. “I know you would like it. You can take pictures there the whole day...of the statues, not of me.”

	“Seriously? You wanna take me to a cemetery?”

	“The tourists like to go there. It is like an outside art gallery. My ma’s uncle is there. We can bring flowers for him, so it is not bad luck.”

	Inserting the short stem of the droopy flower into my hair above my ear, he observed me, dramatically enthralled by the way my new accessory complimented my hair.

	“Joy, leave the flower just like that.”

	I shook my head at him before he could finish his sentence. The awkward flower plopped onto the ground at our feet.

	“Aw! But you looked like Pocahontas.” He picked up the flower and stowed it away for safekeeping.

	Just as I was getting used to cuddly Giovanni, the switch flipped, and his rascally side came out to play. He scooped his hand into the fountain and splashed me square in the face with the chilly water. With the second and third soaking, I scurried to a safer distance, still in a state of shock.

	Watching him from afar through my sopping hair stuck to my face and mascara running into one of my eyes, I peeled off my jacket to use as a towel. The boy was going down for his rude prank.

	“Bella, come back!” he hollered.

	I didn’t get it. One minute I was his Tiger Princess, whom he adored, and the next he treated me like his annoying kid sister.

	Taking my camera out was all I had to do to make him abandon the fountain for good. He raced to stop me with a bear hug before I could take his picture. I couldn’t relax my guard, though, as I worried what he would do next.

	I was right not to trust him. His arms became a lasso, preventing my escape as he carted me back to his newfound torture device. I squirmed and twisted vigorously, my fear of hurting him in self-defense surpassing my foreboding about getting wet.

	“Giovanni. No! You better not,” I warned.

	“Can I have another kiss?”

	“As long as you promise not to get me wet anymore.”

	Wiggling his eyebrows at me like my favorite Looney Toons character Pepè Lepew, he puckered his lips with eyes closed, ready to take his reward. I gave it to him in full. Collecting my dripping hair, I smeared his face with it, his look of astonishment all the satisfaction I needed.

	“Now we’re even,” I said, grinning victoriously.

	* * *

	We trekked in the direction of the Alice and Wonderland statue when, without warning, he snatched my hand and dragged me with him toward the end of the line of people at the Loeb Boathouse.

	“Giovanni, no, I‒I can’t go on the water,” I cried, digging my heels in and trying to pull my hand from his.

	Peering at me thoughtfully, he asked, “What is wrong?”

	“I’ve never been on a boat before.”

	“It will be fun, and it looks romantic.”

	The murky water of the vast lake shimmering in the sunshine signaled to me otherwise.

	“I can’t. That’s not part of the plan.”

	“What plan?” he said with a frown.

	“W‒What I wanted to show you. It’s not too far.”

	The tremble in my voice should’ve clued him into my terror without me having to tell him. However, with his heart dead set on the lake, nothing, not even I, could deter him.

	“You can show me after.” He smoothed a clump of damp, fuzzy hair out of my face.

	“But I can’t swim!”

	I considered acting out a tantrum of epic proportions when he held me in his embrace.

	“Look at everyone over there,” he said, his words vibrating through his body. “Nobody is swimming. Do not worry, bella. I am a good swimmer. I will not let anything bad happen.”

	“I’ll wait here. You can go without me,” I insisted.

	“I do not want to do it alone.” He squeezed my hand. “You can trust me, Joy. I promise.”

	It took a minute of studying his eyes to ensure he meant what he said.

	You’ve gotta face your fears, I recited in my head, letting Giovanni lead me to the back of the line again.

	Moving at a snail’s pace, I climbed on board, holding onto his hand like a lifeline.

	“Joy, I need my hand back?”

	Clenching my teeth, I released him, wishing I would’ve gone through with my cowardly plan from earlier.

	Closing my eyes, I pleaded for oblivion to the fluid movements of the boat as Giovanni rowed us away from the safety of land.

	You can do anything you put your mind to. This is supposed to be fun, I reminded myself, gripping my owl pendant tighter. But no matter what, I could never brainwash myself into believing I was having the time of my life, not when the traumatic flashbacks played on a reel in my head.

	Just breathe. Breathe.

	The smacking of water into the sides of the boat made my heart pitch a fit all over again.

	You’re okay. You’ll be okay.

	Cold droplets hit me on the face. Opening my eyes, I found Giovanni stalking me with a toothy smile.

	“What are you grinning at?” I said acidly, my heart wounded by his betrayal.

	How dare he laugh in my face when my distress was anything but hidden from him!

	“You. I thought you were sleeping. Are you bored?”

	“No. I’m just…preparing myself to die.” My voice broke with my declaration.

	His carefree smile turned into a taunting smirk, another punch in the face to my vulnerability.

	Releasing the oars, he let the currents lull us along and shifted his weight to get comfortable, increasing the rocking with his every motion. I braced myself for disaster, clutching that death trap’s upper edge. I sucked in as much oxygen as I could and clenched my eyes shut. It didn’t matter what precaution I needed to take; I was determined not to drown again.

	“It is okay, Joy. It will not turn over.”

	“I can’t swim,” I reiterated, trying to contain the tremors taking over my body.

	Swiping my hair out of my eyes, he leaned in, his lips waiting for reciprocity, which never came.

	Having him inches away, memorizing my features one at a time in combination with my aquaphobia was beyond my ability to handle, to absorb. Plus, I wasn’t on board with how he used his affection as a tool to try and soften my irritation with him.

	Jerking back, I dug through the contents of my bag, searching for something constructive to do. Concealing his disappointment like a champ, he lifted the oars and cut through the water, driving us farther from our starting point.

	Taking photographs was all I had left to stabilize my nerves. I photographed Bow Bridge in the distance and a family of ducks floating on the water, but none of it compared to the inspiration and delight it brought me photographing Giovanni. Despite my personal turmoil, I couldn’t avoid him forever.

	With the way the ethereal light played on his striking features, I almost believed I was in the presence of an angel. Almost.

	I dropped my camera on my lap and absorbed his beauty.

	“What? Why you are looking at me like that?”

	Raising it again, I squeezed off multiple shots of him without a word until he protested by contorting his face and crossing his eyes. He could give it all he had. I didn’t mind it one bit.

	“Ooh! That was sexy. Do it again,” I urged him.

	“I want to see.”

	It was pure foolishness to turn it over to him. His playful trademark made another debut once he glimpsed the fourth shot, leaving me in utter oblivion as to what ridiculous notion had entered his boy brain. Dummy me hadn’t learned from the first time I saw that glint in his eyes.

	Stretching his arm over the rippling water, he dangled my camera with a sinister smile gracing his lips.

	“Kiss me,” he commanded. “And I will give it back.”

	My sights bounced between him and my endangered camera, unable to register his words completely.

	“If you drop it…” I choked before I could relay the penalty.

	The neck strap slipped through his fingers. I lunged for it in a panic. Catching me with his free hand, Giovanni pulled me firmly to his body, still balancing my camera out of my reach. I tried to wriggle free from him without moving the boat, but he alone supported me. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the boat had yet to quit rocking from his earlier movements, turning the last of my nerves to mush.

	“I will give you everything you want.”

	“Said the Devil!” I growled, growing sick to my stomach and angrier with him for messing with me when my vulnerability was anything but hidden from him.

	Guffawing at my insult, his right arm curled around me, swaying the camera against my back.

	“I am nice,” he asserted, turning his attention to my lips.

	I pinched his arm.

	“Ow! Why you are angry? I was playing.”

	Snatching the camera from his grasp, I returned it to the safety of my bag. I waited impatiently for him to end my misery.

	“I’m sorry.”

	Clutching my hands, I twisted and scraped my skin, desperate to relieve the anxiety boiling inside of me.

	I was there to serve his every whim, and I had indulged him nonstop until then.

	Finally, he picked up the oars to row, despite the impenetrable fortress of tension steadily building between us, oblivious to how close I was to curling into a ball and crying myself into oblivion.

	Mom was right about boys. They were all selfish, evil creatures. Most girls were too, but at least I understood them.

	“Look at me,” he commanded. “I was playing with you. I am sorry.”

	With three or four more strokes, I could be free, so why was he purposely holding me captive?

	“Let me out of here now!” I shouted through the strangling tightness in my throat.

	He flinched and lowered his head at the unwanted attention from the other rowing couples and families. Once our boat was tied off, he offered to help me onto dry land, but I slapped his hand away. Our date, no, our friendship was canceled as far as I was concerned.

	I stormed down an eastbound path with my own boy Casanova hot on my heels.

	“Joy, wait. I was only playing with you.”

	Whirling around, I unloaded on him in one messy rant.

	“I will not be bullied and have my feelings pissed on because they don’t belong to you! Do you hear me? I’ve dealt with enough of that my whole life. That is NOT how I play.”

	“I would never bully you.” He gripped my arms.

	I shrugged him off and trudged on.

	“I am sorry, Joy. I’m sorry. I just wanted to have fun with you,” he reiterated, stopping alongside me at the crowded pedestrian crossing.

	“I told you I can’t swim. I tried to learn, but I almost drowned.” The bottom half of my face strained to regain control. “I don’t trust anyone easily, and I trusted you. That was the only reason I went out on the water with you. I hope you had plenty of fun, because I’m done.”

	I power-walked away from him, snaking around leisurely strollers in my path with tears and sweat drenching my face. Giovanni dashed ahead of me and blocked my way, catching me before I bounced off of him.

	“Bella, forgive me. Please. Please!”

	The sincere remorse in his eyes, his face, the slump in his posture, and his voice ended me.

	“I did not know,” he repeated for the last time.

	“Miss, is this boy bothering you?” a white homeless man asked me, making a careful examination of my face.

	Giovanni withdrew his hands from around my waist and swallowed.

	“He’s my friend,” I said slowly. “I’m fine. Thank you for asking.” I wiped the dampness off my face.

	We watched the old man limp away with great reluctance.

	One week from the day I almost drowned—that was the last time I talked about it because not long after that, Mom’s medical bills from Dad’s beatings plus taking off from work to recover meant she was the priority, not me or my mental health.

	“I know you didn’t know. I didn’t even wanna tell you. I don’t talk about it.”

	Stilling my trembling hand, he pressed a kiss to the back of it and leveled his eyes on mine.

	He understood. That was what I wanted, all I ever wanted—to be understood.

	“I-I haven’t talked about it since I was nine,” I confessed, releasing a shaky breath.

	Pulling me into his arms, he held me for a long time. My body begged for the relief that releasing my tears would bring, and I would’ve gladly given up the fight had he not been there. I had guilt-tripped him enough, and burdening him further would have been cruel.

	I broke free from him and collapsed in a heap onto one of the benches encircling Alice and her tea party friends—bronze statues of the storybook characters. The sudden shriek of a child who’d tumbled off one of the stumpy mushrooms of the monument startled me. Scooping him up into his arms, his father inspected him for permanent damage and kissed his injured elbow.

	Giovanni parked himself next to me, simmering in his distress, distress I was the cause of from my public blow up at him.

	What more did he want from me? Why didn’t he just walk away? I wouldn’t have blamed him. I could hardly stand myself most of the time.

	“Joy.” He tucked my hair behind my ear. “I need to know the things that make you sad or that hurt you, so I do not hurt you again. Please. I need to know.”

	I leaned forward and stared at the ground.

	“The smell of bleach reminds me of it too. Pools. Whistles. I hate whistles.”

	He rubbed my back. “Why whistles?”

	“It was the last thing I heard before I blacked out.”

	“Tell me how it happened. Please.”

	I straightened up and sighed.

	“My dad was supposed to teach me to swim during summer vacation. That day his mind was...off. Not even my mom noticed it before she left for work. He, uh, he was having a mixed episode.” It was clear by Giovanni’s expression he had no idea what a mixed episode was. “That means he was depressed and manic at the same time. I never knew what he would do when he was like that, and I was afraid not to do whatever he told me to. He’d get really loud and aggressive about stuff. It was like he had this ball of energy he had to do something with, anything with, to set it free.” My pulse quickened. “That day, I was so excited he was gonna teach me to swim that I wasn’t paying attention to what his state of mind was. We didn’t know it then, but that was when he started smoking meth too. Meth made him a bully.”

	I rolled my sweaty palms on my jeans.

	“He ordered me into the deep end,” I continued. “That was how he learned. It worked for him, so it would work for me too. But I wouldn’t go in. I stood at the edge, looking into the pool. Dad, he–he got angry with me for not obeying him. He picked me up and threw me in. The water was so cold, it took my breath away. I remember freaking out and trying to reach for a hard surface to hold on to, but my hands only gripped the water. I kept sinking deeper and deeper, and I couldn’t make my way back up.”

	I shut my eyes, recalling how the water froze me straight through and choked me. Dad’s distorted form bowed over the edge of the pool, watching and waiting for me to swim to the surface miraculously. Fire water charred my brain, and oxygen deprivation vacuum sealed my lungs until blackness swallowed me whole.

	“I don’t remember being pulled out of the water. When I woke up, I was in the hospital with two broken ribs from getting CPR. I never felt pain like that before…it hurt to breathe. I couldn’t dance for weeks after.”

	I dried my tears on the hem of my shirt. “I had no pulse for almost three minutes, and I was with someone I trusted. He was supposed to teach me, but he almost killed me.”

	“I’m so sorry, bella. I did not know.” Giovanni hugged me again. “I would never have suggested it. Please forgive me.”

	I shook my head. “You’re the first person I’ve ever trusted since then. I’m sorry…I can’t do normal things with you without screwing it up. I’m so pathetic. Maybe it’s proof that this was a mistake. Maybe we should go back to the way we were,” I finally admitted out loud.

	He stroked my cheek. “No. We are not a mistake. Let me change your mind.”

	We? I was the problem...from the start. He was too normal and untainted for someone like me. Why couldn’t he understand?

	“You might be moving away,” I mumbled, avoiding his eyes.

	“No. My pa will find work. I know he will. You do not need to worry. I promise.” He reached out to me once I got to my feet and pleaded, “Do not go.”

	I winced at his words. Squeezing his hand reassuringly, I said, “I’m not leaving. I’ll be right back.”

	Relieved for a moment on my own, I hovered over the bathroom sink and released the tears flooding their banks with the aid of gravity. My embarrassment over my failures of the day consumed me. But how could he not see it? Setting his hopes on me would only end in bitter misery for us both.

	I tied my fro up to contain the frizz—thanks to Giovanni previously soaking me without mercy—and took some time to figure out how to pick up from where we had left off before my tirade. All I could think to do was gauge him to see if any part of our friendship could be salvaged from the wreckage since the boy, for whatever bizarre reason, couldn’t recognize a lost cause even with me staring him in the face.

	* * *

	We rested in seclusion under the shade of a wrinkled willow tree, the unshakable tension linking us to one another like a cumbersome ball and chain.

	Wadding my jacket, I placed it over the moss-covered earth, secretly preparing an exit speech to terminate our date and whatever remained of our friendship.

	I peered skyward at the branches with new leaves swaying in the wind overhead.

	“Say something,” I urged him silently, my heart somersaulting on a bed of nails, waiting for him to admit aloud that I was too much to handle, too difficult to understand, and too annoying to want to pretend any longer.

	Fear held him back, because how would one begin that conversation when being thoughtful and kind was stitched into their character?

	I closed my eyes, my body losing power from the emotional trauma of moments ago when his fingers danced up my arm to poke me in the side, earning him his prize—an involuntary laugh and wary glance his way. Catching his hand, I crunched his fingers together to prevent another sneaky tickle attack.

	“Bella, why your hair is like that?”

	“Is it worse?”

	No amount of patting it down could deflate it enough. It puffed up again like memory foam. If only I would have brought my hat!

	“It does not look bad. I like it better down.”

	“No. It looked scary! You had to splash me. Now it’s all frizzy and crazy-looking.”

	“It was not. I still like it,” he insisted. “Joy, can I hug you?”

	“You mean you still like me?”

	He gawked at me like I was an idiot for asking. “Yes.”

	“After everything? Are you sure you’re not crazy?”

	“I am crazy. I told you.” He grinned.

	I scooted closer to grant him his latest wish and sighed.

	“Still you are mad at me?” he inquired, wrapping me up in his arms.

	“No. I was...overwhelmed.” Giving him my back, I stretched my legs and leaned against him. “I know you were trying to have a good time. I couldn’t think of anything but the fear.” I stroked the back of his hand on my tummy. “Every time you smiled, it felt like you were laughing at me. I’m sorry I couldn’t enjoy it. I know it didn’t seem like it, but I wanted to. It’s one of those things I can’t forget no matter what.”

	Giovanni pulled away from me. I turned around to face him. His eyebrows knitted together as he narrowed his eyes at my hair.

	“Is it bigger?” I flattened it with uncertainty.

	“No.” Giovanni tugged at the double hairband holding it in place.

	Removing his fingers before they knotted the band in my hair, I unwound it and fluffed my frizzy do like a wannabe model once it was down.

	I slipped the hairband into my bag when his gift poked the side of my hand.

	“Ow!”

	“Are you okay?”

	I nodded and grinned goofily at him. Retrieving both bags, I placed them into his hands.

	“Where did you get these?”

	“I didn’t really go to the bathroom when you went to buy the tacos earlier.” He frowned disapprovingly at me. “I went to my favorite chocolate shop next door to get you a surprise. Open them.”

	Giovanni peered inquisitively at the packages. The see-through front panels minimized a fraction of the suspense. Opening the flap, he poked his nose into one of the bags and inhaled.

	“I didn’t know which ones you’d like, so I got two flavors. The pink ones are white chocolate strawberry truffles, and the others…” My mouth watered to speak their names. “They’re dark chocolate salted caramel truffles. Go on. Taste them.”

	His pretty eyes drifted shut while he savored the first bite of a dark chocolate truffle.

	“They’re not that good, huh.”

	“They are delicious,” he said. “Take one.”

	“I can’t.” I lowered my guilty eyes to the bag in his hand.

	“Why not?”

	“‘Cause I already ate more than I should’ve. I bought my own bag.”

	Giovanni threw his head back and laughed. “That was why your kiss tasted so sweet.”

	* * *

	“It is three-fifteen. Do you want to stay a little longer?”

	I stretched my arms. “I’m actually getting sleepy, but we can hang out at your house for a little bit if you want, if you’re not sick of me yet.”

	His frown and smile dueled with one another simultaneously. “Giammai.”

	“Giammai?”

	“It means never.”

	Getting flustered by the look in his eyes, I stood and wiped the debris from the back of my pants.

	“Joy, did I say something wrong?” He towered over me once on his feet.

	I swallowed my nerves. “No. I think we should get back before it gets too late.”

	
Heart to Heart

	I greeted Mr. Vitali, interrupting his TV trance.

	“Ah, Joy. It is good to see you again.” He set his beer bottle on a coaster beside him and stood to shake my hand.

	“You too.”

	I tried not to stare at the dark, fluffy chest hair sticking out from the top of his mostly-unbuttoned, lime green shirt, but the hair was long enough to braid. I had to erase the image of Mr. Vitali’s corn-rowed chest hair from my weird and twisted brain.

	“Are you not feeling well?” He adjusted his glasses to get a better look at me.

	“Yeah. I…uh…what’s she doing?” I asked, pointing at the TV screen to direct his attention away from me.

	A young woman in a silver-sequined bra reached inside a clear plastic box filled with live, furry spiders. Her hand trembled more and more, the closer she got.

	“It is an Italian game show. They do crazy things to win money and prizes,” he explained with a shrug.

	The determination mixed with terror on her face as she maneuvered around the creepy crawlers to get the diamond bracelets scattered around them had me completely mesmerized until Giovanni ushered me upstairs to his room. I went reluctantly.

	He enclosed us inside.

	“I think I should go.”

	He backed me up to the door. I reached for the knob as he closed the distance between us.

	Seizing my bag from me, Giovanni lowered it to the floor by our feet and encircled my waist.

	“I want you to stay,” he whined, melting his body with mine.

	“I don’t want your dad getting the wrong idea about me.” I pushed him away gently. “We never hang out here. Plus, I don’t think he’s really in the mood for company.”

	I turned to leave and came face-to-face with my reflection in the mirror behind the door. Seriously? This dude really let me walk around like lookin’ like a troll doll. I frowned at my huge, frizzy hair.

	“You are my guest. Please stay a little longer.” He watched me flip my hair to style it in a high bun.

	I sighed and peered into his eyes. “Why don’t you come over to Selena’s for once? It’s my turn to make dinner tonight anyway.”

	He beamed excitedly and nodded.

	“I wanna shower and redo my hair before Mom or Selena notice. Meet me at Selena’s in thirty minutes, okay?”

	“Joy, before you go, can I kiss you?”

	I nodded timidly, craving it just as much. Leaning down to reach me, his lips made their soft landing on mine. He hugged my body firmly and kissed me in increments. Butterflies sambaed in my belly and floated to my brain until I got a little lightheaded. Without warning, his tongue crashed the party. I tore myself away from him and covered the bottom half of my face to conceal the sudden fit of giggles taking over me.

	Grasping my hand, his lips curved into a nervous smile as he pulled me against him to pick up where he’d left off. But I was too hopeless to continue. The slimy wetness of how our kiss ended was all I could think of.

	Clearly, watching French kissing in movies had not prepared me enough for what it would feel like.

	“I’m sorry I’m such a dork. I–I can’t right now,” I said between my laughing fit. “I’m sorry. Obviously, I have no idea what I’m doing, and I wasn’t expecting the, uh, ya know…”

	He smirked. “We can try again.”

	I scrunched up my face. “Ya know. I think I’m just gonna jump in the shower now…” My eyes widened. “At Selena’s, not here. So, I’ll see ya there…At her apartment,” I added to clear up any confusion. “Give me half an hour, okay?”

	He nodded thoughtfully and released a heavy sigh.

	* * *

	Selena kept a suspicious eye on us as I showed Giovanni the goofy pictures around the living room of her and my family from years ago. Giovanni could barely tear his eyes off me long enough to appreciate their hilarity. And his attentiveness did not go unnoticed by Selena. She put the kettle on the stove and called me over.

	“Giovanni, you can watch TV if you want,” she suggested, to keep him occupied.

	“Why do y’all seem so different?” Selena whispered.

	“What do you mean?”

	“You suck at keeping secrets!” She narrowed her eyes at me.

	“What secrets?” I said loud enough for him to hear.

	Her all-knowing grin made me sweat a little. With a hand on her hip, Selena glared at Giovanni, who, feeling the weight of her stare, looked up from the remote in his hands like he was guilty of a crime.

	“She wants you to tell her our secret,” I told him, rolling my eyes.

	“Which one? That Joy likes me.” His grin widened at seeing the shock on my face.

	“I knew it! And you like her too?” Selena asked.

	“Yes. For two years.” His adoring smile eclipsed his face.

	“I knew it!” she said with a grin to match his.

	“You’ve known for two years?” I asked.

	“No, just since the other day. I knew you wouldn’t stay friends for long. Aww! Little Freckles has a boyfriend. Wait till your mom finds out!”

	The warmth drained from my face. “Can’t we keep it between us?”

	Wagging her head at me, she said, “She’s your momma. With one look at you two, she’ll know. Trust me.”

	Know what? That we’d been on one date?

	Staring at Giovanni, it occurred to me that we hadn’t discussed what we were.

	I brought him outside the apartment by the elevator to keep Selena from eavesdropping on us.

	Before I could get a word out, he kissed my cheek. “Why you are embarrassed for Selena to know about us?”

	“She loves to embarrass me. And I don’t know what we are. I know we agreed to pretend to be together for school, but I’m not sure I’m ready to be anybody’s girlfriend. I like you…more than I wanted you or anyone to know, but everything’s happened so fast, and I’m horrible with change. Will you give me more time to figure it out?”

	He nodded slowly and swallowed. His eyes filled with sorrow at my uncertainty. “Joy, can I still kiss you?”

	I nodded with a smile. “With just the lips this time.”

	The elevator dinged behind him, interrupting us before we could get started. Taking his hand, I raced back to Selena’s, hoping with all my might the passenger getting off was not my mother.

	Selena gave me a funny look when we entered the apartment again.

	“Joy.” She nodded me over to her in the kitchen.

	Giovanni reclaimed his former place on the couch.

	As soon as we were out of hearing range from him and music from a commercial filled the room, she relayed her concerns.

	“Last night, you really hurt your mom to prove you two weren’t more than friends. We both believed you, and now this?”

	“This all happened today. He–He likes me.”

	“Do you like him?”

	“I do, and I love being with him, but I told him I need some time to figure things out.”

	Selena glanced across the room at Giovanni and filled a teacup with boiling water.

	“Well, I’m glad you’re not rushing things, but it’s gonna make dinner a little awkward with your crazy momma. You better go warn her right now about him being here. You know how much she loves embarrassing you.”

	“Unlike you, right,” I said. She smirked. “Please don’t make me,” I whined. “I don’t wanna tell her.”

	“After last night, I think she deserves to hear something.” Selena turned her attention to Giovanni while he flipped through the channels. “I said it before, and I’ll say it again: he looks like a heartbreaker.”

	“He’s not,” I insisted.

	Giving me a cautionary look, she said, “You don’t know what he is. It takes time for them to show their true colors. Trust me. They all seem like good guys in the beginning. I don’t want you gettin’ hurt, so tread carefully, alright? What’s his reputation in school?”

	I folded my arms, not liking the accusatory turn her line of questioning had taken.

	“He doesn’t have one. He’s shy and quiet until you get to know him. But he’s goofy and super nice. Maybe too nice.”

	Selena pulled a face and retrieved a frying pan from under the sink. “So, he’s a weirdo like you. What are the chances, huh?” she whispered.

	“Shut up!”

	“What? All that matters is you found each other, right? On second thought, you’re not that nice. So, how’d you get a nice guy when you’re such a brat?”

	“If I’m a brat, it’s not my fault.”

	Selena rolled her eyes and smirked. “Give Giovanni this tea and go call your mommy. In the meantime, I’ll get dinner started…since you straightened up the place.”

	She cackled at the look of dread on my face.

	* * *

	“Hey, Jubilee. What’s up?”

	I didn’t expect Mom to answer the call in such a freakishly good mood. My hand shook the phone against my ear, knowing her pleasantness wouldn’t last long.

	“Hey. I, uh, have to tell you something.”

	The line went silent, except for the screeching brakes of a train in the background.

	“Mom?”

	“I’m listening,” she muttered.

	“It’s about Giovanni. He…well…we’re together. And he’s here for dinner.”

	Strangely enough, as soon as the words left my mouth, the butterflies spiraled in my stomach and up to my heart. The long pause on the other line trampled their enthusiasm.

	“I knew this would happen,” she said. “I knew he’d distract you.”

	“Wait. What? What do you mean distract me?”

	“Your dad is still out there. Did you forget? You’ve got too much to worry about as it is.”

	“I’m tired of worrying all the time. Why can’t I have something to look forward to for once?”

	“You met this kid last week! You don’t know him.”

	“Actually, I met Giovanni two years ago. And you met Dad at a bus stop a day before you went out with him. You act like he’s tryna marry me already. We’re still figuring each other out.”

	“You’re too young,” she shouted. “I should’ve put a stop to this before it started. Spending all that time together…You’re not eleven anymore, and he is no Elijah! It’s all about one thing for these guys out here. It’s your happiness today and tears tomorrow. You’ll see!”

	It disheartened me to listen to her drone on. But that was her goal. Of course, I knew the pickings were slim. Selena’s history of horrible relationships was real proof of that. Still, how could she project every negative trait of Selena’s exes onto Giovanni? How could she know for sure that my first and only relationship would end like every one of hers?

	Once I thought she had run out of things to say, her rant altered into an attack on all males over the age of eleven with Giovanni as their skirt-chasing champion.

	“You’re just a pretty face to him.”

	“So, you’re saying no one would be interested in me as a human being. Is that it?”

	“No! It has nothing to do with interest. They’re all the same at the beginning. He’ll sweet-talk you and tell you how special and beautiful you are. Next thing you know, he’ll be all over you, pressuring you into all sorts of things you’re not ready for. Don’t let that boy control you! You have a mind of your own. You hear me?”

	I sighed into the phone.

	“You’d better answer me, little girl!”

	“I hear you.” I flopped back onto the bed.

	If I was sick of listening to her, I knew everyone with her on the train platform was too.

	“I know you call Giovanni a boy, but he’s not that far from a man. We’ll talk some more when I get there. I’ll see ya in a minute.”

	I dropped my phone onto the bed and felt a new weight on my shoulders, a load too awkward to carry.

	* * *

	Mom stepped through the door while Selena heaped a generous serving of her amazing Puerto Rican style Spanish rice—saffron rice with pigeon peas or gandules—alongside a cut of marinated pork tenderloin and a side plate of sweet fried plantains—for Giovanni. I watched Mom apprehensively, praying she’d keep every one of her wild assumptions about him to herself.

	“Hi, Giovanni, it’s nice to see you again.” She shot me a not-so-subtle glare. “You can call me Faith, in case you forgot.”

	“It is nice to see you again too. Thank you for permitting me to stay for dinner.”

	His nerves made his accent sound thicker than usual. Selena smiled at me after hearing him, and even Mom’s demeanor relaxed slightly.

	Giovanni’s enthusiasm reminded me of myself the first time I dined at his place. If only the poor guy could eat in peace. My mom took it upon herself to interrogate him mercilessly about his grades, career plans, and family.

	There was no telling how much more agonizing it would’ve been if Selena had not been there with us, offering swift interjections of humor and side conversations throughout dinner.

	“You like my cookin’, huh,” Selena teased Giovanni as she dished out another plateful of food.

	“It is delicious.”

	“I know.” Selena buffed her nails on her shirt. “Wait till you try Joy’s. I taught her everything she knows. Go on. Tell ‘em, Freckles.”

	I rolled my eyes at her. “Selena taught me a few recipes.”

	“We’ll fatten you up in no time,” Selena promised.

	Giovanni’s eyes widened with fear. “I used to be fat when I was a little boy. I like to be skinny now.”

	I giggled at the thought. So, that was why he hid those pictures from me at his house.

	I allowed my eyes the pleasure of drinking him in, sensing Selena and Mom exchanging glances whenever Giovanni paused to stare at me and smile.

	In those precious little moments, it wasn’t hard at all to envision what our friendship could become.

	To be wanted and liked was thrilling, inspiring, and perhaps most dangerous of all, addicting.

	* * *

	We strolled side-by-side down the corridor.

	“I don’t want you to go,” I said.

	“I know. I wish you could come with me.”

	My memory of our last kiss made me break out into laughter. “I’m sorry. I was thinking about…oh, never mind.”

	Judging by the smile reaching his eyes, he remembered as well.

	“I told my mom we’re dating, so…if you still like me and all and you wanna be more than friends…and not just to keep the girls off your back…”

	He inhaled sharply but said nothing initially.

	The elevator doors parted.

	“I’ll see ya—”

	He yanked me inside with him before I could finish my sentence.

	“I’ve gotta go. I told my mom I would just‒”

	He smothered my lips in kisses. Mom’s warning chimed in my head. Don’t let him control you.

	But with his arms around me, the lushness and warmth of his lips on my skin, even the subtle scratch from his five o’clock shadow against my face, new feelings surged through me, and I loved it.

	“Giovanni, I’ve gotta go,” I mumbled.

	Luring me in with gentle kisses to my neck and ear, he said, “I do not want you to.” His words vibrated on my ear, sending a chill through me.

	I squeezed him tightly and listened to the rapid beat of his heart, any residual doubts I’d harbored about his true feelings toward me laid to rest in an instant.

	He indulged my lips again.

	“Giovanni, maybe we should slow things down a little.” With a wide grin, I said, “You don’t have to get two years’ worth of kisses tonight. I need to catch my breath.”

	“I could kiss your lips all day,” he whispered, pressing his forehead to mine. “Joy, do you really like me, or am I alone to feel this way?”

	I studied his face once the elevator arrived in the lobby. “You’re not alone. But I still think you can do better than me.”

	He wagged his head. “I don’t want anyone else but you.”

	I smiled with my eyes closed. “It doesn’t feel real. I still can’t believe it.” I wrapped my arms around his neck.

	Giovanni breathed in the scent of my hair.

	Laughing at the euphoric look on his face, I said, “You’re so weird…I don’t want you to go yet, but I gotta get back. I’ll see ya tomorrow, bella.”

	He smirked and invaded my hair with both hands. “Bella is for girls and women,” he corrected. “You want to call me bello, no?”

	My reply was cut short by a round, old man darkening the entrance of the elevator.

	“What’re you kids doin’ in here?” he snarled, stumbling inside.

	Without a moment’s hesitation, Giovanni pulled me out after himself, for which I was grateful. Who would want to be trapped in an elevator with that grumpy old man anyway? He reeked of cigars and alcohol.

	Jumping into Giovanni’s arms, I devoured his lips until the elevator completed its route to pick me up.

	I watched him back out of the lobby doors smiling lazily at me. With my chest so full of bliss, I could’ve floated like a balloon back to the fourth floor. But Selena’s earlier accusation about him slowly deflated my optimism.

	* * *

	Mom and Selena turned grim as I entered.

	“Is everything alright?” Mom inquired, sitting forward in her seat.

	“No. Do you two see something in Giovanni that I don’t?”

	They considered how to proceed tactfully in stark silence, their sights trained on one another to answer first.

	“I want your honesty. Don’t worry about hurting my feelings.”

	“Giovanni seems like a good guy,” Selena spoke up. “But most guys that hot know exactly how good they look. And they don’t usually stick with only one girl. They go after every pretty girl they see. I hope you never have to go through that with him, but I’ve seen it so many times.”

	“You’re basing that all off how he looks. That’s not fair!” I argued, collapsing into a chair across from her. “He said he’s crazy about me. I can feel it in the way he looks at me and…”

	I closed my mouth, safeguarding our sweet moment in the elevator and all of the other romantic highlights from our day, and shyly met Selena’s eyes.

	“What does love feel like?” I asked, hoping not to sound so dreamy and swept off my feet for my mom’s benefit.

	Regardless of Mom’s intense resentment toward my change in circumstance, I still valued her input.

	I found a measure of comfort in Selena’s reassuring smile. My mom, on the other hand, chewed on the inside of her cheek in a fretful state, her eyes watching me like she had no clue what species I belonged to anymore, undoing my nerves all over again.

	“I already told ya, I don’t want you dating him or anyone else, so the kissing stuff needs to stop!” she retorted. “And you’re not in love, by the way.” The disgust in her tone plunged my heart into my stomach.

	“I never said I was in love! Why can’t I have a normal conversation with you without you barking at me all the time?”

	She aimed her pointer finger at me. “You tell me tonight that this stranger is your boyfriend after knowing him a week, and now you’re asking questions about love? How did you expect me to react?”

	“This is how you react with everything. It’s fine. I’ll figure it out by myself.”

	I hopped off my seat. Mom shoved me back into it before I got my footing. “Let’s get something straight, little girl. You do not speak to your mother like that!”

	“You want everything you never give to me. You want respect and to be heard and taken seriously, but you never treat me like that. Just because I’m younger and I’m your daughter doesn’t mean I don’t deserve those things too. What? You don’t like it tonight? Well, too bad! I’ve been stuck with your bad attitude and your hatefulness my whole life! And I’m done with it and you and your bitterness. I’m done!”

	I pushed her out of my way and started to my room.

	“Get back here!”

	She grabbed my arm once I got to the door. Selena stepped in.

	“Fai, let her go.” Mom ignored her. “Joy, how do you get out of your mom’s hold?” Selena asked me, letting my mom know that if I took her down, it would be self-defense.

	“You’re acting like Dad,” I said. “You want me to treat you like him?”

	Mom shoved me into the wall, her nostrils flaring.

	“Careful Faith,” I taunted. “Your feelings are showing. Why don’t you suck it up like you tell me all the time?”

	“Joy, cut it out,” Selena said. “Fai, go take a walk and cool down before you do something you regret.”

	Selena took Mom by the elbow and walked her to the kitchen. “Drink some of this and go walk around the block,” she said, readying a wine glass for her.

	I went into my room and shut the door. Putting a classical piano song on blast, I counted my money—three hundred and ninety dollars in cash and seventy dollars in coins. After Storm’s memorial and my date with Giovanni, my funds were much lower than I expected. It was nowhere near enough for more than one night somewhere else, although I would have stayed in an alley if it meant I could get away from my mom.

	A knock sounded at the door as I dumped my clean clothes onto the bed to sort what to take.

	“It’s me,” Selena said. “Can I come in?”

	I hurried over and cracked the door.

	“What are you doin’?” she asked, looking over my shoulder at the mound of clothes behind me.

	“I can’t stay here anymore.” I returned to the bed to finish my task and lowered the volume on Chopin’s nocturne.

	“What if I want you to stay?”

	I folded a pair of jeans and set them aside.

	“I would stay in a heartbeat if it could just be you and me.” I sighed. “You should’ve heard her on the phone before she got here…tellin’ me not to let him control or pressure me…tellin’ me I need to use my head. But when it’s her trying to control me, I’m supposed to roll over and do everything she says? I’ve held my anger in for as long as I can, but I’m not playing games with her no more.”

	“You ain’t gotta explain yourself to me. I know. She don’t listen to me either. You gonna go stay at Giovanni’s?”

	“I didn’t ask. I’d even consider goin’ back to The Glen if I knew she wouldn’t go there looking for me.”

	“Don’t do that!” Selena chewed her bottom lip. “I can call Lucy and see if she can put you up for the night. Now that you and Giovanni are…together, I don’t like the idea of you spendin’ the night over there. I don’t want you feelin’ like he’s the answer to all your problems. Running away ain’t the answer either.”

	“I’m not running away. I’m taking a break from her. A real vacation is what I need.”

	Mom appeared in the doorway. “What’re you doing?” she interrogated me.

	I glanced at Selena.

	“Joy wants to spend the night at Lucy’s…to give you two a break from each other.”

	“She’s not goin’.” Mom crossed her arms, waiting for me to challenge her.

	With a forced smile, I looked away from her and tossed a pair of socks to one end of the bed.

	“Fai, why don’t you pour yourself another glass of wine?” Selena suggested.

	Once Mom was out of sight, Selena pleaded with me in a whisper. “This is gonna get ugly. Either sneak out after she goes to bed or stay here. Wine makes her sleepy anyway.”

	I nodded and folded a stack of shirts before Mom returned.

	“You’re not goin’ anywhere,” Mom reiterated, her eyes red and glossy.

	“I heard you already.”

	To annoy her, I brought up the topic of love again. “Ya know, he told me he loves me.”

	She gulped down her wine and nearly choked on it.

	“I bet we’ll get married before the new school year starts. You will give me away, won’t you?” I asked, batting my eyelashes at her. “Or I could ask Cousin Andy instead.”

	Her amber eyes glowed with fury.

	“I’m kidding! I don’t think that wine is helping you at all.” I rolled my eyes. “Do you even remember what love feels like, or has your black heart withered away already?”

	“Joy!” Selena shouted at me.

	I didn’t really mean to say it. It just came out.

	“You wanna leave and do what you want? Go. I won’t stop you. Your ungrateful, disrespectful butt needs to learn some life lessons. Don’t come crying to me or anyone when you end up pregnant and homeless on the streets and your little boyfriend ain’t nowhere to be found. That’s where your ignorance will take you!”

	“Fai!” Selena shouted at her.

	“No. It’s okay,” I said. “She proves what I told her before on the phone. She can’t stand for anyone around her to be happy. You can’t give me what you ain’t got. I get that now. Good night, Mom.”

	“I’m not going anywhere.” She toppled a folded stack of clothes onto the floor and settled onto my bed with tightly crossed arms. “And neither are you.”

	“Let me get you some more wine,” Selena offered.

	“No! I’ve had enough,” Mom said slowly. “You wanna know about love, I’ll tell you about love.” She fisted the blanket by her knees as she collected her thoughts. “It’s…terrifying…‘cause you’ve got no control over it or who you fall for. And it never goes away, especially when you wish it would, to make your life a little easier.” Mom’s chin trembled.

	I put the shirt I was gonna fold back into the pile to give her my undivided attention.

	“How do you know when it happens, then?”

	“You just do. Whether he makes you mad or irritates you…When you stop seeing him as perfect and start seeing him as he is…When he makes everything you do worth it, and your heart aches at the thought of living without him...” Mom fought to contain her tears while she spoke. “That’s how you know it’s real. And what Selena said earlier does happen by the way. He might think you’re pretty and sweet, but that doesn’t mean he cares about you the way you think you care about him.”

	“I know we haven’t known each other super long, but I–I don’t know how to describe it.”

	She shook her head vehemently. “It’s hormones! You’re only seventeen. You’re too young, both of you, to understand or even think about love. Kissing and that other stuff only adds to it.”

	Mom cast her eyes from me, striving to regain her calm. Knowing Giovanni had stirred something in me and there was no undoing it, enraged her in a way I’d never seen before.

	“You don’t need anyone to make you happy, especially not some boy you barely know.”

	Because she was such an expert on happiness and love! I should’ve read between the lines when I first told her about Giovanni joining us for dinner.

	Mom stormed into the kitchen in search of more liquid relief for her nerves. In time, she rushed into the room again, I thought to hit me, but she stopped a few inches away. She tossed back the wine and lowered the empty glass from her lips, showing off her new wine mustache.

	“You’re all I’ve got, Jubilee, and I don’t wanna see you change into someone you’re not because of him.” tears swelled in her eyes. “You think I don’t see how you two look at each other? I’ve seen it every day since last week, and it scares the mess outta me.”

	Frustrated tears distorted the sight of her. “I never expected things to turn out like this. I mean, yeah, he’s…he’s gorgeous, but he’s also funny and sweet, and he’s real.” Using the back of my arm, I wiped my cheeks dry. “All I wanted was to be his friend, but you and Selena thought it was so hilarious teasing me about him yesterday, and today everything…changed.”

	Mom’s body stiffened. “Why are you in a relationship if you didn’t want to be in one?”

	“Because I…no…he wanted it. I did too, but not this soon.” I began to sweat, thinking how stupid I was to reveal so much to her.

	“Since when do you let other people make decisions for you? I did not raise you like that. I taught you to think for yourself.”

	“Yes, you did.” A heavy tear slid down my cheek in one swift motion.

	“Then, what were you thinking?” Her voice grew louder.

	“I like him, and he’s the only friend I’ve got. He actually likes me. He doesn’t treat me like I’m weird like you do or try to shut me up because he doesn’t wanna hear about what I’m feeling.”

	“Oh, please!” Mom said, rolling her eyes. “You let this boy pressure you into dating him, and you’re tryin’ to throw the blame on me? Tell me this. If he cared about your feelings so much, why couldn’t he wait until you were ready to date him? That’s what a kind and sweet boy would do. If he cared as much as you think he does, he would put your feelings ahead of his own. Always.”

	“But he didn’t want me to do anything wrong. I care about him.”

	“If you weren’t comfortable or ready to be in a relationship, you should’ve stood your ground. That’s what I taught you. You wanna let other people make decisions for you, then don’t expect them to save you from living with the consequences for the rest of your life! You hear me?”

	“Yes.”

	“Giovanni seems nice, but neither of us, you included, really knows him,” Selena chimed in.

	“I know, but it feels like I do.” My voice reduced to almost a whisper in their presence.

	“That’s how it always feels, but feelings without common sense will hurt you, in the end, every time. And you’re tryna tell me you’re ready to date. Little girl, you ain’t got a clue!”

	Mom wandered into the kitchen for another drink. Given her anger, I figured I’d save my breath and put my precious energy into dissecting all she had told me.

	I carried the burden of everything she’d misunderstood about my decision to be with Giovanni with me to bed. I hated how she talked at me, as if I blindly followed Giovanni around. Because without her or him telling me what to do, how could I ever make a basic decision for myself? Not once had she contemplated what I wanted, or needed, for that matter. Most of my life was real proof of that.

	Yes, I had taken a risk on Giovanni, but could she be surprised? Did she want me to be alone forever like she was?

	For the first time in a long time, I could say I was living up to my name. Regardless of the negativity Mom hurled my way, I resolved not to let it shade me.

	
Rainy Days

	Mom rose the next morning as wrathful as when she went to bed. She clomped and stomped around the kitchen, slamming cupboards and drawers, making sure the whole world knew it.

	“I’m tryna sleep!” Selena shouted from the inside of her room.

	I couldn’t sleep either with the constant noise, and a dull ache simmered behind my eyes. Closing them again, I slipped on my slippers and felt my way to the bedroom door when Mom stubbed her toe into the table leg. I pried my eyes open at the sound of her howls and glanced up the hall at the overturned chair.

	Selena stormed past me into the kitchen to confront her.

	“What part of I’m tryna sleep don’t you get?”

	“I didn’t stub my toe on purpose,” Mom whined.

	In a huff, Selena hustled back to her room again.

	The weather woman’s jolly predictions for a sunny spring day whispered in the background as I soaped my face with a cleanser.

	“Joy, come get the door,” Mom hollered.

	“Fai!” Selena yelled again.

	I washed the suds away quickly. Water splashed onto the sink and floor and soaked the oversized sleeves of my night shirt. I could hear Mom’s thoughts when Giovanni knocked gently, a second time. I hurried down the hall on tippy-toes, drying my face on the hand towel I’d brought with me.

	Mom was such a jerk. She could have easily let Giovanni in herself. She was sitting a foot from the door, doing nothing but drinking coffee.

	I rolled my eyes at the sight of her, silently hoping she’d scald her tongue. Sipping from her mug, she rolled her eyes back at me.

	Giovanni greeted Mom. Even though she replied to him, her poisoned tone revealed it all. Thankfully, he was too oblivious to notice. For his sake, I bit my tongue and led him away before she succeeded in souring his good mood.

	Once out of view from her, I squeezed him tightly, inciting a chuckle.

	“Shh.” I covered his mouth gently with my hand.

	With wide eyes and palms skyward, he questioned me without words, but it was hopeless to explain the cause of my odd reaction with hand signals.

	How could I make him understand that our happiness made my mom miserable, that she was waiting for any excuse to force us apart?

	I let down my hair and scrunched my curls while he watched me from the doorway with increasing admiration.

	“I’ll be ready in a minute,” I said, getting overwhelmed by his unyielding attention.

	“Can I help you with your hair?”

	The sincerity of his question held me back from looking at him like he’d lost his mind. Smiling at the dollop of conditioning cream in my hands, I said, “If I did that, it would take more than a minute.”

	“But my ma made you breakfast.” He dangled the cupcake-sized box before my eyes. “I will give it to you if you let me touch your hair.”

	I closed the distance between us and granted his request before applying the first round of conditioner.

	“What did she make me?”

	Giovanni opened the box to see for himself and frowned. “She never makes this for me,” he said, angling the box within my view.

	The two little cupcakes with piped white icing, crushed pecans, and a cherry on top made my mouth water. I scrunched my hair quickly and led him to the kitchen to indulge with me in the sugary delight at once.

	I stuffed my face, ignoring Mom’s fierce side-eye. When she ducked behind the refrigerator door to peruse the fridge for a bite to eat, Giovanni got the crazy idea to steal a kiss, nearly sending us both to an early grave.

	I shoved the last bite of the cupcake into my mouth just as Mom popped her head up over the door and glared at us with suspicion.

	Tossing the box in the trash, I returned to my room with Giovanni hot on my heels.

	“Why’d you come so early?”

	He stopped me from reaching my closet and turned me to him. “I could not wait to see you.” He held my face and moved in to kiss me. Before our lips connected, the floorboard creaked in the hall. Fear washed over me. I moved out of his reach and watched Mom pause to glower at me en route to her room.

	Facing Giovanni again, I stole the kiss waiting for me on his lips.

	“I have to get ready. I won’t be long,” I said, nudging him toward the door.

	* * *

	Flashes of us making out in the elevator skipped through my mind as it transported us to the ground floor. Giovanni tucked my hair behind my ear, returning me to reality.

	“What is wrong?” he asked, rushing me outside for privacy from a man pacing the lobby.

	We stepped onto the sidewalk.

	“I…had a bad night, and I woke up with a headache,” I said.

	“What happened last night?”

	“I couldn’t sleep.”

	Making me stop alongside him, he tilted my chin, compelling my eyes to meet his. “Why did you not call me if you could not sleep?” His minty breath stroked my cheek.

	“I didn’t think of it.”

	“Next time, call me,” he said, nuzzling my neck.

	A warm cuddle from him was exactly what I needed.

	“Giovanni,” I sang. “My mom can see us.”

	He pulled away with a smile reaching his eyes and searched for Selena’s window. “Ha. You were right.” He waved enthusiastically until I hurried him along.

	“How did you know she is watching us?”

	“I always know,” I said, wondering how long it would take to save enough money to escape her.

	* * *

	The closer we got to school, the more the idea of being served up as the main course to the gossip monsters made me reconsider everything. I stole my hand from Giovanni’s, letting it hang idly by my side without a thought of how he would take it.

	“Do not change your mind. I like the way we are.” He reclaimed my hand and fortified his grasp in case I got cold feet again.

	“I’m not ready for everyone to know about us yet.”

	“You are embarrassed to be with me?” he asked, already wounded by the idea.

	“Of course, not! You forget this whole thing is new to me. I never had a real boyfriend before, and I hate it when people stare. I don’t know how to act anymore.”

	“Look at me, and you will not see them. We have only lunch and English together anyway.”

	It was hard enough to pretend I was comfortable in my skin. Now, I had to walk beside Giovanni and not over-think how we were perceived from the outside? Self-doubt crept in like it always did—at the worst possible time.

	We reached the edge of the hallway and maneuvered around clusters of people to get to our lockers.

	“Hi, Giovanni.” Mariah tossed her long hair behind her back.

	Still beaming with pride, Giovanni boldly refused to acknowledge her. He glanced my way with a reassuring smile and a wink, totally oblivious to the dangers lurking nearby.

	“I thought you said you were just friends.” Mariah marched in step with us.

	“We were, but not anymore,” Giovanni informed her.

	As she peeked around Giovanni’s slender frame, her sharp brown eyes dissected me with morbid pleasure.

	I glared back until Giovanni stopped me in my tracks, tilted my chin, and caught me off guard with a kiss.

	Mariah stormed away, taking her evil energy with her.

	I reclaimed my lips from Giovanni. “I hate kissing in front of people,” I whispered, wiping my sweaty palms onto my pants.

	He grinned sheepishly. “I forgot…but it worked.” He scanned the hallway for any sight of his number one fan. Mariah had gone.

	* * *

	In the middle of gym warm-ups, a girl at the front of the class caught my eye to point my attention to the door. Giovanni mimed his best cheerleader impression, complete with high kicks and a team spirit smile on his face. He was good entertainment for those of the class who noticed. I slipped out covertly and met him in the hall by the girl’s bathroom entrance.

	“What are you doing, crazy?”

	He encircled me in his arms and said, “I wanted to see you.”

	“We’re gonna get caught.”

	“I don’t care,” he said, clearing the hair hanging in my face to make way for his lips.

	Ms. Lane yelling at the class scared me away from him.

	“I need to get back.”

	“No. Not yet,” he whined.

	“Joy Luminieè, please come to the main office. Joy Luminineè to the main office,” a voice summoned me over the loudspeaker.

	I pulled away from him and looked around for the cameras, probably recording every second of our stolen moment. Giovanni caught onto my paranoia and choked on his overconfidence of not getting caught. He looked uncertainly at the ceiling expecting to hear his own name follow mine. He never did.

	As we parted ways, I braced myself for whatever punishment awaited me behind the office door.

	Mom stood at the counter, her eyes and nose red from crying. She gave me a long, desperate hug, confirming the ominous nature of the news weighing on her.

	“Mom, what happened?”

	Evading my eyes altogether, she sighed shakily. “Go get your things. We’re leaving.”

	I sent Giovanni a short message and obediently reunited with her afterward.

	* * *

	“Your dad killed Storm. I got a call this morning,” she said once we passed the main entrance and entered the vestibule. “He got arrested for a stabbing last night. The cops matched his fingerprints to the ones they found at our place. They said there were two intruders that day—him and some other guy, based on the shoe print they found. It was a size sixteen. Your dad wears eleven. So far, they’ve got no clue who the other guy was, but…it looks like your dad’s gonna end up doin’ time.”

	With a sorrowful sigh, she trained her misty sights on me, expecting me to break down right then and there like I was positive she would’ve liked to see me do since it reflected her own true desire. But I knew Dad was guilty all along.

	“How are you?” she asked.

	“I’m glad he’s off the street. It sucks someone else had to get hurt before it happened.” She bobbed her in agreement. “But I don’t wanna leave.”

	Stiffening her upper lip, she blinked at me.

	“Well, if you’re not upset about it…I’ll…I guess I’ll see ya later. Maybe we can do something tonight.” She swiped at her nose with a disintegrating tissue. “We haven’t done anything in a while…just the two of us.”

	I watched her in wonder.

	She wanted to spend quality time…with me? That was a first.

	“Uh, okay. But are you sure you’re gonna be alright?”

	“Yeah. I didn’t know how you’d take the news. I’m…I’ll be fine,” she amended. “I’m gonna go home and take a hot bath or somethin’.”

	She hugged me quickly and proceeded to leave when a fat tear glided out from the corner of her eye, not before escaping my notice.

	“Go back to class,” she urged when I repeated my question to her. “I’m fine.”

	Her dumb philosophy of suppressing her emotions couldn’t hold up under the strain of reality, not indefinitely. How could it? Emotions break everyone…sooner or later, and it was happening before my eyes.

	* * *

	Instead of returning to class, I wandered into the nearest bathroom to absorb Mom’s news away from probing eyeballs.

	A surging rage shot through my body. I glared at my reflection with angry tears soaking my face while his eyes watched on. I could never understand how Giovanni could peer into them and see beauty when they belonged to Dad.

	Gripping the edge of the sink, I tore his eyes away from the mirror, my tears steadily streaming down the drain as flashes of my mother begging for her life pervaded my mind. Visions of my nightmares of him fighting Storm with the latest addition of an accomplice…

	Holding my face in my hands, I begged my brain to stop as new and old images played on.

	In the middle of my nervous breakdown, a pair of feet shuffled in the hall, closing in on my location. I splashed water onto my face and scrubbed vigorously to melt away the mess of streaky mascara under my eyes. The potential intruder bypassed the bathroom. Taking a breath, I patted my skin dry and reapplied my eye makeup, hoping if I looked a little better, I could Band-Aid the fractures in my soul. No Band-Aid could stop the pain, though. Only one person held the power to make me feel a little better. I craved the comfort only Giovanni could bring me.

	* * *

	One by one, I watched the raindrops fall and slide down the window pane before me. But not even counting the rain could keep the hurricane of emotions destroying my insides from violently breaking out. I had to write. It was all I had left without him.

	Giovanni claimed his place at my side amid my writing therapy session.

	“Are you feeling okay?”

	I exhaled a slow breath and shook my head. Wrapping his arm around me, he drew me in close and pressed a kiss to my head. “I got your text. I thought you were leaving,” he spoke softly in my ear.

	“I was going to, but I wanted to be with you.”

	He rocked me in his embrace. “Bella.”

	“Hmm?”

	“What language is that?” Studying my scribbles in my notebook, he narrowed his eyes at it with suspicion. “Is that Chinese?”

	I separated from him and slipped the notebook into my bag. “No! It’s something I made up.” I waited for him to make fun of me for it.

	“Why?”

	“Because when I write my thoughts down during class, teachers always wanna read it out loud. This way, they stay secret.”

	“I do not believe you,” he said, poking at me playfully. “I think you are writing secret messages to your other boyfriend?”

	I smiled at the thought and leaned my head on his shoulder. “Nope. My other boyfriend can’t read it either.

	A dark chuckle echoed through him.

	* * *

	Cold, drizzly rain peppered us with each step on our stroll after the bus dropped us off. I didn’t mind. I needed the cold to numb me from the crushing weight of the pain in my chest. I tried not to buckle under it. I tried, but I couldn’t shake it.

	I followed Giovanni in a daze to the glass door of a florist shop. He went in, and I waited outside under the red awning. The bleakness of the day matched my mood too well for me to abandon it then.

	“Are you Joy, Sam’s kid?”

	My heart froze solid at the scruffy, white man’s reference to my dad.

	Was this Dad’s accomplice? Had he come to finish the job?

	He was a short, blond-haired man with lazy blue eyes and crusty lips. Gnarly nose hairs hung low and proud from his broad, dented nose. A graying, bristly beard covered his pockmarked face.

	I shook my head and diverted my sights to his shoes, trying to determine the size, but it was hopeless. I had no clue how to tell without a closer examination.

	“That’s interesting, ‘cause his kid goes to school where you go.” Holding a picture up to me, he smiled, although it looked closer to a grimace, revealing perfectly straight teeth. “You look a lot like her.”

	“Well, I’m not. Now leave me alone before I scream.”

	Every time he neared me, I retreated three steps backward.

	“Don’t come any closer,” I commanded.

	His smile slipped. “Quit playin’ games. Your dad…”

	My piercing scream drowned out the rest of his words and he rushed to silence me. Without a thought, I struck him. His paunchy gut absorbed my elbow. He stumbled back and came after me again, more determined than before.

	“FIRE! Don’t touch me. I don’t know you! FIRE!” I hollered, running away from him.

	Giovanni’s voice overlapped mine with Italian curses. “Get away from her!” he screamed, his voice reaching a pitch I never knew it could.

	The stranger fled around the corner with Giovanni and the florist in pursuit. I clung to the edge of the doorframe of the flower shop, watching them, a million questions swirling in my brain.

	“Are you hurt? D-Did he touch you?” Giovanni growled between breaths. He pulled me in his arms, his body trembling against mine until his hold turned painful.

	I couldn’t breathe. I twisted and writhed in his grasp. “Don’t hold me like that!” I said.

	He released me with a blank look on his face and tugged the hair at his temple. “Who was he?” Giovanni asked, striving to regain his calm.

	“I don’t know.” I swallowed, trying to soothe the pain in my throat after screaming. “He started talking to me. I’ve never seen him before.”

	“Do you want me to call the cops?” the florist interjected, his tanned face and black hair glistening with sweat.

	Mom’s warning flashed like a neon sign in my brain. Rejecting her ideologies and replacing them with Giovanni was my passive-aggressive way of rebelling against her, which was why filing a report with the police was the last thing I wanted to do. And I would’ve never heard the end of it if she found out.

	“No, thank you,” I said, holding my aching stomach.

	Crunching his unibrow to his nose, he said, “You could’ve gotten kidnapped. Did you get a good look at the guy? He shouldn’t be free to attack people like that.”

	Giovanni held my hand and squeezed it reassuringly. A bead of sweat slid down the side of his face. “He is right.”

	“I don’t feel like dealing with them.” My shoulders sagged at the thought.

	Leading us inside his shop, the florist said, “I’d feel better if they came anyway.”

	A blend of aromas greeted us when we entered the humid space—fresh eucalyptus, roses, and gardenias. Hanging plants overflowed their pots like fireworks exploding with random displays of color toward the back of the room. A narrow counter with a glass top and three binders of floral inspiration lay opened.

	Giovanni crooked his arm around me possessively. “What did that man want?”

	“I don’t know. I didn’t wait to find out…He knew my name,” I blurted out. “And where I go to school. He told me my dad’s name, but it didn’t seem like he really knew him. He called him Sam. No one calls him that.”

	“Here, girl. Take a seat.” The florist carted a stool to the counter in front of the register.

	With the man’s face fresh in my mind, I wrote the details about him in my sketchbook. On the back, I recounted the entire incident, finding the words much easier in written form than spoken.

	By the time the cops strutted inside the shop, I’d managed to get as far as completing the deadpan look of his eyes.

	Flipping the sketch over, I tore out the page with the man’s description and handed it off to the more seasoned of the two officers. The shorter cop snorted his amusement at me, so I ignored his existence altogether.

	“I can finish it when I get home and email it to you tonight if you want.”

	After ten more minutes of repeating everything I had already written down, I stood to leave in a huff.

	“We ain’t done with you yet,” the rookie said.

	I paused to glare at him. “Ya’ know what? I don’t even care whether you do your job or not. I’m goin’ home.”

	His partner nodded with a curious stare, popped a gum into his mouth, and handed me his card. “Give us a call if you think of anything else.” He dragged his annoying little partner out the door to hunt down surveillance cameras around the neighborhood.

	Giovanni squeezed my shoulders and leveled his gaze with mine. “I will not leave you alone again. I promise.”

	The florist interrupted Giovanni with a generous offer—to finish Giovanni’s floral selection at a discount to add a little sunshine to our day. Giovanni forced a smile in response, but his heart and mind were stuck on me.

	“That wasn’t your first encounter with a freak like that, was it?” the florist asked me. He gathered various stems from three different rows of the white buckets that lined the tall shelves.

	I shook my head. “The only other one I dealt with was too big for me to fight. But he can’t hurt anyone now,” I said, remembering our former neighbor at The Glen, who outweighed me by two hundred pounds.

	I settled onto the stool and rested my head across my folded arms on the counter. The adrenaline crash made my brain too sluggish to speak or think anymore.

	“Well, it’s a good thing you stopped in here before you made it home; otherwise, that creeper would’ve found out where ya live,” the florist said, handing me a sunflower.

	I cracked a smile. “Thank you.”

	“Joy, come. I will take you home,” Giovanni said, helping me up from the stool. He guided me outside with a protective arm around my shoulder.

	“Giovanni? Would you mind if we went to Lucy’s first? I haven’t been to Storm’s grave since—”

	“Of course.” Taking hold of my hand, he kissed the back of it.

	* * *

	“Hey, guys. Ooh. Pretty Sunflower,” Selena said as we stepped through the door.

	“You can have it.” I put the stem into her hand and moseyed toward my room with Giovanni in tow.

	“Why y’all look so down? Was it a rough day?”

	“Every day’s a rough day,” I mumbled to her. I pitched my bag and jacket inside of the closet and ambled to my room.

	Giovanni hugged me from behind and nestled his chin onto my shoulder. “I am worried about you, bella. Tell me what happened at school. What happened at the office?”

	I sighed and pulled myself free. “My dad got arrested last night for stabbing someone.” Growing restless, I peeked out the window, half expecting to spot that strange man on the street below.

	“Is that why you are sad?”

	“About that? Are you kidding me? He killed my dog last week, remember? I hate him!”

	Giovanni’s wary stare brought to my attention how awkward our conversation must’ve been for him. The complexity of the anger I harbored toward the man half-responsible for my birth was beyond his scope of understanding. Not even I understood it most days. How could I explain it to him?

	“Do you think that man wanted to hurt you?”

	“Why else would he have my picture and insinuate he knew who I was? He was trying to scare me.”

	Selena appeared in the doorway.

	“Hey. I heard about your dad. How’re you doin’?”

	“I don’t care about him. You know that,” I muttered, giving her a hard look.

	“I wish your mom could say the same. Are you sure everything’s okay? You don’t look so good.”

	I let Selena in on what had happened under strict instruction that she mustn’t tell Mom about it, at least not until she calmed down about my dad first.

	Selena chewed her bottom lip. “And he knew your dad? Your dad who just stabbed someone?”

	I nodded.

	“Uh-uh. You sharpen a piece of plastic, a stick, anythin’, and you keep it close in case somethin’ like that happens again. I wanna know if anyone comes at you again, alright?” Selena looked to the ceiling. “Yeah. Your mom don’t need to hear about this now. I’m so worried about her, Joy. I keep trying to think up creative ways to make her get a brain scan or talk to someone. She was doing so good…before your dad messed everything up. Oh, and I hate to break it to ya, but this little dating thing with you two ain’t helping. I ain’t never seen her so pissed.”

	“I know. She didn’t hide it this morning either.”

	“You do know what’s behind it, don’t ya?” I shook my head for her to continue. “She feels like she’s losin’ you.”

	I held back from giving her the memo: Mom had lost me nearly a decade ago. If that was her real concern, she would’ve noticed it when it had actually happened. The last thing I needed, though, was for Selena to try to stage an annoying family intervention. Her intentions were always in the right place. But Mom would’ve sabotaged it, and I could’ve done without the extra stress.

	“So, Giovanni, it might be a good thing if you’re not here when Faith gets home.”

	He nodded stiffly.

	I enclosed us in the room after Selena retreated to the kitchen.

	“Why did you not tell me about your mother? Why is she not happy for us?” he asked, hurt that I’d kept it a secret.

	I shrugged timidly. “She thinks we’re too young and hormonal. I shouldn’t have told her so much. I knew she’d be surprised, but I didn’t expect her to be such a jerk about it. Though I don’t know why.”

	“It will get better.”

	“I cannot wait for this day to be over, but I wish you could stay,” I said, falling into him.

	* * *

	Mom’s depressive mood took center stage throughout dinner with every word from her mouth either an angry demand, a harsh reply, or whiny complaint.

	“This chicken is dry. You overcooked it,” Mom directed at me. She took a long sip of water and dramatically stabbed at the coconut chicken curry before her. “I can’t eat this!”

	Selena glowered at Mom from across the table and dropped her fork onto her plate with a clank. “Fai, I love you, but you are really working my last nerve. There ain’t nothing wrong with the chicken, and your little attitude problem has been getting on my nerves since this morning. Quit pickin’ on Joy ‘cause you’re upset about Sammy and Giovanni and whatever else has got you down.” Selena leaned forward. “If you need to take a walk, go. But make sure you leave it outside before you come back in here.”

	Mom blinked at her for a minute and stared at the little bit of food left on her plate. For someone repulsed by my dry chicken, she sure ate a lot of it.

	“I wasn’t pickin’ on her. She talks about wanting to cook for a living…well, her food’s gotta be impeccable.”

	I drank some water and watched them.

	“Girl, you’re reachin’, and you know it,” Selena countered. “She’s not entering a cooking competition anytime soon, so who’s she gotta impress?”

	I took a second sip and sat back.

	“And another thing,” Selena said. “This whole Sammy thing needs to stop. He hurt someone. Who knows if that person survived or not? That could’ve been you. It used to be you,” she continued. “All that matters now is that you let him go. If you can’t do it for you, do it for your daughter.”

	Mom slumped in her seat with a quaking chin and misty eyes. Thankfully, a tap at the door disrupted the show. I scrambled out of my chair to get to the door and peered through the peephole.

	A young Asian guy with a Knicks’ ball cap raised his fist to knock another time.

	“Who is it?” I asked, watching him.

	“I’ve got three deliveries from Giovanni Vitali.”

	I flung the door open, grinning from ear to ear. After signing the guy’s tablet, I exchanged it for the bouquets.

	The cellophane crinkled in my embrace while Mom and Selena crowded me.

	“Can you guys move?” I hollered at them, nudging one with my elbow and the other with my hip to get the door closed.

	Giovanni’s timing could not have been any better. He had gone above and beyond, including cards with personal messages to each one of us. My only wish was that he would’ve given mine to me in person.

	Mom and Selena were all smiles and delight once I handed them their lovely surprises.

	Mom’s modest bouquet of peach and bright pink Gerbera daisies raised her low spirit out of the gutter in a flash, a sight I hadn’t seen in too long. The card helped.

	It was not my intention to upset you about Joy and me. I understand that you and I are strangers still, but I hope you will give me the chance to show you who I am. I care for Joy very much and she cares for me. It is my greatest hope to continue to make her as happy as she makes me.

	P.S. The florist helped me to select the flowers for you. They are called Gerbera Daisies. I hope they make you happy.

	Selena’s was of the same flower variety but with orange daisies coupled with reddish-purple ones. Since she kept the contents of Giovanni’s message a secret from us, I busied myself with my own card and flowers.

	I buried my face in the pale green, coral, and scarlet-colored roses when a whiff of his citrusy cologne drifted up to my nostrils. A mist of it had blessed the card. Pressing it to my face, I got drunk off his scent before I remembered there were words on it too.

	I am happy to know you, bella. I wanted to deliver these to you tonight with a hug and a lot of kisses, but I am a little afraid of your mamma.

	P.S. The green roses mean new beginnings and cheerfulness. The red means love. And the orange ones represent desire. I hope they make you smile. I will see you in my dreams. Buonanotte, la mia bellisima Gioia.

	“What does yours say?” Mom inquired impatiently.

	I handed the card to her and inhaled my delicious bouquet again.

	Upon returning it to me, she demanded I call him.

	“Why?”

	“I wanna talk to him,” she said with a severe poker face.

	After his sweet gesture, I hoped her previous assessment had softened toward him.

	“Did you get the flowers?” his voice bellowed out on speakerphone.

	“Yes. I love them,” Mom replied.

	“Did your mom and Selena like their flowers?”

	Mom cracked a smile. “Giovanni, this is Joy’s mom.”

	“Oh. Hi!”

	“Hey. Listen, I wanted to see if you wanted to come over for dinner tomorrow night.”

	After a moment’s pause, he gave his emphatic answer.

	“Thank you for the flowers. They’re stunning.”

	“It was my pleasure.”

	Once Mom said her goodbyes, Selena sang her thanks to him in perfect pitch, yielding the usual compliments.

	I brought my phone with me to my room.

	“Giovanni, it’s Joy.”

	“How can I know this is Joy? You sound the same as your mamma.”

	“Well, my mom didn’t spend half of yesterday with you with her face painted like a cat, now did she?” I whispered.

	“Okay. I believe you. Your mamma wants me to come to dinner tomorrow.”

	“I know. I‒I wanted to tell you how much I love the flowers and the note you sent. No one’s ever given me flowers, except for after my dance competitions. I can’t stop smelling them. Thank you.”

	“I hate to see you unhappy.”

	I sighed. “Is there anything you would like? I mean, what would make you happy?”

	“To kiss you.”

	“I was talking about other things.”

	“I do not want things. I only want to be with you, to have fun with you again.”

	“Okay. I’ll plan something special,” I said, smiling at the thought.

	I wandered back to the kitchen to finish eating and found Mom at the counter, prepping dinner a day early.

	“He is a sweet boy,” she said out of nowhere.

	“His parents are too.”

	“He must think I’m a witch.” She hacked into a cut of pork shoulder.

	“I don’t think so. I told him you’re about to start your period. I’m pretty sure he didn’t understand, but he pretended like he did.”

	Mom turned to me with her jaw unhinged.

	“I’m kidding…It would’ve been funny though.”

	I shoveled the last two bites of food into my mouth in one go to avoid talking about Dad—her favorite subject.

	“Do you agree with what Selena said earlier ‘bout your dad and me letting him go?”

	My shoulders fell. “Yes!” I said with my mouth full.

	“Don’t you remember anything about how he used to be?”

	“It doesn’t matter how he used to be. He’s not the same person. That version of Dad has been gone way too long. I want you to be happy, and you’re not. You’ll never be happy until you really let him go. Even if he quit doin’ drugs, he can’t take away everything he’s done to us. I guess as long as he’s high, he can at least forget. But it still doesn’t change a thing.”

	Clutching the knife tighter, she lowered her chin and sighed through her episode. I swallowed away the rage-filled tears threatening to overtake me. I was sick to death of those residual emotions, even though holding it all in made it far worse, regardless of what my mom preached.

	I scraped the leftover bits of cilantro rice and curry sauce off my plate and into the trash when Mom hugged me firmly, scaring the crap out of me. To someone on the outside looking in, I could have been her hostage with her sharp knife six inches from my throat.

	“I‒I’m sorry,” she said hoarsely.

	Slowly withdrawing her arms from around me, she set the knife on the cutting board and disappeared down the hall to mourn her former lover in private.

	I took her place at the counter, prepping the meats she’d picked up from the grocer’s. Selena believed for years that Mom had brain damage. Memory loss was one symptom of it. Still, I wondered if it was her choice to forget the abuse or if her unconditional love for Dad had the power to suppress the abuse so much, she could pretend none of it ever happened.

	Was it good or bad her being unconscious for some of it, oblivious to the violence until she woke to the bruises, swelling, and fractures?

	Could that be why she would dig up only the good? Maybe those happy memories served some beneficial purpose after all. Though it was daunting to imagine her being potentially worse without them.

	Or was her illogical reasoning about the man, without a doubt, a part of the ill effects of brain damage? Where did her love for him end and the brokenness begin? Or was her mind a patchwork quilt—the damage co-existing harmoniously with love?

	I’d heard the saying love is blind. But how many beatings would it take to drop the blinders from one’s eyes and see the way things truly are? And how could a man look into the battered face of the woman he claimed to love and not feel self-loathing and regret or discover motivation to get professional help. How could he not feel remorse for even dreaming about luring that sorry woman back into his web of lies and destruction?

	It didn’t matter anymore. The past was the past, but no one could live there. We still had a future ahead of us we could forge without him. I was more determined than ever to help my mom accept that encouraging truth.

	
The Music of the Night

	Giovanni’s stunning flowers greeted me when I opened my eyes. They sat in a clear vase on the nightstand beside the bed. Reaching for the scented card, I pressed it to my nose and inhaled. Paired with the aroma of slow-cooked stew wafting through the apartment, I was in heaven.

	I stretched my arms overhead and smiled. Mom was in a different mood today. She never let me take off from school or sleep in unless I was sick. I’d had the best rest of my life.

	* * *

	I laughed hysterically, rubbed my hands together like a mad scientist, and drooled over the sight—a blueberry pancake tower in the middle of the table.

	How it brought me back to the incredible breakfasts from my pre-school years, a time when Dad was better, and everything was calm!

	“You’re so strange,” Mom said, rolling her eyes.

	“I love food! What can I say?” I said, backtracking down the hall and into the bathroom to brush my teeth.

	“I’ve got a surprise for you.” Mom brought the supersized mug to her lips for a sip of coffee.

	I slid into the seat opposite her. “Is it a secret?”

	“No. I wanted to take you to the theatre.” She sliced her pancakes with surgical precision. “What do you think? Wanna go?”

	“Uh, yeah!”

	“Good. Hurry up and eat so you can go and get ready. I want you to dress up for it.”

	I chewed a strip of bacon and grinned at her with bacon bits in my teeth. Wagging her head, she swallowed her food.

	Secretly, I missed how close we used to be. We would paint each other’s nails vibrant colors, play dress up, and even treasure hunt around the city. I knew she missed those days too. We used to be happy. Why couldn’t we hold on to the good times forever?

	Mom meant it when she told me to dress up. I slipped into the same lacy-sleeved, black dress I wore to Storm’s memorial. The length brushed my knees, cinched at my waist with a belted bow, and scooped around the neck. It was nice to be able to use it for a happier occasion for once.

	Mom rapped her knuckles on the door and popped into the room. Taking a step back with an analytical stare, she studied my formal attire. “It needs something.”

	Mom dragged me into Selena’s office. After rummaging through the garbage bag of clean clothes on the closet floor, she finally found what she wanted. Taking my hands one at a time, Mom slipped on a pair of short black lace gloves with a knot and loop that fastened at the inside of my wrist—the perfect addition to the outfit.

	Mom used to be a cosmetologist years ago—a funny thought, considering how my thick, multi-textured curls always stumped her. Coloring was her expertise in those days until the chemicals caused severe reactions and forced her to quit.

	Normally, I’d wash and comb out the tangles before she’d touch my head to trim it. Today, she insisted on styling my hair for me. She sat me on the futon to style my hair.

	“You have got your dad’s hair.”

	The more she combed, the more I realized how much I didn’t miss the torture. Finally, she misted my hair with conditioner and water to help her along.

	“Well, it definitely ain’t your baby hair.” I winced at her heavy-handed strokes. The comb raked my scalp and snagged hidden tangles with each pass.

	By the time she finished, no defined curl was left. My frizzy hair fluffed out five times bigger than normal.

	After saturating my mane with a thick coating of conditioner to smooth the frizz, she made two vertical sections and Dutch-braided them. My head swiveled back and forth with every jerky motion.

	“I’m gonna look like The Rock by the time I finish,” she joked, shaking her sore arms.

	Mom crisscrossed the braids across the back of my head and pinned them in place. “Now you look like old Hollywood.” She freed a few tendrils in front of my ears and twirled them with her fingers.

	I peered at my reflection in the mirror and smiled at the resemblance between us. From our heart-shaped faces to our full, down-turned lips to our freckles—we could have almost passed for sisters, almost. Mom had a more golden complexion than my darker brown. The only womanly shapes she handed down were her hips and half the size of her boobs.

	I returned to my room to make up my face while she readied herself.

	It felt like forever since the last time I had seen Mom put so much effort into her appearance. Normally, she was a mascara and nude lipstick kinda girl. But, there was a time Mom would’ve put on a full face of makeup and matching accessories—the whole shebang—to pick up half a gallon of milk from the bodega on the corner. With Dad’s absence, she quit trying to impress.

	I watched her through the cracked door of the bathroom as she curled her hair and pinned it with springy tendrils falling softly around her face, hiding the two-inch scar on the side of her head. Her almond eyes glowed like the sun through honey, a stunning contrast against her smokey eye makeup. If only she would’ve passed them down too. Unfortunately, Mom was a stingy person.

	“Jubilee,” she called, not realizing I was admiring her beauty a foot away.

	I pushed the door gently, making my presence known. She lowered the curling wand to the counter and turned away from me.

	“Zip me up, will ya? I’m tired of fighting with this thing.” She’d already tied the white halter part of her high-waisted romper around her neck. “You ready? It’s gettin’ late. We still gotta go to the dollar store and pick up some snacks.”

	The thought of more sugar had me charging toward the door before she could turn around.

	* * *

	The Phantom of the Opera was the first show Mom had seen after moving to New York from New Jersey, but that was only one of the reasons it was special to her.

	We hurried to our cushy mauve-colored seats in the mostly-vacant theatre. I took it all in—the red velvet curtain on the stage, the golden angels and harps bordering it, the painted domed ceiling, and the ornate balcony seats above us left unfilled.

	The curtains parted and the opening scene began: A man with a curving mustache shouting prices for an opera poster ad. A small group of dreary-looking men and women dressed in period costumes placed their bids surrounded by the ruins of a disused theatre.

	I frowned in confusion. It was an art auction. “This is it?” I asked Mom. “Are you sure we’re not at the wrong show?”

	“Yes,” she whispered. “Now, shut up and watch.”

	* * *

	We wandered around during intermission, took selfies, and discussed the first half of the show, the sets, and the gorgeous costumes.

	“I came here with your dad the first time…for our second date,” she revealed. “I was so excited. It took me the entire week to figure out what to wear. I didn’t expect him to worry so much about his outfit, but...” Mom’s words trailed off as she shook her head.

	“But what? What did he wear?”

	“His favorite basketball jersey...to a show like this.”

	“Seriously?”

	She smiled mournfully. “When I saw him, I asked if his outfit was a joke. He looked at me and said, ‘What do you mean?’ I laughed at him, Jubilee, while he stood there waiting for me to answer him. I didn’t know that was him dressing up for me.” Tears glistened in her eyes the more she remembered. “I didn’t know how poor he grew up or how much he spent to take me out. He said he thought I was different.” Mom sighed. “I miss him the way he used to be. He really was somethin’ else.”

	Listening to her perspective of the man from a time before I was born had me wishing I could’ve known them in the early days. It was strange. Where were the negative emotions that were supposed to swamp me at the mere mention of the man?

	“Did he like the show?”

	“He didn’t think he would, but we actually came to see it again when I was pregnant with you. He loved it. But the ending, not so much.”

	She smirked and faced straight ahead, ignoring my glare at her for keeping the details of the ending secret. In the end, I was glad to see it for myself without spoilers. I liked the Phantom despite his tragic past and villainous role. I had to agree with Dad on the ending, though. It wasn’t what I expected.

	* * *

	Mom and I ate gelato while we wandered the High Line—an above-ground walkway and park.

	“So, I might’ve found an apartment,” she announced.

	“Really?”

	“Yup. In Selena’s building.”

	I stared at her in disbelief with my spoon plugging my mouth. “You’re messing with me.”

	She laughed at the look on my face. “Of course, I’m not messing with you. I saw it yesterday after I got a callback from my job interview last week.”

	“What? Why am I only hearing about this now?

	“I wanted to be sure first. It’s not like I got callbacks from the last six I’ve had. I didn’t wanna get our hopes up again. They called before I got the news about your dad,” she said with caution in her voice. “It pays better, and it’s closer to where we’re staying too.”

	The glow of excitement radiated off of her. She poked fun at a clunky metal sculpture amidst feathery grasses. Perhaps Giovanni’s flowers and well wishes had something to do with this incredible change in fortune. I only hoped it would last.

	“When do you start?”

	Tossing her empty cup into a nearby receptacle, she said, “Next Monday. I already gave notice to my boss. It’s been a long time comin’.”

	Mom placed a call to the apartment manager on our return to Selena’s to schedule for me to check it out.

	* * *

	We discovered Giovanni outside Selena’s door with a broad grin plastered on his face as he greeted us.

	Once Mom let us in, Giovanni and I hurried into the living room and crashed onto the couch.

	“Faith, what did you cook?” Giovanni called out, watching her remove the lid from the Crock-Pot.

	“Feijoada. It’s a dish my mamã used to make. Have you ever had Brazilian food?” she asked, prepping a pan for rice on the stove.

	Rising from the couch thoroughly entranced, Giovanni tripped on his own two feet to hover over the pot. With his eyes closed, he breathed in the euphoric aroma.

	“No, but it smells delicious. What are the ingredients?” He locked his hands behind his back like an expert on all things food.

	“It’s a bunch of different meats—smoked sausage, pork shoulder, ham hock…black beans, and spices.”

	Giovanni returned to my side with an elated smile. There was something different about him.

	“What’s up? Did something happen at school?”

	His anxiety skyrocketed with my question, and his foot bounced vigorously on the floor. “I thought I was going to eat lunch alone because you did not come, but a lot of the cool kids sat with me today.”

	“What cool kids?”

	“Kai and Boris and…”

	I tuned him out as his list continued. Why were they suddenly so interested in him? On second thought, Kai loved people. Maybe he wouldn’t be a bad friend to Giovanni after all. I hoped. My only concern was for Giovanni. Would he learn to flirt and mess with girls the way Kai and his friends were known to do?

	“And that girl Imani asked me if we are going to her party. It sounds fun. Do you want to go?”

	I made a conscious effort to keep my face neutral while he watched attentively for my reaction. Inside, the pessimism simmered in my gut. “I’m pretty sure I’m not invited.”

	“You are,” he insisted.

	I shook my head at his naiveté. “I don’t want to be invited. You can go without me.”

	“I want to go with you. Why you do not want to go?”

	“Imani’s in my first two classes, and the only time she talks to me is to get info about me and my dad, or you, so she’s got something new to talk about. I cannot stand her!” I remembered all the times I came dangerously close to knocking her out. “But it’s sweet you think she wanted to include me.”

	“Why would she not invite you?” he inquired, his tone laced with suspicion.

	“I’m the last person she’d invite, believe me. This isn’t about me at all. You’re the one she wants.”

	“Please, Joy.”

	“If you wanna go, I won’t stop you.”

	He reached for my hand. “I want you to come with me.” He peered at me with puppy dog eyes to get me to change my mind.

	The more I considered giving in, the clearer the image my future misery became—being stuck to Giovanni’s side like his very own security blanket, keeping him comfortable in the presence of his new friends.

	“I’ll go only on one condition: if it gets crazy, we leave.”

	Giovanni nodded emphatically, punctuating it with a stolen kiss while Mom was distracted with lowering the heat on the stove.

	“Mom, Selena works at the club tonight, right?”

	Stirring the rice, Mom said,“She does. She should be home already.” Her eyes shone brighter as she caught onto my idea. “Giovanni, why don’t you call your parents and see if you can come with us? Then. you can go home and change into something nice.”

	“Okay. I will go now and ask when I get there. What time should I return?”

	“In an hour,” Mom said. “The food should be ready by then, and we can head out with Selena.”

	* * *

	Selena stepped out of her room. I adored her dazzling style. In her bronze sequined dress, she truly was a diva in every sense of the word. The dress flared out behind her at her feet and sparkled in the light. Her eyes and lips did too.

	“Hey, look at you. Where are you going’?” she asked.

	“To the club. We’re gonna see you tonight. Mom didn’t tell you?”

	“Nope, I haven’t seen her yet. I rushed straight in here to do what I had to do. I’ve got to be there a little earlier tonight, so I won’t be able to eat with you guys. Is Giovanni coming too?”

	“Yup.”

	“Well, I’ll see you guys there, then.”

	As Selena opened the door to leave, she nearly collided with Giovanni.

	“You look great,” she called from the hallway.

	“Thanks,” he hollered back, but she was gone.

	“Dinner’s ready. You can have a seat,” I said, checking him out on his way to the table.

	What a work of art my man was, looking sleek in all black!

	Mom popped out of her room in a T-shirt and yoga pants.

	“I made rice and couve too.” Her face perked up at seeing how high-class he looked.

	“My mamma is jealous since I told her about your dinner.”

	“Well, you can bring some for your parents.” She handed him a steaming plate of rice, feijoada, farofa—toasted cassava flour—parsley, and couve.

	I served the orange slices on a separate plate and brought the sour cream and shredded cheese to the table in case Giovanni wanted them—non-traditional Brazilian toppings Dad inspired my mom to add years ago, altering Grandma’s original recipe forever, at least under our roof.

	“Joy, I already ate. I’m gonna change so we can get goin’. I don’t wanna be late,” Mom heralded across the hall before disappearing into her room.

	Giovanni stood once she was out of sight and kissed me senseless before returning to his seat.

	“What is this called?” He took a whiff of the stew on his spoon.

	“Feijoada (fay-JWAH-dah),” I sounded out for him slowly.

	“What is this green vegetable?”

	“Couve (kohw-veh). It’s collard greens sautéed with garlic. So, you have the hearty stew and rice, the bitterness of the greens, the crunchiness of the farofa, and the sweetness of the oranges. It’s literally the perfect meal.”

	His grin broadened at the first bite, and he nodded in agreement.

	“You’re gonna have to eat a little faster than that. My mom doesn’t take that long to get ready.”

	* * *

	We slid into the booth Selena reserved for us and glanced around at the newcomers filing in.

	The music built up gradually as the spotlight honed in on the drummer. Gently grazing a set of wind chimes mounted before him, he short-tapped a soft beat against the conga and bongo drums with his fingertips. The keyboardist and trumpeter joined, playing a long intro to our song. Blue lights fell on Selena, shimmering off her sparkly dress, makeup, and dark eyes, cueing her to begin.

	“There…was a boy…

	A very strange…enchanted boy…

	They say he wandered very far…very far…

	Over land and sea…”

	Her voice fusing with the music had a way of stirring my insides with the first note from her mouth, and judging by the expression on Giovanni’s face, he felt it too.

	It had been at least a year since the last time we’d seen her perform. But no matter how much time had passed, she would welcome us with a song exclusively for us, my childhood favorite, “Nature Boy.”

	As the trumpet courted her voice, I shut my eyes and drank it all in like it was the last song I would ever hear.

	* * *

	“What did you think about Selena and the band?” Mom asked Giovanni on the drive home.

	“They were incredible.” His brow furrowed as he mulled over something before letting us in on what it was. “Why does she not have a record deal?”

	“She did…once. It wasn’t a major company, but they were horrible. They had her doing performances at weird venues and sketchy places. Once her contract was up, she started at the club singing a couple nights a week.” Mom shook her head. “She says she won’t ever go through that again.”

	“Can you sing?” I asked Giovanni.

	“In the church, when I was little. But my voice has changed now, and we moved here so…”

	“I bet you can still sing a little.”

	Giovanni smiled all-knowingly.

	“Don’t tell Selena,” I warned. “Or she’ll make you perform for her.” He chuckled at the thought. “You laugh now, but once she gets you cornered, you won’t escape her. So, you can sing and cook…What other hidden talents have you got?” I interrogated.

	“I play soccer, winter sports, and anything to do with sports I learn fast. Oh, and I am an excellent food tester,” he said, smiling. “I have a very delicate palate.”

	Mom cracked up. “You and every other boy,” she teased.

	“No. I am serious. In Milano, my ma had a bakery too. I would test all of her recipes to be sure the customers would like them. That would be my dream career, but only to taste good food.” Giving me a lazy smile, he asked, “What are your hidden talents?”

	“I’ll have to tell you tomorrow. We’re already here at your house.”

	His face fell with disappointment. He climbed out of the car.

	“Giovanni!” I called from the window.

	Stepping safely onto the sidewalk, he whirled around and frowned at the flash of my camera.

	* * *

	The light from the laptop in the kitchen cast a bluish glow under my door. I wandered out of my room.

	“What are you doing?” I yawned.

	Mom glanced at me from the computer screen. “Shopping for new furniture…and waiting for Selena to get home. She says she’s on her way, but that was twenty minutes ago. She should’ve been here by now.” Mom gnawed her fingernail and checked the clock when the phone vibrated on the table. She frowned at the unfamiliar number and hesitated to answer it.

	I rushed to her side. “Who’s calling you at one in the morning?”

	Mom held her finger in the air to silence me.

	Dad’s deep voice thundered from the phone. “Hello, my love.”

	My heart crashed into my stomach.

	“S‒Sammy!”

	“It’s so good to hear your voice,” he said. “I’ve been tryna reach out to ya for weeks, but I’ve been having trouble with this phone.”

	“How are you?” she asked, trying to contain her excitement.

	Before Mom could settle into casual conversation, I ripped the phone from her ear, raced to my room, and locked the door behind me.

	“Leave us alone, you murderer!” I screamed at him. I ended the call.

	Mom pounded and kicked the door. “Open this door now! I need to talk to him. You don’t understand,” she shouted. Mom roared with anger and beat the door again, growing more hysterical. “Joy! I said now! Let me–” Her voice broke. “I could kill you…”

	Bang.

	I fumbled the phone, desperately trying to block his number and delete it from the call log.

	“Open up now! I ne–need to talk to him. I need to know...”

	Mom’s wails vibrated through me like the string of a cello strumming the same flat note.

	I crawled under the blanket. She said she could kill me. I knew we hated each other before, but did she really mean it?

	When Mom beat the door again, I covered my ears, praying through tears for a taste of relief.

	Dad was never gonna weasel his way into our lives again. No matter how many times I had to tear out Mom’s heart and keep it somewhere safe for her, I couldn’t let him undermine our progress. I couldn’t.

	
Ghosts of Past

	I dreamt of Dad, a strange adaptation of a memory from five years ago.

	Mom and I had spent half the day at the laundromat. We trekked wearily along the sidewalk to Selena’s, balancing a laundry bag on our backs when Dad called Mom’s name.

	It took six days after he’d beaten her for him to track us down that time.

	Running to Mom, he took her bag and reached for mine. I shoved him away. “Leave us alone. We hate you.”

	Dad’s lips sagged in sorrow. He lowered his eyes.

	“Don’t you ever say that!” Mom yelled at me. She uncurled my fingers from the laundry bag and transferred it to Dad. The muscles in his scrawny arms quivered from the weight, but he didn’t complain. Dad never complained.

	“Fai.” His voice cracked. “I know I’ve broken promises to you. I know I don’t deserve anything good.”

	Mom silenced him. Hugging herself, she swallowed back the tears. “You keep having your pity parties. That’s what’s driving you to keep using. I…c–can’t make you love yourself for the incredible man that you are.”

	Dad’s face shriveled into a weeping old man’s. “I–I h–hurt you.”

	“The real you doesn’t know how to hurt me.” Mom brushed a tear on the back of her arm. “I know the difference. I know you. I know my husband, and he’s the one I want.”

	The bags slapped the concrete as he grabbed Mom and held her—a touching love scene for the movies. But in real life, I wanted to puke.

	“Come home,” he whispered.

	She needed no convincing.

	Dad was an angel again. All was right in the world.

	The house was spotless when we entered. No sign of Dad’s glass pipe, his drug buddies, or random pieces of junk from his dumpster diving expeditions—his other side hustle for fast money. A receipt for services rendered laid face-up on the ledge of the bookshelf by the front door. Dad had used a cleaning service to make the house liveable.

	Chills coursed through my body as I followed them into every room, carrying behind my back the old wooden bat Dad used to leave by the door to fend off anyone crazy enough to try and break in. Flashbacks of bloody battles in these rooms skipped through my mind, keeping me on edge.

	They reached their bedroom. I paused in the doorway. My body trembled to watch those same violent hands touch her in the same places where he left those painful marks. He soothed them with tender kisses and bathed them in his tears.

	“I’m so–sorry.” Dad’s voice quaked. “I thought y–you were a man tryna break-in and hurt my family. I–It was so real.” He paused to meet her eyes. “It won’t happen again. I promise. I promise.”

	Mom stroked his patchy-haired cheek and led him to the bed.

	My eyes popped open. I relaxed the tension in my body when Mom’s phone in my hand reminded me of Dad’s call. I checked the time: four-thirteen in the morning.

	I tiptoed to Selena’s office. Mom’s soft snore played like music to my ears. Any other sound was better than her threats to kill me. To think about it stung my heart, especially after the amazing day we’d spent together. But I understood. For the first time, I saw her love for my father through a different lens. I imagined all the ways meth could ruin Giovanni. How it could make him erratic, wild, aggressive. Dad never wanted to be a monster. He never wanted to hurt his family. Mom understood that, while all I could see was the pain and chaos he’d left us buried under.

	Using the lit screen from my phone to guide me, I tiptoed the rest of the way inside of Mom’s room and connected the charger to her phone.

	“I’m sorry, Sammy. I tried,” Mom mumbled in her sleep. “Don’t tell her. She’s not ready.”

	I stood motionless, absorbing her words. “Who’s not ready?” I whispered.

	“Joy. She always judges me.”

	My heart ached.

	“What is Joy not ready for?” I asked.

	Mom mumbled something I couldn’t make out and hugged the pillow tighter.

	She was dreaming, I told myself. Dreams were manifestations of desires, fears, and experiences. But were her secrets hiding there too? Had she been seeing Dad behind my back?

	I replayed what Dad had said earlier. He spoke as if they’d stayed in touch over the years.

	“When was the last time you saw Sammy?” I asked softly.

	“February 2nd.”

	That was two months ago.

	I swallowed. “Where did you see Sammy?”

	“Hmm. Our hotel.”

	I hurried to my room and paced tirelessly, wishing I could erase everything I knew. February 2nd was my parents’ anniversary. But did she mean this year or when they were together long ago? If it was years ago, then what didn’t she want me to know?

	I collapsed onto my bed. Doubts about my parents cycled my brain like a Ferris wheel. With sleep beyond my reach, I laid on my side and stared at the travel posters through the darkness.

	Last week, when Mom went through her episode I wondered what she would do without me, Selena, and Lucy. But would she have been better off battling the monsters at Dad’s side than without him?

	* * *

	I’d heard the call Mom had made to her former employer, letting him know she wasn’t coming in to work today or tomorrow. She had officially quit her old job.

	I worried about what reckless thoughts would entertain her for the next two days. With no one to keep her from seeing Dad in jail, would she go, especially to spite me for last night?

	I tiptoed down the hall to survey my escape route. Mom sat at the table two feet away from the exit. Sneaking out of the apartment without confrontation would’ve been impossible, but I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t avoid her forever.

	“What are you doin’?” Selena startled me. Shaking her head, she squeezed by dressed in a frilly, yellow top and black pants and paused at the counter. “Fai, do you know what time it is?”

	“I’m not goin’ to work today. I’ve got too much to do.” Mom sighed. I peeked at her from the edge of the hall. “I’m signing the papers for our new place today. Plus, I’ve gotta clean and paint. I wanna get moved in this weekend, but Joy’s gotta work.”

	“That’s great,” Selena said, sipping the coffee Mom had prepared for her. “Have fun.”

	Had Mom told Selena about the apartment to avoid revealing her real plan? Mom would’ve hated me even more if I were to interrogate her about it in front of Selena if she hadn’t. But it was the only way to get her to answer me.

	Judging by how they spoke to each other, Selena had no clue about Dad’s call last night. I still debated whether to announce it to her when Mom caught me spying from my conspicuous corner. Rising from her seat, she started toward me, her puffy eyes watching me like an enemy.

	“See ya later, guys.” Selena hurried through the door.

	Mom stopped in front of me. I swallowed and swallowed. No matter how many times I tried, the lump refused to budge. Mom’s jaws clicked. Her nostrils flared, but she said nothing. She had no need to.

	Picking up her feet, she continued on to Selena’s office and closed the door.

	I considered going in there and demanding the truth from her. On second thought, I wasn’t sure I could have handled the weight of knowing.

	I bolted to my room to grab my phone when I noticed the flyers I’d made for dog walking on the nightstand with Selena’s stapler. I packed the stack away, threw the heavy bookbag around my body, and rushed to leave.

	Giovanni’s fist hovering in mid-knock nearly rammed my face as I opened the door. Before I could say hello, his lips muffled the sound. I shut the door against my back and leaned into his kiss.

	Giovanni would’ve been content to skip school and stand there all day with me in his arms. As wonderful as that would’ve been, I had flyers to hang up around town.

	I slouched against the elevator wall and chewed my bottom lip.

	“Joy.” He shook my arm to get my attention.

	I met his sleepy eyes and forced my concerns into the backseat. “Sorry. I was just thinkin’…about last night.”

	“Me too. I am curious about your hidden talent?” He raised an eyebrow. “Is it something dangerous?”

	I laughed at the thought. “Oh, yeah. Super dangerous. So, don’t ever make me mad.” Wrapping my arms around him, I slipped my fingers into each of his pockets and hid everything I found into the front flap of my bag. “Wanna see what I can do?” I separated from him quickly and smiled.

	He supported himself on the wall and watched me with great anticipation. Mirroring his stance, I watched him back.

	“Do not be shy, Joy. Show me.”

	Without a word, I revealed the items I’d stolen from him.

	Giovanni stared wide-eyed and confused at the objects in my opened palms and patted his jacket and pants in disbelief. “How did you do that?” As he lifted his keys, wallet, and phone from my hands to conceal them in their rightful places, his smile and frown dueled with one another.

	“My dad taught me when I was younger. He used to bring me to Times Square to pick people’s pockets when he got extra desperate for drug money.”

	Giovanni’s smile slipped away at my revelation. I grew serious too.

	“He said because I had small hands and I was short it’d be easier. Plus, people don’t expect little kids to rob them as much as they do grown-ups. I know I shouldn’t be proud of it, but I was pretty good.”

	Giovanni opened the glass door for me to step outside.

	“After my parents split up, that was the only reason he wanted to spend time with me. And Mom refused to let me be alone with him until he got clean. She still doesn’t know about it.”

	I put away the memories of my father and grinned mischievously at Giovanni.

	“I still practice, though, on Selena and my mom. You should see them go crazy looking for their things.”

	“I am going to put things in my pockets for you to take. What other talents do you have?” he inquired, even more excited than earlier to hear my answer.

	“Let me see. Well, when I get really, really mad, I ugly cry. Does that count?”

	“I do not know. Show me.” He stopped walking to watch me.

	“I gotta get mad first,” I reminded him, laughing at the notion.

	Giovanni playfully tugged the French braid resting on my shoulder and threw his arm around me. His body heat protected me from the cool, damp morning air.

	“Hey. Would you help me hang up flyers?” I unearthed the stack from my bag along with the stapler.

	Giovanni held one of them in the air. “Doggy services include a thirty-minute walk, thirty-minute play time and cuddles…That is what you do with me.”

	I laughed at the look of betrayal on his face. “Yeah, but I don’t charge you or offer you baths…or to clip your nails, because that would be weird.”

	I stapled a flyer onto an electric pole.

	“I forgot to tell you. We found an apartment. It’s two floors up from Selena’s.”

	His face brightened at the news. “Good. I am glad you will not be too far away. I like to walk together with you.”

	“Me too.”

	* * *

	The hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention. I scanned the area. Everyone appeared to be where they belonged—construction workers setting up, kids walking to school, and parents dropping their children off at the babysitters’.

	Despite the appearance of normalcy, that feeling of being watched lingered, and it kept me on edge.

	To offset my nerves, I hugged Giovanni a little tighter and continued sweeping my gaze along the streets until we were safe aboard the bus.

	“Hey, Giovanni.” The same greeting in three different voices echoed around us as we searched vacant seats.

	He wasn’t kidding about making new friends. Even after we arrived at our final stop, the entire ride to school, people right and left struck up friendly conversations with him. Still, in the midst of that weirdness, all I could think of was that creeping sensation from earlier messing with my mind.

	* * *

	Trina stalked up to us in the hallway, her small, glaring eyes fixating on me and a bright, eager smile curling her lips—a look I learned long ago implied nothing but trouble. I never understood what her problem was with me.

	“Hey, Joy. I heard about your dad,” she announced loud enough to humiliate me in front of everyone, including Giovanni.

	I recoiled under the fiery spotlight she’d cast upon me and skimmed the faces watching me intently. Thanks to Trina, they had something new to talk about as they readied their phones to record in case one of us got physical.

	“It was on the news last night,” she said.

	I scowled at the miserable girl before me—the eagerness in her dark eyes, the smile on her normally down-turned lips waiting for the cue to spit her poison.

	“Don’t tell me you missed it.”

	My body tensed with anger. “You want some kinda medal for watching the news?” I cut my eyes at her. “Why do you care so much about my family and me anyway? This ain’t eighth grade anymore. Why don’t you grow up for once and worry ‘bout yourself?” I pushed past her to get to my locker.

	“Really? So what? Now you think you’re better ‘cause you got a boyfriend? You’re still a loser! Giovanni, you know you could do so much better.” She gave him her best flirty smile. I could’ve slapped it off her face.

	“I’m sure he could, but you ain’t it!”

	“You should go to your class and leave her alone,” Giovanni interjected.

	“Or what? You gonna make me?” Trina raised her chin smugly as she regrouped with her clan to talk about me.

	“Ignore that girl,” Giovanni whispered into my ear with our onlookers hanging on to our every word.

	I led him to the library in the opposite direction of my homeroom, grinding my jaw so hard it ached.

	“You were perfect,” he said once we were alone. His encouragement fell on deaf ears.

	“Everyone knows about my dad because of her. Did you see it on the news last night?”

	“No. I do not watch the news. It does not matter.”

	“It does matter!”

	Gripping my shoulders, he bent forward to level his eyes with mine. “I am sorry about your father, but you say you do not care what they think or say. Relax. Do not let her win.”

	“I can’t relax. That’s the kinda crap I had to deal with in middle school. And you don’t get it. How could you?”

	He winced as if my words had slapped his face, and it horrified me. He was the only real friend I had, and I was treating him like an enemy.

	“I’m sorry. But I–I thought I was done with Trina and my dad.”

	Giovanni stroked my cheek. “You forget what is most important: your father was on the news, not you. Forget about him. If anyone says anything to you about it again, tell me, and I will take care of it for you.”

	Imagining him nicely telling people off brought a smile to my face. On the other hand, seeing him jump into action to protect me from that creepy man was impressive. How could I resist showing my appreciation for him when he took such great care of me?

	“I worried you would hurt that girl,” he said softly as we ambled down the hall.

	She wasn’t worth the trouble.

	“Are you sure you are okay?”

	With a deep sigh, I nodded. We met halfway to kiss goodbye when a guy teacher said, “Ew! Gross. Nobody wants to see you guys sucking face in the hall! Please stop.”

	Giovanni and I broke away from each other immediately. I was glad my flushing face wasn’t nearly as obvious as his.

	“Ciao, bellisima,” he sang, walking backward with a cheerful grin.

	I blew him a kiss and skipped down the empty corridor.

	* * *

	Imani leaned around Noman, the Pakistani boy trapped between us, during culinary class. “Did Giovanni tell you about my party?”

	“Yeah. What about it?”

	“You’re comin’, right?”

	“You’re seriously inviting me…after the crap you tried to start with me last week?”

	Imani shrugged. “Sorry. But I tried to talk to you, and you got an attitude with me first.”

	“Why would I talk to you? You barely even looked at me before. Nobody did until you started tellin’ people my business.”

	“I’ll go if she don’t wanna,” Mason interrupted from the table behind us.

	“I don’t think so,” Imani whispered. She returned her attention to me. “I’m sorry about last week, alright?”

	Mr. Clement cleared his throat. “Please, ladies. Finish your conversation. Don’t let us keep you.”

	Imani smiled and took him up on his offer. “So, will you come?” she asked me again.

	I nodded quickly and looked at Mr. Clement to continue his review about mixing methods for baking.

	He lowered his head to eye Imani over the rim of his glasses and picked up where he’d left off.

	“It’s on Saturday, right?”

	“Tomorrow,” Imani whispered.

	Hunching my shoulders, I scowled with pretend disappointment. “I already have plans for tomorrow.”

	“What about Giovanni?”

	“I think he’s free.”

	She beamed excitedly. “Well, you can catch the next party, then.”

	Imani’s scheming eyes said it all. Giovanni would be easy prey without me around.

	* * *

	I entered the cafeteria and stumbled on Mariah leaning into Giovanni on the long bench at our table, basking in his beauty like a walrus in the sun. I slowed my pace and shoved the jealousy into my back pocket. Watching Giovanni try to ignore her and carry on a conversation with Kai calmed my heart instantly. Not even her low buttoned shirt piqued his curiosity. Or if it did, he was convincing in pretending not to notice the cleavage begging for his attention.

	“Hey.”

	Mariah grimaced at the sound of my voice and turned to look at me with a phony smile. I stopped behind the table as Giovanni scrambled out of his seat to get to me.

	“Bella. Finally, you are here.” With a bearhug, he raised me off the floor.

	“Wanna go outside, just the two of us?” I whispered into his ear while I was close enough to reach.

	“No. I want to hang out with Kai and Boris.” Giovanni chased my eyes. “Please stay. Save me from this crazy girl.”

	Once I was steady on my feet, he led me a few steps to our table and said, “You remember my beautiful, Joy.”

	Mariah snorted her amusement.

	“What are you smirking at?” Kai said to Mariah.

	Scanning the length of me, an amused smile graced her plum-colored lips.

	“Ain’t your little friends missing you already?” Kai said impatiently. “Giovanni don’t want you. Can’t you tell? He don’t like snakes.”

	Mariah challenged Kai with an icy stare.

	Only he could get away with that. Had I said anything rude or otherwise, she would’ve tried to fight me.

	Surprisingly, Mariah rose stiffly from the bench and returned to her table on the opposite side of the room.

	I claimed the seat she’d vacated. “If she’s such a snake, why do y’all hang out with her?”

	Kai gave me a dirty grin. “You saw how friendly she was gettin’ with Giovanni? She likes gettin’ friendly…a lot, and with that body she got…hmm.” Kai shook his head and put his pervy smile away.

	“Does Imani know you two hook up?” I asked, trying to tune out Boris’ mouth breathing in my ear.

	Kai laughed. “Imani ain’t got a say in it. She wishes she did.” Turning serious, he said, “You need to watch out for Mariah. She’s got that look, and I got a feeling Giovanni ain’t never gonna give her what she wants.”

	Kai and I turned to behold Giovanni as he self-consciously sipped his bottled water.

	“What are you guys sittin’ over here for?” I interrogated Kai.

	“Giovanni looked lonely over here by himself. Plus, you know I talk to everybody.”

	“Yeah. But why today?”

	“Me and Giovanni was talkin’ ‘bout Imani’s party tomorrow. It’s gonna be lit. You are goin’, right?”

	“Unfortunately.” I sighed.

	“Yeah, well, your day’s about to get worse.” Kai’s brows waved with concern. “Mariah’s comin’ over here again.” His eyes followed her movements. “Don’t worry ‘bout it. I’ll take care of her.” He rummaged through his bookbag and patted the seat for Mariah to sit next to him. To his dismay, Imani hurried to snatch the spot before Mariah could.

	“I made your favorite cookies.” Imani placed the carefully wrapped bundle in front of him and clung to his scrawny arm like a lifeline.

	“Aww. I think Imani’s in love,” Mariah teased.

	She was. Kai was not. His glare bounced between the girls.

	“You and Imani look so cute together.” Mariah spoke in a baby voice. Standing behind him, she pinched his cheeks. Kai couldn’t swat her away fast enough with Imani glued to his arm and his mouth full of chocolate chip cookies.

	Mariah wasn’t lying, though. Kai could never deny Imani’s beauty. He relished in her attention and returned it whenever it suited him. But Kai liked to keep all of his options open.

	“Ya know, I would’ve never put you together as a couple,” Mariah said, pointing at Giovanni and me like she’d given me a second thought before last week. “Joy, you don’t look old enough to be with him. I mean, you’re cute, but like in an adorable-alien kinda way.”

	Trina cackled behind me, reminding everyone of her existence and her rotten breath.

	“Ooh. You should let me do your makeup,” Mariah continued. “I know exactly how to make your eyes look…not so weird.”

	Kai nearly choked on Imani’s cookies when Mariah’s underhanded comment reached his ears.

	“I think I’ll pass,” I said. “Giovanni likes my adorable-alien looks.” I smiled uncomfortably at him and gripped his hand firmly, trying to relieve the anxiety swelling in my chest. Giovanni was all about keeping the peace, even if it meant enduring Mariah’s taunts hyper-focused on me.

	Kai chimed in. “She don’t look like no alien!” He freed himself from Imani’s clutches and glowered at her.

	“You’re just sayin’ that ‘cause she’s literally the last girl you ain’t been with yet.” Mariah moved to the front end of the table and rested her elbows on the table, making sure to give Giovanni a more in-depth view of her charms.

	Trina yanked a hair out of my head. I stood from the bench and faced her. “Touch me again. Go ahead,” I told her.

	Trina held her hands up.“What? I didn’t do nothin’.”

	“Can we please go outside?” I said to Giovanni again.

	He frowned at Trina behind us and nodded. I lifted my bag off the floor and Giovanni followed suit.

	“Where y’all goin’?” Mariah asked.

	I ignored her, but Giovanni took it upon himself to explain.

	“You and Trina are mean to Joy,” he said. “So, we are getting away from you.”

	Kai dusted the cookie crumbs from his fingers and got to his feet in a huff. “Yeah. Me too. Boris, you comin’?”

	Sleepy Boris dragged his bookbag-pillow from off the table and stretched his muscular body.

	“You guys are right. I’m sorry,” Mariah said, moved by her imaginary conscience.

	Her apology woke up Boris. His droopy eyes opened the rest of the way as they joined Kai’s, Imani’s, mine and Giovanni’s in examining Mariah for further signs of illness.

	She stopped a foot away from Giovanni, restraining herself from touching him. “Think about what I told you. I’ll see ya ‘round.”

	Mariah and Trina returned to their table.

	“Remember what I said before…‘bout lookin’ out for Mariah?” Kai asked me with an eager Imani still adhered to his side.

	I nodded.

	“You’d better start now,” he said, warming his seat again.

	My gut told me he was right.

	* * *

	“Joy, are you okay?” Giovanni asked on our stroll to the bus.

	“I’m just thinkin’.”

	“This is how you were this morning. What is it?”

	I told him about my mom talking in her sleep and Dad’s phone call.

	My hands hung wearily at my sides. “What if they are seeing each other? What if he has been clean all this time? If he is, why didn’t she say anything?” I knew the answer to that last one. No matter what she would have told me, I would have barricaded us inside our apartment with a wall of his unforgivable sins, refusing to believe it.

	Mom was gullible. How could she know the truth when he’d say anything to get her back?

	“He looked like a regular guy the other day,” Giovanni pointed out.

	“Exactly! A regular guy who shot my dog.”

	“But what if it was someone else?”

	“Why? What motive could someone else have for targeting me?”

	“What would be the motive for your father to do it?”

	I gripped my owl pendant. “Why did he stab that person? Mom said there was a second shoe print at the scene. Oh my God! What if that was the guy who killed Storm? What if Dad stabbed him?”

	I perused my phone for the news article to find out the name of Dad’s victim.

	Giovanni guided me on-board the bus. After scanning our cards, we plopped onto an open two-seater toward the front.

	I found no mention of a single detail except that Dad’s victim was a man. I blew out a breath and rested my head against Giovanni’s shoulder, trying to fit the clues together in my head like a puzzle.

	We got off at the bus terminal and weaved around the people shopping or mesmerized by their phones.

	I clicked my phone to check the time and incidentally snapped my picture. That was it. I grinned to myself as a solution revealed itself to me.

	Traffic zipped by us on our wait for the light to change at the broad intersection. It was taking forever. Once my foot touched the curb on the other side, I tore off running and zigzagged around leisurely strollers.

	“Joy. Wait!” Giovanni called out.

	I had no intention of stopping. I needed to get home.

	Before I knew it, his long legs carried him past me in a flash.

	“That’s not fair!” I ran faster, determined to beat him.

	Giving me a silly grin, he slowed his pace. We sprinted the length of the sidewalk, only pausing to catch our breath at the street crossings. I lost every time.

	After hauling myself up the cement steps, I collapsed onto the top stair of the stoop outside of his house and rested my elbows on my knees. His key clinked in the lock.

	“You told me…you don’t run,” he said between breaths.

	“I just proved it, didn’t I?”

	I hadn’t run like that outside of gym class since the day Storm died.

	“It wasn’t a fair race.” I balanced myself on burning legs. “Your legs are like ten times longer than mine.”

	Laughing at my pathetic argument, he shut the door behind me and hurried to disarm the alarm.

	“I know what I can do to get the answers I need,” I said, leaning wearily against the door. “I’m gonna buy a spy cam. Maybe I can get one for school too.”

	Giovanni wiped a bead of sweat gliding down his face. “Why do you need one for school?” he asked, motioning me to follow him to his room. He stomped up the stairs.

	“You heard what Kai said, and you see how Mariah is with you. Knowing we’re together doesn’t matter to her. Who knows what crap she and Trina are gonna pull?” My legs strained to carry me over the final stair. “Plus, I need to spy on my mom when I’m not around.”

	Giovanni frowned disapprovingly. “I do not think you should spy on your mother.”

	“If she were a normal mother, I could understand why you’d say that,” I said. “But you don’t know her. She’s lied to me a million times before about my dad. I can’t trust her…And I need answers.” I leaned against the door frame and fanned myself with my hand. “Mind if I use your computer?”

	Giovanni bobbed his head and crossed into his room to tap the button on the silver laptop. “Now we have fifteen seconds.” He nodded to the screen as it sparked to life. “Kiss me.”

	Before I could speak, Giovanni grabbed my waist, pulled me toward him, and made every second count.

	I held the hair off of my neck. “Can I get a washcloth? I’m burnin’ up.”

	He ambled down the hall to fulfill my request.

	Removing the polo shirt insulating the top half of my body and leaving behind my navy tank top, I laid it along the back of the chair and balanced on the cushy seat’s edge.

	“Here—” His words tapered off.

	I peered over my shoulder to make sure he was alright. The boy stood in the doorway, ogling me with a pink washcloth dangling in his hand.

	I slipped past him, retrieving the rag from his clutches, and crossed the hall to the bathroom.

	I dampened the cloth under the faucet and pressed it to my cheeks.

	Giovanni, joining me in the room, encircled my waist. The humidity from his body steamed my back. “You are so perfect,” he mumbled, the heat of his breath trailing along my already-sweltering neck. The cloth fell into the sink with a splat as I cringed at his agitating compliment. I wrung the washcloth out.

	If only he knew my secret, he would know the word perfect applied to me least of all. I was as defective as they came. But if he really loved me, he would blind himself to it the way Mom had done with Dad. That was real love, Mom said.

	Giovanni unbuttoned his shirt, hung it on the back of the door, and took his place behind me again.

	I swallowed, too scared to test the depths of his feelings for me by exposing my ugly scars to him. Casting my eyes to the washcloth again, I doubled it over and laid it on the sink’s edge. “I’m gonna go home. I can look up the cameras there. And I really need to shower.”

	“Do not leave yet.” He stroked his face along my hair with closed eyes like a cuddling cat. “We did not spend much time together today. Please.”

	I spun around to face him. “But I’m all sweaty and gross.”

	Sweat pegged the white undershirt to his long, lean body. I tried not to stare. Taking my arms, he linked them around his waist and sniffed my neck.

	“You smell so good,” he breathed against my skin, sending more heat through me.

	“You are desperate, aren’t you?”

	He kissed me anyway, proving me right.

	I savored the softness of his lips until his hands, once cradled in the curve of my lower back, sneaked underneath my top. My eyes popped open. Moving away, I caught his roving hands.

	“What is wrong?” he asked, feigning innocence.

	I stared into his eyes for a long time and set him free. “I don’t like that.”

	“Okay.” Putting his hands in mine, he said, “Where do you want them?”

	An uncertain smile teased his lips, and I matched it as I placed his hands over my clothes again. Backing him against the door, I lost myself in his kisses.

	He tore himself away too soon. I waited patiently for him to pick where he’d left off, and upon opening my eyes to see what the delay was, I found him standing there, smirking at my still puckered lips. I lowered my face from his view. “I think I’m gonna go.”

	“Please stay. You can shower here.” He claimed my hands once more.

	“I don’t have anything to change into.”

	“You can wear my clothes,” he said excitedly.

	I pried the door open and walked backward into his room across the hall, laughing. I pulled him along with me until I bumped the chair.

	Giovanni brushed my cheek with the pads of his fingers. His mesmerizing eyes, like a silver medallion, pored over every inch of my face with longing. “Did I tell you how beautiful you are today?” He cupped my face in his hands and grazed my cheek with the tip of his nose.

	I had every intention of leaving but somehow lost my sense of urgency. The boy knew exactly how irresistible he was. My lips welcomed him back, never wanting to let him go. He lifted me off the floor, holding me so tightly that if my lungs got crushed between us, I would’ve been too high to feel it. Giovanni couldn’t get close enough. His tongue joined the party, adding a whole array of colors to the fireworks exploding through my body.

	“Gioia. You are here!” Mrs. Vitali said out of nowhere.

	Giovanni dropped me to my feet and grinned sheepishly.

	“You are leaving now?” Her eager smile slipped away. “I hoped you could stay for dinner,” she said, stepping deeper inside the room.

	I rolled my lips inward and nodded awkwardly, still in recovery from the interruption I was secretly grateful for. Unfortunately, my brain failed to process her words, let alone form my own to answer. I held my arm and shifted nervously from one foot to the other.

	“Gian! Your shirt. Where is it?”

	Giovanni stuttered an explanation for our sweaty situation to his mother. I quickly pulled the damp polo over my head, resolved to leave.

	“Will you stay for dinner?” Mrs. Vitali asked again.

	“My mom should be off now, so I’ll ask. Thank you.”

	Mrs. Vitali nodded contentedly and abandoned us for the kitchen.

	Giovanni rifled through my bag in a frenzy.

	“What are you doing?”

	“I will call your mamma.” He shook my phone in the air. “You do not need to go.” His chin wrinkled a little while he spoke. Before I could question him about it, he dialed Mom’s number and put the call on speaker.

	“Hey. I’m leaving work now. I need you to get dinner started. Selena’s running late, and I’ve still got some stops to make.”

	Giovanni handed the phone to me to reply.

	“Okay,” I said, shrugging apologetically at him.

	The call ended.

	“I thought you were gonna ask her.”

	“She needs you,” he said.

	“What? And you don’t?” I shook my head and started for the door when he threw himself in my way.

	“I thought we would have more time together tonight.”

	Taking his hand, I pressed a tender kiss to the back of it. “Then walk me to Selena’s.”

	Giovanni’s chest heaved as a look of sudden distress swept over him. He twisted his hair and considered my proposal.

	What was wrong with him?

	“Are you okay?”

	“Yes. Uh, I will meet you there.”

	He kissed my lips once more and saw me off.

	
It’s Complicated

	Giovanni stepped into the apartment with his cheeks and ears cherry red and the hair laying flat onto his head.

	“Aww! You look like a little kid with your hair like this.” I raked my fingers through it. “And it’s so soft,” I teased, imitating his mom’s initial reaction to my curls.

	He pressed his wounded smile to my lips and held me for a long time. I immersed my senses in his fresh soapy scent until the sizzle of the Italian sausages interrupted our cuddle session.

	“Sorry. I have to finish cooking.”

	He nodded solemnly and stood in the corner beside the kitchen counter like a dejected child.

	“Did something happen?”

	Drawing in a breath, he said, “I need to tell you something.”

	“Go ahead. I’m listening.” I turned the sausage pieces over to brown on the other side and steeled myself for whatever he was about to reveal.

	Giovanni swallowed, hinting at bad news. My thoughts instantly turned to Mariah. Had she won him over?

	“Is it about us?”

	He moseyed over and hugged me from behind. “No.” His breath warmed the top of my head.

	“I don’t mean to rush you, but Selena and my mom are on their way here,” I said, facing him.

	My hair stuck to his tiny beard stubble like Velcro, relieving his sharp features of the gloom weighing on them.

	I stroked his scruff. “I’m liking this shaggy look you got goin’ on, though.”

	“You make me so happy,” he sighed, holding me tightly.

	I rubbed his back consolingly. “Me too. Is that what you had to tell me?”

	He shook his head. “It is about my parents. They argue every night now…so much, I cannot sleep, and they will not let me help them. Everything is different since last Thursday.”

	“They’re probably stressed out about money. Your dad hasn’t given up looking for a job, has he?” I separated from him to increase the heat under a pot of water for pasta.

	“No.” Giovanni rolled his palms together and drew another deep breath. “Someone is blackmailing them. The man that called the other night wants two thousand dollars in two weeks.”

	“What? Why?”

	Giovanni shrugged with tears glistening in his eyes. “I have no idea. I did not want to tell you about it because you are so worried about your mother, but I do not know what to do.” He passed his hand over his face. “I want to help them, but I am scared to know what they did. If it is very bad, what if the police or immigration find out about it? I do not want to go back to Italy. I want to stay here with you.” He brushed away the engorged tears rolling down the curve of his cheek with his shoulders. “I think my father is afraid to find work because that man is blackmailing him. What other reason could there be?”

	The strain in his voice hurt my heart.

	“Will you help me find out what is happening?” he said. “I think the secret is about me. All I know about my adoption is what they told me. What if it is because of that?”

	“Of course. But how do you know about any of this?”

	His eyebrows angled downward. “I heard it. Last night the phone rang. After last week I was curious, so I picked up in my parents’ room. This time the man spoke in Italian. He told my ma what he wanted, how long she had to get it, and that was it. What am I going to do?”

	Setting my tongs aside, I lowered the heat under the sausages and embraced him. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

	He broke down again. “I wanted to, but I did not want to make more problems for you…And I thought I loved you more than you love me.”

	I leaned away in shock. “That’s not true.”

	“It is,” he insisted. “You did not want to be more than my friend, remember?” He dropped his sights to the colorful tribal owl on my T-shirt.

	“I was scared of losing another person I cared about if it didn’t work out.” Holding his face in my hands, I cleared away his tears. “I’ve never felt for anybody like I do for you, so don’t you ever doubt it. I’m not going anywhere,” I said, bouncing my gaze between his eyes. “And just ‘cause I’m your girlfriend doesn’t mean we’re not friends first. I’ll do whatever I can. I promise.”

	I moved the sausage pan to a cold burner and squeezed him with all my might. “I love you.” My heart hammered hard and fast to finally say those words with certainty.

	Giovanni raised me off the floor and buried his face in my hair. “I love you so much.” He pressed tear-soaked lips to my cheeks.

	The pot of water bubbled angrily over the flame. I tried to tend to it, but my sweetheart refused to let me go.

	“I am s–so happy you know about everything. I hope I never leave you.” Giovanni exploded into tears at the thought.

	I fought the tightness in my throat, determined to hold myself together. The boiling water continued to echo in my ears. Focus on the food, I reminded myself as I forced back tears.

	“Don’t cry. You’re gonna make me cry, and if Mom and Selena get here and see us…” I sighed. “I have to finish cooking. Can you wanna hang out until I’m done?”

	Giovanni broke away and tore off a paper towel from the roll on the counter. “No. I will go.”

	“I wish you could stay.” I exhaled slowly and added fettuccine to the pot. “I thought you were gonna dump me for Mariah. You know…‘cause I look like an alien.”

	He cracked a smile and wiped his nose. “She is jealous of your beauty, and she should be.”

	Rolling my eyes, I said, “I’m not so sure about that.”

	Giovanni kissed a trail down my neck.

	“You better go, unless you want my mom to kill you when she catches us.”

	His sigh blew my hair.

	“I want you to get me information, anything you can find: the town your parents are from, where they worked before you came here from Italy, and stuff like that.” I stirred the pasta to keep them separated. “Also check for missed calls from the day you overheard them. And we can look up the number.”

	Giovanni nodded eagerly. “Okay. I‒I will get it for you tonight, I mean tomorrow,” he stammered. “I do not want them to know that I know. That is why I did not tell you at my house.”

	I smirked. “I can’t believe we’re gonna spy on your parents. And you were gettin’ on my back about me spyin’ on my mom.”

	“I do not like it still, but they will not tell me.”

	I added tomato sauce to the pan with the sausage and returned it to the heat. “So, you already asked them about it?”

	“I tried to, but my ma started to cry, and she could not stop to tell me.”

	My heart ached for her.

	“I’ll skip lunch tomorrow and try to figure it out on my own if you want,” I said. “That way you don’t have to ditch your buddies.”

	“No. I will go with you. This is important.”

	“Yeah, but—”

	“I know my parents. I can help.”

	He swiped the hair out of my face. “Thank you. Thank you,” he said between tender kisses. “I did not know what I could do without you.”

	“I don’t know how much help I can be, but I’ll try my best.”

	* * *

	Mom tossed paint swatches onto the kitchen table.

	I frowned. “You’re picking colors without me?”

	She pitched her keys into a wooden bowl on the entryway table by the door. “I swung by the hardware store on my way home to look. What do you think of the ones I like? I didn’t pick out anything for your room, so don’t look so worried.”

	I held the swatches to the light. Mom was obsessed with yellow and her selections proved it.

	“By the way, I found this letter shoved under the door. It’s got your name on it.” She handed it to me and unclipped her wavy locks.

	The envelope had no return address and my name was sloppily written.

	“Dinner’s ready,” I informed her.

	Mom scratched her scalp. “Thanks. I’ll eat after my shower. I’m so glad this day’s almost over,” she said on her way down the hall.

	I examined the curious letter until my phone rang. Imagining it was Giovanni calling or a potential dog walking customer, I dashed inside my room, following the cheerful tune of my ringtone. It was a blocked number.

	“Hi, is this Joy?” an elderly man’s voice asked.

	“It is. May I ask who’s calling?”

	The man cleared his throat and said, “My name is Hugh Jass. I saw your flyer. I need someone to walk my dog and do a few extras…if you know what I mean. He-He-he.”

	I ended the call. This was the fifth prank caller with a stupid name and a pervy request.

	Hugh Jass (Huge Ass). Hilarious!

	I needed money, but clearly, I had to rethink my business plan.

	I returned to the kitchen and served myself a massive plate of fettuccine with sauce and Italian sausage, too hungry to wait for Mom to shower and Selena to arrive home. Giovanni’s dilemma took over my brain, driving the mysterious letter away from my thoughts.

	* * *

	I snuggled in bed, thinking back on the day when I remembered the envelope with my name on it. Racing into the kitchen, I found it on the counter and tore open the flap as I wandered to my bed.

	I tried to talk to you the other day, but you wouldn’t let me. You and your mom need to get out of town for a little while. You’re not safe. I know you don’t know me, but your father and I were in NA (narcotics anonymous) together. He asked me to reach out to you. That was why I had your picture with me the other day. I never meant to scare you, but I had to get this warning to you before it was too late. Your dad didn’t have time to explain what was going on, but he’s in trouble, and he’s worried for your safety and your mother’s. It’s in your hands now, kid. I’ve done my part.

	Best Wishes,

	Theo

	I returned the letter to its envelope, clueless as to what to make of it. My mom had begged Dad to go to rehab and meetings for years. The most he ever did was see a psych doctor for his bi-polar disorder and depression. To have a stranger send a cryptic message with a warning along with a clue into Dad’s sobriety was challenging to accept. Plus, why would Dad reach out to me at all? He loved Mom, not me.

	I lingered at her door, unsure of what to do.

	“Joy, is that you?”

	I opened the door. Mom sat up in bed and laid her phone on the nightstand.

	“Why are you standin’ outside of my door?”

	I stepped into the room, trying to disguise my worry.

	“What’s wrong?” she asked, examining my face thoughtfully.

	I approached Mom with caution, placed the letter into her hands, and watched the anger flood her face while she read.

	“What does this person mean: he tried to talk to you?”

	After filling her in on everything, she chucked the envelope at me. I fumbled to catch it.

	“What is wrong with you? How could you not tell me about this until now?”

	“Because you were already upset about Dad getting arrested. I didn’t wanna make it worse. We called the cops and filed a report. Then, I forgot about it.”

	Mom drilled her eyes into mine. “Who’s we?”

	Lowering my head, I said, “The man at the florist shop. It happened in front of his store while Giovanni was getting me flowers.”

	Mom hopped out of bed in a huff in her yellow plaid pajamas.

	“What are you gonna do?”

	She paced in front of the closet like an angry bee. “I’m gonna see your father tomorrow and find out what this is all about,” she said, as if she had to get ready that instant.

	“I bet that’s not all you’re gonna do,” I mumbled under my breath.

	Mom whirled around to glower at me and balled her fists tighter.

	I remembered how Dad spoke to her when he called last night. It was time to take my own advice to Giovanni and ask her point-blank.

	“Have you been seeing him…behind my back?”

	Mom crossed her arms. “What are you talkin’ about?”

	“Who else would I be talkin’ about? Dad!”

	Mom resumed pacing and chewed the inside of her cheek. “No. I haven’t been seeing him.”

	“You haven’t been hooking up with him at hotels for your anniversary?”

	Mom approached me in anger at first, but the more she contemplated my words, the tension relaxed from her jaws. “No, Joy. I haven’t been hooking up with my husband,” she said, her expression softening. “And even if I was, it’s none of your business.”

	“When was the last time you saw him, then?” I interrogated.

	Mom’s eyes turned solemn at the reminder. “The last time you did…Anything else you wanna know?” She dropped her arms.

	I tried to think up other questions, but the rest were for Dad, and I had no intention of confronting him to uncover the answers.

	I stormed back to my room, not knowing what to believe anymore. Was she telling the truth?

	I booted up the laptop and set it on the bed. The only real way to get answers was to go through with my original plan. I searched for hours, researching spy cameras and investigating tips to use for Mom and Giovanni’s parents as well. I couldn’t let him down.

	Dad’s warning via his friend Theo fell to the wayside. For all we knew, his message could’ve been based on another one of Dad’s paranoid delusions brought on by drugs. He was forever seeing ninjas in the trees and people at the third-story window trying to break in and kill him, sometimes mistaking us for the enemy. If Theo couldn’t explain the supposed danger Mom and I were in, I doubted Dad could have either.

	Still, like an idiot, I played into his hand, giving Mom a new excuse to reach out to our greatest enemy. She’d never rest easy until she got her way, and neither could I. We’d come too far to turn back to that life, to a life I vowed never to repeat.

	
Party of Tears

	Mom popped her head into my room before leaving for work.

	“Jubilee.”

	I laid still and listened as she crossed the room.

	“Jubilee. I wanna talk about last night.” My bed sank under her weight.

	“You were lying to me, weren’t you?”

	Mom slapped my butt, but the covers padded the blow. “Don’t call your mother a liar,” she scolded. “Of course, I wasn’t lying. I was gonna tell you that I’m not gonna see him.”

	I uncovered my head and squinted at her. “Have you been celebrating your anniversaries together?”

	She scoffed. “No. Where are you getting this from?”

	“I heard you.” My voice grew louder. “You said you met him at your hotel on February 2nd. That’s your anniversary.” My stomach clenched at the thought of hearing the truth.

	Mom stood from my bed and gave the hem of her blue scrub top a stiff tug. “Okay. Yes. When you were little, your dad and I used to leave you with your cousin Andy for a weekend to ourselves. Yes. It was always the same hotel, and yes, it was always on our anniversary, but that was years ago.”

	I studied her carefully for any signs of deceit. “You swear you’re not lying to me.”

	“I swear,” she said solemnly, catching a runaway tear on my cheek.

	I threw the covers off of me and barrelled into Mom’s arms, bawling uncontrollably.

	“Why are you crying? Come on. Stop it now.”

	“I’m s–so tired,” I blubbered like a small child.

	Mom sat me on the bed and brushed away a frizzy tendril stuck to my cheek. Peering down at me, she gave me a pained smile and said, “How did you know about that?”

	“You were talkin’ in your sleep last night.” I sniffled and wiped the moisture from my face with the edge of the sheet.

	Mom nodded. Her chin quivered, and she fell forward into my arms and unraveled. “Why did you hang up on him?” she sobbed. “I haven’t heard his voice in so long. And you couldn’t even let me have that. Why? Why?”

	I spoke through the tightness in my throat. “Because we’re better off without him.”

	“No.” She gripped the collar of my nightshirt with both hands and wept. “I’m empty without him. You know I am.” Her voice gave out.

	I pushed her away. “You’re empty because of him, ya hear me? He broke you in every way there is to break a person.” Tears rained down my face. “And I hate him for it. I hate that he stole you from me, ‘cause now I can’t get you back. But you’ve gotta fix yourself. No one can do it for you. I can’t. I’ve tried, but I can’t.”

	Mom gave me a suffocating squeeze as the tears flowed between us in a steady stream.

	Selena wandered past my room and did a double-take. “What is goin’ on in here?”

	Neither of us could find the words to tell her.

	“I’ve gotta redo my makeup now.” Mom hustled out of my room and gave a tearful smile to Selena.

	A knock at the door lured Selena away. I hopped to my feet and tossed the clothes I planned to wear onto the bed.

	“Joy, your loverboy is here,” Selena hollered.

	Mom’s groans echoed in the bathroom over Selena’s use of that term.

	I joined Mom in the bathroom to blow my nose.

	“I’m trying, Joy. I am trying,” she said, watching me in the mirror with a pink nose and a mascara tube in hand.

	I tossed my used tissue into the trash. “I know.”

	* * *

	Two other students clicked away at their keyboards at the school library. Giovanni placed a sheet of paper he’d drawn the night before into my hands.

	“What’s this?”

	“My parents’ family tree. I told them it was for a project for social studies,” he said. “Maybe it will help us to find something.” He settled into the vacant computer chair next to me.

	“Good idea.” I showed Giovanni the best-reviewed spy cameras I’d found the night before. “There’s a spy shop in Astoria if you wanna check them out later.”

	“Which will you get?”

	I clicked on the picture of a tiny wireless camera with motion sensor activation and a built-in battery. “This would work perfectly for school. I don’t think I’m gonna get one for my mom anymore.”

	Giovanni cocked his head to the side. “Why not?”

	“I talked everything out with her. She says she’s not gonna see my dad.”

	He nodded thoughtfully.

	“I think if you wanna use a camera at your house, you need to think about where you wanna hide it first and how many you’ll need,” I suggested. “I think a nanny cam that you can access whenever you want would be good, so you don’t have to worry about getting caught disconnecting it every time you wanna check the footage. Or you could get one of these.” I searched a page with hidden cameras resembling regular household items.

	While Giovanni scrolled through the web pages, I looked over his parents’ family tree.

	“I can look at these tonight,” he said, eager to begin our investigation into Francesca and Luca Vitali.

	I typed his parents’ names into a family search website and discovered a major discrepancy within two minutes. Francesca’s parents had another daughter, Angelina, but there was no mention of her on Giovanni’s family tree, which Mrs. Vitali had helped him with. Could his mystery aunt have something to do with his parents being blackmailed?

	“Have you ever heard about her?”

	“No. Never,” he said, staring at her name on the screen.

	“That’s weird.”

	I highlighted her name and copied it to a new search page. The bell rang before we could sort through the long list of Angelina Costa’s. Giovanni slouched on his chair with disappointment.

	“Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.” I pecked his cheek and smiled reassuringly at him. “I know I’ve been sayin’ this a lot lately, but try asking your parents about it. They’d definitely have more of the story than the internet.”

	He nodded and closed the pages we’d opened.

	* * *

	I walked Giovanni to his locker after our last class ended.

	“Why are you so smiley?” I’d first noticed his cheerful mood at the start of English but didn’t get the chance to ask him about it.

	“The party is tonight.” He popped open the locker and lowered his bag to the floor.

	“And?”

	He slipped into his jacket. “It is going to be so fun.”

	“You do know there’s gonna be dancing, don’t you?” I informed him.

	“Is there a rule that I have to dance?”

	“Actually, there is,” I said wickedly. “Kai is the king of dance, and he makes everyone do a dance test before they can get through the door. If you can’t dance, you can’t get in.”

	Giovanni threw the bag over his shoulder and looked away from me, depressed.

	“Don’t worry. It’s super easy. I’ll show you.” I suppressed a smile and marched along the corridor.

	He followed and pinged me in the side for messing with him.

	* * *

	I scowled at Giovanni from inside of Selena’s apartment. He’d undergone a complete transformation. The back and sides of his hair were tapered shorter than usual. He even bought designer clothes with a bit of hood flair to them and basketball sneakers that looked like they belonged in a display case.

	After my initial shock wore off, I stomped my foot and opened the door wider for him to enter.

	“What? What is wrong? I am not late,” he said.

	“What are you tryna do?”

	Giovanni strutted across the floor, leaving me to wonder how often he’d practiced Kai’s walk to get it right His new friends had already accepted him as he was.

	“You don’t have to change yourself to fit in. You’re already in.” Then, I imagined Mariah pawing all over him and whispering compliments in his ear. I flopped onto the sofa and kicked my sneakers off.

	“This is my first school party since I come here. I want to look nice.” He looked down at his outfit with apprehension. “You do not like my new clothes?” he asked, his eyes desperate for my approval.

	“Yes. I like your new clothes. You look just as gorgeous as you always do.”

	His gaze fell to my boring outfit.

	I grunted. “You get on my nerves. You know that?”

	Ignoring the question in his eyes for a clue into what had upset me, I stormed to my room with him on my heels and the sneakers in hand. I chucked them into the closet. “I really don’t wanna go.”

	Giovanni nuzzled my neck, preventing me from taking another step. “No, bella. You already say you will. Please. It will be fun.”

	“Stressing out over other girls tryin’ to flirt with you is not fun for me.”

	“It is not as bad as it was since we are together,” he said. “And why do you worry so much about other people?” He rested his chin on my shoulder. “It is okay. I will help you get ready.”

	“I was ready,” I said, facing him. Of course, I knew before I put them on that my vintage Scooby-Doo tee and faded black jeans had seen better days, but who was I tryna impress?

	Reluctant to challenge me, Giovanni let his scrunched-up face do the talking. For his taste, my style, or lack thereof, was subpar. I knew it was, but I was comfortable—an important aspect of fashion too many bougie people tended to overlook.

	As he plundered my closet, a head tumbled off the shelf and onto the floor. Giovanni’s girly screams nearly pierced my eardrum. He scrambled toward the door. The poor guy lost all warmth to his skin.

	Between laughing hysterically and trying to soothe away the traumatized expression from his face with hugs and kisses, I said, “It’s just a mannequin head.”

	“Why do you have that?”

	I could hardly compose myself long enough to answer.

	“It was my mom’s from beauty school. I practice hairstyles on it sometimes.”

	I picked the head off the floor to show him my corn-rowed butterfly design.

	A broad grin replaced his previous look of terror. Taking the head from me, he examined the face.

	“Don’t worry,” I said. “I won’t tell your friends how you thought I keep women’s heads in my closet like some serial killer.”

	“I have seen you attack people before.” Giovanni smirked and smoothed his hair. Upon returning to my closet, he searched the shadows for more heart-stopping surprises and sighed with relief to find none. What he discovered instead made his eyes shimmer with delight. Holding it out like a holy relic, he said, “This is perfect for you.”

	I had forgotten about its existence until his discovery. The blood orange halter romper was a gift from Selena around a year ago, meant to unleash my inner diva. The problem was divas were meant to be put on display and admired under the glare of a spotlight—everything I could have done without.

	* * *

	As I slipped the hook to the last silver snake earring into my earlobe, his lips stretched into a broad grin. Sweeping his gaze over my body, his fingers traversed the fabric around my lower back to the sides of my thighs with uncertain strokes. “They will be jealous when they see how beautiful my girlfriend is.” He pressed his smile to my lips.

	“Let’s stay in tonight. Please!”

	“No,” he whined, making a crybaby face. “I want to meet new people, and you are almost ready.”

	I squinted at him. “What do you mean almost ready?”

	“Well, I think…you look beautiful, but could you do your hair a different way?”

	“We’re already late,” I reminded him, pretending to care. “I’ll tell you what. If you want my hair to look different, you do it.”

	His eyebrows shot up in surprise.

	“That’s what I thought. Let’s go.” I reached for his hand to leave, but he refused to budge, and his pretty eyes studied my loose mane like an artist would a model.

	“I was kidding,” I clarified. “Come on.”

	“Do you believe I cannot do a good job?” He peered deeply into my eyes.

	“I don’t know what you can do.”

	“Give me five minutes.”

	I held back from laughing in his face. There was no way he could style my thick hair within that time.

	“Fine.” I tossed my purse and hat onto the sofa and gathered a brush, bobby pins, and anything else I thought he could use.

	Settling onto the floor at Giovanni’s feet, I left my hair at his mercy.

	“Joy, how do you use this thing?” He frowned at the bobby pin pinched between his thumb and index finger.

	“You separate the prongs with your fingers and push it into my hair with the smaller side facing down, but make sure you pull my hair tight before you put it in.”

	Here we go, I thought, tearing my nails with my teeth, a nervous habit I thought I gave up a couple of years ago.

	The more I considered the upside of him styling my hair, the more I relaxed. If it looked awful, I’d get my wish to stay home. Of course, I was getting ahead of myself, hoping he’d make a mess of it. Matted hair would have always been easier to cope with than Imani and her party on any given day.

	His gentle touch nearly knocked me out during the two minutes it took him.

	I rolled my lips between my teeth to hide my smile and watched him behind me in the mirror in stunned silence. He’d swept my hair to one side and pinned it in place, letting the ringlets cascade down my right shoulder.

	“Do you like it?” he asked in a strained whisper.

	“Yes. It’s pretty.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe you did my hair for me.” And I couldn’t get over how nice it looked, simple though it was, not that I roamed around looking like Medusa on crack, thanks to Selena’s tutelage.

	Beaming proudly, he baby-talked me with his lips on my cheek. “Now my bella is ready.”

	“Because I wasn’t before, right?” I replied sarcastically, misting my hair to refresh a few frizzy tendrils and catching him in the crossfire.

	* * *

	With a firm grasp on my hand, we maneuvered our way through an endless sea of people, stopping every foot to greet and make small talk with Giovanni’s instant friends over the blaring music.

	To find vacant seats in the sunroom was a welcome relief, not that we got to enjoy them. Seconds after settling in, Imani startled us with an ear-splitting squeal.

	“Giovanni! You’re here!” she exclaimed, clapping like an excited six-year-old. Her freshly-twisted locks swayed around her shoulders. She wore a black and white chevron-printed crop-top showing off a toned tummy and paired it with matching shorts and lime green heels, adding three inches to her long, shapely legs.

	Giovanni side-glanced me for direction, unsure of how to handle her, but I was at a loss for words too. Being the gentleman he was, he stood to greet her.

	Her brilliant smile slipped at the sight of me. “Joy. I thought you said you couldn’t come.”

	Giovanni’s ears perked up.

	“I didn’t want Giovanni coming by himself.”

	With a thoughtful nod, she turned her attention to the boy of the hour. “Come with me. I’ve got some people I want you to meet.” Clutching his arm, she dragged Giovanni out of the sunroom like she’d bought and paid for him.

	“Imani!” Her steps halted at the sound of my voice. “Get your hands off of him!”

	Looking from Giovanni to me with a blank stare, she removed her talons from his arm. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t–I mean, I didn’t…Everyone wants to see Giovanni. It won’t take long.”

	“I don’t care!”

	Rearranging his shirt and jacket, Giovanni frowned at me for my attitude problem, like she didn’t have it coming. She’d overstepped her bounds by putting her hands on him and assuming she could get away with it. Clearly, ditching me to hang out with new people didn’t bother him in the least. I wondered if he expected it—being hauled off to have a good time while I sat by and waited for him like a loyal dog.

	His nervous grin and casual shrug was his passive way of requesting permission.

	“If he wants to go...” I said, cutting my eyes at him.

	It went without saying that expanding his group of friends had always been his goal, but why did I have to fall to the wayside for him to do it?

	“Don’t keep him long.”

	“I won’t,” Imani said. “There’s pizza and drinks in the kitchen. We’ll be right back.”

	Her triumphant grin robbed me of the joy I’d derived from putting her in her place earlier. I hawk-eyed them as she parted the sea of people with her hands until the sea swallowed them whole.

	I hadn’t anticipated us being separated. Then again, why wouldn’t that have happened on our first school outing together as an official couple? They all wanted him, and he wanted them too, but in a different way.

	Plunking down into the lonely wicker chair in the sunroom, I propped my chin with the heel of my hand and people-watched. Weed smoke floated up to my nostrils. In a panic, I squeezed my way through the clusters of people toward the middle of the house to keep from absorbing the stench of drugs onto my hair and clothes. The last thing I needed was to suffer false accusations and torturous lectures from my mom.

	I skimmed the smiling faces around me. Not one of them belonged to Giovanni or Imani. Lost in the crowd, that familiar sense of abandonment quickly crept in. Combined with the overlapping conversations, the boom of the speakers, warm bodies pushing past me, the sensory overload was taking its toll.

	I snatched a bottle of water from the fridge to have something to do and continued my relentless search for him. I had barely gotten a swallow of my drink when Giovanni’s new BFF Kai called my name and waved me over. He was the deejay for the night. Once we’d locked eyes, I couldn’t pretend I didn’t notice him. Plus, he’d done nothing to get on my bad side…yet.

	His red graphic tee with a giant black fist was hard to miss.

	“Hey,” I shouted, stopping short of his set up—a tablet and techy equipment topping a medium foldaway table.

	“Why aren’t you dancing?” He flashed his new braceless smile.

	“I don’t feel like it.”

	“Tell me what you wanna hear, and I’ll play it.”

	I resumed my search for Giovanni over the crowd.

	“Come on, Joy. I know you can dance.” He elbowed me playfully in the ribs.

	Kai had been the star pupil in the hip-hop class we shared as little kids. I was five the last time we attended a class together since Mom hated the idea of her daughter booty-popping after seeing several little girls dancing on their own. Not long after, she switched me to ballroom classes, completely disregarding how provocative the samba and tango could be. Of course, in class, it was all about technique.

	Did Kai really think I would’ve remembered anything I had learned all those years ago?

	“You choose.” I moved to the dance floor.

	“I’ll dance with you, girl,” Boris mumbled in my ear, his smoker’s breath scorching my curls. He’d already taken hold of my hips to grind on me before I realized what was happening and who was touching me.

	Tearing Boris’ hand off my hip, I forced it behind his back.

	“You’re gonna keep your disgusting hands off me. Aren’t you? Say it,” I shouted in his good ear.

	“Yes. I’m sorry!”

	Boris rubbed his wrist and cursed me under his breath while Kai patted his back like he deserved sympathy.

	Boris thought he was so hot because Kai was his best friend. They were in aviation together—a course our school offered for aspiring pilots—which, for whatever reason, made them more special than us culinary kids. Unfortunately for Boris, it didn’t matter what special privileges being in aviation brought, how much weight lifting built up his muscles, or how many races he’d won in track and field. As soon as he opened his obnoxious mouth, every girl he went after scattered.

	Once Boris slithered from view, Kai said, “Forget about him. Come on. Ain’t nobody else gonna touch ya.”

	Bending his knees, Kai rolled his body and stepped to the rhythm of a South African rap song. He threw his hands in the hair and swayed, gently encouraging me to follow his lead. I hadn’t planned on it, but the song lured me in. I copied some of what he did before getting comfortable with my own moves, feeling a thousand times less conspicuous in the heart of the crowd.

	By the end of the song, I stepped aside to watch Kai break-dance for his friends who rooted him on. Being on the sidelines reminded me of my original mission. I retrieved my water and purse from under the table and hurried along.

	Five steps into my retreat, Kai intercepted me. “Yo, Joy. You ain’t leavin’ already, are you?” he asked out of breath.

	Fanning myself with my hand, I forced a smile. “I was gonna get some air.”

	“Oh, well, I hope you stay for a lil’ while, at least.”

	“Why?”

	Beads of sweat clung to his face. “I ain’t never seen nobody dance like you. You haven’t forgotten how to move, have you?” A spark of unsavory admiration glimmered in his eye. Shrugging casually, I diverted my attention anywhere but at him. “You’ve got that drip, girl.” His chestnut-brown eyes sparkled as they scoped me out appreciatively. He licked his lips.

	Eww! That was my cue to get outta there.

	He stepped in my way. “Wait. What’s the deal wit’ you and Giovanni? Y’all exclusive?”

	“You know we are.”

	Kai took my hand and pulled me against him. “Can’t you forget about him for a little while and spend some time wit’ me?”

	I removed his hands from around me. “No! I thought you were his friend.”

	Kai was a party boy, always looking for his next good time. That boy better keep on looking somewhere else.

	I downed the last of my water and made another go for the front door. Giovanni’s new sneakers came into view through the wooden posts of the stair’s railing. After maneuvering closer to the door to get a better look, I froze. He sat three steps from the top of the staircase overlooking the foyer with Imani’s dream clique encircling him. His feet tapped in anxious Morse code.

	So, Imani brought him here…to hang out with a few people.

	Imani’s loyalty to her phony friends had been through every test imaginable. If anything, it proved how little they liked and respected her. Between their daily humiliations, dangerous initiations, and bullying, I could never understand how they allured her. Their exclusive club consisted of a few boys from the basketball team, Trina, Mariah, plus the biggest pill-heads and suppliers in our school—Cole and Devon.

	Giovanni’s effortless induction into their little group did not sit well with me. The boys, however, weren’t half as much trouble as the girls, Mariah especially. She always managed to cheat and torment her way to the top, using the fear of her brother as a default threat to keep everyone in check.

	Mariah’s attentive gaze and flirty touches sent a scorching heat through my veins. My heart shook with worry because from the outside looking in, she and Giovanni looked perfect together. She played sports at school (until she got suspended from the team for fighting during a game), had an outgoing personality (apart from her jerky side), big boobs, and was stunning to look at—everything a guy could ever want and most of what I lacked. From the start, I never understood why he could ever want me. Seeing him with her multiplied those self-doubts. Then, I remembered all of the times he proved them wrong.

	I fortified myself to tear him from Mariah’s clutches with one plan in mind: to address him and no one else. That was the plan. But after studying his face and body language—the way he readily accepted, no, sincerely appreciated the attention paid to him—I moved within the crowd nearby to take a seat behind some standing party-goers, remaining as incognito as possible in my brightly-colored outfit.

	Within a minute, his new girlfriends led him downstairs to the dance floor. Trapping his hand in her paw, Mariah took the lead in dancing up on him. Her cowl-necked halter top could hardly contain the boobs spilling out of it. She forced his hands along the patches of bronze skin exposed by the rips across the front of her pant legs and up every inch of her curves. She was the one who turned the dance into a seduction competition, whipping her waist-length hair around and pressing herself against his rigid body while two other girls I’d never seen before joined in.

	What could be worse than witnessing that along with my fellow schoolmates? The fact that they were a spectacle up until the spectacle became me watching them. Still, I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

	“Come on. Show ‘em how you do it,” Kai offered as if I’d join their stripper dance-off.

	Grinding my jaw to appear strong before them, I rose from my seat and marched out the door to the beat of the track blasting from the speakers.

	“Joy, don’t go.” Kai threw himself on my path in the middle of the street. “You don’t need him to have a good time, alright? You were havin’ plenty of fun earlier wit’ me. So, come on back inside and show him.”

	“I don’t wanna show him nothin’. I’m going home.” My shoulders slumped forward as I maneuvered around him.

	On the verge of tears and hell-bent on escaping him, I bolted in my high-heels.

	Kai refused to take no for an answer. “Don’t leave.” He jogged alongside me effortlessly until I stopped. “You’re too good for him,” he continued.

	I refused to believe that lie.

	Giovanni’s voice rang out like a bell, crystal clear over Kai’s chatter. My name in his mouth made my heart slam painfully into my rib cage.

	“Yo! Joy’s leavin’, and it’s your fault!” Kai shouted.

	Giovanni rushed over to us. “I need to talk to Joy alone.”

	“I ain’t leavin’ till Joy tells me to go,” Kai challenged.

	I pulled Kai aside and said, “You ain’t gotta worry about me. I’ll see ya at school, alright?”

	Hardening his jaw, he shook his head and walked backward a few paces with his glare on Giovanni. There was nothing like pity from Giovanni’s friends, and Kai really did care about me. I’d always felt that since we were little, despite his recent flirting.

	“You can go too,” I directed at Giovanni once Kai disappeared inside the house. “Don’t let me keep you from having the time of your life!” I resumed walking.

	“What is wrong?” he asked.

	“You’re gonna play dumb with me. Really?”

	Before he could utter another word, the front door of Imani’s house swung open, spilling the party sounds out into the street again.

	“Where are you goin’?” Mariah hollered across the lawn with her hands on her hips. Her friends fanned out behind her in support.

	Giovanni’s eyelids snapped shut at the sound of her voice.

	Who did this heifer think she was?

	It didn’t matter, I reminded myself. None of them did.

	“Bella, come back.” He wrenched me to a stop. “Everybody wants us inside.”

	“No.” Prying his fingers off of my arm, I pressed on. “They want you back inside.”

	“I see you at school,” he called. “Have a good weekend.”

	Naturally, I thought his words were meant for me, an attempt to save face while I limped away on aching feet, keeping the cascade of tears, mascara, and snot raining down my face a secret from him.

	An arm framed my shoulder. The assumption it was Kai dissipated with a whiff of his scent. “Get off me!” I commanded. Once free, I searched my mini purse for a tissue.

	“Why you are acting like this?”

	“Why don’t you go ask Mariah or one of your other new girlfriends?” I muttered, smearing half my makeup off my face with the back of my hand. “I can’t believe you’re tryna pretend like you weren’t in there a minute ago, letting Mariah rub her body all over you. You’re right. I’m the crazy one for knowing that’s not okay.”

	The blank expression on his face drew on my hurt and anger as his poor, horny little brain failed to mimic a sound in reply. What was the point in pursuing me at all?

	“I am sorry, Joy. I was nervous.” He forced me into a hug. “You know who her brother is.”

	Every time I thought of Mariah’s pathetic excuse of her brother’s violent reputation to bully people into subjection, I rolled my eyes. If they only knew the truth—that the siblings detested each other—they would too. Diego had more important business running drugs and guns than to get caught up in his baby sister’s stupid school drama. I wondered what he would’ve thought of her name-dropping him to people to manipulate them. Now she had Giovanni believing her lies.

	“Please. You are all I want.” His brow furrowed. “They–They asked about you. I think that is why they wanted to talk to me.”

	What about how excited he was to be in their company, a drastic change to how he used to react to the attention? Mariah was, after all, one of his original groupies. Still, it disheartened me to think that had they not brought me up, he would never have given me a second thought. I imagined how easy it would be for them to persuade him to dump me or lure him to cheat.

	“What did you tell them?”

	Offended I would assume he’d betray me, he said, “Nothing! I told them to talk to you about it. I know they do not want to be your friend…I thought you would come to get me.”

	“I’m not responsible for you. You are!” I stormed off.

	“I’m sorry,” he repeated, keeping in step with me. “Tell me what I can do.”

	“Nothing. Just…leave me alone.”

	Giovanni couldn’t take a hint.

	I swiped at the moisture on my face with the back of my arm. “Why?” I asked. “Why would you stand there and let them twerk on you like that in front of the entire school?”

	“It was Mariah! I see what she does to people. I–I do not want to make her angry. Everyone was watching. I did not know what to do.” His face turned beet red as a medley of emotions carved their way into his features.

	I limped along the uneven pavement for a minute, hugging myself.

	“I am sorry.”

	I jumped at the sound of his voice. “Please go back.” I sniffled.

	“Come with me.”

	I shook my head and continued hobbling.

	He gripped my arms and leveled his eyes on mine. “I want to be where you are. Party with me, Joy…D-Do you forgive me?”

	I swallowed back the rage before it spewed everywhere the way Mom had taught me. “Yes. I forgive you,” I said in a robotic voice. “I’ll just see ya around.”

	“Stay,” he whispered, hiding the distress on his face by burying it in my hair. “I will do whatever you want me to. I‒I will dance for you…anything.”

	I laughed and cried simultaneously. “You said you can’t dance. Forget it. We’ll just be friends again.” I took three more painful steps.

	Shaking his head vehemently, he stopped me from walking.

	“Get on my back.” He hunched over and watched me expectantly.

	“No.”

	“But your feet hurt. Let me carry you.”

	The heartbeat pulsating in the soles of my sore feet argued in favor of his thoughtful offer. I relented and climbed on-board.

	A few minutes passed before I broke the awkward silence. “Giovanni, do you think Mariah is pretty?”

	He gulped.

	“It’s not a trick question,” I said quietly. “I understand if you do. I think she’s gorgeous. But she sucks as a person.”

	“She is not ugly.”

	I smirked at the roundabout way he replied.

	“But she is not you,” he added.

	“She’s got a woman’s body. I know you’re not blind. I’m never gonna have that. I’ll always look like a kid.”

	He slowed his steps. “That is not true. You are tiny…like a little woman. You are my little woman.”

	“I wanna get down.”

	“No. We are almost at the bus.”

	“I wanna go back to the party with you.”

	Giovanni stopped walking and let me off his back. “You are sure?”

	“Yes. But on one condition. We have to sneak inside so I can get cleaned up without anyone noticing.”

	* * *

	Giovanni knocked on the backdoor.

	A man too old to be there answered. “Hey, man. Why didn’t you just come through the front?”

	“‘Cause he didn’t feel like it,” I answered for him.

	The man stepped aside for us to enter the smoky sunroom and closed the door again. Giovanni led me to the cluttered kitchen and moved boxes of canned sodas from a chair so I could sit. I tore a paper towel from the roll on the table before me and worked off my streaky makeup.

	Kai hurried over to us. “I thought you guys left.”

	Giovanni couldn’t stop smiling long enough to speak.

	“My boyfriend wants to party,” I said. “Show him a good time, would ya? Just keep him away from Mariah.”

	“The dance floor ain’t the same without you, girl. You know that,” Kai said. “I’ve been tryna get you to dance with me for years now. I ain’t lettin’ you off that easy.”

	“My feet won’t let me. Maybe next time.”

	Kai pulled my seat out and forced me up. “Take your shoes off.”

	“I don’t even walk barefoot at home.”

	Kai rolled his eyes. “Too bad, ‘cause we’re dancin’.” Taking my hand, he dragged me to the dance floor and switched off the track. “Sorry y’all. But Joy’s back, and we’re gonna play somethin’ special for her,” he announced on the mic.

	A few shouts of protest bellowed out as I approached a grinning Giovanni. “Can we go home now?”

	Shaking his head, he pulled me into a hug. “I did not know you knew Kai for a long time.”

	“Everybody knows Kai. He’s so annoying.”

	“I want to see you dance.”

	I frowned. “With him?”

	Giovanni shrugged. “He is a better dancer than I am.”

	The whole point of us sneaking back was so Giovanni’s new friends could hang out with him without Mariah stirring up trouble. Thanks to Kai, Giovanni was open-season again while I was forced into entertaining our schoolmates.

	Kai smiled broadly. “This is your last chance to take off your shoes.”

	I stepped out of my heels and slid them between a speaker and the table with his equipment.

	Trumpets blared through the speakers. Kai took my hand and spun me into his arms. The tumbao rhythm moved our feet. Right foot back. Right foot center. Left foot forward. Left foot center. Kai shimmied his shoulders and grinned as wide as his mouth allowed.

	“You’re not bad.”

	Kai pulled a face. “You’re not bad either.”

	“When did you learn to salsa?” He twirled me and locked my arm behind his back.

	“Four years ago. Why you think I’ve been beggin’ you to party wit’ me?”

	The dance floor filled with other part-goers bored to tears with our performance.

	I searched for Giovanni along the sidelines. He watched attentively, trying to ignore Mariah chattering in his ear.

	“You see that?” I whispered to Kai.

	Following my line of sight, he nodded.

	“That’s why I didn’t wanna come back here.”

	“I’ll get her,” he said.

	Kai and I broke apart. He grabbed Mariah and forced her to dance while I took Giovanni’s hands in mine and wrapped them around my waist.

	He moved like Frankenstein’s monster and melted into me.

	“I’d rather dance with you anyway,” I whispered.

	Giovanni’s contented sigh echoed through him.

	* * *

	After two everlasting hours of joking and chatting with Kai and his goofy friends at Imani’s, Giovanni saw me home.

	I punched the button for Selena’s floor and watched Giovanni in his cute little outfit. “Are you happy?”

	He nodded emphatically. “I met a lot of new people. They invited me to play basketball tomorrow.”

	“That’s good.” I smiled uncomfortably, hoping Mariah wouldn’t show up to bug him while I was at work.

	I unlocked the door. Mom paused the movie, and Selena glanced at us in mid-bite of her shrimp lo mein.

	“Finally,” Selena shouted. “You wore that outfit I got you. You look like a snack! I told you it would bring out your inner diva.” Selena’s attention diverted to Giovanni in a flash as she lowered her takeout to the coffee table. “You must be extra special for her to put this on. I can’t believe it. Look at your cute little shape. Who knew you had hips under those baggy clothes?”

	I rolled my eyes and locked the door. “Giovanni picked it out, and he did my hair for me.” I kicked my shoes across the room, vowing never to wear them again.

	Grinning sheepishly, Giovanni said, “I love Joy’s hair.”

	“Well, you look beautiful, and Giovanni, well done,” Mom said.

	“How was the party? Did Joy dance circles around you?” Selena’s smile faded as she drilled her eyes into mine.

	“It was fun, but I am not a good dancer,” Giovanni announced.

	“Were you crying?” she asked me. “What happened?”

	Collapsing onto the couch beside her, I said, “Nothing.”

	“So, you were crying about nothing. I don’t believe you.”

	I rubbed my swollen feet and sighed. “Imani took him away as soon as we got there. Then, Mariah tried to get with him.”

	Selena and Mom narrowed their eyes at him.

	“It seems to me you need to learn to stand up for your girl,” Selena told him. “Everything you do and say needs to prove who you’re interested in. Flirting back and welcoming that attention is only gonna make them think you’re interested in them. If you’re confused, be up front about it. Don’t lead Joy on while you’re figuring it out.”

	He stepped back toward the door, ready to flee from the scrutiny. “I am not confused. I love her.”

	Mom pulled a face.

	“Then, come Monday, you’re gonna have to step it up,” Selena said. “Joy can’t be the only one having to defend your relationship.” Standing from the couch, she crossed the room to search the freezer.

	“He knows. Mariah’s a little tricky. That’s all.” I waved Giovanni over to take Selena’s place beside me. “We’re over it already.”

	“Fai, where’s my frozen yogurt? Did you finish it too?”

	Mom smiled guiltily and shrunk under Selena’s glare.

	I was grateful when Selena took my mom with her to replenish the ice cream supply, leaving Giovanni and me on our own.

	“You ready to dance?” I perused my playlist for a song with the perfect beat. As I stood to connect the phone to Selena’s speakers, Giovanni jerked me back onto the sofa. His fingers tangled in my hair as he kissed me voraciously. My phone vibrated in my hand.

	“Hey, Mom.” I massaged my bottom lip with my teeth while Giovanni pressed kisses to every easy to reach place on my face.

	“You better leave space for Jesus. Ya hear me?”

	“What are you talkin’ about? We’re dancing.”

	“Fai, let them kids get a few kisses. That better be all y’all are doin’ on my couch,” Selena hollered into the phone.

	“I’m hanging up.” I dropped my phone onto the cushion.

	Giovanni picked up where he’d left off.

	“We gotta get started,” I said between kisses.

	“I am started,” he mumbled against my mouth.

	Grinning warily at him, I freed myself from his dangerous ambitions. Before he got me into permanent trouble with Mom and Selena, I slid the coffee table into the hallway and pushed play on the Rihanna track.

	A slow smile crept across his face as he approached me. “You’ve seen me dance already. I do not know how.”

	“But it’s only us now.”

	“Your feet hurt. Remember?” He hoped to deter me.

	“You know Kai’s gonna get you invited to every party till the end of the year. You need to learn somethin’. I wanna see what you can do.”

	In a rigid stance, Giovanni posed like an ancient column. I swayed to the music, doing my best to help him along, but to no avail. “Come on. You’re not even trying,” I whined, dragging his arms around me.

	Once he overcame his shyness, he showed me everything he was capable of—more monster-style dancing with a few awkward head jerks.

	I taught him the robot to be silly and other easy-to-remember moves until Mom and Selena returned. He clammed up again. Selena switched the music so that she and Mom could show off their old school moves to some fun pop, R&B, and hip-hop tracks from their school years.

	“Come on, Giovanni. Let me teach you,” Selena said, hauling him to his feet against his will.

	Mom and I rolled with laughter at the terrified look on his face. He was even shyer with her than with me.

	Selena played a J Balvin bachata remix with a quick beat and exchanged Giovanni for me. She spun me one direction, then twirled me the other between the steps, making goofy faces to keep us laughing.

	I dropped onto the couch beside a smiling Giovanni after one song. My feet hadn’t fully recovered from earlier. Mom couldn’t wait to practice her rusty Latin moves and took my place.

	* * *

	On the ride to the lobby, Giovanni’s smile was immovable. “Your mother and Selena are crazy.”

	“Yeah. Tell me about it.”

	Selena’s silly dance imitation of Halle Barry from the movie “B.A.P.S.” would forever be branded on my memory. If only I’d captured his reaction to her on camera.

	I stared pensively at Giovanni.

	“What?” he asked.

	I kissed his lips and said, “I’ve got a lot to teach you. Wanna come over and dance again tomorrow?”

	“I would love to, bella, but…” The elevator door opened. “I need your help with my parents.”

	My heart dropped at the reminder.

	
Daddy Issues

	“Wake up, girl.”

	“I’m trying to sleep.”

	“I don’t care!” He tore the blanket off me.

	I obeyed Dad’s command and climbed out of bed in a huff. I wished I could have told him to leave me alone, but it was easier to stay quiet.

	“Hurry up.” Blinking rapidly, he watched my every move and picked at the open sores on his face and arms.

	Moonlight poured into my room, allowing enough light for me to find jeans and a sweater. I hid inside the closet to get dressed and cried quietly. I could hardly keep my eyes open, and Dad was on his third day of sleeplessness. He rattled the door handle to remind me to hurry.

	Drying my face on a hanging shirt, I stepped out of the closet. “What time is it?”

	“Shut up. No questions,” he said, squeezing my wrist and leading me outside into the cold night.

	I sat upright in bed and blinked through the darkness. Why were disturbing memories tryna pry their way through the surface of my mind, memories I needed to forget?

	Tiptoeing into the kitchen, I filled a glass with water and jumped at the sudden movement in the darkened living room. Instinctively, I grabbed a knife from the knife block on the counter and tiptoed closer to my stalker.

	“You couldn’t sleep either,” Mom whispered.

	My glass quivered against my lips. Sipping the water, I lowered myself rigidly onto the couch cushion and set the knife on the table.

	“Did I wake you?” she asked.

	“No. Dad did.”

	“I’ve been thinking about him a lot too.”

	“I’m not trying to.” I took another sip. “What about his warning? Do you believe it?”

	She glowed in the orange light beaming through the living room windows. “I don’t know.”

	I knew by that subtle tone in her voice she was living in the past again and waiting for the right moment to drag me back there too. I wanted no part of it. Swallowing the last of the water in one gulp, I stood.

	“Joy—”

	“He’s ruined our lives enough! He’s not relevant to us anymore, and if you disagree, go on and bail him out…like you do every time. I’m not gonna sit by and watch. I won’t.”

	“I wasn’t talking about bailing him out, but he’s been going to meetings. What if he’s changed?”

	“For how long do you think it’ll last this time? A few weeks ago, Storm was still alive. How much do you think he’s changed since he killed her…since he stabbed that guy? I know you’ll always want him, but do you remember the last time he beat you in the middle of the street with the neighbors watching? Do you remember what I had to do to get him to stop?”

	The change in her breathing between sniffles told me she remembered it well.

	“That’s what I see when I think of him,” I added. “Not romantic dates to the theatre or him walking me to school when I was little. That person doesn’t exist anymore. You wanna give him another chance, then that’s on you. I won’t be there to knock him out before he kills you. I won’t live like that ever again.”

	Leaving my glass on the counter, I returned to my room and buried the memories of my father even deeper.

	* * *

	I rose early to work at Mr. Quaid’s. It took five hours of cleaning, grocery shopping, laundering a mound of clothes, getting Mr. Quaid’s lunch and dinner ready for the day, and prepping meals for the following two weeks. And I could’ve sleep-walked through Selena’s door when I got home.

	“Giovanni came by about an hour ago.” Mom carted a tall basket with clean clothes down the hall to her room.

	A long bubble bath called my name, but Giovanni had called me first, six times. His knock at the door sounded before I could dial his number.

	We hadn’t spoken since the night before. Being apart for most of the day had offered hours of deep reflection. Perhaps it was knowing that Mariah would never leave us alone, or maybe there was something about his face when he thought I wasn’t looking that raised new doubts and reinforced the old ones about us. In my experience, happiness was always a short vacation, a break from life’s miseries once every seven years. Did Giovanni and I have an expiration date too? If so, how close were we to the end?

	My pessimism fed on those questions throughout the day.

	He knocked again. Stalking him from the peephole, I waited until he turned to leave to unfasten the locks and held my breath for the first few seconds we stood face-to-face. His red, bloodshot eyes watched me with relief. He pulled me into his arms.

	“I tried to call you,” he said.

	“Sorry. I had to work today.”

	Looking around the apartment behind me, he whispered, “You said that you would help me with my parents.”

	Stepping aside, I let him enter. “I didn’t forget.”

	I led the way to my room. “I looked up the numbers you gave me last night, but I couldn’t find anything. We’ll have to call ‘em and find out who they belong to. I also made a list of ideas for what to do next since I couldn’t sleep. You can look ‘em over while I shower.”

	“Joy.”

	I quit rifling through the closet for my slippers and inched my way around to meet his gaze. He lingered in the doorway. “I have something for you. I wanted to give these to you a long time ago, but…” Giovanni slid a bulging envelope into my hand.

	“What is it?”

	“Letters I wrote to you with everything I wanted to tell you since we meet.” I finally mustered the courage to peer into his eyes and swallowed my tears. “You can read them later.” He pressed a tender kiss to my cheek.

	“Thank you.” I set the envelope on the nightstand, handed him my notebook, and carried on with my task with a heavy heart. “I’ll be quick. I promise.”

	* * *

	I wandered into the room, working a comb through my tangles. When I let my weary arms fall to my sides, Giovanni dismounted the bed and stole the comb.

	“I’m not done with that.” I reached for it, but he jerked away.

	“I know. I want to do your hair again. Please.”

	I settled onto the bed and waited for the laptop to boot up. After a few rips of the comb through my locks, I stopped his hand. “You don’t have to do anymore.”

	Giovanni held the comb hostage. “But I want to.”

	“It hurts, and I don’t wanna be bald by the time you’re done.”

	“Tell me how to do it.”

	This boy was not giving in without a fight. With a shaky sigh, I granted his request.

	I perused Mrs. Vitali’s social media profile on the laptop while Giovanni worked.

	“You lose a lot of hair.” He stared at the strands that clung to his fingers.

	“I always do when I’m stressed.” My mouth watered with every one of Mrs. Vitali’s decadent dessert posts. “I think I need to get a job with your mom.”

	Sweeping the hair over my shoulder, he made way for a trail of kisses down my neck. “I missed you so much today.”

	I shut my eyes and shivered as his lips discovered a weak place at the base of my neck. “Me too.”

	He laughed and tried to replicate my reaction a second time.

	“What did you do while I was away?”

	“I played basketball with Kai and the guys.”

	“Did you have fun?”

	“Eh, it was okay.” He hummed against my skin. “You smell so good.”

	I twisted around to greet his lips with a warmer welcome and let the laptop slide off my lap onto the pillow. Giovanni kneeled onto the bed slowly with his lips still attached to mine when Mom caught us.

	“Uh-uh! Y’all better make room for Jesus.” She separated us by force and glared at Giovanni. “Keep your lips and anything else that belongs to you away from my daughter. Don’t make me send you home, little boy! Get off her bed and get a chair.”

	Mom was so embarrassing. I missed Selena keeping her busy, but Saturday nights were club nights.

	Giovanni stood rigidly and smoothed his dark blue T-shirt. Reaching for the comb from my nightstand, he gripped it tightly. And like a baby deer, he stalked the trigger-happy huntress watching him with contempt until I returned from Selena’s office with the rolling computer chair to accommodate him.

	Giovanni balanced himself self-consciously onto the chair’s edge, and Mom backed out of my room.

	I played Giovanni’s favorite upbeat song to cheer him up.

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered, rolling his chair closer to reach his lips from my perch on the bed. The poor guy kept his eyes glued to the doorway the entire time. “Do you wanna take a break? Are you hungry? I can make us something.”

	Finally, the fear melted away from his face. “Yes.”

	Giovanni helped me cook his first Bajan (Barbadian) meal—shrimp and rice. It was one of my favorites Dad used to make when I was little, and the first dish I ever learned to cook.

	Giovanni deveined the shrimp while I husked and washed the tomatillos, then popped them in the oven to roast. “Are your grandparents still alive?”

	“Yes. We are really close to my papá’s parents, but I never meet my other nonnos before.”

	“Are they still alive?”

	“I do not know. My ma never talks about them,” he said, adding a cleaned shrimp to a glass bowl and reaching for another.

	Mom kept a watchful eye on us during the commercial breaks of her murder documentary.

	I tossed bacon into a heated pan when an idea struck me. “You know what we should do? We should look for criminal records on your parents. That’s public record, right?”

	Giovanni gulped and lowered the paring knife to the cutting board. The furrow in his brow called me out for my insensitivity.

	“Sorry. I just—”

	“No. It is a good idea. I never thought of it.” Avoiding my eyes, he finished with the last of the shrimp. “I bought the cameras last night.”

	After washing my hands, I put a pot on for rice and prepared the spice blend for the shrimp. “Good. When do they arrive?”

	“On Tuesday.” Giovanni paused at the sink and exhaled a deep breath before scrubbing his hands clean.

	“So, what are your grandparents like?” I asked, hoping to divert his mind to happier thoughts. “Is your dad a lot like your nonno?”

	He grinned and shook his head. “My nonno makes jewelry. He is very quiet, but he likes to laugh. My pa makes him laugh…a lot.”

	“And your nonna?”

	Washing the knife and cutting board, he started on the onion and green bell pepper. “My babbo is like her. You would like her. She can dance.” I smiled to myself at his words. “When I was little, she used to take care of me and let me play with the baby goats. I miss the baby goats.”

	“They keep goats in the city?”

	He smirked. “No. They lived in Chianti, in Toscana. She and my nonno would sell the goat hair for cashmere before they moved to the city.”

	I gave the bacon a stir. “Did they cut off their hair like they do with sheep?”

	“No. When it is loose, they brush it. Then, they sort it and prepare it to sell.”

	“Is that what I remind you of whenever you comb my hair?”

	He laughed. “No. I think your hair is more soft and nice.”

	“You’re so lucky. I’ve never met my grandparents. All I know about them is what my parents have told me.”

	“You can share my nonnos with me,” he said. “I want them to meet you.”

	“Do they know any English?” I turned the bacon over.

	“They know some words, but I can translate for you.”

	With a sorrowful sigh, he said, “I wish now I could live there and here at the same time.”

	* * *

	After dinner, we returned to my room to search every online Italian database for criminal links or arrest records for Luca or Francesca Vitali with no results.

	“Hey. Did you find out anything about your mom’s sister?”

	“I asked my papá. She died very young. He told me not to ask my ma because it would make her sad. Maybe it is not important since she is dead.”

	If it was so long ago, why wouldn’t his mom want her son to know about his aunt, her only sibling, or his grandparents?

	I folded the pillow behind me and straightened my legs. “What kind of work did your dad do in Milan?”

	Giovanni twirled in the chair. “He was an accountant for a lawyer and a modeling agency.”

	I stifled a laugh at the vision of his dad surrounded by models, photographers, and fashion and fake-coughed it away. “Really? Do you remember anything else?”

	“No.”

	I tapped the pen against my chin. “Tell me about the person who called. What did their voice sound like? Did he speak in English or Italian?”

	“English,” he said with a shrug. “I cannot describe his voice.”

	“Okay.” I glanced over my list of questions to determine where to begin. “Do you remember the name of the law firm and modeling agency your dad worked for?”

	“The law firm, no, but the other place is closed now.”

	“What was the name of it?”

	“Astro.” His bouncing leg shook the bed and the laptop. “It was the last place he worked before we moved here. Astro Management,” he corrected, stopping his anxious foot thumping under the insistence of my hand on his knee.

	Giovanni was right. It had closed and due to a scandal so shocking that not even Giovanni could have anticipated it. Taking control of the mouse pad, he clicked open an Italian article and read as much as he could stomach. It wasn’t until I noticed the paling of his skin, the distress in his eyes, and his fingers anxiously twisting the hair at his temple that I realized we’d stumbled onto something serious.

	“What does it say?”

	“It is not good,” he said. “It says it closed for prostitution and human trafficking.”

	Needing to understand what he’d read, I translated the article into English. I regretted instantly allowing my curiosity to get the best of me. The details of the allegations launched at the former agency’s owner and employees turned my stomach upside down.

	Hundreds of children and teens were transported globally and exploited under the guise of modeling, some lost forever. They would organize photoshoots, runway shows, and fashion events, advertising their merchandise to potential pedophile clients while maintaining the front of an honest business.

	How long had Giovanni’s dad worked for the company before he found out? Had he taken part in the abuse? If so, why wasn’t he in jail? Was the law firm he once worked for connected to it somehow?

	I added each question as it came to mind, unable to wrap my head around his dad working for a criminal organization that trafficked human beings, other people’s kids. I shuddered inside when I recalled our first meeting. He said I was pretty. I was freaking out, and he wasn’t even related to me.

	Sucking in a sharp breath, my eyes inched their way to Giovanni. His disturbed gaze locked on the computer screen.

	I willed myself to console him, to say something, anything. My brain failed me. I squeezed his chilled, clammy hand. “We don’t have to keep looking into this if you don’t want to,” I said once I recovered my voice. I closed the pages and logged off. “I bet your dad had nothing to do with this. I mean, he was an accountant, right? He probably didn’t even know anything about it. If he had, he might be in jail right now. This gives us a clue. That article was written four years ago, so the blackmailer has to know your dad from that time, right? You said they were speaking Italian. That proves it…I think.”

	Giovanni nodded stiffly.

	“It’ll be okay. We’ll keep looking,” I assured. My imagination conjured up somber-eyed children and teens, sinking me deeper into the quicksand of despair he’d already surrendered to.

	I embraced him as much to comfort myself as to comfort him. Giovanni pulled away and rose from his seat, his forlorn gaze searching my room for relief. But we were powerless—powerless to unlearn what we’d discovered, terrified to uncover more, and devoured by a never-ending stream of uncertainty.

	I couldn’t stop cringing at the thought of his father being a sex offender, a rapist.

	Had I not suggested we look into his dad’s old job, he could have been spared the burden of a mind loaded with shock and repulsion. I wished I would’ve investigated on my own and somehow eased him into it.

	Standing up, I hugged his rigid body.

	“Jubilee, it’s getting late,” Mom said from the hallway.

	I separated from him and pulled on my shoes.

	We boarded the elevator. An awkward silence electrified the atmosphere until we landed on the lobby floor. My heart buckled under the pressure I’d loaded onto myself—to come up with some magical explanation for what we’d found before we had to say goodbye. I wished it were that easy.

	“Giovanni.” His gloomy eyes met mine for an instant before falling to the sandy-tiled floor. “If–If you need to talk it out, I’m here. Just call me.”

	“What do we do?” he asked, crossing his arms tightly around himself.

	“I…can keep looking into it without you, if you want.”

	“No. I want to continue together.” He swallowed away the tears on the brink of exposure and hugged me for a long time. “Thank you for your help.”

	The lobby door opened. Giovanni released me.

	I waited for the young Indian couple to board the elevator behind us. “Do you wanna take a break from it for a little while?”

	Giovanni’s skin took on a greenish hue at the thought. “I do. But I need to know who my father is. What if he knew about everything? What if he did something to those children?”

	“Maybe your dad could tell you. Maybe you could tell him you’re interested in the modeling industry. That could at least open the door to get him talking.”

	Giovanni frowned. “I cannot look at him, Joy. How can I talk to him about it?”

	“Give the shock a few days to wear off. Your dad is innocent until proven guilty, right? So, let’s focus on proving his innocence.”

	Giovanni’s face reddened. “I do not want to go home.” His voice shook.

	A cramp paralyzed my heart at his words. I wished he could have stayed. I wished I could have wiped his memory. I wished we had the answers. I wished the truth would come to us quickly and wash away the guilt from his father’s name. All I ever did was wish for the impossible. I knew, as well as Giovanni, that if his parents were being blackmailed, the secret had to be horrific, or else they would have sought police help already.

	I threw my arms around Giovanni and held him as he shattered into a million pieces. I cried with him, ignoring the other tenants coming and going.

	I feared for the dangerous disconnection his heart was already making from the man he loved and admired. Once those links were broken, reconnecting them again wouldn’t be easy.

	Giovanni’s phone rang. Unearthing it from his pocket, he said, “It is my ma.” He sniffed. “Goodnight, bella.”

	I kissed his lips one last time.

	Answering the call, Giovanni pushed open the door and made his lonely journey home.

	
Ghetto Venture

	We need to talk. I am here. Meet me in the lobby, Giovanni texted me frantically at two in the morning.

	With my shoes and hoodie in hand, I sneaked out the door and pulled them on in the hallway.

	Giovanni rushed to me as soon as I stepped onto the ground floor.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“There was another phone call tonight,” he said. “I heard my ma whispering to the same man. He threatened to take me if she does not give him the money.” Giovanni swallowed and avoided my probing eyes. “She knows what kind of man my father is, and she is paying to keep it a secret?”

	“We don’t know anything about your dad for sure,” I reminded him.

	“What would they do to me if they cannot get the money?” He paced the length of the lobby. “I–I cannot go home again…Can I stay with you at Selena’s? I need to be close to you.” Giovanni peered down at me through bloodshot eyes. “Please. I can sleep on the sofa and leave before she or your mother wakes up.” The desperation in his voice tugged my heart.

	“Let me check with Selena first.”

	* * *

	Giovanni lounged on the sofa-bed with his arms folded behind him. A soft orange glow from the street lights outside flooded the living room and illuminated half of his face, exaggerating the angles of his features. “Joy, do you think he is guilty?” he whispered before I reached the hallway.

	I wandered over to him and settled onto the mattress. “I don’t know. I don’t really know him. We’ll find the answer, I promise.”

	“I wish I could stop thinking…I wish I did not know about it.”

	“But your dad is a free man for a reason. I mean, it wasn’t his company.” I pressed a kiss to Giovanni’s forehead and peered into his grief-stricken eyes as fresh tears spilled out of them. “Look, I know it’s hard not to worry, especially when it’s your family, but I bet once you get the answers, it won’t be anything like we thought.”

	I crawled over him and cuddled his warm body. “I know it’s a different situation, but when I didn’t know if my mom would be okay after my dad hurt her, it was torture. Selena used to take me to the hospital to see her every day until she could come home.” I exhaled another shaky breath. “The scariest thing in the world, though, is to not know.” I grazed his scalp lightly with my nails. “She would be unconscious on the floor, all bloody and swollen, and I can’t tell you how many times I thought he’d killed her.” I swiped at my tears with my arm. “I couldn’t always protect her. But you…you’re bigger and stronger than I was. Everyone gets scared sometimes. Don’t wait for something scary to happen before you do something about it. You just gotta learn to trust yourself.”

	Giovanni rolled over and cradled his chin on my chest. Tears tumbled down his cheeks and dampened my shirt. I pushed my fingers through his thick hair.

	“How can you control it? I want to make it stop.” He dried his face on his palm.

	I raised Giovanni’s chin to study his eyes in the low light. Their playful innocence had long gone. Now, fear and uncertainty lived there. But how could they not? Our discovery challenged everything he once knew of his father.

	“You can’t stop it,” I told him truthfully. “You can’t control how you feel. You can only control how you react to it. My dad taught me to paint, to use color and brush strokes to express myself, no matter what emotion I felt. It used to help him a little. I know it helps me sometimes.”

	“I thought you hated him.”

	I swallowed away the tightness in my throat. “I’m afraid of him…of what he could do. Despite that, he was sick. I remember him a little when he was stable and sober, but the bad always takes over the good. I watched him change into someone I couldn’t love anymore.” I hardened my jaw. “I don’t want you to stop loving and trusting your dad until you know for a fact who and what he really is.” I stroked his cheek. “Once your perception of him changes, you can’t get it back. At least I can’t anyway.”

	He nodded thoughtfully.

	“My dad used art as his escape, before he got worse and turned to drugs. I’ve got some canvases if you wanna try it tomorrow.”

	“I do not know how to paint,” he muttered.

	“It doesn’t matter. We don’t have to paint. We can go for a walk, bake, even play soccer, anything to make you feel good.”

	Giovanni hopped to his feet with a nervous smile and a scary, intense stare. I’d seen that look before…many times on Dad during his manic episodes. To see Dad’s expression on Giovanni made my heart shake with dread.

	I rose halfway and wished away that feeling when Giovanni hauled me to my feet and into his arms. His lips on mine felt normal at first, but the sensation of raging bats spiraled chaotically in my stomach, replacing their gentle-winged predecessors. I moved away, unsure of its meaning.

	“What is wrong?” he whispered, noticing my discomfort.

	“That felt weird…I mean…different.”

	His all-knowing grin spoke before he did. “I feel different.” His forehead wrinkled as he searched for the right words to express it. “There was a pain in my heart after we learned of my papá’s work. It did not go away until now. I am still worried about it, but I was not sure you could understand until I hear you speak about your parents.” The intensity of his stare made me feel alien again. “But you know this pain better than I do. You understand it. I need you now more than ever.” He squeezed my body against his. “I wish we could sleep together,” he said in my ear.

	Shaking my head, I chuckled to myself. “Yeah. You really want my mom to kill you.”

	* * *

	The door slamming into the wall of my room woke me with a start. I sat upright, ready to fight. My hands unclenched when the intruder turned out to be Mom. She had the audacity to accuse me of startling her.

	“What? What do you want?” I closed my eyes and relaxed my body.

	“Giovanni’s on the couch. Why is he on the couch?”

	“He had a rough night. Selena said it was okay.”

	“And did you stay separate the whole night?”

	“Yes, Mom.”

	“What time did you get in bed?”

	I plunged into my pillow, willing her to leave me alone. “I don’t know. I’m tired. Please. Go away.”

	I could almost hear her frown. “And you stayed here, and he stayed there the whole night?” she repeated in dreaded expectation of my answer.

	“Yes, Mom. I left him alone, and he left me alone. I’m tired. Please. Go away and let me sleep!” I glared at her.

	She nodded, letting me know she believed me. “Okay. I’ll start breakfast whenever you’re ready to get up. Giovanni’s still conked out too. We gotta finish packing up our old place today. You feel up to it?”

	“Yes, but later.”

	I turned over and pulled the blanket over my head to block out the daylight that poured into my room. As soon as she exited and shut the door behind her, sweet unconsciousness swaddled me like a baby.

	* * *

	I slipped the bralette over my head when the door burst open.

	Fear coursed through me as I bolted to the safety of my closet, desperate to conceal my scars with a pair of jeans and a shirt. “I locked my door for a reason!” I stumbled out of the shadows, trying to calm my heart. Freeing the hair trapped inside of my shirt, I turned away from Mom’s smirking face.

	“You forget. I used to change your diapers, remember?” Mom said.

	“Fifteen years ago.” As if that had anything to do with her invading my privacy. It was clear she wanted to irritate me for Giovanni spending the night without her knowledge.

	“What was Giovanni doing here last night?”

	“He’s been having a hard time with his parents.”

	“Did they give him permission?”

	I shrugged and fastened the clasp on my necklace. “I don’t think he asked them. It didn’t even occur to me to find out.”

	Nearing me with her waving finger, she said, “Don’t ever forget to check with his parents again. The last thing I need is for them to bring the cops here in the middle of the night looking for him. That’s every parent’s nightmare. You hear me?”

	As far as I could see, it was his parents’ fault he was in any danger.

	* * *

	While we filled up on pancakes and coffee, Mom pitched her plans for the day to Giovanni with an invitation for him to join us, much to my dismay. Of course, I would’ve loved to spend the day with him, but he had no idea what he was signing up for.

	I did my best to educate him about The Glen so he could make an informed decision about whether he wanted to go or not. His eyes glazed over, finding my mouth more worthy of his attention than the words I was saying.

	Annoyed, I retreated in a huff and changed into the baggiest clothes I owned, hoping my warnings would miraculously sink into his brain.

	“Leave your money here,” I ordered after joining him in the living room again.

	His face drooped and his shoulders sagged in protest. “Why?”

	“‘Cause you’re gonna get robbed.” When he rolled his eyes at me, I stomped my foot at him. “Why won’t you listen to me? You know what? Maybe you should stay here.”

	“No. I want to go with you.”

	“It’s not where you need to be.”

	“I need to be with you.” Giovanni tried to keep me from flattening his hair. “Why you are doing this?”

	I unbuttoned his white and gray-striped, pulled it off of him—leaving his white T-shirt on—and tossed it onto the couch. “Because no one goes around the projects looking rich. And if you do, you’ll be a target. Have you ever been robbed before?”

	He nodded. “After we moved here.”

	“Did you enjoy it? ‘Cause the way you keep fighting me, you act like you want it to happen again.”

	When he reached for his shirt, I stopped his hand.

	“Leave it. I’m serious. The last time we went, we almost got shot on our way out. I don’t wanna see you get hurt ‘cause you look like money. Please.”

	He finally listened. I rewarded his obedience with a kiss, but being Giovanni, he had to take it to the next level. Pressing firmly against me, he dipped me back, literally sweeping me off my feet. The butterflies in my tummy didn’t know what hit them.

	“Boy, I told you ‘bout kissing my daughter!” Mom yelled at him, storming into the room. “It ain’t too late to send you home.”

	Mom frightened him so badly, he lost his hold and grappled to catch me at the last second. I rolled out of his arms onto the floor, fighting to contain my laughter and scramble to my feet. But the longer Mom’s glare lingered on his dejected puppy face, the more I strained every muscle in my body to suppress my laugh.

	* * *

	Seeing how Giovanni stuck out like a sore thumb all fresh and innocent against the backdrop of that gritty part of town, kept me on high alert. The contrast didn’t bother me as much as the attention he drew—precisely what I wanted to avoid.

	The instant we stepped onto the sidewalk from the moving van, the welcoming committee sized him up. Giovanni let his sights fall to everywhere else but the gawking gangsta’s standing guard.

	“Hey, Ronnie.”

	Ronnie’s friends clustered themselves a little closer to one another, making an exhibition of their hostility toward Giovanni.

	Ronnie broke formation from them. “Joy. What’s good wit’ ya?” He beamed brightly on his way over to us.

	“Nothin’ much.”

	The whites of his eyes made it difficult to know if he was in dire need of sleep or his high was fading. My eyes watered to peer into them too long.

	“Where ya been? We ain’t seen you and your moms for a while now.” He joined us on the long stretch of sidewalk and self-consciously smoothed his outgrown twists with his hands.

	“We’ve been stayin’ across town. Did you hear what happened to my baby?”

	“Yeah, I did. You know who did it?”

	“The cops said it was my dad.”

	Strolling alongside me, he said, “That’s messed up.”

	“I know. I still can’t believe she’s gone.”

	A tear fell from one of his sorrow-filled eyes, unseen by anyone except me. I was glad for his sake. We both knew his sudden sadness had nothing to do with my dog and everything to do with his own grief.

	I rubbed his arm and observed the changes in him within the four weeks since I’d seen him last. His oval face looked sunken-in, and he smiled with a broken smile. I wished my mom and Giovanni away so Ronnie and I could catch up, but we hadn’t come to The Glen to socialize. We had work to do. Plus, Mom forbade me from hanging out with him. Her fear stemmed from the company he kept and the street hustle that paid his bills.

	“Joy, we gotta get movin’ before it starts getting late,” she reminded me.

	“We can talk later,” I offered quietly.

	Ronnie cleared his throat and stared at me pensively. “Okay…Wait. Can I help you guys?”

	I looked at Mom to answer.

	“Thanks, but we don’t have much to do,” she said.

	Ronnie’s face fell with disappointment.

	“We’re just moving boxes,” I said. “But it would be faster if he helped,” I directed at Mom.

	Her hazel eyes pierced me. She gave him a stiff nod. “You can help, if you’re not busy.” Mom kept her words short and bitter to the taste.

	Ronnie read between the lines with ease. “Actually,” he said. “I remembered I gotta take my mom to an appointment today. Sorry. Let me know if you forget anythin’. I can drop it off to you…if you want.”

	Mom’s nostrils flared with her hostile thanks. She’d never give him our new address or accept his kind offer. With her hand on my shoulder, she moved me along faster. Glancing back at him, I said my awkward goodbyes. I wished he wouldn’t have let Mom intimidate him.

	Passing through the squeaky doors to enter the building, my mind shifted from Ronnie to this horrendous complex’s many repugnant charms. The scent of alcohol-soaked urine and stale weed hit us in the face, although the pee really stole the show. It always did.

	Giovanni buried his nose in his shirt as we moved through the dank corridor and up three flights of stairs to our old apartment.

	There was no stifling my embarrassment over the shame of ever calling The Glen home. Living in a place like that was a desperate necessity, a last resort before the streets—something Giovanni knew nothing about and probably would never have had to face. Still, I couldn’t shake the guilt of not preparing him enough for what to expect as if him refusing to take me seriously was somehow my fault.

	Walking through the door of our apartment shifted that shame in an instant. Glaring at Storm’s former resting place rushed that day back to my heart and mind as if it had happened today. Luckily, Giovanni’s presence was a welcome relief, a distraction from the negative energy forever infused in the place.

	Our apartment reeked of disinfectant instead of Storm’s blood or the funk that strangled us when we first entered the building. Giovanni breathed in deeply as if the smell of cleaning products was the purest form of oxygen he had ever known. I couldn’t blame him. I only hoped he’d stored enough of it in his lungs for whenever we had to venture downstairs into the fumes.

	He lifted a box of kitchen wares and watched me with suspicion. “How do you know that guy?”

	“We used to go to school together. He dropped out before the end of his eighth-grade year, around the time his sister…uh, passed away. He was a couple of years ahead of me. I guess he’s like twenty now.” He looked more like a haggard thirty-year-old, and it worried me.

	“I thought they were going to make problems when we arrived.”

	“Ronnie would never. His friends would have if he wasn’t there. Actually, he saved me from trouble a few times.”

	I shook the terrifying memory of my run-in with the buffalo-faced, boulder-sized gangster. I could still see his sneering face in my head the day he cornered me on the stairs after school. Ronnie fought that fight for me, despite being half the man’s size and sixteen at the time. He shoved Lug down the stairs with all of his might.

	The sickening sound churned my stomach whenever I thought about his heavy body smacking one step after another. The fall left him quadriplegic, unable to speak or point Ronnie out to his former comrades.

	I owed Ronnie my life, and there was no telling how many others had been saved from falling prey to Lug because of Ronnie’s actions that day.

	I retrieved the pocketknife from my pocket, opened it, and carefully slipped it into my pocket again. “Ronnie’s always been sweet to me. He’s a good person. He’s just…stuck.”

	I followed Giovanni out the door with my own load. There was strength in numbers, and the last thing I wanted was to have my boyfriend disappear, get hurt, or worse. My list of bad memories associated with this place was already beyond full. I could’ve done without another.

	* * *

	The smell of fresh paint still lingered in the air as we filled our new apartment with boxes. Giovanni laughed at me for testing the light switches in each room.

	I grinned. “Look, ma. No shocks!”

	He’d missed out on experiencing the shocking light switch at our old apartment for himself.

	I loved the extra space and safety this place had to offer compared to the shoebox we used to live in. Our new furniture was due to arrive within the next few days. And I could not wait to get settled. Too bad Storm couldn’t have been there to make this apartment feel like home with us. She would’ve loved the living room corner by the radiator.

	* * *

	I walked Giovanni to his house before nightfall. It wasn’t until he entwined our fingers that I noticed the slight tremor in his hand. He was genuinely terrified to return home.

	“Joy, there is something I need to tell you.” Giovanni released his clammy hand from mine. “My papá wants to move. He applied for a job in New Jersey, and he has an interview on Wednesday.”

	I was speechless. Jersey wasn’t a world away, but we were so close to the end of the school year with one more year left until graduation. If his dad was unable to acquire that job, it would only be a matter of time before he would search for and obtain another even farther away. But what about his mom’s bakery?

	“He is already looking for a new place for us to live.”

	I clung to his arm and started on the path to his house again. “This guy that’s blackmailing them is making him desperate. We’ve gotta find answers faster. That’s what we should’ve been doing today.”

	Mrs. Vitali greeted Giovanni with anger. I had an idea why when she shook her phone and shouted at him in Italian. He hadn’t told his parents about his whereabouts. Mrs. Vitali embraced him and cried into his shoulder. She said a few more words and stormed into the kitchen with the phone to her ear.

	Riddled with guilt, Giovanni took my hand and led me up the narrow staircase to his room.

	“What did she say?” I bounced anxiously on his bed while he enclosed us inside.

	“My papá is looking for me.” Giovanni removed his sneakers and lined them on the closet floor with the others.

	“That’s what my mom was afraid of. She said that the cops might show up at our place looking for you and to make sure that your parents knew where you were the next time. I’m sorry you got in trouble. But don’t you think you should talk to them about what’s goin’ on?”

	Giovanni dropped onto his computer chair and scrubbed his face.

	“These people are threatening to kidnap you. We need information, and the way we’ve been tryna get it ain’t fast enough.” He averted his gaze to the parquet floor. I reached over and stroked his scruffy cheek. “I know you’re scared, but the only way to get the answers we need is for you to talk to your mom about it. It’s the quickest way I can think of.”

	Giovanni covered my hand with his and sighed.

	I looked through the window at the darkening sky outside. “I’ve gotta go.” Gripping the armrests of the chair, I rolled him closer and kissed his lips. “I’m here for you, no matter what. Okay? Call me if you need me.”

	I’d made it to the edge of the darkened hallway when someone knocked on the door. Mrs. Vitali greeted the unexpected visitor as he forced his way inside. My position on the stair’s landing prevented me from seeing anything other than a third of his lower half. But a glimpse of the man’s massive flexing fists and huge gray Timberland boots told me he was a giant. Mrs. Vitali moved away from him as he encroached on her space out of my view. I dug through my purse for a wooden skewer I’d keep for protection and listened carefully for the cue to help if the need arose.

	“W–Why you are here?” she asked.

	“I gotta make sure you do what you’re told,” said the man.

	Giovanni sneaked up behind me before I could hear more. I jumped, nearly falling face-first down the stairs until he gripped the back of my shirt and pulled me to him.

	“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “What are you doing?”

	I held my hand to my heart, trying to recover from my near-death tumble. “Something’s wrong. Your mom sounds scared.”

	Giovanni frowned and descended the steps to investigate, ignoring my pleas for him to listen out for more clues from their exchange.

	“Hello. May I help you?” Giovanni disappeared from my line of sight.

	“No, but your mom can.” Lowering his voice, the Brooklyn native said, “He wants you to get it done soon.” The man strutted across the living room and closed the door after himself.

	Giovanni interrogated his mother. Mrs. Vitali fled into the kitchen to escape her son, shouting hysterically at him in Italian. I sneaked downstairs and outside in search of the man. He ducked into the driver’s side of the sleek SUV parked across the street, offering me a glimpse of the tip of his head. The tinted windows were too dark to see through.

	“Wait!” I unfastened the chain-linked fence and ran to catch up.

	Slamming the door shut, he cranked the car. The headlights blinked to life. The giant peeled out of the parking spot and sped away.

	Giovanni joined me outside, his anchored shoulders making his every step drag. “What are you doing?” he hollered at me from behind the fence.

	“I wanted to talk to that guy, but I missed him.” I crossed the street again.

	Giovanni pulled me into his arms. “Did you see him?”

	“I didn’t get the chance.”

	Swallowing hard, he sighed into my hair. “I am glad you did not. He scared my ma. She will not tell me anything!”

	“Let me talk to her.” His shoulder muffled my voice.

	Giovanni crooked his arm around my neck and kicked a stick out of our path. The gate squeaked when he latched it behind us.

	* * *

	I entered the peach-colored kitchen with caution. Mrs. Vitali guzzled one shot after another of hard liquor at the counter. Torrential tears streamed down her face. Taking the bottle of vodka and glass from her hands, I set them aside and rubbed her shoulder. She covered her face in shame and sobbed some more.

	“It’s okay. He’s gone,” I whispered. “What did he want?” I took the hair tie from around my wrist and swept the hair off her neck into a loose ponytail.

	Mrs. Vitali fell into me and wept uncontrollably, making my heart cramp.

	“Here. Take a seat,” I said, guiding her to a stool at the counter. “He’s gone. I won’t let him hurt you. Ya hear me?”

	She nodded.

	“Do you want me to get Mr. Vitali for you?”

	“No. H–He is not here.”

	Giovanni blotted her tears with a paper towel. “We want to help you, Ma. Let us help.”

	Mrs. Vitali’s chin quivered as she peered into her son’s eyes and blinked away new tears.

	“Please. Who was that man?” he asked.

	Drawing in a shaky breath, she finally spoke. “He works for a friend of your papá.”

	Giovanni frowned. “The man that is blackmailing you?”

	Her mouth came unhinged. “H–How do you know?”

	“I heard him on the phone the other day.”

	Mrs. Vitali clutched the gold medallion on her necklace and lowered her eyes to the granite countertop. A second round of tears rained down her cheeks when she nodded. Giovanni dabbed them away and settled onto the stool beside her, listening intently while his mom made a long-winded confession in their secret tongue.

	After rinsing the glass, I filled it with water and passed it to her. I didn’t know who that man was or from under which bridge he crawled out from, but I’d search every rat hole in all five boroughs to bring even a dollop of peace to Mrs. Vitali if I could.

	Resting my elbows on top of the island, I watched Giovanni’s surprised reactions to everything she said and made up my own interpretations. Visions of the man who’d upset Giovanni’s precious mother popped into my head. Then, violent fantasies took over as I began plotting ways to take that giant down.

	Mrs. Vitali’s sudden silence snapped me out of it. She closed her tired eyes and leaned into her son. Helping her onto unsteady legs, Giovanni guided her through the dining room and upstairs with a firm arm around her shoulders.

	Mom’s ringtone sounded from the depths of my bag. I dug it out with a groan and answered. “I’m on my way.”

	“You’d better run,” she said sourly and hung up.

	I traipsed up the staircase and stopped at the landing just as Giovanni shut his parents’ bedroom door. He pressed his lips into a thin line.

	“I have to go,” I said. “My mom’s already annoyed that I’m late.”

	Giovanni’s eyes glazed over with tears. Giving me a thoughtful nod, he stroked my cheek and folded his arms around me. “She told me everything.”

	Torn between staying there to hear the mystery revealed and avoiding my mother’s wrath, I chose the latter with a heavy heart.

	Giovanni called me on my hurried way home.

	“She says my papá worked for a bad man, Pietro Ferraro. My papá betrayed him. He and many people who worked for him got arrested.”

	“I bet it was because of the agency.”

	“Yes. And now our family will be in danger if anyone finds out my papá was responsible. The name of the man who is blackmailing her is Cesaré Rocco. It is the same man my babbo calls his friend. But he does not know my ma is paying him money. She says my babbo must never know.”

	I slowed my steps. “Why not?”

	“Cesaré is his oldest friend. It would break his heart.” Giovanni sighed. “That is all she told me.”

	“Text me the names she gave you, and tomorrow, we’ll look into it.”

	I spent the night making a list of questions to investigate tomorrow.

	Why would Mr. Vitali’s best friend blackmail his friend’s wife, especially after knowing he had lost his job two weeks ago? What did this man have against Mrs. Vitali? It was her husband who’d turned his boss in. Why come to her for money and make threats?

	Too many things didn’t add up.

	
No Peace. Never Mind.

	The bus’s engine whirred as it zoomed past us on our trek to school. It had been days since I’d last felt that feeling. We were being watched. After yesterday’s strangeness and the recent threat to Giovanni, we couldn’t let our guard down.

	I tried to play it cool and scan the area around us inconspicuously to avoid freaking out Giovanni over nothing. Unlike the times before, though, I discovered the source.

	My heart pounded at the sight of him. I looked away. Evidence. We needed evidence.

	Retrieving my phone, I grinned at Giovanni and walked backward a few paces ahead of him to snap his picture.

	“Do not make me look old,” he said, assuming I was playing with filters on my camera.

	“Do you remember what that man looked like from yesterday?”

	Giovanni’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the strap on his bookbag and frowned. “It does not matter right now.”

	“If he’s watching us from across the street, it does. Look. Is this him?” I zoomed in on the photo. The man with sunglasses sat in an SUV similar to the one I’d caught a glimpse of last night.

	We snaked around a group of kids crowding the sidewalk.

	Giovanni held the phone closer. His skin paled. “That is him.”

	A rush of cold coursed through me at the idea that he had come to take Giovanni.

	I reached for Giovanni’s hand. He shoved it into his pocket and hurried up the steps. I chased after him.

	“What’s wrong?” I whispered.

	Refusing to acknowledge me, he moved to the next place in line and took out his phone to play a game while he waited his turn through the metal detector.

	I stormed off and joined the end of the line with four people between us. Imani called my name. I couldn’t catch a break!

	I twirled the braid resting on my shoulder and scrolled through my phone, pretending to be too busy to hear her. Persistence, though, was Imani’s trademark trait. Of course, she’d noticed the sudden distance between Giovanni and me—an unusual sight these past two weeks. Since the party last Friday, our seemingly unstable relationship was the talk of the school. Why would Giovanni feed their desperate little minds with more pointless speculation, though? If he didn’t want me anymore, why not tell me in private? Why give me a stack of love letters, then make a scene of rejecting me in public?

	“What’s goin’ on with you two?” Imani asked, filing into line behind me.

	“Nothing. He’s just sleepy today and doesn’t wanna be bothered. So…leave him alone, alright?”

	Smirking like she knew something I didn’t, Imani stepped out of line to seek out her friends.

	I chewed my bottom lip and pondered how to help him. He was scared. That had to be the reason he reacted that way.

	Instead of following him to his locker, I detoured to the main office to report that creepy man outside, using the photo on my phone as proof.

	“Thank you,” the secretary said. “We’ll let Officer Jenkins know.”

	That took care of Giovanni’s stalker outside of these walls, but what about to and from school or at his house?

	* * *

	My phone rang once I arrived at my locker. Another unknown number I had to answer in case it was a potential client.

	“Hello. Is this Joy?” a man’s deep voice said.

	“Yes.”

	“Hey. I, uh, my name’s Angel. I saw your ad. I’ve got two medium-sized mutts that need to be walked.”

	“Okay. Could we set up an appointment for this afternoon around three-thirty? I’d like to meet them and talk about pricing. I’m in school right now.”

	“Sure. I’ll text you the address.”

	“Kay. Thank you.”

	I put my phone away before it got confiscated and smiled to myself. My first dog walking job. It wasn’t official yet, but my funds were in dire need of a boost.

	I glanced over my shoulder at Giovanni’s lonely locker. The smile faded from my face. What was the point in having good news if I had no one with which to share it?

	Being ghosted hurt equally as much as Elijah’s direct approach, but at least with him, I knew where I stood.

	I pulled the fat culinary book off the top shelf in my locker and slammed the metal door shut, trying to conceal the worry and pain lighting wildfires around my heart.

	I glared at Imani and her friends watching me at the end of the hall, ready to celebrate another one of my tragedies.

	“Hey, Joy,” Mariah said with a poisoned tone. “So, you and Giovanni aren’t together anymore?”

	I moved around the tall, athletic girl in my path, refusing to answer her questions.

	“It must be true, then,” she said to my back.

	I had nothing to prove to anyone, especially not the status of my relationship, whatever it might be.

	* * *

	My teeth chattered from the combination of freezing air conditioning and a sweaty body from running the longest mile of my life. I joined the disorganized crowd of other sweaty girls rushing through the locker room door, eager to get cleaned up and changed.

	The locker rattled on worn hinges. Where were my clothes? I had folded them and set them on top of my messenger bag and sneakers. Suppressing the urge to throw a tantrum and wildly accuse the girls closest to me without proof, I sat on the bench and contemplated who the culprit could be. Within seconds, Imani’s face popped into my head.

	Marching around two locker barriers, I found her. “Hey, Imani,” I said in a perky voice.

	Shaking out the shirt she planned to change into, she gave me her back and mumbled, “Hi.”

	“Have you seen my clothes anywhere? Someone broke into my locker.”

	“No.” Imani stepped out of her sneakers, refusing to face me.

	“I just want my stuff back.”

	“I didn’t take your things,” she said, finally meeting my eyes.

	“And what about your friends? You guys have been buggin’ me nonstop lately. What do you think Ms. Lane will do when I tell her that?”

	“Tell her whatever you want. I didn’t touch your stuff,” she insisted, crossing her arms and pushing past me to change in peace.

	I followed. “Wait. Didn’t you come inside to use the bathroom during class?”

	Laughter echoed in the bathroom near the locker room entrance. “Somebody’s clothes are in the toilet,” a squeaky voice announced.

	“You better hope they’re not mine.”

	Imani glanced at me over her shoulder with raised eyebrows and gulped.

	“Whose clothes are in the toilet?” Ms. Lane screeched.

	I forced my way to the front of the crowd to see for myself. The khaki pants and navy polo fabric puffed up in the toilet water.

	“They’re mine.”

	“How can you tell?” Ms. Lane inquired.

	Grinding my jaw, I zeroed in on Imani. She retreated before I could launch my accusation. “Someone stole them out of my locker.”

	“Any idea who did it?” Ms. Lane stood like a superhero with fists on her motherly hips, ready to carry out justice.

	“No.”

	“Come on. Don’t cry.”

	Some of the girls giggled at her ignorant statement.

	I was hot, sweaty, and furious. What she perceived as my crying face was my I’m-gonna-kill-Imani face, but killing people was against school policy and the law. I had to deal with her another way.

	“Don’t worry ‘bout your clothes,” Ms. Lane added. “I’m sure I can find something for you to change into in my office.”

	* * *

	I entered the cafeteria with my chin up, ignoring their smiles at my oversized and mismatched loaner clothes. They could laugh and crack jokes all they wanted. I didn’t care.

	Mariah and Kai’s lunchtime friends dominated our table. They even chased off the boys who’d been occupying the other end since the start of the school year. I swallowed my irritation and scanned the room. Giovanni was nowhere in sight.

	Mariah sat on the edge of the table—her newly claimed territory. “What are you wearing?” She let out a high-pitched cackle.

	“Uh, Joy. Why are you dressed like a clown?” Kai inquired.

	“Someone stole my clothes out of my locker and stuffed them in the toilet. This is all Ms. Lane had that sort of fit me.” I looked down at my baggy, purple shorts and sun-yellow tee and huffed.

	Kai squinted at Mariah with suspicion. “You did it, didn’t you?”

	She laughed and crossed her arms. “Now, why would I do that?”

	Rolling my lips inward, I wagged my head and glared at Boris sitting in my spot with a self-entitled simper on his face.

	“You’re in my seat,” I said. “Can you move?”

	Boris sneered at me. “I know you ain’t talkin’ to me. Look at ya. Tryna steal my do.” He touched his own French braids and grinned, exposing his overlapping teeth. “Go on. Speak up.” He cupped his ear to hear my comeback better. He was deaf in his left ear.

	The longer I stared at him, the more I decided it wasn’t worth my precious energy to make him move. They could have our table.

	I marched out of there, desperate for quiet and isolation. The door closing behind me silenced Mariah’s taunts and the chorus of voices straining my last frayed nerve.

	The original three occupants of the table we shared inside had found new accommodation outside. The stocky, black boy of the trio nodded at me as I traipsed across the walkway. His friends—a Latino kid with a nervous smile and a small Asian boy—twisted around to gawk at me. Raising my eyebrows, I tightened my lips and looked away.

	I found a place of my own on the lumpy ground under the oak tree and hurried to dig my earbuds out of my bookbag before one of the boys took the others up on their dare to talk to me first.

	Leaning my head against the bark of the tree with music blaring in my ears, I stared at the mass of clouds blocking the sun. My thoughts turned to Elijah and Storm—two losses my heart could never overcome. Giovanni hovered over that short-list, eyeing the spot I had reserved for him from the start.

	I texted him. No reply.

	I closed my eyes. Loneliness and solitude smothered me in hugs and kisses, their celebratory welcome of an old friend. Having no one else, I absorbed myself in the familiar comfort of their embrace and swiped the tears rolling out of my eyes on the back of my sleeve. I peeked around the tree, straining to see through the cafeteria’s tinted windows. It was hopeless. He probably wasn’t even inside.

	I sat there, agonizing over the moments we shared and the million ways I screwed it up. Everything my hand touched, I cursed somehow—another famous family trait I could thank my parents for.

	The little sparrow I would give my bread crusts to landed a few feet away. Pecking the grass nearby, he paused to look at me with his head cocked to the side. I dried my face quickly.

	“I didn’t get lunch today,” I told him, rummaging through my bag for the oatmeal cookie I’d saved from culinary that morning. Tossing him a piece, I watched as he hopped closer for a taste. Unimpressed by my offering, his beady eyes watched me expectantly. “It’s all I’ve got,” I said, holding my empty hands in the air for him to see.

	“Who are you talkin’ to?” one of the boys behind me asked.

	I pointed at the adorable creature.

	“You can sit with us if you want,” the Latino said.

	Smiling regretfully, I said, “Thanks, but I was just about to go back inside. Maybe next time.”

	Once on my feet, I brushed twigs and leaves off the back of my pants and passed through those doors again, each step heavier than the last.

	* * *

	I tripped into the library at the sight of him, pulling Giovanni’s attention from his computer screen. The door shoved me forward, highlighting my clumsiness to him and a few other students milling around the library, in case they missed it the first time.

	Giovanni looked away like I was some casual acquaintance. Forcing down the expanding knot in my throat, I hurried to my favorite secluded corner and settled on the floor.

	As I poured my heart out into my notebook, the pen engraved the paper with each angry or bitter thought I wrote. The tears clouding my sight fell onto the pages, softening the paper, and distorting the words.

	I hated him. I hated myself. I hated my life.

	“Joy,” he said, crouching beside me. “Did you not hear the bell?”

	Like he cared.

	I swiped the moisture from my face and shrugged indifferently.

	“I’m sorry,” he whispered and left.

	I drilled my eyes into the coded words I’d written: They always leave. Giovanni was no exception.

	* * *

	I stared at the uninspiring drawing of a bowl of fruit I had begun last Friday. It was due that day, but my heart wasn’t in it.

	“Joy, you a’ight?” Kai asked.

	I studied him through narrowed eyes. He studied me back.

	“I don’t—I’m tired,” I said, skimming through my other sketches for inspiration.

	“You can’t let Mariah get to you.”

	“She’s not. It’s…It’s been a rough day. That’s all.”

	“Anything I can do to help?” He scooted his stool and easel closer.

	I shook my head. “Thanks anyway.”

	“Mind if I watch you draw?”

	He never asked for permission before. Normally, he’d move whoever was in his way and glance over my shoulder while he did his own work.

	“If you want. Just don’t expect me to talk, okay?”

	He smiled charmingly. “I never do.” Under his breath, he said, “This is gonna be good.”

	“What’s ‘gonna be good’?”

	“Whatever it is you’re about to do. I can always tell when you get that look.” He mimicked my brooding face and poked out his bottom lip. “I can’t do your lips, though. My lips are pretty, but they ain’t that pretty,” he teased.

	I rolled my eyes.

	“How come you never wanna hang out wit’ me after school?” he asked. “Don’t you miss dancing?”

	I sighed. “I thought you said you didn’t expect me to talk.”

	“Well, excuse me,” he sang. “That’s okay.” He unzipped his backpack. “You can text me your answer later.”

	Ignoring him, I flipped my sketchbook to the next page and stumbled on an incomplete drawing of Giovanni’s eyes.

	“That’s what you’re gonna draw or paint or whatever?”

	“Kai!”

	“What?”

	“You said you’d shut up.”

	I inserted my earbuds and reviewed picture upon picture of Giovanni on my camera. It was no use. No photograph could capture the full extent of his warmth and humor. He was the best friend I had always wanted. Still, I had an unconquerable urge to get him out of my system as quickly as possible.

	I scrolled to the last picture and tried to swallow the tennis ball trapped in my throat. It didn’t budge. The sun cast its warm glow over him. His gaze, too pure for this world, pierced my soul—those eyes.

	Entranced by a sad Jorja Smith song, I sketched his perfect face, hoping to purge myself of every feeling he’d inspired.

	* * *

	I stepped back to admire the drawing. The longer I peered into his eyes, the more painful it was to have to part with it. His portrait was the closest to the real deal I had left. But I had no choice. Snapping a few photos of it, I set it carefully onto the table with everyone else’s work.

	I glanced around the room in a disoriented state of mind. The students surrounding me were not from my period. Still, I found myself wishing I would have worked slower. Then, I would have missed all of English class.

	I stumbled past Mrs. Powers’ desk.

	“Don’t forget your note,” she said.

	I thanked her with a forlorn smile and dragged my feet en route to the last class of the day.

	With my head low, I made my way to the desk in front of Giovanni’s, avoiding his stare. He willed me to acknowledge him as if I’d attended this class to indulge his every whim. I wasn’t a toy he could take out to play with and discard whenever the mood struck him. I regretted leaving art class. At least there I could listen to music and escape everyone who wanted nothing to do with me.

	* * *

	The last bell of the day rang out ten minutes ago. Giovanni and I were the only students left.

	“Joy,” he whispered.

	Ms. Corbin’s green eyes glared at him for distracting me. “Excuse me. Giovanni, you can go. Joy needs to finish her work.”

	His stare burned through me until he stepped into the hallway.

	I reread the same line I’d written eight more times, my thoughts too entangled with Giovanni for any of it to make sense.

	Ms. Corbin dismissed me for the day, eager to get home herself, but I lingered for as long as possible. My whole body ached to imagine the inevitable face-to-face awaiting me outside of her room.

	Once I made it through the school’s main doors, I sank my teeth into my morning delight, Mrs. Vitali’s pastry. I chewed the first fruity bite to keep the tears away when Giovanni popped out from behind me, frightening me so badly I nearly choked and peed myself at the same time. I cursed him under my breath for making me drop my treat after I’d managed to get one solitary bite out of it, kicked it furiously out of my path, and sped up my pace. My heart, though, had its own agenda. It craved him desperately.

	“Joy. Wait. Please.”

	I groaned internally over the power he still held. My feet stopped at his command. The enormous fountain across the street trickled joyfully into the space of time it took for either of us to say a word.

	I shoved my hands into my pockets. Glaring at a line of red ants filing into a dirt mound in the cracked cement near our feet, I asked in a quiet voice, “What do you want?”

	He stood there, gawking at me.

	Grinding my teeth, I crossed my arms and tapped my foot impatiently. “What?”

	He forced my arms to my sides, as if making my stance less hostile would undo my agitation, and watched me like a familiar stranger. “I want to explain. I–I did not want you to be in danger. That man came here for me.”

	“I know he did. Believe me. I get it! He’s got x-ray vision. He can see us through the walls.”

	Giovanni lowered his head. “I did not want him to see how much you mean to me.”

	“So, you were practicing not caring about me? You do know he saw me yesterday at your house, and who knows how long he’s been watching us before today? You just…ignored me the entire day. You got your message across loud and clear. Trust me…And Mariah did too.”

	My stomach growled, reminding me of the wasted pastry. I detoured around him, eager to go home when the phone vibrated against my thigh.

	Giovanni peeked over my shoulder. I jerked the phone out of his sight and read the text.

	“Crap!” I was supposed to meet that client at three-thirty.

	—On my way, I messaged back and hurried to the bus stop.

	The bus was due in ten minutes, plus the twenty-minute ride to Selena’s would make me later.

	I chewed my lip anxiously, trying to think up a solution when Giovanni took my hand and said, “Do you forgive me?”

	Another message vibrated the phone in my free hand before I could reply.

	Taking hold of my wrist, he angled the phone to get a look at the flashing number. “Who is that?”

	I snatched my hand back and glared at the number. “Hold up.” I opened Giovanni’s messages and searched for the number he had sent me on Friday night to look into. He watched over my shoulder.

	The numbers were the same.

	“That man is messaging you? Why?”

	My heart dropped as I switched message threads to make sure my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me. They weren’t. Mrs. Vitali’s blackmailer had reached out to me.

	“H–He called this morning about walking his dogs. I was gonna meet him.” I gasped. “And I was gonna meet him alone because you weren’t talking to me. What if he figured out it was me who got him in trouble?”

	Giovanni’s eyebrows angled with worry. “What do you mean?”

	“I told the secretary he was trying to call me over to his car. I don’t know if the cops caught him or not. I don’t see him anywhere, so…”

	I typed a new message to the man.

	—The bus is late. I might not be able to make it today.

	—I can wait. See you when you get here.

	My heart throbbed at the base of my throat as I searched Giovanni’s face.

	“You are not going,” he said.

	“I could check out the place from the outside and take a few pictures. That’s all.”

	Another idea crashed into my brain. I opened a GPS app on my phone and plugged in the address the guy had given me to study the street view. I’d meant to scope out the area online during lunch, but with the constant distractions and drama, I forgot.

	It was a brick row house in Cypress Hills, Brooklyn, at least thirty minutes away by public transport. We’d hung up my flyers within blocks of Selena’s building and our school only—another clue that this man was a liar.

	“I do not want you to go,” Giovanni said.

	“But this is our chance to get the people blackmailing your mom. That is what we’ve been tryna do for the past few days, right?”

	He twisted his hair so hard some came out. Staring at the strands between his fingers, he drew in a shaky breath.

	I undid my braid and immersed his hands into my loose mane. “Try to relax,” I said, wrapping my arms around his middle.

	Giovanni clung to me desperately.

	“I know you’re scared,” I said. “But the only way to help your mom is to expose these people. We can’t do that by sitting at home.” I pulled away. “You said no cops, so we’re all we’ve got left. All we’ve gotta do is use him to get to your dad’s friend. Right now, let’s focus on getting more information.”

	Giovanni swallowed and nodded slowly.

	“Okay,” I sighed. “So, let’s stop at Selena’s first. I gotta get out of these clothes. They smell like a wet dog and an old person.”

	Giovanni pinched the fabric of the banana yellow T-shirt and smirked tensely. “You look cute in these big clothes.”

	“Yeah. That’s exactly what they’ve been tellin’ me all day.” I rolled my eyes. “Am I allowed to hold your hand now?”

	His smile faded. “Of course. Do you forgive me?”

	I nestled under his chin.“If you don’t wanna be with me, at least tell me, and I won’t bother you anymore.”

	He leaned away.

	I stared at the white buttons on his shirt, fighting the urge to cry when he raised my chin and forced my eyes to his. “You never bother me. I’m so sorry, bella.”

	Tears fought their way out despite my best efforts and dampened his sleeve. He rocked me in his arms until the bus came.

	
Unleashed

	My nerves were shot by the time I arrived at Selena’s. Between the he-loves-me, he-loves-me-not fiasco, the doubts still festering about us in the back of my mind, and being Mariah’s latest experiment, the last thing I needed was Mom’s never-ending list of chores chucked onto the pile. Of course, I knew she had worked tirelessly to get our new place move-in ready. But had it not been for my pre-arranged meeting with Mrs. Vitali’s blackmailer, I would’ve collapsed into a heap and laid there till morning.

	My phone vibrated on the sink’s ledge in the bathroom. Swiping the water from my face on the towel, I answered the call.

	“We do not have to go.” Giovanni’s voice brimmed with relief. “I told my ma about the man at our school. She will pay him on Wednesday.”

	I wrapped the towel tighter around myself and rushed into my room. “And what about next month…when he wants more? Paying him is temporary. And who knows how long she’s been giving him money?”

	The man interrupted my rant to Giovanni with a message.

	—You still coming?

	I paced the wood floor in my bunny slippers, torn about what to do. Giovanni was satisfied with his mom giving in, not in the least interested in solving the problem for good. Then again, it meant his safety might not be under threat anymore…for now at least.

	His safety. If I was bait and Giovanni the catch, how could I have even thought of bringing him along?

	“Can I come over? I have something I want to show you.” Giovanni’s voice echoed from the speaker.

	“Uh, my mom’s at the apartment upstairs. I have to help her unpack some boxes.” I tossed a black oversized sweatshirt and jeans onto the bed. “Maybe when we finish, I can stop by your place.”

	He sighed into the phone. “Okay.”

	“I gotta go. I’ll call you when I’m done.”

	I ended the call quickly and texted the man my reply, ignoring the twinge of guilt stinging my conscience over my lie.

	—I’ll be there in about an hour.

	—Looking forward to it, he messaged back.

	“I bet you are,” I said aloud, exchanging the towel for my fresh laundry-scented clothes.

	* * *

	The picture I’d taken of the man that morning was dark and too far away, keeping the details of his appearance a mystery still. From chasing him down yesterday, all I knew for sure was that he had short, curly hair, a massive body, and caramel skin. Perhaps going alone wasn’t the smartest idea I’d ever had, but I had no intention of confronting him.

	I recited the plan to myself repeatedly the entire journey there and nearly missed my stop from the distraction.

	I wandered the street crammed with simple, two-story houses adorned with barred windows and doors. Neighbors sat on their stoops or visited with each other, enjoying the perfect weather, drinking, and talking. With nowhere to hide inconspicuously to photograph the man, I trashed my original useless plan and started toward the train again.

	A burst of laughter carried over the reggaeton drum beat blaring from a neighbor’s house. I glanced over at a boy and girl sitting on their stairs across the street from his house. Swallowing my nerves, I crossed the street and made my way over to them.

	“Hey. I’m tryna find this place. Could you guys help me?” I showed them the address on the text.

	The boy pointed at the house I expected with the black SUV parked in front.

	“Thanks. They do have dogs there, right? I just wanna make sure this guy is legit.”

	“Yeah. They’ve got two big dogs,” the girl spoke up.

	I tried to contain my surprise. “Do you know much about Angel?”

	“Yeah. Angel’s really cool,” the boy said. “He’s super tall and has got his own gym. He and his brother live together.”

	“It looks like Angel’s brother is the only one there now. He’s huge too,” the girl said, nodding at the man peeking at us from his bay window.

	Great! He saw me. Again, I could barely make him out.

	“Thank you,” I said, traipsing down the sidewalk back the way I’d come and pulling the bill of my hat lower.

	“He lives that way,” the boy hollered.

	“I know. I–I have to wait for my mom. She doesn’t want me meeting people alone.”

	The sound of the man’s door slamming shut made my heart skip. I rummaged through my bag in a desperate search of the wooden skewer and hurried up the sidewalk to reach the train. He called my name. My feet outdid my heartbeat’s rhythm. I heard my name again and played hot-potato with the skewer to keep from dropping it. I picked up the pace to reach the corner, shoved my weapon inside my sleeve, point-side down, and tried to think.

	“Wait!” the man called out.

	“Please go away. Please go away,” I mumbled under my breath, speeding up my pace.

	His humongous shoes slapping the pavement drew closer. I tore off running, imagining how painful it would be to die under his eager shoe if he stomped me.

	“Joy, wait!” he called out with his low bass voice.

	I could’ve choked on my heart as it pounded in my throat with every gasp for breath. Still, somehow, I managed to speak. “Leave me alone,” I shouted. “I don’t know you!” I zigzagged around two old men planted in my path.

	He gripped my elbow and wrenched me to a stop, painfully pressing the body of the skewer into my forearm.

	I squeezed my eyes shut, too terrified to look at him, or worse: to read his face and see which evil acts he had in mind to do first.

	“Let me go. Please. Don’t hurt me,” I said, forcing my head down and blocking my head. Images of the hideous gangster Lug flashed through my brain.

	“What are you talkin’ about?” he said out of breath. “I ain’t gonna hurt you.” He breathed heavily and withdrew his giant’s mitt from my arm. “Look at me. Would you talk to me? I thought… you wanted the work. I can…bring the dogs out to you if you’re uncomfortable.”

	“You’ve lied already. I don’t believe you.” I stared at the gray laces on his Timberland boots. “Your name’s not Angel.”

	The man let his arms fall at his sides. “Angel’s my brother. The dogs are his.” He took a moment to catch his breath. “He’s the one who needed a walker. I’ll tell ‘em he’ll have to find someone else. Sorry I scared ya.”

	My eyes greeted his torso, clothed in a long-sleeved, black shirt with the graphic of an arm flexing a muscle. As they drifted the long way to finally see his face, I took a step back. His stare, like a black hole, pulled me in against my will. I’d never seen anyone with two-colored eyes in person before. He was much larger than I imagined too, almost seven feet tall and built like a fortress with a backward c engraved between his left temple and brown eye. Sweat glistened on the three wrinkles waving across his wide forehead. “You alright, now?” The giant dropped his chin with a nervous smile.

	Mixed emotions radiated off him. The excitement and anxiety bubbled to the top, but something else lurked beneath the surface. That mysterious element made my insides quiver even more.

	I rolled my sweaty palms along the front of my jeans, evenly dividing my attention between his brown eye and blue one as they lingered on my freckles. “What’s your name, then?” I asked timidly.

	“Sal. Well, Salvatore, but they call me Sal. Do…you wanna see the dogs or not?” He angled his body toward his house.

	Say no. Say no. You have to go home.

	“C–Could you bring them outside?”

	Sal’s lips curved into a relieved grin. “Yeah. I’ll go get ‘em.”

	I gripped the splintered skewer in my sleeve and trailed behind the giant on jelly legs, fighting the urge to have a crybaby session there on the sidewalk. My simple plan had unraveled completely. Now, my anxiety was bombarding me with reminders of all the ways I’d failed in life as if thinking up a plan b, c, and d could wait.

	The phone buzzed in my pocket.

	—I am here at your apartment. Where are you?

	I left Giovanni’s message unanswered. There was nothing I could have said to justify lying to him.

	I leaned against the spiky metal fence at the bottom of Sal’s stoop, trapped in the destructive vortex of my mind. Then, a stunning white dog with black-rimmed, blue eyes, and triangular, floppy ears like Storm’s sniffed the air and hurried down the steps to meet me. Her beauty made my heart ache.

	Sal bent his neck to clear the doorway. “This is Luna,” he said, handing me the thick silver leash.

	I stood still and let her sniff my slightly shaky hand before crouching low. The strain of holding myself together killed me slowly. His neighbors already thought I was crazy. Entertaining an audience in the middle of an emotional breakdown was the last thing I needed.

	“Hello, Luna.” I raised my hand over her head to see if she’d let me pet her. She nudged her dome into my palm. “You’re a sweetie pie, aren’t you?” Her fur was as soft as I remembered Storm’s to be. I hugged Storm in my heart as I embraced Luna and breathed through my grief.

	“She’s pregnant,” Sal announced.

	I leaned away and searched along Luna’s long, slender body for the evidence. She wasn’t showing. “Should I walk them separately, then? Is the other one this calm?”

	“They like to be together. It shouldn’t be a problem.” Sal ducked inside the brick house again and returned with a slightly larger dog. His black ears stood like satellites on top of a black and brown, fuzzy head. He peered at me through dark brown eyes and wagged a bushy tail similar to Storm’s. I swallowed the tears a second time and clenched my jaw.

	“This is Romeo,” Sal said, over-talking the dog’s deep bark.

	I stroked Luna’s head to show him that we were already friends and let Romeo get acquainted with me in the same way.

	“Is he the father?”

	“Yup.” Sal bent down to pet Romeo’s back and brushed my hand before I could withdraw it fast enough.

	Be professional, I reminded myself. Pretend this is a real job.

	“Where does your brother like to walk them? Is there a park nearby?”

	“I’ll show you.”

	“You don’t have to do that. I’m good with directions.”

	“I don’t mind.” Sal mounted the short stack of stairs to the top and locked the front door.

	Reclaiming Romeo’s leash, he led the way.

	“What breeds are they?”

	“Luna is a Siberian Husky and golden retriever mix. And Romeo’s Husky and German Shepherd.”

	“They’re so gorgeous.” I patted Romeo’s back. “The problem is I live in Queens. I only put up flyers close to where I live. So, how did you or your brother find out about me?”

	Sal hesitated to answer. “You’ll have to ask Angel.”

	I had a strong feeling Angel had nothing to do with it.

	We walked ten minutes to Highland Park in silence.

	“I can take them from here. Thank you.” I reached for Romeo’s leash.

	“They need at least an hour of exercise.”

	“Okay.”

	Sal held Romeo’s leash hostage. “I’d like to stay, if you don’t mind.” A smile teased his lips.

	“Actually, I do mind.” Sal stared at my mouth while I spoke. “If I decide to take them on, I need to see what it’ll be like when it’s just us…unless you’re planning on babysitting me every time I come.”

	The dogs paced anxiously, ready to get moving. Romeo whined at Sal until he gave up.

	“Come on guys.” I started jogging lightly, then was forced to speed up when the dogs took off.

	“Woah! Slow down.”

	After a few minutes, we found a pace that worked for me and them. We raced around the wooded park stopping only for their potty breaks. Sal kept a careful eye on us. I hated it—being under his microscope. No matter how far away I tried to get from him, he followed. As if his penetrating stare wasn’t torturous enough. Chills shot up and down my spine to imagine Sal standing there behind me.

	Forget about him and focus on the dogs, I told myself. Luna and Romeo pulled me in two directions, forcing me to rein them in.

	They could not have been any more opposite. She wanted to socialize with the dogs on the path and me while Romeo cared only to run and play until he passed out from exhaustion. Unfortunately, I lacked that much energy to satisfy him till that point.

	I wanted desperately for this job to be real so I could spend more time with them, but Sal’s strange energy made my nerves tingle, counteracting the calming effect these sweet dogs had on me.

	After forty-five minutes, we jogged over to Sal, who waited with arms folded in front of an espresso-colored park bench.

	“What do you think? Will you walk ‘em?” he asked.

	I rubbed Luna’s velvety ear. “I don’t know. It’s farther than I wanted to travel. How often does he want me to come?”

	Sal shrugged. “Three times a week for an hour. I think you’re perfect…with the dogs, I mean. They get along good wit’ you.”

	I kneeled down to hug them. “I’ll let ya know what I decide.”

	Turn around and walk away, I commanded myself. But my feet refused to budge.

	Sal took the leashes from me and shifted from one foot to the other.

	“You stay busy…walkin’ dogs?”

	“No. Not as much as I’d like to.” I tugged the front of my shirt to evaporate the sweat from our run faster. “I should go.”

	“I can drive you.”

	I stiffened at hearing his offer. “No, thank you. I can get home by myself.” I gave the dogs one last stroke on their heads and hurried toward the J train.

	My phone vibrated less than a minute later. Sal’s number lit up the screen.

	“I didn’t pay you for coming out here.”

	“I don’t charge until we actually have an agreement on the price and everything. Thanks for the thought anyway.” I hung up before he could say another word and climbed the metal steps to the train platform.

	Sal called my name from behind the turnstiles. I rushed over to see what he wanted.

	“I ain’t lettin’ you leave without somethin’.”

	“You are not payin’ me in front of all these people,” I said, lowering my voice and looking around us.

	A middle-aged woman grew annoyed with him and the dogs for blocking the turnstile at the top of the stairs.

	“Why are you really here?”

	Taken aback by the question, Sal rubbed his stubbly chin.

	It was time for us both to drop the pretenses. I hated playing games anyway.

	“You can stop pretending you reached out to me to walk your brother’s dogs. I know who you are. You work for the man who’s been blackmailing Mrs. Vitali. Giovanni told me she’s gonna pay you in a couple of days, so what do you want from me?”

	“Why’d you come if you—?”

	“To figure you out.”

	“But you ran from me, remember?”

	I played with Luna’s floppy ear to soothe my nerves. “Because you started chasin’ me. How would you feel if someone fifty times bigger than you chased you down?”

	Sal let out a nervous laugh.

	“I bet humongous people don’t scare you, but I couldn’t take the chance.” My phone interrupted our conversation. I silenced it. “You never answered my question. What do you want?”

	Sal held Romeo’s leash behind his back to keep the dog from blocking the turnstile beside us. “I’ve got a different job for you.”

	I narrowed my eyes at him. “What kind of job?”

	Clearing his throat, he said, “Walk with me, and I’ll tell ya about it.”

	“Walk with you where?”

	“Back to my house. We can talk outside like before. I don’t wanna discuss business here.”

	“What kind of business is it?”

	He sighed. “There’s something I gotta find, and I need your help. Come on. It won’t take long.”

	My phone buzzed in my hand again. Ignoring the call, I followed him and the dogs downstairs to the sidewalk.

	“Are you an assassin?” I asked as we crossed the street.

	Sal smirked. “Is that what you think I am?”

	“I’m sure Giovanni’s mom thinks you are. She’s known you longer than me, so maybe she’s seen that side of you.”

	Sal grunted. “There’s a lot you don’t know and probably won’t ever know.”

	“Why do you need my help? You want me to steal somethin’ from her?”

	“It ain’t nothin’ illegal. All you gotta do is talk to someone, get him to open up to you. That’s all.”

	“Him? You want me to seduce some man?” I scoffed at the idea. “Do you see me? I look like a child. And even if I didn’t, I’m not…”

	Sal paused at the crosswalk and watched me with his unwavering stare for an everlasting minute.

	I closed my mouth and gripped my pendant.

	“Ain’t nobody say nothin’ about seducing, and you know him,” he said.

	“Who is it?”

	Sal looked away and swallowed.

	“Tell me,” I commanded.

	“Let’s just say someone you know stole something and hid it,” he said. “I need to get it back.”

	“Who is it?”

	“Your father.”

	Dread filled my body. The traffic light changed, and my feet couldn’t move. They didn’t want to. Sal took my arm and led me across the street.

	“It’s an easy job. We’ll pay you, of course.”

	“With what? The money you extorted from Mrs. Vitali?” I jerked my arm free from his grasp.

	“If you don’t take the job, we’ve got other options,” he said.

	“You do what you gotta do.”

	“So, I’ll be payin’ your mom a visit, then. Is that what you want?”

	I glowered at him. “What I want is to be left alone. If I see you anywhere near the Vitali’s, my mom, where I live, or at my school, I will call the cops. Understand?”

	“I’ll give you till Friday to think about it,” he said. “We’ll keep in touch. And don’t worry ‘bout the dogs. Talkin’ to your father for five minutes is the easiest money you’ll ever make.”

	I stopped in my tracks. “I’m never speaking to him again! Do you hear me?”

	Sal turned to me and reached out to cover my mouth with his free hand but stopped short. He glanced at the people behind me. “Yo. Calm down. Let’s talk about it. What’s it gonna take for you to change your mind?”

	The dogs rallied around me. I was glad that they did. Otherwise, I would’ve jumped on him and tore his stupid eyes out. Instead, I uncurled my fists and marched back the way we’d come.

	“I’ll see ya Friday,” he shouted across the distance.

	“No, you won’t,” I hollered with my back still to him.

	* * *

	Selena, Mom, and Giovanni blew up my phone. I sent a short group text letting them know I was okay and put the phone on airplane mode.

	All I could think about was Sal on the train ride to oblivion. I wished I had never gone to meet him. I wished I didn’t need money. I wished I could get far from home and never come back.

	To abandon New York forever and to imagine life without Mariah, Trina, and my parents—what a beautiful dream! And Giovanni? He would be happier to forget ever knowing me, as he’d already proven by ignoring me for most of the day. Clearly, I needed him far more than he needed me. Then again, that was my problem: always clinging to temporary people. I needed desperately to wean myself off of him before I became truly hopeless. One day I’d harness the power over myself that I’d given him and never entrust it to another soul, worthy or not. Love’s reward could never outweigh the risk and pain losing the game always brought. I understood that now, and I was done playing.

	
Risky Business

	Overgrown ivy engulfed one side of the giant brick building. Patches of green grass sprang up from the yellowy-brown lawn, a complement to the last of the blooming cherry trees dressing the pathway to the abandoned factory.

	Peace settled over me at the welcome sight of Dad’s old workplace. This was where I’d planned to run away with Storm the day she died.

	I opened the squeaky door and stepped inside the musty, old building. It was prime real estate located on the riverfront. The giant windows framed unparalleled views of the city across the river in the distance, and it all belonged to me…sort of.

	I scaled a flight of metal stairs and peered over the railing at the vacant level below. Faint outlines of the missing equipment and machinery stained the floor—the only reminder left of their existence. Dad forced me to come here with him late one night. He was high on a different drug. Using the roof as his pulpit, he spilled all of life’s biggest secrets, and ordered me repeatedly to fight sleep and pay close attention.

	We’d made it to the door to leave when Dad’s mood took a violent turn. I could still see him screaming at the men who were working and destroying anything he could get his hands on. They tried to restrain him, and Dad fought them like his life depended on it. One of the men rushed me upstairs into the safety of the office, then left me alone to watch on a monitor. Five sets of hands caught Dad’s kicking legs and hurling fists and laid him on the concrete floor until the cops came.

	Blowing out a breath, I swept my gaze around the dusty space and turned toward the office. The door hung crooked on its hinges, a sign of welcome to my eyes. Daylight beamed into the room from the floor to ceiling windows, solar-heating the space and giving a fiery golden glow to the lonely room.

	I hurried toward the closet door in the heart of the office and pulled the knob, but it wouldn’t budge. It had been at least a year since my last visit here, after all. With a little more effort, it finally gave way. I traipsed up the spiral staircase case hidden inside and pushed open the heavy door at the top, using my bag as a door stopper.

	If Mom and everyone else weren’t already worried about me, I would’ve set up camp for the night and spoiled myself with a break from reality.

	I laid down on the black rubber roof with my arm under my head and stared at the orange and grapefruit-swirled sky, pondering the strangeness of life.

	Why couldn’t every day be beautiful and inspiring? Why couldn’t I have everything I always wanted without the fear and expectation of losing it all in some tragic way?

	Closing my eyes, I lived out the alternate reality that had been stolen from me—the life I was once so eager to escape, a life with my best friend at my side. But Sal’s haunting stare snatched that dream away in an instant. I opened my eyes to break the spell and glared at the sky through tears. Thanks to his revelations about Dad’s latest sins, my brain was stuck in a tailspin with a million new worries and questions.

	Sitting up halfway, I blotted my eyes on the hem of my shirt. I could never have peace and enjoy it, not with Sal and his boss trying to drag me and Mom into Dad’s problems. But what had he gotten himself into? Was it drugs, or something worse? Was this the danger he’d tried to warn us about?

	I hopped to my feet, grabbed my bag off the landing, and bolted through the building out the way I came. I had to see a man about a camera before I could demand the answers to my questions.

	* * *

	Twilight had set in by the time I arrived at the spy shop. The place looked like the inside of a cell phone store with gadgets on display for testing and accessories on hooks along the walls. I told the owner what type of camera I needed. Once I’d paid for it, he helped me set up the tiny device and connect it to my phone.

	Now I was ready. I recited the questions I had for Sal in my head and traipsed along the bustling streets of East New York to catch the train back to his place.

	I knocked firmly on the black lacquered door and swatted at the bugs fluttering around the blinding sconce outside. Sal’s heavy footsteps drew closer. The dogs barked from within.

	Opening the door to me, Sal frowned and bent his neck to clear the doorway. “What are you doin’ here?” he said. “I thought you went home a while ago.”

	I swatted at the bugs again. “Is it drugs?”

	His thick brows shaded his eyes. “Is what drugs?”

	“What he stole? Is that why you need my help? To get your drugs back?”

	Sal rolled his eyes. “No. It ain’t drugs.” Opening the door wider, he said, “Come in,” and flopped onto the black leather couch a few paces away.

	I took a cautious step inside. The screen door hissed shut behind me, and the handle punched my lower back. I rubbed the sore place vigorously and breathed through the pain.

	Muting the bloody MMA fight on the TV, he said, “Your dad worked as a courier for my boss, delivering packages.” Sal slid the remote along the edge of the wooden coffee table.

	“What kind of packages?”

	He shrugged and flapped his legs open and closed. “I can’t tell you.”

	I glowered at him. “What does your boss have planned for us for not cooperating?”

	Sal’s legs stilled. His lips parted to speak.

	“Because we won’t go through with it,” I added. “To you, it’s a simple conversation, but for us, it’s…” My throat tightened too much for me to finish my sentence. “There’s a reason we haven’t seen him in four years. There are a million reasons, so you can tell your boss that. He’s not a part of our lives anymore.”

	Sal rose from his cozy place on the couch. “Anything else you gotta say?”

	“Yes.” I stepped closer. “I need money, so I’ll walk the dogs three times a week for an hour. I’ll be here tomorrow after school and the day after that. It’s $135 a week. That’s for three times a week. If you need me to come more often, it’ll be thirty dollars extra each time. I’ll bring the contracts tomorrow if you and your brother agree to it.”

	Sal harrumphed and strutted through the dining room. “You hungry?” His deep voice echoed in the sparsely decorated room.

	My stomach answered with an emphatic yes. Thankfully, his ears were out of hearing range in the kitchen. “No. I gotta get home.” I reached for the handle. Before I could push the screen door open, Sal returned with an aluminum takeout tray of chicken parmesan.

	“You sure you don’t want none?”

	The cheese was slightly browned and beautifully melted. I swallowed the saliva pooling in my mouth. “No thanks.”

	“I always buy two. Come on. I know you ain’t had dinner yet.” He hovered over the container and inhaled the parmesan crusted chicken on a bed of saucy spaghetti. “Hmm. This is my favorite.” He smirked at my mouth hanging open and wandered into the dining room. “Pull up a seat,” he said, setting the takeout onto the long, black table and ducking into the kitchen again. Sal returned with a sealed foil tray, two two-liter bottles of soda, eating utensils, and superhero collectors’ cups. “You can have this one. It ain’t even opened.” He pointed to the second tray of food on the other end of the table.

	My stomach roared again, and this time he heard it.

	I inched my way toward the stairs. “Mind if I wash my hands?”

	“The bathroom’s up there, first door on the left.”

	I scampered to the second floor. The dogs sniffed at a door down the hall and whimpered to be freed. I resisted the urge to let them have full reign of Sal’s spacious house and enclosed myself inside of the bathroom.

	I paced between the black subway-tiled shower and the door with Sal’s superhero-sized towel hanging on the back.

	He said it had nothing to do with drugs, but why would he tell me if it did? What else would that package hold? What business was Sal’s boss running anyway?

	The more I thought of the man, the more I wondered about Mr. Vitali’s friendship with him.

	I stood on my tippy toes, straining every muscle to check my new button camera’s position in my shirt collar. The bottom edge of the mirror only allowed me a glimpse of the middle of my neck. I tested the feed on my phone instead. The video wasn’t the most amazing quality, but the sound came out clear.

	“You can do this,” I said to myself. After taking a fortifying breath, I washed my hands and hurried down the hardwood stairs.

	Sal’s attention diverted from the TV to me as I took off my hat and smoothed my ponytail.

	Rising from the couch, he filled his chest with air and let it go. “Ready now?”

	“You didn’t have to wait for me.”

	Sal shrugged and settled onto the closest end seat at the tall dining room table. “Why’d you come back? I thought you were scared of me.”

	I hesitated to correct him. He didn’t need to know how close I came to raging out on him after his proposition earlier. “‘Cause I needed answers.” I peeled the aluminum lid from the container. “Can I get a plate? This is way too much food for me.”

	Sal smirked and chewed his first bite en route to the kitchen.

	I transferred half the chicken and spaghetti to the plate he offered me.

	“So, you know my dad pretty well?”

	Sal shook his head. “I’ve met him twice.”

	I prodded my food, waiting for him to continue. “How was he?”

	Sal frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“Is he still using?”

	Leaning back against his seat, he chewed another bite and swallowed. “But then, I only saw him for a minute behind plexiglass. He wouldn’t talk to me.”

	“You don’t know him, then.”

	A siren screamed outside in the distance. The dogs howled in unison. Sal peered at the ceiling and smiled. “I love it when they do that.”

	“Me too. Reminds me of my dog Storm. She was so cute. I used to howl with her.”

	Sal reached for the Superman cup and knocked it over. Picking it up, he slammed the cup onto the table, matching the fighting Superman’s glare depicted on the side. “Want some Coke?”

	I nodded slowly, trying to conceal the anxiety over his sudden outburst.

	A desperate knock at the door startled him. He spilled soda down the side of the red plastic cup and frantically used a paper towel to mop the fizzing puddle on the table.

	“Stupid! Stupid!” he said to himself.

	Another round of knocks made his eyes bulge in anger. “Who is it?” he growled and stomped his way to the door. Undoing the lock, he swung it open.

	“Is she here?” Mrs. Vitali asked the furious giant.

	Sal mumbled something of a reply and let her into the house.

	“Gioia, I find you.” Rushing to my side, she threw her arms around me. “We look for you everywhere. Come. I take you home.”

	I hugged her back. “Sorry I worried you. But I–I’m not ready to leave.” I walked her to the door and did my best to explain. “I have to finish talking to Sal about a few things.” I gave her a hug goodbye. “Thank you for the offer, though.”

	“Gian needs you.” Her eyes pleaded with me.

	Forcing a smile, I said, “I can’t leave yet, but I’ll call him when I get home.”

	After giving me a long hug goodbye, she cursed Sal and left.

	He stared at the back of the door dumbfounded. The dogs, at hearing the door open and shut, barked again.

	I wandered back to my seat across from his and poured myself a cup of soda.

	“What else did you wanna talk about?” he asked.

	“Nothing, really. I just wanted to finish my food.”

	His full lips curved into a contented smile.

	“So, tell me about your boss.”

	“You ain’t gotta worry ‘bout him, as long as you do what he wants.”

	Resisting the urge to launch the cup of soda at him, I set it onto the table. “I have a right to know what my dad is mixed up in. You say it isn’t drugs. Then, what is it?”

	Sal’s jaws clicked. Still, I refused to leave until I had more information to work with.

	He ducked into the kitchen and returned with a dampened rag to clean up the spilled soda. “You already said you weren’t interested, so what’s the point in talkin’ ‘bout it?”

	“My dad reached out to me. Tell me what I wanna know, and I’ll tell you what he said.” Sweat saturated my body the longer I played this game with him, but something told me I might not get another chance.

	Sal plopped onto his chair and stabbed at the last bite of chicken.

	“Let’s start easy.” I twirled the spaghetti around my fork. “How long have you worked for Cesaré Rocco?”

	Sal inhaled a bite of food. He coughed and sputtered and finally sipped his soda to recover faster.

	“Don’t like that question? Okay. How long has he been blackmailing the Vitali’s?”

	Sal shook his head. “I ain’t tellin’ you nothin’. You know what your job is. There ain’t nothin’ left to say.” He smirked. “You all tryna interrogate me like some cop. It’s cute. Real cute.”

	I hovered the empty fork over my plate and stopped mid-chew as he scraped the chair across the floor and rose to his full stature. “Look, Joy. I wish I could tell you everythin’. I know you’re frustrated not knowing the details, but trust me. You’re better off not knowing.” He dropped his sights to my plate. “I gotta take the dogs out again. Take your time.”

	I had already scarfed down my food by the time he came downstairs with Luna and Romeo.

	“I wanna go.”

	“We can walk you to the train,” he offered.

	“No. I meant I wanna walk the dogs again. Can I go with you?”

	His eyes widened in surprise. “Girl, you ain’t gotta ask.”

	* * *

	His nervous energy rubbed off on me as we strolled through the park under the bright street lights.

	Romeo panted and stretched the leash to its limit.

	“Why dog walking?” Sal inquired, purposely avoiding my eyes.

	“I’ll answer any of your questions if you’ll answer mine.”

	He stopped in his tracks and forced out a breath.

	“My dog died,” I said quietly. “I miss her…so much. That’s why.”

	Romeo’s leash slipped from Sal’s hand. He stomped on it, keeping the energetic dog from escaping at the last second.

	“That was close,” I said with a nervous laugh. “You almost crushed poor Romeo’s butt into powder.”

	Sal side-glanced me and pursed his lips. 

	“What?”

	He shook his head at me and led the way deeper into the park until two cop cars wailed down the street behind us. Sal redirected the dogs to go back the way we’d come.

	I protested. “They barely got to go.”

	Tuning out my voice, he continued on the path without stopping for the dogs to finish their business.

	“Sal.”

	The man marched on like a soldier under some mysterious spell. I hesitated to touch his arm and snap him out of it.

	“Sal, what’s wrong?” I tapped his lower arm and moved a safe distance in case I startled him.

	“The cops are at my house. Look.”

	From the far edge of the street, I could hardly tell which house they’d stopped.

	“They’ve gotta be here for you.” Sal straightened up. “I bet Cesca called them.”

	“Who?”

	Sal rolled his eyes at me. “Your boyfriend’s mommy.” He paused at a tree embedded in the sidewalk near the edge of his street to let Romeo and Luna sniff out their final potty spots. “Let’s hurry up and show them you’re alright before they break down my door.”

	* * *

	—I’m glad you came back tonight. The house gets too quiet whenever Angel’s outta town, Sal messaged me while I waited for the train.

	—But you’ve got the best company in the world,” I replied. The train squealed to a halt in the station.

	—Tonight, I did. I wished you would’ve let me take you home.

	I pulled the button camera free from my collar and put it away. Passengers breezed by me as they disembarked and followed the signs to exit. Boarding the train, I settled onto the blue bench beside a woman comforting her wailing toddler and reflected on how strange the night had turned out. A run-in with the cops was the last thing I’d expected, especially when Mom had no idea of my whereabouts. Mrs. Vitali was the only logical option. Thankfully, Sal and I were outside when they arrived, saving me from having to make our dinner together seem normal. Because how often does a customer invite their potential new dog walker to dinner? And what dog walker would accept, especially after learning why Sal had reached out to me in the first place?

	Mom’s number flashed across the screen. I let it go to voicemail.

	—On my way now. Send.

	But I didn’t wanna go home.

	—Where are you? Mom texted back.

	Before I could reply, Sal sent another message.

	—Luna and Romeo miss you already. They’ve been staring out the window since you left.

	I sent a crying face emoji and thought of Storm. Tomorrow. I would go to her grave tomorrow. For now, I needed to figure out a lie to satisfy Mom.

	* * *

	I stared at the thirty-four on Selena’s apartment door, trying to postpone the inevitable. As I turned the key, Mom unfastened the lock and ripped the door open.

	“Where have you been? Do you know what time it is? I’ve been calling and texting you all night?” Mom jerked me inside by the arm.

	I kept my head low and absorbed every terror-filled question and assumption she’d entertained before my arrival. I deserved it, all of it.

	“Do you know what you put me through?” she continued. “I called neighbors, went to your school, interrogated Mr. Quaid…What if someone hurt you? What if that guy from the other day took you?” Her voice broke with her final question. She faced away from me to regain control. “Who do you think you are roaming the streets and not tellin’ anybody where you are?” She glowered at me.

	“I’m sorry. I never meant to be gone so long,” I said. “Giovanni and I have been having serious problems. I let this girl from school get under my skin, and it caused tension between us. I needed time to think.”

	Selena approached me, her face tear-stained and engraved with worry. Without a word, she squeezed me tightly and sniffled in my ear for a long time.

	“I’m sorry. I told you guys I was alright.”

	Her hold tightened, stopping short of suffocating me.

	“Do you have any idea how many kids go missing wandering these streets?” Mom said. “Then, Giovanni turns up here lookin’ for you, and we just knew you’d been kidnapped!”

	Selena released me and backed away. “Don’t ever do that again.” Her mouth tightened.

	I removed my ball cap. “I won’t. I’m sorry.”

	Mom’s jaw clicked and her eyes narrowed. “You’re grounded. Your life for the next month is school and work. That’s it. No more hanging out with Giovanni, going out whenever you want, or turning your phone off so no one can get a hold of you.” Her nostrils flared. “I didn’t get it for your own convenience! Now get ready for bed.”

	“Wait!” Selena locked her sights on Mom. “Hug your daughter,” she commanded.

	Mom looked away and crossed her arms in defiance.

	“Hug your daughter, Fai. You’re preaching about how scared and upset you were tonight, and you actually have the chance to do something thousands of parents wish they could with their children. But you know what? Maybe you don’t really care about her. My mistake.” Selena turned and hugged me again. “I love you, Freckles.” Her voice trembled, draining the tears from my eyes.

	“I love you too. I’m sorry.”

	She stroked my head, and, before retreating to her room, glared at Mom in disgust.

	Following her lead, I scurried into my bedroom and sifted through the last of the clean clothes in the closet.

	“So, where were you?” Mom interrogated from the hallway.

	I faced her, clutching mismatched pajamas in my arms. “At the park…watching the dogs. I…” My throat constricted. “I miss her. I miss her so much.”

	Mom rushed over and gave me a firm hug. I let all of the day’s reminders of Storm to anchor me in the sea of my sorrow. Bawling into her shoulder, I imagined Selena in Mom’s place and let myself drown until she gripped my arms and pulled away.

	“Get a hold of yourself. Come on,” she urged, drying my tears on the underside of her wrist. “You gotta get over this. She’s gone. Cryin’ about her ain’t gonna bring her back.”

	I shrugged her off and wrestled violently with Mom’s words. My hatred for her indifference toward me replaced my sorrow.

	As I maneuvered around her into the hall, she followed. “Wait. Joy. I only meant—”

	“I don’t wanna hear it. Selena was right. You can’t even pretend to care about me.” I locked the bathroom door and ignored her pleas for me to open up.

	She’d never change. She loved herself too much, and I needed to accept that.

	* * *

	I emerged from the bathroom and searched frantically for my phone. Cracking the door to Mom’s room, I discovered it on her nightstand. The warm glow of the bedside lamp highlighted the two worry lines between her brows. She’d fallen asleep to the ‘90s R&B music playing softly. An adult coloring book laid at her side, and a few colored pencils were scattered around the box on the bed. Normally, I would’ve tickled her nose with my hair and tried to contain the painful urge to laugh, but I had a mission that hinged on her unconsciousness.

	Setting the booklet and pencils on the computer desk under the window, I pulled the blanket around Mom’s shoulders, switched off the lamp, and swiped my phone from the nightstand.

	I scrolled through my messages. Giovanni had left not one, and it was already midnight. I sent him a text.

	—Can you meet me in 10 minutes? I need to talk to you face-to-face, was his swift reply.

	I was terrified of getting caught after Mom’s lectures, and I told him so. Learning what new punishment she would enforce after finding me gone in the middle of the night was not my latest goal in life.

	I climbed onto the fire escape in my PJ’s and called him instead.

	Giovanni sighed heavily into the phone. “I wish I could be with you now. I worried so much for you.”

	“I’m sorry.” The cold metal under my butt, paired with a cool breeze, chilled me to the bone.

	“Why did you lie to me?” His voice broke with the question.

	“Would you have tried to stop me from going?”

	“I would not let you go alone.”

	“Sal offered me a different job. Remember that man from outside the flower shop? He sent me a letter the other day and said my dad had sent him to warn me and Mom to get out of town, that we were in danger because of my dad. I didn’t believe it at first, but Sal told me he really is in trouble.”

	“He knows your father?”

	“Not really. He said my dad stole something. They want me to help them get it back.”

	Giovanni stayed silent for a long time. “What will you do?”

	“I’m not doing it. I bought a camera tonight to record everything he said. I get why you and your mom were scared for me, but I felt safer with it.”

	He sighed heavily into the phone. “I thought I lost you tonight.”

	“I’m sorry,” I said again. “But I’m glad I went. Now we don’t have to worry so much.” I pressed my ear to the window to see if Mom or Selena was onto me. False alarm. “I’ve gotta go.”

	We said our goodbyes, and I deleted the evidence of our contact from my phone before returning it to Mom’s room.

	
Nothing But Trouble

	Mom lifted the zebra printed blanket away from my face and sat along the edge of my mattress. “I’m sorry for what I said last night.”

	I shrugged and rolled over.

	“We need to talk. I know things have been up and down lately, but if Giovanni hadn’t come lookin’ for you yesterday, I would’ve been sending the cops to his house thinkin’ you were there. Some vague message sayin’ you’re alright ain’t enough. Ya’ hear me?”

	I rose halfway and leaned against the headboard. “I’m sorry.”

	“That’s not good enough. I don’t want you to be sorry. I want you to talk to me, to keep me in the loop. I mean, what could I have told the cops if something had happened to you? I know things have been extra hard, and I’m trying to give you your space, but please, don’t shut me out.”

	I nodded slowly and rubbed my eyes.

	Giovanni knocked on the front door. Getting to her feet, she paused at the foot of the bed. The corners of her mouth lifted. “Now go brush your teeth. Your breath stinks.” Mom scrunched up her face for the full effect. “Oh, and here’s your phone.” Digging it out of her scrub pocket, she tossed it onto the bed. “Don’t turn it off again.”

	Giovanni knocked a second time gently.

	“I’m comin’,” she said.

	* * *

	Giovanni sat on the edge of my bed, observing me in my natural habitat. I dug a rolled pair of ankle socks out of the bag on the closet floor.

	“What’s up?”

	Making his way over, he kissed my lips and held me. “I worry for you, bella. Why did you not leave with my ma last night?”

	I shimmied out of his embrace. “‘Cause we were in the middle of a conversation. I wasn’t plannin’ on talking to him at all. I was gonna hide somewhere and watch him, but there was nowhere to hide. He spotted me and chased me down. I didn’t know what else to do but walk the dogs. Then, he offered me a different job.”

	“Then, you had dinner with him!”

	“You act like I went out on a date with the guy. It was business. I don’t need you tryna guilt trip me for it.” I slipped on my socks and adjusted my pant’s leg.

	“You went there to his house alone! Anything could have happened?” Holding my face, he peered at me through tears. “Please, bella. I do not want you to see him again. I cannot lose you.”

	“You won’t.” I peeled his hands away and stepped into my sneakers.

	Mom exploded through the door. “Giovanni, we need to talk,” she said tensely.

	He pleaded to me with his pitiful stare to rescue him, but what could I have done? She never listened to me anyway.

	* * *

	We ambled through the lobby door into the brisk morning air.

	“What did she say?”

	“She wants me to keep you safe, and she said that she loves you. I have to ask for her permission before I go with you anywhere.” Giovanni pocketed his hands.

	“I didn’t tell her exactly where I was last night. She’d lock me in a closet and never let me out again if she knew.”

	“Joy, there–there is something I want to ask you. It could be an option if it gets dangerous here.” Sucking in a sharp breath, he said, “Would you help me to find my real mother?”

	“A–Are you sure?”

	Worry lines formed above his brows as he looked at me. “Yes.”

	“Okay,” I said slowly. “But do you think she’d come all this way to New York?”

	“I thought I would go to her.”

	Stepping around a daydreaming walker in my way, I choked back my sorrow. “Do you think your mom has other kids?” I asked, trying to divert my thoughts to something more exciting.

	“I do not know.” A half-smile softened the distress on his face. “I never think of it before, but I hope she does.”

	“Do you at least know her name?”

	“No.” He nibbled his bottom lip distractedly.

	“Can’t you look at your birth certificate and find out?”

	Giovanni slowed his pace. “I have never seen it before.”

	I turned my stunned gaze to a white butterfly dancing happily ahead of us. “Then, we’ll have to look up your birth date and see what we can find.”

	Bumping his shoulder with mine, he grinned. “Do you think you will discover my secrets too?”

	I hooked my arm through his and pushed the hair behind my back. “I don’t know. We’ll have to see.”

	* * *

	My phone buzzed against my hip as we stood in the aisle to disembark from the bus. I declined Sal’s call and sent him a text.

	—Did you talk to your boss yet?

	He called again. Once more, I declined it.

	—Yes or no, I messaged.

	I put the ringer on silent and slid the phone into my jean jacket pocket.

	“Who was that?” Giovanni asked, stepping onto the curb beside me.

	“Sal. He won’t answer my questions.”

	Giovanni folded his arms and huffed. “I want you to stay away from him.”

	“Okay. And I want you to stay away from Mariah.”

	“Tell me how!”

	“That’s easy. Tell her to leave you alone. Tell her you don’t like her. And I’ll send Sal the same message and block his number. Deal?”

	“Okay.”

	“I’ll text him now, then.”

	Five missed call notifications lit up the screen.

	—Please don’t contact me anymore.

	As soon as the message went through, Sal’s number flashed across the phone.

	—Pick up. I gotta talk to you! he texted then called again.

	I didn’t trust him.

	After rejecting the call, I blocked his number. “Kay. Now it’s your turn.”

	Giovanni nodded stiffly and entwined our fingers. We squeezed past the kids crowding the narrow sidewalk.

	“Joy,” Sal’s deep voice boomed over the chatter around us.

	Giovanni gripped my hand tighter when I turned to face the man.

	“We gotta talk. And it’s too much to type up,” he said, his chest heaving from running to catch up to me. Sal’s thick eyebrows disappeared behind the sunglasses’ lenses as he frowned at the curious faces staring at him in awe.

	“Yo. How tall are you?” a boy asked him.

	Sal pressed his lips together. “Six, nine,” he said quickly. “Joy, come on.”

	Giovanni shielded his eyes from the sun and broadened the distance between Sal and us. My shoes sank into the thick grass bordering the walkway to the school’s entrance. “Do not go. Stay away from him.”

	“But what if he has something important to say?”

	“I do not trust him.” Giovanni glared at Sal ten feet away.

	“I’ll deal with him this last time, alright? Then, you can take care of Mariah.”

	He twisted his hair and mumbled under his breath.

	Giovanni and I strolled across the street to Baisley Pond Park, with Sal leading the way. A dancehall beat of a Shatta Wale song blasted from a passing car. Giovanni stayed close enough to watch but not to hear.

	Parking himself on a bench, Sal removed the sunglasses and scratched his bristly chin. The leather jacket crinkled with his every move. “If you would’ve picked up your phone, we could’ve had this conversation a while ago. What’s goin’ on wit’ you?” Even seated, the man dwarfed me.

	“I blocked your number.” I folded my arms. His two-toned eyes shifted from the spouting fountain to me. “What was so urgent you had to call a million times?”

	His tanned skin looked golden in the morning sun. “It’s my boss.”

	“Did you tell him what I said?”

	“I couldn’t. He don’t take no for an answer.” Sal slid a white business card in my hand. “He wants you to meet his daughter on Saturday at eight a.m. at that address.” Sal pointed to the card. “Don’t be late.”

	“No!” I tried to return it, but he refused to accept. “I told you I’m not doing it. I won’t.”

	He exhaled slowly and leaned forward. “You don’t get it. Cesaré has had guys workin’ on your dad since the day he got caught. How much longer do you think he’s gonna hold up?”

	Goosebumps pricked my skin at the thought of Dad being outnumbered and unable to fight back. I imagined him as helpless as Mom used to be. Hugging myself, I shook the images from my mind.

	“He’s offerin’ you seven hundred to have a quick conversation with the man. That price starts goin’ down if I gotta let your mom in on it. But I’ve got a feeling she’d be more willing than you are. It’s either that or…” Sal swallowed the words before they could be spoken. “This ain’t a game. And time’s runnin’ out. He ain’t givin’ you a choice. Take the money.” Sal rose from his seat. “And unblock my number. If I need to get a hold of you, you’ll regret it. I’ll keep it strictly business, alright? So, you can tell your boyfriend not to worry.” His eyes filled with sadness. “I thought at first when you came back…when you stayed it was ‘cause…”

	“You tempted me with delicious food.” He smirked at the reminder. “I should’ve never come back, but I needed information.”

	Sal’s fingers drummed on the side of his leg. “So, you won’t be comin’ by to walk the dogs?” He stared at my mouth.

	“I’d love to, but I can’t.”

	His sigh blew my hair and swirled a woodsy-scented cologne around me.

	“W–What if I double your price? The dogs really like you.”

	More temptations. I would’ve gone for free just to spend time with Luna and Romeo.

	“I have to go.” I turned to leave.

	“Joy, wait,” he called out.

	“I need you to leave me alone.” Facing him again, I kept my sights on his black sneakers. “I’ve already given you my answer about seeing my dad and the dogs. There’s nothing left to talk about.”

	I started toward Giovanni and glanced over my shoulder at Sal. Like a dark angel painted gold by the early morning sun, he stood there watching me. His eyes held a familiar look of rejection.

	“What did he say?” Giovanni asked, drawing my attention to his forgotten presence. Flecks of sunlight dotted his fair skin through the trees.

	I slipped the card into my pocket. “Uh, nothing I didn’t already know.” I looked both ways before crossing the street at his side.

	Giovanni stared at me for a long time, unhappy with my cryptic answer. He scooped my hand in his and marched to the school’s entrance with single-minded determination.

	We stood beside one of the fat white columns, waiting for our turn through security. Giovanni hugged me from behind. The warmth of his breath in my ear sent shivers through me.

	“I love you, bella, but I am afraid I am losing you,” he whispered. “Am I losing you?”

	Twice this morning, he mentioned his fear, and I lacked the courage to express mine even once. How could I protect my heart and his at the same time with my confession? I couldn’t. And there was no way to reveal all of my fears right now.

	Giovanni’s hold around me slackened. I turned to him and whispered into his ear, “We’ve got a lot to talk about.” I peered into his eyes for a moment and kissed him.

	“Would y’all go? You’re holding up the line,” a girl whined from behind us.

	His face blazed with embarrassment. Releasing him, I stepped through the metal detector and waited for Giovanni to do the same.

	* * *

	“Hey, Joy.” Trina dragged me away toward my locker. My hand slipped out of Giovanni’s. “Boris wants to talk to you.”

	Confused, I looked back at Giovanni to discover Mariah shoving him against a locker and devouring his lips. He squirmed and tried to get away.

	I ripped my arm free from Trina. She reached for me again. I moved out of range, but she kept coming at me. Kneeing her in the groin, I forced my way through the bystanders. Giovanni finally weaseled out of Mariah’s hold and wiped his mouth. My mind and body aligned with one mission: to kill this girl.

	His fearful eyes met mine.

	“Was it as good for you as it was for me?” Mariah laughed, oblivious to me inches away from her.

	I snatched the silky locks at her nape with a roar. The echo of her forehead slamming the locker increased the crowd around us. Mariah stumbled backward. A smear of orangey foundation stained the door where she’d made an impact.

	Giovanni snaked his hands around my waist. “Come on, bella.” His breath on my ear called me out of my rage. I broke my murderous gaze from a stunned Mariah and onto him.

	“Let’s go.” He tugged my hand, expecting my feet to follow him.

	I didn’t wanna disappoint him, but her perfume on his clothes wound me up again. Then, the memories of the party and all the pent-up frustration over the last week of her picking on me and messing with him finally yanked the pin from my grenade.

	“No!” I backed away and glowered at a vengeful Mariah.

	Her dark eyes sliced me up a million different ways. Our principal’s short, white hair beamed like an angelic halo behind her, but I didn’t care about the consequences. The electricity pulsing through me was too intoxicating. Mariah felt it too.

	She smiled, then charged at me like a bull. Catching her wrist mid-swing, I used her momentum and twirled her. She wobbled forward. One shove sent Mariah tumbling onto her knees. As I raised my hand to strike, Mrs. Williams caught it.

	“That’s enough!” she said.

	Mariah got to her feet and charged at me again. Mrs. Williams boldly stepped between us. A red egg protruded from Mariah’s head. Tears rimmed her dark, almond eyes. Still, she grinned like the Devil at me.

	Mrs. Williams took her arm. “Officer Jenkins, would you please escort Joy to my office.”

	The hefty cop maneuvered through the cluster of students still watching the show.

	“The bells’ about to ring, people,” Mrs. Williams warned our audience. “Get to where you need to be.”

	* * *

	I settled onto the seat beside an Asian boy.

	“I heard what happened with you and Mariah,” he said, repositioning an ice pack to his bruised cheek.

	I smoothed my curls self-consciously. “Yeah? And what happened to you?”

	Shrugging casually, he rested his head on the wall behind us and left my question unanswered.

	Mariah slow-walked past me in a proud strut like she’d won. That fat egg on her head, though, told its own story.

	I glanced at Mrs. Williams’ tall, pear-shaped frame lingering in the doorway to her office. She waved me over, shaking her small head from side to side. “Have a seat, Joy, and enlighten me, would ya?”

	I found myself distracted by the striking contrast of her white cropped hair against her deep-brown skin. She was so pretty.

	“Sit,” she urged again.

	Officer Jenkins stood like a soldier for justice beside the door when I entered.

	Settling onto the chair slowly, I turned my attention to my hands on my lap.

	“Whenever you’re ready.” Readying a notepad, she eyed me over her reading glasses and waited.

	“She planned it,” I blurted out.

	“Care to elaborate on who and what you’re talkin’ about?”

	I revealed the truth in one swift breath. “After I got away from Trina, I don’t know what came over me. I’ve never felt like that before. I remember going up to Mariah and you bringing me here. Everything in between is a blur.” I stared at the watercolor flowers on the box of tissues beside her nameplate.

	Mrs. Williams frowned at me and lowered her pen. “Well—”

	“Giovanni is a good person. He won’t hurt anyone even if they hurt him. Everyone’s scared of Mariah because of her lies about her brother. Giovanni is too. I have to protect him. No one else will.”

	“I appreciate your thoughtfulness for Giovanni’s safety, but the safety of all of our students is paramount here. You will be staying after school today to meet with your guidance counselor. I’ve already spoken with your mother. We’ll let you know what we’ll do with you soon. As for Mariah, the next time you two get into it like that, try reporting it and letting us do our jobs. That bump on her head looks really bad. You’d be lucky if she doesn’t press charges.”

	“Press charges?”

	“Yes. You assaulted her…unless I missed something.”

	I frowned. “She assaulted Giovanni!”

	“And she will deal with the consequences of that like you will.” Mrs. Williams’ face softened. “Look, I can see you’re a good kid, Joy, but you need to get a handle on whatever is goin’ on with you. There are plenty of resources here. Use them, and as often as you need to.” She removed her glasses and set them on the desk. “How are things at home?”

	I stared at her in a daze, searching for the right answer. So much had happened over the last few weeks. “I don’t know,” I said, fighting facial paralysis. Don’t cry! Don’t you dare cry! I commanded myself, but my body had its own agenda.

	I ugly cried and dropped my face into my hands.

	“Officer Jenkins, would you give us a minute?” she said in a quiet voice.

	The door opened and closed behind my back.

	“I can’t even look at her picture anymore. I–It reminds of what she looked like when I f–found her.”

	Mrs. Williams offered me a tissue. “Death is so hard. I’m so sorry for your loss. Maybe you should see your guidance counselor now.”

	I dried my face quickly. “No. I’m fine. I’ll see her after school.”

	“Do you want me to send you home too?”

	My thoughts turned to Giovanni. “No. I’m okay.”

	Mrs. Williams studied my face skeptically and nodded. “Alright. Get yourself cleaned up and go on to class.”

	Once I reached the door, she added, “And no more fighting. You’re a good kid, Joy. Try to keep it that way.”

	As I ambled out of the office, her earlier words played on in my mind, returning my anger to me.

	She said I’d assaulted Mariah. What about a justified defense? I only slammed her once into that locker. Why not admire my restraint? Where was my reward for not ripping her head off?

	I hurried to my locker. Rummaging through my bookbag for the tiny camera, I positioned it against the high corner of my locker in the shadows. After our fight, I knew Mariah would be coming for me full force, using every dirty trick she could think of against me.

	I passed a cluster of lockers en route to the cafeteria when Giovanni appeared from nowhere and stole my hand, pressing the river of moisture from his palm to mine. “I am worried about you,” he said with a firm hug.

	I rubbed his back and felt him wince. “Did she hurt you?” I asked, leaning away.

	He nodded slowly. “The lock hit my back.”

	My body tensed.

	“No, Joy. Please. Do not do anything. You will get into trouble again.”

	“Did you tell Mrs. Williams about it?”

	His chest caved. “No. I want to forget about this morning.”

	Shaking my head, I walked ahead of him into the cafeteria.

	Giovanni dropped his bookbag onto his seat. “I do not like to see you fight,” he said, chasing my eyes as I plopped down.

	“Yeah, and I don’t like to see you hurt. I will fight for you every single time, so get used to it.”

	He searched the room in terror.

	“Don’t worry,” I said. “They sent Mariah home because of her head.”

	Boris joined us at the table. “Yo, I didn’t think you had it in you,” he said, showcasing his overlapping teeth. “Mariah is a beast when she fights, but you didn’t even give her a chance.”

	Giovanni frowned and proceeded to the lunch line curling into the hall. I threw my bag around my body and followed. “Giovanni.” His feet stilled at the sound of my voice. “I’m not hungry. I’ll be in the library.”

	He brushed the hair out of my face. “You said earlier that we had to talk.” Taking my arm, we strolled back to the table. Giovanni lifted his bag again. “Then I will go with you. We have a lot of work to do.”

	Papers thumbtacked to a bulletin board fluttered when we breezed past them in the mostly empty corridor.

	“I never asked you. How are things with your dad?”

	Giovanni shrugged. “He does not come home for dinner anymore. He is always with his friend now.”

	“That Rocco guy?”

	He nodded.

	“Do you know what he looks like?”

	“No. I never met him before.”

	“Well, apparently, he wants me to meet his daughter on Saturday at this place.” I showed him the card Sal had given me this morning. “I wanna find out exactly where this place is and check it out.”

	“Will you meet her?”

	“No, but Sal keeps acting like I don’t have a choice.” I gripped the handle for the library door.

	* * *

	Cesaré Rocco’s square portrait stamped the right corner of the restaurant’s About page. His round brown eyes looked soulless as they gazed at us from the computer screen. I made sure to take in every detail of his oval face—his skinny, beak-like nose, low sparse brows, chubby cheeks, and a wide, thin mouth framed by a goatee. This was the man responsible for the latest stress our families were under, and I needed to take him down.

	We moved on to the restaurant gallery. Initially, I had planned to eat there and get an inside look at the place, but the pictures of the luxurious interiors quickly plucked that idea from my mind. The fixtures, fine china, and the artful presentation of the meals screamed decadence. I doubted I could afford a glass of water, let alone a meal there.

	I needed a new way to get inside, considering I lacked an inconspicuous kind of face, especially in a place like that.

	“Bella, what did Sal say to you this morning? You are different after you spoke to him.”

	I opened a new tab to search Rocco’s home address. “He just tried to scare me into giving in. That’s all.”

	“What did he say?”

	I propped my chin on the heel of my hand and peered at Giovanni. “He said that my dad has been getting beat up since the day he got caught, that he can’t take it anymore, but he still won’t tell them where the package is.” I shuddered inside at the thought. My dad had suffered so much in his life. His internal struggles today were evidence of that. Then again, what if it was a lie, a trick to manipulate me into doing what Sal wanted?

	Giovanni gulped loudly and dropped his eyes to the keyboard.

	“You think I should go through with it, don’t you?”

	He nodded. “He is your father. If he is in jail for hurting someone, then he is where he belongs, but if he is being tortured and you can help to stop it, you should do what you can.”

	I nibbled my bottom lip and clicked on Cesaré Rocco’s name. An address in Bayside, Queens, popped up.

	“Will you help him?” Giovanni asked.

	“I don’t know if what Sal says is true. His job is on the line. He’d say anything to get me to do it. He even offered money.”

	Giovanni’s eyes widened. “And still you will not do it?”

	I sat back in my seat and frowned at him. “My dad isn’t some stubborn idiot. If what Sal says is true, that he’s getting beat up and keeping his mouth shut no matter what, then he has to have a good reason to put up with it. He warned us that we were in danger. He told us to leave town.” My stomach dropped. Sal kept implying that we had no choice. Dad wanted us to escape before they tried to use us to get to him. He had to have known we wouldn’t listen, though. We didn’t, and now the wall was closing in on us.

	My heart thundered in my ears the longer I thought about it. I tried to write Rocco’s address in my notes, to occupy myself with something other than Dad’s messy problem spilling into my life, but the tears stinging my eyes distorted the words and numbers on the screen. I drew in a shaky breath and wished them away. I had quit crying about my father long ago, and I refused to start crying about the man now.

	Giovanni waved his hand across my back. “Are you okay?”

	I nodded. “I wish we could run away together and forget all this crap.” I dried the tears clinging to my lashes.

	Giovanni’s lips curled into a thoughtful smile. “Where would we go?”

	I straightened my back. A surge of excitement shot through me. “Everywhere! We could find the best chocolate places around the world and do walking food tours. They do them all over New York, but I wanna taste more Italian food and French food. I’ve never had French food before.” My smile faded as I imagined the likelihood of achieving that dream or any of my dreams. I sighed. “I feel like I’ll never make it outta here, though.”

	Taking my hand, he pressed a kiss to the back of it. “We will one day, but we must stay positive.”

	If only that was enough.

	* * *

	Kai stopped me at Mrs. Powers’ door. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

	I followed him across the hall where Mrs. Powers had hung up the drawings from yesterday. “What’s wrong?”

	“It’s about Mariah. She’s comin’ after you harder than before.”

	I folded my arms. “I ain’t afraid of her. If she even thinks about touching him again, I’m gonna—”

	“You’re not listening,” he said louder. “You won’t be fighting just her. Diego won’t do nothin’, but her cousins will. I told you to be careful.”

	“If being careful means to let her hurt or try to seduce Giovanni, then I’m not gonna do it. Let her cousins come.”

	Kai stared at me in confusion and stopped me from leaving. “Joy, I don’t wanna see them hurt you.”

	“What do you want me to do? Tell me.”

	Kai withdrew his hand from my arm. “Let her win. Give her what she wants.”

	I laughed. “Give her what she wants?”

	Kai looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

	“Did she tell you to tell me that, or did you come up with that on your own?”

	His naturally arched eyebrows knitted together in anger. He stomped into class ahead of me and chose a stool across the room from mine.

	Letting my messenger bag slip to the floor, I slouched onto the stool and stared off into space. One more year. I had one more year of dealing with Mariah and Trina. Giovanni said to stay positive. How could I? With every new day, I struggled to keep my footing and not get swept away by negativity’s dangerous currents. Every day, some new challenge arose, be it from his family or mine. I had done my best to discover a solution, on top of dealing with the bullying here at school. Constantly fighting forces inside and out was wearing me down, leaving me to wonder what would remain of me when it was all over. Could I last another year, let alone the end of this week?

	Somebody touched my hand. Mrs. Powers peered at me with concern. “I need to talk to you in my office,” she said softly. The class crowded the doorway and watched me with the same wide-eyed stare. I’d missed her announcement to file into the hallway for the critique.

	Standing from my stool, I trailed after her. She closed the door. “I called your name three times.”

	“Sorry. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

	“We’re trying to do the critique, but your drawing is missing. I hung it up yesterday. Did you take it?”

	“No.”

	Mrs. Powers studied my face. “Do you need to see your guidance counselor and talk some things out?”

	“No. I’m fine. I have to see her after school anyway.” I shifted from side to side.

	“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go now?”

	Forcing a smile, I nodded. “I’m good. Thank you.”

	Mrs. Powers examined my eyes, sensing the truth behind my mask. “If you need help, don’t be afraid to ask for it.”

	I nodded and waited to be dismissed already.

	“Joy’s drawing is missing,” Mrs. Powers announced to the class waiting in the hall. “Does anyone know where it is or who took it?”

	Kai shook his head and locked me in his sights. We knew exactly who the culprit was. Still, neither of us said a word.

	* * *

	A plane soared overhead while I waited for the bus. Giovanni had already gone home, since I had to meet with Mrs. Andino, my guidance counselor, after school.

	“Bella, my cameras come already. I am so excited. And you are not here to see my dance,” he voice-messaged me.

	I smirked at the reminder. I never wanted to see that awful dance again.

	“I bought bugs too that look like keychains. I hope I can learn more than what they are telling me,” he added.

	I smiled to myself. Yesterday, Sal had accused me of acting like a cop. and today, Giovanni thought he was the FBI.

	* * *

	Three days. Sal said he would see me in three days. The twenty-minute ride to Selena’s put his threat into perspective. Saturday night, I’d warned Giovanni not to wait until something scary happened before deciding to take action. And today, I realized I needed to take my own advice. Grounded or not, I was going to Rocco’s fancy restaurant.

	After a quick shower and change into black pants and a white button-down shirt, I slicked my hair into a low bun and hid my freckles under layers of foundation. I had no idea if Rocco knew what I looked like, if Sal had taken pictures and shown him, or if my father’s eyes might give me away. So, I heavily outlined what Mariah called my alien eyes with black liner to make them appear smaller. A message from the Uber driver vibrated the phone on the sink’s ledge. Grabbing Selena’s retired, oversized handbag to conceal my camera and cash, I rushed through the door.

	* * *

	—Joy, where are you? Mom texted me on the ride to Astoria.

	—I’m trying to get a job at a restaurant.

	—You’re grounded, remember?

	—But you said work and school. This is for work, I replied.

	—A restaurant where?

	I looked up a place closer to home and sent her the address.

	—You’d better come straight home afterwards.

	I sighed and texted, I will.

	I knew as I typed those words that I would not keep them.

	I leaned into the seat and watched the stop and go traffic outside the window.

	* * *

	I arrived at the restaurant at a little past five o’clock—the same time they opened for dinner according to the website—and lingered near the street sign, hesitant to enter. A few people trickled inside. Still, I waited for business to pick up before stepping foot in there.

	My nerves were getting the best of me. I strolled eastward a few blocks to avoid drawing attention to myself and walk off my nerves. The more I suppressed the urge to run the length of the sidewalk to free myself of the jitters, the more the voices in my head played on the anxiety already consuming me.

	“You got lucky yesterday. That’s all,” they reminded me. “Don’t expect things to ever work out for you. You’re cursed, remember?”

	And they were right. What if I were to run into Rocco himself? Could I play the part of an aspiring waitress without giving myself up? What if Sal is there and exposes my identity to his boss and ruins everything? How will I escape?

	I should’ve prepared more thoroughly, but if what Sal said about Dad was true, I didn’t want to bear the weight of his suffering on my conscience by doing nothing.

	Leaning against a parking meter, I bounced my gaze from one wall to the next, taking in the stunning murals around me. I would spend my summer days watching world-famous artists at work here and interviewing them about their inspirations and goals for future works. Unfortunately, as with most everything else I loved, Dad ruined it for me.

	Last summer, I stumbled on him setting up to work, and although he didn’t see me, for which I was grateful, I slinked back the way I came, my mind in shambles until I was safely around the corner and a whole block of buildings stood between us.

	Dad could’ve done anything. I still believed that. Once he set his heart on something, nothing could stop him. There was no telling what our lives could’ve been had he been able to pour the same ambition into his family and deflate the power his addictions had over him. Sadly, those habits were part of two different problems—chemical imbalances in his brain and the host of secret childhood traumas he kept locked inside.

	I arrived at the spot where I cowered from him and stopped across the street from his wall. The solemn memorial to my family broke my heart all over again. My father lay sprawled out, his scabby skin a pale blue. Sapphire tears leaked out from his hollowed-out eyes as he kept his death stare fixed on my mom. I could almost see him flailing in her arms.

	My mother’s form bent over him, her silhouette filled with fragments of colored mirror pieces, her lips poised to gift him a final kiss while a fractured tear splashed onto his face and another barely clung to the apple of her cheek. Even in his interpretation of her, I felt her tragedy.

	I hurried to the far-left side of the mural to the little girl watching her parents in terror, the right half of my baby face concealed by the partition wall between the living room and kitchen of our old house.

	I found his minimalist depiction of Mom intensely irritating. She deserved to be immortalized and honored for her strength and beauty.

	Moving back a few paces, I analyzed it again until it hit me. Mom was a supporting role in the scene, a tragic scene taken from a real chapter in our lives. How could he paint the woman he loved then? She was every bit as broken as those tiny bits of mirror, and deep inside, he’d crushed her heart beyond repair.

	His mural portrayed only one of a thousand depictions of what years of darkness had led to—him knocking at death’s door and me watching from a corner in the room while he overdosed. It was a slow, violent, and repetitive death for us all.

	I started to backtrack toward the restaurant when something caught my eye at the last second, freezing me in place.

	A faded message floating into the ear of the little girl version of me read: “Eternally sorry, Dearheart,” and over Mom’s head, another. “It wasn’t worth all I lost.”

	I leaned into a car behind me for support, trying to keep my heart from melting into a puddle at Dad’s words. I never used to let those familiar apologies affect me before. Still, my talk with Giovanni this afternoon was messing with my head. It didn’t matter who Dad was to me. We were too far gone now.

	I thought back to what Mom had said in her sleep the other night about how I always judged her. But I didn’t judge her. I just wanted to protect my mother, to save us all from more pain. It seemed for as long as we lived, we would always suffer because of Dad. It wasn’t fair.

	I couldn’t use Dad’s safety as an incentive to go after Rocco. I needed a purer motivation. Closing my eyes, I envisioned Mrs. Vitali and the turmoil she lived in because of the man. I would have done anything for her and Giovanni. Whatever benefit it brought to my father, so be it, but the Vitali family…no one who had the audacity to mess with them would be left unscathed.

	I dragged myself toward Rocco’s restaurant again. As I stepped onto the street, I glimpsed Mr. Vitali. He pulled the handle of the heavy wooden door and disappeared inside. Once more, I second-guessed my plan. How could I explain my reason for being here if he asked? This restaurant was as far from convenient for me to get to, not to mention, there were countless others much closer to home to choose from.

	I hadn’t seen Mr. Vitali since before Giovanni and I discovered that article about his old job. Giovanni said his dad had been coming here every night this week to eat. Maybe I could use that to my advantage, to hint at his family’s suspicions about his activities. I felt just as dirty thinking of deceiving him as I did picking people’s pockets, but I couldn’t stand here all night. Plus, going home without a tidbit of useful information on Rocco was not an option.

	
Table for One

	Soft guitar music and tall tropical plants greeted me as the weighted door drifted shut at my back. Holding my breath, I stumbled past the red tufted sofa in the waiting room corner and stepped further inside the building.

	A girl at a podium finished punching in a telephone order into the computer. While waiting, I recited the words in my head until she turned her attention to me. “Good evening. Do you have a reservation?” she said with a thick European accent.

	I clasped my hands together. “Um, no. I was wondering if you guys are hiring?”

	The girl’s dark, almond eyes smiled before her overly plumped lips caught up to them. “I will check.” Long, toffee hair with thick blades of vanilla swayed behind her when she whirled around and mounted the staircase at the back of the restaurant.

	I scanned the place for Mr. Vitali and spotted the back of him on his retreat down a hallway ahead of the hostess. Sighing with relief, I decided to extend my stay. As long as I could keep out of sight from him, I could spy uninterrupted.

	The hostess returned with an application.

	“Thank you.” I bit my bottom lip. “So, what’s it like working here? The boss isn’t…creepy or a jerk, is he?”

	The girl laughed. “Well, I only started yesterday.” She leaned in and whispered, “And the boss is my father.”

	I smiled nervously. Of course, he was. “I wasn’t calling your dad creepy. I—”

	“I know,” she said with a giggle. “I am not offended. No. I do not think he is creepy. Some people think he is not nice because he knows what he likes and he will tell you, but I know who he is already.”

	I nodded thoughtfully. “Um, could I get a table for one?” I said slowly. “I’d like to try the food.”

	“Of course. Come with me.”

	I trailed behind her across the honey-oak wood flooring and weaved around square tables filled with older couples. The stunning mural of half-naked humans toasting the gods in heaven watching them party mesmerized me.

	“My papá used a local artist to paint it,” the girl said.

	“It’s stunning.”

	“Your table is over here,” she said, pointing to a nook in the far-left corner.

	It had the perfect vantage point of the whole restaurant opposite the staircase and bar. Steps away from my table, French doors opened to a courtyard with seating and twinkling lights outside.

	“Your server will be with you in a moment,” she said, handing me a menu and speed-walking toward the podium to seat the next round of guests.

	Gliding onto the built-in bench, I buried the application in my bag and turned my attention to the menu. Hmm. Ravioli sounded amazing. I thumbed through the pages and nearly tipped over the small burning candle and the skinny vase with a single red rose. I wanted to find a way to ruin Rocco’s revenue from this place, but burning it down, especially in plain sight with people inside, was not my intention.

	The waiter arrived and gave me the rundown on the night’s specials. I tried to pay attention, but I was more concerned with Sal spotting me as he breezed into the room from the kitchen. He started toward the stairs.

	“I’ll have the tomato soup, ravioli, and a Gingerino.” I tried to speak softly, but Sal’s ears tuned-in to my voice.

	He stopped in the center of the room and strutted over to my table once his suspicions were confirmed. “Hey.” I perused Selena’s purse as if it held anything more than my camera, phone, and lip gloss. Sal pulled up a seat and swung his legs to the side of the table. “You’re gonna pretend you can’t see me now?” He chuckled. “That’s a first.”

	I looked around the room. “What do you want?” I whispered.

	“I was gonna ask you the same thing. You don’t live nowhere near here.” Squinting his two-toned eyes at me, he said, “You’re doin’ that cop thing again, ain’t you? Collecting evidence.”

	“You gave me the card for this place. Did you really think I wouldn’t come and check it out?”

	He rested his elbows on the table and bent forward. “Is this your disguise?” he asked, sweeping his gaze over my plain outfit.

	“No. These are the nicest clothes I have for a place like this. Now go away.”

	Sal frowned and rose to his feet.

	“Wait,” I called out. Lowering my voice, I said, “Don’t tell your boss or anyone that I’m here or who I am…Please?”

	His natural angry expression softened with a sly smile. “On one condition.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Forget it. Cancel my order, will ya? Have a nice life.” I scrambled to my feet and reached for my bag.

	“I only wanted to eat wit’ you.”

	“Why?” I asked, scrunching my face.

	Regina peered at us from her station between scrolling through her phone.

	“Come on,” he pleaded. “You can interrogate me again.”

	“Will you actually answer my questions?”

	“Maybe.”

	I narrowed my eyes at him.

	“Fine,” he said, letting his massive shoulders sag. “Depends on the questions. But you can’t go around tellin’ people what I tell you, alright?”

	“Deal.”

	The waiter returned with my Italian soda and took Sal’s order.

	I peered at the giant and did my best to pay no attention to the nosy people contorting on their seats to look at us, because why would a grown Latino man take an obviously too young black girl out to dinner?

	Sal drummed his fingers on the table. “So, what are you doin’—”

	“Joy!” Mr. Vitali shouted my name and stepped off the last stair.

	Sal smirked. “So much for no one knowin’ who you are,” he whispered.

	I stared at him in shock.

	Mr. Vitali rushed to our table. “Hello.”

	I stood to greet him and froze when he grabbed me by the shoulders and kissed my cheeks.

	“Why are you here?” His huge brown eyes side-glanced Sal. A whole array of emotions paraded across Mr. Vitali’s face. “Oh,” he said, coming to the same twisted conclusion the old people around us had. “I did not know you knew each other.”

	“We don’t,” I clarified. “He just invited himself to my table out of nowhere. Would you like to eat with me too?”

	Sal crossed his arms.

	Mr. Vitali frowned in confusion. “But this place is so far for you to come.”

	Pulling him aside, I put my acting talents to the test. “I only came ‘cause you’re here. I wanted to see her for myself.”

	“See who?”

	“Your girlfriend. Why else would you come all this way nearly every night? You’re having an affair, aren’t you?”

	Mr. Vitali’s eyes bulged in shock.

	“Don’t worry. Giovanni doesn’t know I’m here either.”

	His mask of confusion shattered when he exploded into laughter, which eventually turned into his weird hissing laugh. But it was too late. He’d already drawn dirty looks from our audience.

	“People are looking at us,” I informed him.

	“Oh, Joy. You need not worry about me. I am only here to work. I would never cheat on my wife.”

	“But you usually have dinner with your family at this time. Why work so late?”

	Mr. Vitali let out a sigh and bowed his head.

	“I know I don’t really know you like that, but I know your son misses his family. I get that you need the work, but please don’t take for granted how much your presence affects him. Dads sometimes forget how much their kids need them around.” I tried not to choke on those words as tears glistened in his eyes.

	He nodded and pulled me into a firm hug.

	“Will you join us?” I asked a second time.

	Mr. Vitali frowned at Sal. “No. I am waiting for my friend. But please enjoy your dinner. The food is excellent here. And I apologize. I did not mean to interrupt.”

	I suppressed my scoff.

	“I will be at the table over there,” he added. “When you finish eating, tell me, and I will take you home.”

	“Okay. Thank you.”

	I settled onto my seat. The girl marched over to the table. “You know that man who was here?”

	“He’s my neighbor. Why? Do you know him?”

	“I met him yesterday.” She glanced uncomfortably at Sal. “And him?”

	“I used to walk his brother’s dogs.”

	The girl’s pretty cat face turned serious. “Hmm.” I was grateful when the cordless phone in her back pocket rang, driving her to her post again.

	The waiter lowered my soup before me and a fat glass with hard liquor in front of Sal.

	Sal chuckled at my selection, but it was the best tomato soup I’d ever tasted.

	“What’s that girl’s name?” I asked.

	“Regina Rocco.”

	“She’s super pretty.” I slurped the soup off the spoon and watched him closely.

	“You think so?” He swirled the liquid in his glass and put the rim to his lips.

	“Do you like her?”

	Sal choked on the drink and nearly died from his coughing fit. He held a napkin to his lips. “No,” he said hoarsely.

	“Yeah, and she’s even shorter than me. You need yourself a lady giant.”

	He wagged his head with a smile and finished his beverage.

	“What kind of business is your boss involved in, apart from this place?”

	“Ask a different one.”

	“Okay. How long have you been working for him?”

	“Two, almost three years.”

	Regina’s dark Bambi-like eyes locked onto mine. I could see her mind working out my identity like a puzzle.

	“And what exactly is your job description?” I continued.

	With a wily grin, he said, “I’m an assassin, remember?” Sal’s smile quickly faded. I followed his line of sight to a man descending the staircase. The tablecloth bunched as he twisted the glass between his hands.

	Rocco took a moment to greet a few customers, working his way to Sal. His musky aftershave reached us before he did. He snapped at Sal in Italian and snarled at me in disgust, displaying yellow-stained teeth. With the money he’d extorted from poor Mrs. Vitali, one would’ve thought he could afford at the very least a regular dental cleaning.

	Misery—the man oozed misery. He rattled off commands at Sal and insults at me. Pretending to understand, I gasped in shock. Rocco shut up and blocked my way out. He pocketed his hands and glared at me. I never expected Sal to abandon me with the bitter man. Bending my neck to look around Rocco, I watched him take three stairs at a time to the top, leaving me at the mercy of his boss.

	Rocco forced a smile while his dark gaze dissected me with morbid pleasure. “This is your first time?”

	I swallowed. “Yeah.”

	“Well, I hope you enjoy your meal,” he said in a low, sinister voice.

	“You too.” I resisted the urge to facepalm myself until his lingering eyes found a new victim.

	Finally, he walked away.

	I swallowed again with my creep radar still blaring in my ears.

	Rocco detoured to Mr. Vitali’s table, spoke a few words, and returned to his secret evil lair upstairs.

	If only I had a justified reason to follow him. Of course, he freaked me out, but I was more inspired than ever to take him down.

	The waiter placed the ravioli on the table and did the same with Sal’s dish.

	“Actually, he might be gone for a while. He’s upstairs with the boss. Could you keep his food warm until he comes back?”

	The young man nodded and carried the beautiful meaty dish away.

	After devouring my food, I snapped some photos of the place and paid for my meal.

	Regina approached me now that she had a break from seating people. I hid my camera and slid off the bench. “I heard Luca say your name. So, you are the girl I am to meet on Saturday?”

	I frowned in pretend confusion. “We’re supposed to meet?”

	“Your name is Joy?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Your father is, uh, ‘imprigionato’, no?”

	I covered my smile. “Did you just ask me if my dad is pregnant?”

	Her face reddened with embarrassment. “No. I…I think I made a mistake. Maybe you are not the person I think you are.” The phone rang again, and her face wrinkled with frustration. “I apologize. I must answer.” She rushed back to her post.

	Releasing a breath, I crossed the room. Mr. Vitali sat alone at his table, writing notes and sorting a stack of papers.

	“You’re still working?” I asked on my way to him.

	He nodded slowly. “Yes. Are you ready to leave now?”

	“I am, but I can get home on my own if you need to stay.”

	“No. I will go too. I must bring these to my friend and tell him. One moment.” Gathering the papers, he scampered up the staircase.

	I claimed a seat at his table and checked my phone. Mom had called three times and left frantic messages. I called her at once.

	“Why do you keep doing this to me?” she asked with a weary voice.

	“I’m sorry. I’m still here at the restaurant. I’ll leave right now.”

	“Well, I don’t see you, and I’m here at the address you sent. Wanna explain why none of these people have seen or even heard of you?”

	I rubbed my forehead.

	“Where are you?” she said.

	“I don’t know where you are, but I swear I’m still here. I’ll video chat with you to prove it.”

	Mom groaned. “Just come home already.”

	She hung up.

	I perused the pictures on my phone when a familiar voice called my name. “Why do you want to work here?” Regina asked.

	I resisted the urge to give her a sarcastic reply. “Money. Why do you work here?”

	Regina took Mr. Vitali’s seat. “My papá wants me to learn the business. And since I am taking a break from university, I have the time.”

	I rolled my lips inward and nodded, wondering what was taking Mr. Vitali so long. “Maybe I should go get him. My mom doesn’t want me out too late.” I tried to contain my excitement at finally having a legit excuse to venture into the unknown.

	“I can do it,” she challenged, glancing behind me. A party of four appeared at the podium.

	“But you’re busy. And my mom wants me home now.”

	Regina stepped in the way and studied my face thoughtfully. “My papá does not like for customers to go up there unless they rent a private room. I will seat them and get Luca for you,” she said.

	As soon as Regina’s back was turned, I gave up and sneaked out of the restaurant. Seeing Rocco in person confirmed the vibes his picture gave me earlier today. He was both creepy and a jerk, no matter what his daughter said.

	I needed a new plan.

	
The Reckoning

	I arrived home an hour and a half later and leaned against the door. Mom’s silent anger pinned me in place. “Tell her,” the voices urged me. “She needs to know.”

	I retrieved the camera from Selena’s bag without a word to show her the digital proof. She refused to acknowledge it.

	“Mom…I–I have something really serious to talk to you about.”

	Her eyes filled with tears before I could finish my sentence.

	“I’m sorry I upset you, but if you knew—”

	“Shut up! I can’t hear it right now. I think I’m gonna be sick.” She grabbed her stomach and fell onto a chair at the kitchen table.

	I set my camera down. “You need to hear it. I wasn’t gonna tell you at all, but it’s important.” I paced in front of her. “The whole ride, home I’ve been thinkin’ about how to tell you or where to begin, and I—”

	Mom dropped her face into her hands and turned away. “I knew it. I knew it. Selena’s been tellin’ me for years to get you on birth control. Why didn’t I listen?”

	My heart crashed into the acid in my stomach. And she kept rambling.

	“I’m not pregnant!” I shouted.

	Mom fell to her knees and bawled hysterically at my feet. After a minute of watching her sob with relief, she added, “I’ve dreaded that since the beginning. I‒I knew it would be that or drugs.”

	The shock stunned me a second time. “Never. I’d kill myself first.”

	Mom raised her eyes to mine and glowered at me. “Don’t you ever say that!”

	“I mean it. I’d rather get it over and done with than to ruin other people’s lives.”

	“He didn’t ruin our lives. How dare you say that!” Mom bolted into the bathroom.

	I was talking about myself, but, of course, she would find instant application to her husband.

	I flopped onto the sofa and shut my eyes. Last week I hoped my relationship with Mom could’ve been a lasting normal relationship. But real relationships require real feelings, and Mom had proved time and again how little I mattered to her.

	An hour passed before I knocked softly at the door. “Mom…I have to tell you something. Would you open up?”

	She undid the lock.

	Pushing the door open cautiously, I entered the tiny room and enclosed us inside. “It’s about Dad and that warning he gave us the other week.”

	Mom lowered herself to the tub’s edge and listened stoically while I filled her in on my meet up with Sal yesterday and tonight’s events. She clenched her fists and restrained herself from launching another one of her rant-filled attacks, at least waiting until I’d finished.

	“I wanna help Dad, but I don’t trust these people.”

	Mom, rising to her feet slowly, watched me like an enemy. “How could you keep this from me?”

	“I know you’re mad, but think what it feels like for me to watch him hurt you. He was a liar, and for all I knew, these people were liars too. So, why would I risk watching you lose your mind again because of something that might not have even been true? You wanna be kept in the loop, but you can hardly handle the stuff you already know. What did you expect me to do? I had to protect you. That’s the only reason why I’m around, right?”

	Mom’s face contorted with grief. “That’s not true.”

	I didn’t believe her, not even when she rushed to embrace me.

	“You’re all I have left of him.”

	I peeled her off and moseyed into my room.

	“We have to help him,” she said from my doorway. “How can we help him?”

	Sucking down the sorrow made my throat ache. I shrugged and stepped out of my shoes.

	“Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner? All this wasted time…”

	“Where’s Selena?”

	Mom sniffled and wiped a gliding tear on the back of her hand. “She had a date tonight. Why?”

	“No reason. I just really need her right now.” I kept my back to my mother to keep my tears a secret.

	“I’m here. Talk to me.”

	I glared at the ceiling. “All you wanna do is criticize me like you always do. And I’m tired.” My voice diminished to a whisper. I roared. “God! I wish I could run away from you and Dad and never have to think about either of you again. I’m sick to death of your problems. I’m so sick!” I collapsed onto my bed. “One day. That’s all I want is one day where I don’t have to think about keeping the people I love safe. I shouldn’t have to worry about that. I shouldn’t…” I sobbed, beating the bed and burying my face into the pillow.

	I jerked away from the warmth of Mom’s hand on my back. The bed creaked under her weight. “Jubilee, t–tell me what to do. Please. I’d do anything for you…tell me.”

	That was a lie, and she knew it.

	“What’s the point?” I sniffled and peeked at her under my arm. “Nothing ever gets better.”

	“I’m trying, but you’ve gotta try too. I can’t do it alone.”

	Rolling onto my side, I peered into Mom’s teary eyes. “If you don’t bail him out, I’m afraid they’ll kill him in there.”

	The corners of her mouth lifted. “Sammy?”

	I nodded. “Sal said they’ve been hurting him.”

	Mom’s smile vanished. She smoothed the loose strands off my forehead, not out of motherly instinct, but because of her own need for order.

	“Do you know who he stabbed?”

	“No.” She dropped her eyes to the loose thread poking out of the blanket and reached for it.

	“I’ve looked and can’t find a name. Do you think he could’ve been with him that day…at The Glen? You said there was a second person. Why would Dad reach out to me after what he did, unless…he didn’t do it?”

	Mom stiffened beside me and stared at Giovanni’s withering bouquet in deep thought.

	I rolled out of bed and abandoned her for the bathroom to scrub the makeup off my face. Dad watched me like he always did.

	“Tell me what to do,” I whispered.

	He blinked at me, equally as clueless as I was.

	Closing my eyes, I let my favorite memories of Dad out of their forgotten box—him sneaking me ice cream for breakfast after Mom went to work, dressing me up in tribal fashions for photoshoots so that he could paint the images, the way he would smile that proud crooked smile at me during dance class and whisper to the other parents, “That’s my baby,” and hearing stories about his early childhood memories in Barbados before his parents sent for him to live here. I remembered how much he used to love me and I him. Seeing the words on his mural reminded me of that chunk in my soul that I’d forgotten was missing all these years.

	Mom tapped on the door. “Jubilee. Your phone.”

	“Can you tell them I call ‘em back?”

	“I’m sorry. Who is this?” she said to the caller.

	—

	“You sound too old to know my daughter. How old are you and where did you meet her?”

	—

	“Well, I don’t know what some grown man is doin’ callin’ my teenage daughter’s phone. You need to go find someone your own age, you pervert!”

	I wiped my face dry and cracked the door. “Who is it?”

	“Some man.”

	I wagged my head, knowing exactly who that man was. I reached out for the phone and put it on speaker. “Sal. Is that you?”

	“I don’t know. Is it?” he growled. “What? You don’t know me now?”

	I suppressed a weary smile. Giovanni couldn’t tell my and Mom’s voice apart either. “You were talkin’ to my mother. Mom, this is Sal, the guy I told you about, remember?”

	She gulped and folded her arms.

	“Why’d you call?” I asked him.

	“I’ve got a new proposition for you.”

	My heart thundered in my ears. I locked eyes with Mom. “I’m listening.”

	Mom’s nervous energy unsettled me from the instant Sal presented his idea. She accepted the offer without a thought, and once more, Sal confused our voices. This time, though, I didn’t correct him.

	I stepped around Mom in the hallway and collapsed onto the bed. Everything hurt, and I had no brain power or courage left to deal with this insane life anymore.

	Wandering into my room, Mom set the phone onto my lap and took my hand in hers. “Come with me,” she said, hauling me to my feet.

	I let her lead me into the elevator without a word and onto our new apartment floor. Once inside, Mom tore through the kitchen drawers in a desperate search for something.

	“What are you lookin’ for?”

	“I’ll know when I find it,” she said cryptically.

	The phone buzzed in my pocket. I suppressed a groan at the sight of Giovanni’s name blaring on the screen like a mini-billboard. I answered.

	“Joy, my parents have a safe in their closet.”

	I wandered inside my new bedroom. “You never knew that before?”

	“No. I saw it on the footage from my parents’ room. My ma put papers inside. I will move the camera to see the combination.”

	I peered out of the window onto the quiet, tree-lined street below. “That’s awesome,” I forced out with false enthusiasm.

	Giovanni wrapped up the conversation quickly when his mom interrupted.

	I glanced around the empty bedroom at the stark white walls and Storm’s portrait on the floor turned away from view. I couldn’t bear to look at it since the memorial. How could canvas and paint ever compare to her in the flesh?

	Mom burst into the room. “I found it.” She held a padded yellow envelope in the air.

	“What is it?”

	“A month ago, your dad sent this to me in the mail. He said to keep it safe and not to open it.”

	Dumbfounded, I stared at her. “And you kept it…all this time? What if it was drugs?”

	“He called it an artifact.”

	“That probably has drugs in it!” I rubbed the base of my head to soothe away the tension headache. “I need to get outta here and think.”

	“Not by yourself, you don’t. Do you know what time it is? And you’ve got school tomorrow. Go to Selena’s and go to bed. That’s what you need.”

	I rolled my eyes.

	Mom grinned. “My Sammy’s finally coming home tomorrow.”

	* * *

	While Mom slept soundly, I grew restless, imagining my parents’ dream becoming a reality within the next few hours. Sal’s proposition churned in my brain: for Dad to come to us and to get him talking on his own terms. But with the package already in our possession, there was no need to bring him here. If I told Sal, that could keep Dad away from us. I swiped my thumb across the phone and fixated on Sal’s number.

	“Do it,” the voices said. “And you can be done with him forever.”

	Then again, what about Storm? Did he kill her?

	I clicked off the screen and slid the phone under my pillow, contemplating all the ways I could tear Dad’s heart out if he was guilty. If I wanted to know the truth, I’d have to face him sooner or later. And giving Sal and Rocco what they wanted before I got the chance could be a mistake I’d regret forever.

	
Truth Hurts

	A knock at the door at five-thirty in the morning jolted me awake. I tiptoed out of my room. Through the peephole, I found Giovanni pacing the hallway outside the door.

	I let him in. “What’s wrong?”

	With his head low, he hurried past me in the doorway. I closed the door, chased him to my room, and quietly enclosed us inside. His dark silhouette dominated the tiny space and shook in the darkness as he broke down in tears.

	“They lied to me,” he said. “My whole life, they lied to me.”

	My heart echoed in my ears at his words. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I stepped around him and flipped the lamp on. After my eyes adjusted to the light, I noticed his red, puffy eyes, shaggy hair, and wrinkled uniform.

	I peeled off my clownish hair bonnet. The two-strand twists cascaded against my back. “Is it your dad?”

	Giovanni’s Adam’s apple shifted down and upward when he swallowed. His breathing changed. “He did not know about those kids at the agency. But he lied to me.”

	“About what?” I settled onto the edge of my bed and watched him through groggy eyes.

	“My ma’s sister.”

	“Giovanni, come and lie down with me.” I made room on the bed.

	Removing his shoes, he burrowed under the covers.

	“How do you know he lied?” I asked, nestling against his warm body and placing my hand on his chest.

	He switched off the bedside lamp. “My ma told me the truth. Her sister is not dead. She is my real mother, and she tried to see me.” His heart hammered against my hand while he spoke. “She tried to see me for a long time, and every time, they would not let her.” Giovanni drew in a ragged breath. “The last time was three years ago before we left Milano. My ma said they were afraid she would take me from them. That is one of the reasons we moved here.” His voice cracked.

	“Does she still use drugs? That could be why they wanted to protect you.”

	“My ma did not tell me. And I do not care! What if I wanted to see her? I need to find her.”

	“We will,” I promised. “Try to relax and get some sleep.”

	With my mind overflowing with this new information, I couldn’t take my own advice. Instead, I massaged Giovanni’s head until he drifted off while my brain made sense of his latest revelations.

	* * *

	Mom entered my room. “Joy, I want you to…”

	I held my finger to my lips to silence her and crawled over Giovanni. She squinted at me and her chest rose and fell rapidly. Once my feet touched the floor, Mom shoved me out of the room and into the hall.

	“It’s not what you think,” I whispered. “He came at like five in the morning, upset and crying. We just talked. That’s it. I mean…go back and look at him. We’re both dressed. We didn’t do anything. I swear.”

	Mom chewed on the inside of her cheek.

	Selena joined us in the hallway. “What’re you guys doin’?” she whispered.

	“Giovanni’s asleep in Joy’s room. She’s tryna convince me that I should be okay with it.” Mom frowned at a stunned Selena. “Did you know?”

	“Of course, not! Because that’s not okay,” Selena shouted.

	I shushed her to avoid waking Giovanni.

	“Don’t shush me. This is my house. I’ll talk as loud as I want.” She squeezed past Mom and me and left for work.

	I walked Mom to Selena’s office.

	She pushed me onto the futon and glared at me so hard, her right eye twitched. “What am I gonna do with you?”

	I shrugged. “I didn’t do anything, so…nothing.”

	“I don’t have time for this. You’re lucky I’ve got to go to work. You let him know we will be having a serious talk later on. And you…” Her full lips tightened into a rigid line. “I’m gonna think up something special for you. If I find out you and he—”

	“We didn’t do anything!”

	Mom threw her hands up. “I’ve gotta go. Just…don’t make me a grandmother at least until I’m fifty.”

	I followed her into the kitchen.

	“Oh, and I need you to let the movers in for the furniture when you get off from school. So, come straight home.”

	“I will.”

	Mom zigzagged around the apartment in search of keys and sunglasses, too flustered to notice the keys bulging in her scrub pocket and the sunglasses on top of her head. I let her figure it out and ducked into the bathroom to get ready for school.

	* * *

	I hated to rouse Giovanni from sleep, but we had to leave soon, or we’d miss the bus. The phone buzzed in his pocket. Still, he laid there on his side, hugging the pillow with my blanket ensnaring his legs.

	I sang his name, tickled his sides, kissed all over his face. Nothing.

	I dug his phone out of his pocket. Mrs. Vitali had called five times.

	As a last resort, I used a gentler version of Mom’s water treatment. I lifted Giovanni’s hand and pressed a cold washcloth to his hairy forearm. Giovanni’s bloodshot eyes popped open. After a minute, he sat up in a disoriented state and peeled away the covers.

	“I need to go before Faith wakes up.”

	“She and Selena already left for work. It’s too late.”

	“Oh no.”

	“It’s fine. You needed the sleep,” I said, unwinding the last of my twists. “There’s a new toothbrush for you in the bathroom. You gotta hurry or we’ll miss the bus.”

	* * *

	Giovanni took the umbrella from my hand and held it for us both. A gust of wind fired bullets of rain from where our shield left us unprotected.

	“I’m so sorry, bella,” he said for the hundredth time.

	“Please, quit apologizing. I don’t care. She can’t punish me for being there for you, so don’t worry about it. Let’s focus on something else.”

	Giovanni retrieved the phone from his pocket and glared at the screen.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked, pressing the back of my hand to his pale cheek.

	His eyes darted from mine as he rubbed the rain-spotted phone into the side of his khakis.

	When I reached for his hand, he snatched it away, unstitching those same tears in my heart from yesterday.

	I ran.

	“Joy, I’m sorry,” he called out after me.

	 I ran faster, choking back the tears, even more desperate to reach the bus terminal in the near distance.

	“I thought you were reaching for my phone,” he said. His sneakers smacked the wet sidewalk with every hurried step to catch me. “Joy, wait!” Giovanni jogged effortlessly at my side. Hovering the umbrella over my head, he let the rain flatten his meticulously styled hair and drench his skin and clothes.

	Stopping in front of a store not yet open for business, I tuned out his stuttering explanation and glared at the passing cars behind him. Desperate to dismantle my irritation with him, he shoved his phone inches from my face. “This is what I did not want you to see! I’m sorry.”

	The more he increased the volume, the more Dad’s voice blared through the speakers, elevating my heart rate to a thousand beats a minute. How different it was to be on the outside looking in. How small I looked in my father’s violent hands. I closed my eyes and turned away.

	Giovanni clicked off the screen and held me while the reel played on in my memory.

	The crossing-guard waddled to the center of the street, holding his sign to stop traffic when I noticed a man staring at me with a package in his hand. In an agitated stride, he made his way to me. His dark, curly hair was full of debris and dead, broken leaves—one of the few indications that it had been many days since he had showered and slept in a clean environment; his filthy, torn, and holey clothes the second. Dad’s feet were bare and blackened from walking the streets, and his curly beard had grown-in in patchy, uneven clusters.

	Shoving through the students in his path, he rushed to me, a smile plastered on his face and a wild glint in his eyes—a combination of tweaking, sleep deprivation, and mania. I glanced at the faces of my peers. Their repulsion at the sight of him made me sweat with embarrassment.

	“Oh, Joy, baby!”

	He grabbed and hugged me so tightly I could barely breathe, crushing his present between us. I was a scarecrow in his arms, still, rigid, and trapped. The hard edges of his package jammed into my chest and stomach. He released me, letting the present tumble at our feet. I gasped for a greedy breath when the stench from his body odor and dirty clothes overwhelmed me. And he was still too close.

	Furious with my icy reception, Dad pierced my arms with his long, grimy fingernails, lifted me off the ground, and shook me.

	“What’s wrong with you? Huh? I come here…I bring you a gift, and you act like you don’t even know me. I’M-YOUR-FATHER!”

	Saliva misted my face. I didn’t realize I had closed my eyes as a reflex until they gradually opened and a bubble of spit hanging on his bottom lip greeted me. Paired with that tormented scowl contorting his face, it would forever be engraved on my mind.

	He shook me again to force a reply, but shock and terror strangled me. The agony radiating through my arms and finding a way to end my misery dominated my thoughts.

	The crossing guard did nothing in my defense except usher the smaller kids away while the ones my age recorded the incident on their phones. Thankfully, two officers came to my rescue, one of whom distracted my dad.

	“Back up as far as you can,” the other cop directed me.

	His partner tackled Dad to the ground, rolled him on his belly, and pinned him down. Together they restrained him.

	Dad’s teary eyes darted to mine. He begged for my help. A massive weight fell from the sky and obliterated my soul. The pleas were always the same throughout even the worst of his delusions—I, the powerless child, expected to save him from all of his fears, and yet I shunned him every time.

	Taking a step away, I hugged myself and watched Dad’s expression set into one of contempt while he cursed and spat at me.

	“I’ll teach you!” he threatened, charging at me like a wild beast, gnashing his teeth and growling. I jumped back reflexively and cowered before him.

	The officers forced him toward their squad car to deposit him inside.

	Dad’s gift lay crushed on the ground where he and the officers had wrestled. It was a rectangular box wrapped sloppily in brown paper. A blue-eyed doll peeked out at me through a vacant stare. I never played with dolls, not even when I was younger. Dad used to know that.

	He threw a fit in the back seat of the car as it drove away. I glared at his gift on the sidewalk and kicked it into the street.

	One of the officers stayed behind. “You alright, kid?”

	I sniffled, trying to keep from crying with Trina nearby still recording. Another officer arrived and drove me to the station where Mom picked me up.

	I had to get tests done to ensure Dad hadn’t transmitted any diseases or bacteria to me through his disgusting fingernails. Afterward, Mom spent the remainder of the week trying to make it up to me with treats and special treatment, as if she was responsible. It was the first and only time she put forth real effort to comfort me. No matter what she did to try to make things better, the damage had been done, though. Thanks to Dad, I got plenty of special treatment too from the kids at school, Trina especially.

	Giovanni leaned away and brushed my tears with the back of his hand. “He cannot hurt you anymore, bella. Do not forget that.”

	I nodded and kissed his lips while the rain beating the umbrella echoed around us.

	Smiling, he moved in for another kiss until I saw our bus roll by behind him.

	“The bus!” I shouted.

	The umbrella flipping inside out before he could retract it made me laugh as we sprinted together to catch our ride in time.

	We flopped like soggy fish onto the plastic seats. Giovanni spiraled the dripping umbrella and fastened it while the bus backed out of the lot.

	I slipped out of my jacket and used the inside to dry my face. “Who sent you that video?”

	“I do not know. I never saw the number before.” He flicked the water droplets off his flattened hair and exhaled. “I did not know what it was when I clicked it,” he said in a daze.

	“It’s like eighth grade all over again.” I wrung out my hair onto the floor and smoothed it into a ponytail with my hands and a pick.

	Giovanni pressed a kiss to my cheek. “I wish we missed the bus.”

	I gave him a hard look. “Why?”

	A contented smile curved his pink lips. “I like to kiss you in the rain.”

	“Let’s hope it lasts all day, then.”

	He nodded and stole another taste of my lips.

	Nestling against his damp body, I sighed.

	“Forget about the video,” he said.

	“It’s not that…I’m gonna see my dad today.”

	Giovanni’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

	“And you should see my mom. She’s all excited about it. My stomach’s been hurting since last night.”

	“Why did you not tell me?”

	I shrugged. “This morning is the only chance we’ve gotten to talk.”

	“Because you are so busy.”

	“I’m not tryna be. I’d rather try to do somethin’ to help than do nothin’ and wait for things to get worse.”

	He studied my face with concern. “What did you do?”

	“Your dad didn’t tell you about last night?”

	Giovanni’s brows angled upward. “No. What happened?”

	“I–I went to Rocco’s restaurant.”

	Shifting in his seat, he held my hands. “Joy, why are you taking so many risks?”

	“Because you said I should help my dad. And I wanted to see if I could learn anything else about Rocco. I didn’t expect your dad to be there.”

	“What was he doing?”

	“Working. And I met Rocco and his daughter. Rocco is horrible. He gave me the creeps, but his daughter, she seemed normal. Now that I know her name, I wanna look into her too.”

	“How do you know they will release your father?”

	“Sal told us...me and my mom. I told her about it last night, and she showed me the package my dad stole. She’s had it for a month. Dad said not to open it.”

	Giovanni slipped his arm around me. “And you will see him…even after everything he has done?”

	I nodded slowly. “I wanna know the truth about Storm. That’s all I care about. He can have my mom. I’m done with her.”

	“And what will you do?”

	“I’ll stay with Selena if she’ll let me. I gotta ask first.” I swiped my sweaty palms on my thighs and sighed. “I’ve got such a bad feeling about today.”

	“You are nervous. That is all.” Squeezing my shoulder, he added, “I am nervous for you.”

	
Girl Trouble

	I hugged my jacket like a security blanket on my way to the line at the school’s entrance. Judging by the unwavering stares and awkward silence, the video of my dad had reached a new audience.

	We found Mariah waiting at Giovanni’s locker with a smirking Trina at her side, prepared for round two. Giovanni held me behind him.

	Their shrill laughter echoed in the hall. “Are you protecting your little girlfriend from me?” Mariah asked.

	“I do not need to. Joy can take care of herself. You need to understand that I do not like you.” His hot, sweaty hand shook in mine. “I love her, so leave us alone.”

	I peeked around Giovanni to see her reaction.

	With a defiant smile, she said, “Your eyes don’t lie.” Mariah traced a button on Giovanni’s shirt. “You think I don’t know these are her words in your mouth? I know what you really want, even if you’re too afraid to admit it.” She moved in to kiss him.

	He leaned away. “You are wrong. I could never like you. You are mean to everyone. And I am not afraid to say it. Stay away from us.”

	Mariah’s and Trina’s faces soured.

	His grip tightened on my hand as he marched me to my locker. A nervous smile framed his lips. “I hope that works. Is she still watching us?”

	I looked over my shoulder. “Unfortunately.”

	Giovanni swallowed a lump. “She is not going to leave us alone, is she?”

	“I doubt it.”

	Trina took Mariah’s arm and whispered to her en route to class. As I watched the hatred in their eyes flicker with one last glimpse of me, a second painful knot formed in my stomach. Our fight now was full-blown war.

	* * *

	I bumped into Kai outside of culinary. He detoured around me.

	“Kai. Wait!” He stopped in his tracks and shifted his eyes from mine to a passing friend. “Whose number is this?” I showed him the number Giovanni had forwarded to me.

	Kai punched the digits into his phone. Worry creased his forehead. “It’s Trina’s. Did she send you that video?”

	“No. She sent it to Giovanni. Thanks for the info.”

	I bypassed nosey Imani in the doorway of Mr. Clement’s classroom and took my seat. Imani followed.

	“What were guys talkin’ about?”

	I retrieved the notebook from my overloaded bookbag and made a note for myself in my secret language. “Oh nothing,” I said. “He was just telling me about some girl from his dance class that he really likes. But you know him. He likes everybody.”

	Imani stepped three paces to her seat, threading her hair between long, slender fingers.

	Kai didn’t know it, but he was my new secret weapon to distract her from digging into my business like a cadaver dog.

	My phone buzzed with an alert. Someone had tripped the motion sensor on the camera in my locker. Logging onto the app to check the footage, I discovered Trina helping Mariah to destroy the few things I’d purposely left in there. That wasn’t the only thing that worried me.

	I recorded the scene on my phone, then sent it to Giovanni with a message.

	—We’ve got her!

	* * *

	I feared Mariah would tamper with my clothes during gym again, so I skipped it altogether and stopped at the nurse’s office.

	“You’re back again? What is it this time?” Mrs. Knight asked.

	“My stomach hurts.” I cradled my tummy and grimaced. “I think it’s something I ate.”

	“You want to lie down for a little bit and see if it helps?” she asked in that annoying baby voice.

	I nodded and settled onto the cot she directed me to.

	* * *

	My name over the loudspeaker echoed throughout school. I knew why. I knew what was coming. I scrambled off the cot after my forty-minute nap, bid my thanks and farewells to Mrs. Knight, and hurried to the main office. I was ready. I had the highlights of the footage copied onto my phone and felt somewhat recharged after my power nap.

	Mrs. Williams stood in the doorway of her office and ushered Mariah into the main office. “Have a seat out here,” she said. “Joy, come in.”

	Mariah avoided my eyes and dramatically cowered away while we passed each other. I would’ve loved to pick up where we’d left off the other day if I knew we wouldn’t be interrupted again.

	The chair in front of Mrs. Williams’ desk was still warm when I lowered myself onto it. I wrung my hands and waited to be spoken to.

	“I’m guessing you know why you’re here,” she started.

	“Not really.”

	She squinted at me. “Have you and Giovanni been making threats to Mariah or anyone else?”

	“Are you serious?” I laughed at the thought.

	“Why would she accuse you two of something this serious, then?”

	“She’s the one harassing Giovanni and me nonstop! She won’t leave him alone, and now she’s got a vendetta against me. But I never threatened her.”

	Not to her face anyway.

	“Well, there’s more.” She sighed. “Someone spray-painted something very demeaning about Mariah all over the walls in the girl’s locker room. You’re here because she claims to have seen you running from the scene of the crime.”

	I restrained myself from laughing at the absurdity of it all. “When was this?”

	“No more than thirty minutes ago.”

	I relaxed into the chair. “Well, I haven’t been anywhere near the gym or locker room today. I’ve been in the nurse’s office until you called me down here. You can check the cameras for yourself.”

	With a stiff nod, she thanked and dismissed me.

	“Actually,” I said before rising from my seat. “There are two things you need to know.”

	Her dark eyes beheld me with suspicion until I played the video Trina had sent Giovanni that morning for her.

	“Trina sent this to Giovanni this morning and everyone here at school.”

	Mrs. Williams cleared her throat. “Are you sure it was her?”

	“One of her friends showed me that it was her number, so yeah. I’m sure.”

	“Okay. I’ll take care of it. What was the other thing?”

	I pulled up the feed from my locker and returned my phone to her.

	Sitting forward at her desk, she folded her hands and said in a stern voice, “Joy, I need you to tell me truthfully. Do you think she and Trina really want to hurt you or could this be a harmless prank? I don’t want the janitor getting hurt if I have him look into it.”

	“After Giovanni told Mariah off this morning, she was super pissed. I know for a fact she wants to hurt me. And Trina’s always hated me.”

	“Alright. Go stand by your locker, and don’t touch anything or let anyone else either. I’ll meet you there in a minute.”

	Mariah posed in a chair in the main office, wearing a prideful smirk on her face. Crossing her legs, she moved them back and forth impatiently while I moseyed past her, pretending to be shaken up from the principal’s interview. Mariah raised her chin a little higher, thinking she’d won. But the avalanche of trouble was coming full force, and she could not see it coming.

	* * *

	The words Freckled Whore painted in bold yellow letters across my locker demanded attention, even from far away.

	Mrs. Williams approached and, forcing out a breath, locked eyes with me. “Wow! You alright?”

	I shrugged. “They’re just words. Why wouldn’t I be? I want the drama to be over already.”

	“I’ll have to check the cameras for this hall too. Maybe it’ll tell us what we’re dealin’ with. Go on back to class. I’ll let you know later when you can use your locker.”

	As I turned to leave, she called my name.

	“Try to keep this to yourself for now, okay?”

	Before I could nod, the bell for the next period rang. Mrs. Williams cursed under her breath and ducked into the classroom nearest my locker to make a call. The hallways filled with students, pausing in awe at the colorful tribute scrawled across my locker.

	* * *

	Fire alarms wailed in my ears once I took the first step onto the staircase. Retracing my steps, I followed the confused mix of students and staff to the nearest exit.

	Emergency vehicles lined the curb, blocking the streets with their lights flashing. A cop lectured a livid Mariah while she seethed in silence, her tear-stained face on display for everyone to see. Just as she would’ve gained immense satisfaction at my calamity, there I showcased my glee over hers without shame.

	For one strange moment, her eyes found their way to mine amid the crowds of people. Her icy glare sent chills through me. But her game was up. She knew it, and I knew it.

	A fight broke out between a pair of boys in the heart of the crowded halls as we filed back inside. Desperate to escape the chaos, I squeezed my way past the show to my locker.

	Mrs. Williams motioned me to her. Upon introducing me to the policewoman at her side, she revealed the damage. Pieces of my jacket and shredded paper littered the locker floor.

	“And there was this,” she said, offering an unfolded, handwritten note. Giovanni’s name graced the bottom.

	As if the circumstances were not suspect enough, Mariah’s choice of words and tone proved it could never have come from Giovanni. I choked back my laugh to read that he was dumping me for her of all people.

	Mrs. Williams broke into my thoughts with the details of Mariah’s booby trap.

	“She rigged the door with pepper spray. With that letter, the damage to your things and to school property, it’s not lookin’ good for her or Trina.”

	“Where was Trina? I didn’t see her outside earlier.”

	Mrs. Williams’ wooden earrings dangled against her neck with the shake of her head. “She took off running when we approached her. And nobody’s seen her since. The good news is you and Giovanni won’t have to deal with them for the rest of the school year.”

	Unfortunately, my nervous stomach wasn’t worried about Mariah in the least.

	I skimmed the forged letter in my hand and frowned. How was I supposed to read it with a faceful of pepper spray?

	“I didn’t see a camera in there.” Judging by the concern on Mrs. Williams’ face, she presumed Mariah had stolen it.

	I pointed it out to her.

	“That’s it?”

	“Yup. Hey, have you guys checked Giovanni’s locker also?” I asked.

	The sudden terror on her face answered the question for me.

	I shuddered to think what could have happened had I not spoken up. Mariah had already hurt him once. I refused to let anyone hurt him again.

	After directing her and the officers to Giovanni’s locker, I left them to investigate. The alarm screeched a second time on my way back to class.

	* * *

	Giovanni and I lingered after school was dismissed for the day to see what the officers had found in his locker.

	Mrs. Williams presented the letter that Mariah had written him. “This was all that was there.”

	Giovanni refused to touch it. “Throw it away,” he said. “I never read them.”

	Stunned, I watched him through wide eyes. “You’ve never read them? How many of these has she left you?”

	With a casual shrug, he avoided my eyes. “I don’t know. I told you before she liked me for a long time.”

	“I know. But I didn’t expect her to be writing you love letters all this time. It’s…creepy.”

	He gave me a funny look.

	“You writing me letters and her writing you letters are two completely different situations,” I clarified.

	Mrs. Williams smirked. “So, we’ve reviewed what happened between you and Mariah on Monday morning,” She walked us down the hallway. “It wasn’t an easy decision, but given the seriousness of what you did to her, you will be suspended for two days. And we still hope to see you and your mom tonight. I’ll send her a message.”

	I nodded thoughtfully. I’d never been suspended in my entire life.

	Giovanni waited until we were alone to express his dismay over my punishment. “That is not fair. Mariah started it.”

	“Maybe if you would have told her about Mariah hurting you, it would have made a difference.” I shrugged. “I don’t really care. I’d do it again. At least we don’t have to deal with her anymore,” I said, pushing through the door to the sunny outside.

	“And we got off from school early,” he added.

	“I wish I could enjoy it.” I adjusted the strap of my fifty-pound bag around me. “I’m still grounded.”

	I glared at the familiar SUV that was parked across the street in the visitor’s parking lot. “What?” I shouted. “What do you want?”

	Giovanni followed my line of sight and gripped my hand. “Forget about him.”

	Sal sat like a statue in his car.

	Giovanni tugged on my hand. When I refused to pick up my feet quick enough, he moved behind me and steered me along the sidewalk away from Sal and the usual bus we’d catch to get home. “You said you would not talk to him again.”

	“I wanna know why he’s here. Did your mom pay Rocco yet?”

	“She said that she would today. I am not certain of the time.”

	“If she hasn’t paid yet, then he’s keeping an eye on you.” I growled at the thought. “If he tries to grab you, twist his fingers back as hard as you can and run.”

	Giovanni gulped and folded his arms while we walked. “She will pay. I–I will call her to make sure.”

	“I hope she doesn’t. I wish I could think of a way to get them to forget about it, to forget about both our families.” I nibbled my bottom lip.

	Giovanni hooked my arm and sped up our pace.

	“I bet your dad and Sal know a lot of secrets. Since I’m not allowed to talk to Sal…”

	Giovanni stared at me like I’d lost my mind. “No! My ma says he can never know. If you ask him about his friend—”

	“I’m not gonna tell him anything, but after last night, I feel like he could let some things slip.”

	“What happened last night?”

	“We talked, but it didn’t occur to me to ask him about Rocco.”

	Giovanni’s face beamed with excitement. “The safe. Maybe there is something there so you do not need to ask him.”

	“Have you even checked the footage yet?”

	“No, but I can do it now.” Retrieving his phone, he skimmed through the video while we waited for the Q11 bus to arrive. “I found it. Look!”

	He recited the security code for the safe. I typed it into a text message and sent it to him. Giovanni’s smile was infectious. He picked me up and twirled me around. “I am so happy, bella. Mariah is gone, and we are closer to the answers we need to help our parents.”

	I kept my doubts about the safe’s contents being helpful to myself. If Mrs. Vitali had evidence that could have weakened Rocco’s threats in any way, surely she would’ve used it already.

	The young guy listening to music next to us stepped forward as the bright blue accordion bus maneuvered along the curb.

	Setting my feet on the ground, Giovanni hurried me onto the bus, eager to get home and plunder his parents’ secrets.

	
Mamma Mia

	Mom messaged me in a panic. The movers were already on their way with no one to let them in.

	—We got dismissed early today. I’m already at Selena’s.

	—Good, she replied. Clean Selena’s and get dinner started too. It’s your night to cook.

	I rolled my eyes. That was precisely why I kept the early dismissal to myself in the first place. I’d already started dinner, but cleaning was the last thing I felt like doing. I clicked off the laptop and crawled out of bed.

	While I loaded the washer, I gave Giovanni a call. “Did you open the safe yet?”

	“Yes! There is a lot inside. I need to hurry before my pa comes home. Can you come over and help me?”

	“It might be a while. I’m waiting for the movers to get here, and now I’ve gotta clean.”

	The intercom buzzed. I raced toward the door to press the button on the wall.

	“I’ve got furniture for Faith Luminieé,” a man said.

	“You can come up. It’s apartment fifty-seven.” Returning my attention to Giovanni on the phone, I said, “I’ve gotta go. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

	I turned off the stove and oven, fished the keys out of the wooden bowl by the door, and hurried to the fifth floor to unlock the apartment.

	A bearded older man took notes while I answered his questions about where to unpack and assemble the furniture.

	“I’ll be back in a minute.”

	With a distracted nod, he carried on measuring the rooms. I hurried on my way to Giovanni’s.

	* * *

	Mr. Vitali opened the door to me. “Joy. Hello. Please come in.”

	“Hey. Is Giovanni upstairs?”

	“Yes. He is in his bedroom.”

	Party music blasted from the speakers from within his room. Knock. Knock. Knock. “Giovanni,” I shouted.

	What was he doing in there?

	I knocked again. Tired of waiting, I cracked the door and caught Giovanni flexing his little muscles in the mirror. Closing it again, I laughed so hard, tears welled up in my eyes.

	“Mr. Muscles,” I said through the door in my deepest voice. “Open up.”

	The door swung open and a shirtless Giovanni stood before me. He paused the music and gave me a sheepish grin.

	I purred at him like a cat. “Hello, gorgeous.”

	His sweet smile made my heart cramp.

	Wrapping me up in his arms, he said, “I found her!”

	“Who?”

	Separating from me, he twisted the lock on the door and sat me on the bed. “My mother. I found a letter she wrote to me in my parents’ safe. They told me that she never wanted to be a mother, that I did not need to know her. But this letter is more proof that they lied. She sent it before we moved here.” Giovanni placed the envelope in my hand. It was postmarked September fifteenth, three years ago. “She says she wants us to be together again and that she misses me and my ma.”

	Goosebumps flooded my skin.

	“I found her Instagram page.” Giovanni clicked to open the minimized window on the computer and grinned. “I have a brother and a sister! I cannot believe it. Look. Look at them.” Giovanni’s voice changed as he choked down a cry. “I missed so much.” He scrolled through Angelina’s pictures. “Look at them when they were babies…and my beautiful mother. Her belly was so big.” Giovanni clicked on the direct message icon and sat rigidly in the chair. Sweat glazed his forehead as he stared at the message box.

	“A–Are you ready for that?”

	He swallowed loudly. “I am, but I’m so nervous.” He rolled his sweaty palms on his jeans. “What should I say?”

	“Uh, start by introducing yourself and see what she says.”

	I read the direct message he’d typed and sent, but all I’d understood was hello and his name. I hated not knowing Italian.

	The anxiety ate him alive, waiting for a reply. Within five minutes, he finally received one: a video invitation.

	“She wants to video chat with me.”

	“Okay…You don’t have to accept right now if you’re not ready.”

	Giovanni slipped into his favorite blue soccer jersey, smoothed his hair, and kissed me. “I am ready now.” He clicked on the screen to accept the call.

	Settling onto the edge of Giovanni’s bed, I watched in awe as his female doppelganger peered at him with the same wide-eyed expression. Angelina’s coral lips parted and released a heart-wrenching cry. Tears tumbled down Giovanni’s cheeks to see her at last. After composing herself, Angelina proceeded on a speedy rant, her every word driving her son to more tears until a man appeared behind her. She explained the situation to him and dried her blushing cheeks on the rim of her sleeve. The man disappeared from sight, and Angelina picked up where she left off.

	Once the initial shock wore off, they found a comfortable rhythm with one another, laughing and asking questions about each other’s lives. Then, Giovanni introduced me. Moving in front of the webcam, I gave an awkward wave and an even more awkward smile.

	“Joy is my girlfriend,” he said proudly.

	Angelina burst into tears and spoke in Italian again, then translated her words so I could understand. “I told him that the last time we saw each other, he was so little. Now he is a man with a girlfriend.” She put her hands to her head. “It makes me so sad and angry, because even my youngest children do not know him or my sister.” Angelina swiped the long dark hair off her face and forced a smile. “Can we talk tomorrow?” she asked him. “You can meet Tomaso and Tania. They are at their nonnos’ tonight.”

	“Yes! I am so happy to talk to you,” he said. “I saw your pictures on Instagram and my family. I cannot wait to meet them.”

	Angelina’s face contorted in anguish. “You will and soon, my beautiful son.”

	They finished their conversation in Italian and Angelina included me in her goodbyes before ending the call.

	Giovanni blew out a long breath. A smile curved his lips as he picked me off the bed and spun me around. “This is the best day.” He planted a celebration kiss on my lips and held me tight.

	“I’m so happy for you.”

	He lowered me to my feet and cupped my face. “I miss you when we are not together.”

	“I miss you too.”

	Giovanni sighed and interpreted excerpts from his mother’s letter along with details about their conversation that I’d missed—how devastated she was to learn they’d moved to America, that she’d continued searching long after the Vitali’s emigrated and regretted giving him to her sister. He said she always believed Mrs. Vitali would be a good mother to him. It was being cut out of his life altogether that was never part of their original agreement.

	“I told her I want to go to her. She wants to send me a ticket, but she must discuss it with her husband first.” Giovanni sighed dreamily at the thought.

	The anticipation of a new life with his family was a fragile dream, and the subtle sadness behind his eyes revealed he, too, was well aware.

	“I cannot believe I heard her voice. I can die a happy man now.” He danced his goofy dance and tried to get met to join him when my phone buzzed against my hip.

	I tickled him till he set me free and checked the message. “It’s my mom. I’ve gotta go. Will you walk with me?”

	
Ready or Not, Here I Come

	Giovanni lingered behind while I peeked in at the men working inside our new apartment. Closing the door softly, I motioned him to follow me back to the elevator.

	I flicked the button for the third floor and slumped against the wall. “Maybe when things calm down, we can have a big dinner here with our families together…or we can have a small one with just the two of us.” I pulled my ponytail free and shook out my hair.

	Giovanni twisted his hair with his eyes glaring at the door.

	“Are you all right?”

	He shook his head. Another message vibrated my phone.

	I sent Mom a quick update about the apartment and gave Giovanni a peck on the cheek. “Wanna talk about it?”

	He shrugged. “I will be in danger again if my ma does not pay them.”

	I unlocked Selena’s door and ushered him inside. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.” Locking us inside, I smiled. “I’ve got a plan to take care of everything.”

	Giovanni frowned. “Bella, promise you will not do anything dangerous.”

	My smile faded as I turned the dial on the stove to ignite the flame under the green beans and set the oven to 350 degrees again.

	“Joy…”

	I scampered to my room, retrieved the laptop from under the bed, and pressed the power button on the way to the kitchen.

	“Joy, promise me.”

	I groaned. “Fine! I promise. Would you look some things up for me while I finish cooking?” I glanced at the digital clock on the stove. “My mom and Selena are gonna be here in an hour. You should’ve brought those papers from your parents’ safe so we could look for more clues. Oh, never mind. Type in Regina—”

	“Joy, I want to spend time with you. We have not hung out since Sunday.”

	“I know, but I’ve got work to do.” A knock at the door interrupted me before I offered an alternative suggestion. I frowned at the ceiling. It was probably the movers with a question, but…they had no idea where I would be.

	I rushed to the door to check the peephole. That persistent nervous feeling in my stomach from last night expanded in my chest like a hot air balloon. I looked away. My heart pounded. Faster and faster. I ran to the table, folded the laptop, and held it under my arm. “Get up. Let’s go,” I whispered to Giovanni.

	“What is wrong?” He trailed after me down the hall.

	With a hand to his lips, I forced him inside of the bathroom with me. “It’s my dad! He’s…here right now.” My mouth went dry. “Tell me what to do. I can’t think.”

	Giovanni shrugged and stared at me, equally as clueless as I was. I dug the phone out of my back pocket and scrolled through my contacts for someone who could help me. I dialed Sal. 

	“Pick up. Pick up,” I muttered to myself.

	“What’s goin’ on?” Sal said in my ear.

	“My dad’s here. I don’t know what to do. I’m not ready for this.”

	In a calm voice, he said, “Uh-huh. Well, this is what you agreed to.”

	“No, it’s what my mom agreed to!”

	“Look. All you gotta do is break the ice with him, remember? Get him to tell you where the package is. That’s all that matters, Joy. Now go…before he leaves.” He hung up, robbing me of the chance to curse him out.

	The package? Talk about the package? No! I wished I could’ve punched his giant head through the phone.

	“Think. Think.” I tapped my fingertips against my forehead. Storm. I would talk about Storm.

	Handing the laptop off to Giovanni, I sneaked into the kitchen and grabbed the sharpest knife from Selena’s knife block. I tiptoed to the peephole again. My heart echoed in my ears.

	Dad removed the ball cap and smoothed his short, curly hair. Looking up and down the hall, he reached for the knob and gave it a turn to see if it was secure. Of course, it was! We lived in the city, not some cabin in the woods!

	Just as he was about to give up, I undid the lock, swung open the door, and confronted the man who had tortured my mom and me for years. The pain in my stomach intensified as I peered up at him. For the first time in nearly a decade, I saw clarity in my father’s eyes.

	Grinding my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering with fear, I raised my chin and glared at him in defiance. I could never let my true feelings show. He didn’t deserve the satisfaction of seeing how much he affected me, how much he still affected me.

	I lowered my sights from his bruised face and busted lip to his beat-up old sneakers. “What are you doing here?” I shouted over the deafening heartbeat in my ears. Could he talk? I stared at him in confusion, waiting for him to answer when the thought of Rocco’s men cutting out his tongue occurred to me. Imagining it made the bile bubble up my throat.

	Dad’s tired eyes looked me over, adjusting to the latest changes in me. (There weren’t many.)

	“Wanna come in?” I forced out, hoping to put an end to his awkward gawking.

	“You’re a woman. Look at you. You’re so…lovely.” He approached with caution after stepping inside. “It’s been too long! C–Can I hug you?”

	I was still wrestling with my fight or flight instincts, the bitterness, and traumatic memories. I’d already endured Dad’s gaping at me like a zoo animal. Now he wanted to touch me?

	I shrugged my reply, too afraid to say the wrong thing. I didn’t want him near me. I wanted to shrink away, push him out the door, and hide in a closet, but I had a mission to complete.

	Dad dropped his bag and hat and gave me a tight hug. Panic swelled my chest. I could do nothing except stand there, arms at my sides, squeezing the knife’s handle tight enough to fuse it with my hand. I breathed in a strange blend of salami, sweat, and deodorant wafting off his skin and clothes. He sobbed in my ear. I drew in short, shaky breaths and counted in my head, trying to numb myself to it all.

	Dad let me go and wiped his eyes with the backs of his hands. Fresh tears rimmed them for round two. “You cookin’?”

	While he spoke, I found myself distracted by his perfect, pearly white teeth. I called to mind how badly they had rotted and chipped the last time I’d seen him, courtesy of his persistent meth use and fighting. They had to be dentures or veneers.

	Ignoring his question, I carried the knife with me to my room and slammed the door in his face before he could enter in behind me.

	“What are you gonna do? You’re too weak for this,” a voice said. “You don’t have a choice. You never have a choice. Suck it up and deal with it like you always do,” another commanded.

	A gentle tap at the door forced me out of my head. I jerked the door open and glared at Dad.

	Bouncing his gaze around the travel posters decorating the wall behind me, he said, “Nice room. Did you decorate it yourself?”

	“Oh yeah. I tried to make it look exactly like the one you trashed.” I stepped aside. “Are you getting the urge again?” I opened my eyes wide in pretend shock. “Oh, wait!” I looked around dramatically. “I don’t have another dog for you to kill.”

	“I didn’t do any of that,” he claimed.

	“You’re lying. You always lie,” I said through clenched teeth, holding back the raging river of tears threatening to overtake me.

	Dad tried to hug me again. I held the knife’s point to his stomach.

	“Don’t you ever touch me again.” He stepped back. I spoke through the paralysis in the bottom half of my face. “I should kill you, so I never have to worry about you coming back, so Mom has no choice but to give you up. I’m sick of hearing her talk about you like some saint when you’re—”

	The bathroom door opened a foot away from Dad. Giovanni joined my father in the cramped hallway, his horrified sights lingering on the knife in my hand.

	“Go home,” I told him, blinking away the tears distorting him from view. “Go down the fire escape, and go home.”

	“I won’t leave, Joy.”

	Frowning at the unexpected visitor, Dad leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “I didn’t kill your dog. He was dead when I got there.” Dad averted his eyes to my necklace and shook his head. “I’m not that man anymore. I’m sorry for what he put you through, but he’s gone. For two years, he’s been gone. I swear it wasn’t me.”

	“She! She was my best friend, my only friend. And she’s dead.” Fat tears clung to my chin. “Someone saw you there that day, so quit lying,” I challenged.

	“I was there. I saw the damage, but I didn’t do it. I took it as a message to me, letting me know they could get to my family and there was nothing I could do to protect you guys. Someone must’ve known I was heading over there. I tried to be careful. I was gonna wait for you to get home…until I saw that somebody had already broken in. I knew if you saw me, you wouldn’t have believed me, no matter what I said.”

	My arms grew weary holding the knife. “Who else could’ve done it?”

	“I saw a guy. He was tailin’ me when I left the building. A big Puerto Rican guy. I don’t know his name, but we crossed paths a few times. He came to see me when I was locked up and kept tellin’ me how beautiful my family is.” Dad’s wide nose wrinkled with disgust. “It was probably him. He was the only one around that day.”

	I shook with rage at the thought.

	“I know if it wasn’t for me, your dog would still be alive, and I can’t apologize enough for that.”

	Pointing the knife away from him, I retreated into my room, and settled onto the bed. Giovanni slipped past Dad in the doorway and kneeled down to comfort me with a hug.

	A million thoughts swirled through my head as I stared over Giovanni’s shoulder at the wall, cocooned in Giovanni’s warm embrace. Sal had killed my dog. I squeezed my eyes shut. The more I remembered his clumsiness every time I mentioned Storm’s name the night we met, the more his guilt came into perfect focus. The cops had found his shoe print that day.

	I drew a sharp breath and settled my sights on Selena’s vintage New York travel poster. Here was where I needed to be. Sal had to pay. And he would.

	I gently pushed Giovanni away, needing either solitude or something to occupy my hands. Passing Dad by the door, I turned left to the utility closet and grabbed the laundry basket from off the dryer’s top.

	“I hoped you and your mom would’ve been outta town by now,” Dad said.

	I rolled my eyes and filled the basket with clean, warm clothes. “Yeah. Well, we didn’t know what to believe. Plus, Mom just started a job, and we’re moving into a new place.” I threw the wet clothes from the washer into the dryer and toggled the knobs, hyper-focusing on the task like I was handling a bomb. “She wasn’t about to pick up and move when whatever danger we were in could’ve all been in your head,” I said over the sound of the clothes tumbling around the dryer. “It wouldn’t have been the first time.” I slammed the utility door shut.

	“When’s she comin’ home?”

	Retrieving the phone from my jeans, I placed the call and put it on speaker.

	“Dad’s here now.”

	“Already?” she asked. “Well, what did he say?”

	“Fai,” Dad spoke up.

	Mom gasped. “Sammy?”

	“Please tell me you’re on your way,” he said.

	“I am. I–I’ll be there as quick as I can. Don’t go. Please.”

	“I won’t leave…not till I see you.”

	“I won’t be long. Twenty minutes, I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

	Mom ended the call, and I could’ve thrown up. Slipping the phone into my pocket, I bumbled down the hallway past Dad and into my room with the basket of clothes in my arms.

	Giovanni, moving out of my way, stalked us from the opposite side of the room by the closet.

	“You still think you need that?” Dad nodded at the knife on the nightstand beside me. The door frame creaked under his weight.

	Giving him a hard look, I dumped the clean clothes onto the bed and tossed the basket behind me. “Why? You think I should feel safe with you?”

	Dad’s weathered face wrinkled with dismay. “Yeah. I ain’t here to hurt you.”

	“And I’m supposed to believe that?” I shook out a pair of yoga pants to disguise my trembling hands.

	Dad stepped closer and held out his arms. “Look at me. I’m clean.”

	Giovanni moved toward the window and tugged his hair for comfort.

	Tossing the pants back onto the pile, I scoffed. “I haven’t seen you, really seen you, in four years. You think I would believe anything outta your mouth. You’ve lied about being clean a million times before?”

	Dad stopped my hand from reaching for another piece of clothing. “I get it. But you know what I’m like on both sides. Look at me, Joy. Really look at me. Do I still look like a tweaker to you? This isn’t in my head, and the people after me will hurt you to get to me.”

	I snatched my hand from his.

	He released a weary breath and peered into my eyes. I looked away to break the spell. “I know I don’t deserve your love or trust, but I need you to believe me. ‘Cause if anything were to happen to you…” His voice broke. “I’m not that man anymore, dearheart. I’m not.”

	That familiar term of endearment reminded me of his more lucid days when he would speak Barbadian English and try to teach me. Dearheart was the equivalent to sweetheart, and I never imagined I would ever miss hearing the way he said it.

	Being watched by him and Giovanni increased the room’s temperature by a thousand degrees until the air became too thick to swallow. Pushing past him, I fled into the kitchen to check on dinner.

	“Can you forgive me?” Dad said, standing by the wall dividing the hall and the kitchen.

	A tear dropped onto the inside of the oven door and sizzled. I closed it quickly and put ten minutes on the timer, desperate for a distraction from Dad’s heavy request.

	“Please, dearheart. I know I don’t deserve it, but I…”

	I froze in place, fighting to keep from drowning when Dad rushed over and held me.

	“Let me go.” My face crumbled as I twisted and writhed in his arms. “I hate you. I hate you!” I roared through snot and tears.

	Dad squeezed me to him. As I grew silent, the shaking worsened, and I had no energy left to fight him anymore.

	“Let me go,” I said in an eerily calm voice.

	Slowly, he unraveled me in his embrace. I shoved him back and tore off through the door to the new apartment.

	I swayed on rubber legs. My frizzy hair veiled the view of our door until it swung open.

	“H–Hey. We were about to go lookin’ for you,” one of the men said. “Are you alright? You don’t look so good.”

	Unable to speak, I nodded my reply and tucked the hair behind my ears. He stepped aside to let me enter. I cleared my throat. “Are you guys done?”

	“We’ve got a bookshelf and a dresser left to put together. Then, we’ll be outta your hair. You sure you’re okay?”

	I sniffled. “Yeah. I–I’ve had a really sucky day,” I said hoarsely, admiring how nicely the lemony walls looked with the red sofa Mom had picked out.

	“Well, go ahead and check out your room. Everything’s in there already,” the man said.

	I weaved around the packaging littering the floor and opened the door to my new bedroom. After seeing the warm colors in the living room, I regretted the decision not to paint here. I stroked the mattress’s quilted fabric and swept my gaze over the gray, wooden bed frame and matching nightstand. I’d picked these online a week ago and dreamed of how beautiful everything would look in this room. How quickly that dream changed! Dad’s arrival and the truth about Sal made life feel uncertain again. Material things, a safe place—none of it felt relevant anymore. I didn’t belong here. I began to believe I didn’t belong anywhere, not with my parents, or Giovanni, at The Glen, or here at Eagle Crest Apartments.

	Giovanni rapped his knuckles on the door.

	“Did he leave yet?” I sniffled.

	“No,” he said. “Are you okay?”

	“Is that a real question?” I blotted the moisture from my face with my fingers and settled onto the bed when my phone buzzed.

	“Hey, Selena.” I flopped back onto the bed.

	“Don’t come home,” she said urgently. “Your dad is here.” Selena turned her attention to Dad. “How did you get in my house?”

	“I let him in,” I told her.

	“You what?”

	I blew out a long breath. “I’ve got so much to tell you.”

	* * *

	Selena studied me while I moved through the apartment like a scared mouse. I gave the green beans a stir, deliberately postponing my speech.

	Turning me to her, she said, “Tell me why he’s here already.”

	Dad folded his arms and stood in the corner, nervously biting his lip. I summarized for Selena all that she had missed. Before she got the chance to lecture Dad about screwing up our lives, Mom stumbled through the door, infusing the room with enough anxiety to explode my head. My body tensed to watch them together.

	He regarded her adoringly like she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. The knots in my stomach braided themselves tighter. I rubbed my tummy to soothe away the pain, but Dad was the problem. No massage or comfort food or anything could drive the pain away.

	Mom’s shoulders drew up higher with his every step. Lowering her chin, she inched her gaze to his face, already withdrawing from him in terror and bracing for a strike.

	His forehead wrinkled with regret. “Fai, I’m so sorry for bargin’ in on you like this. I’m sorry for ever hurting you and our family. From the bottom of my heart, I’m sorry. But please let me make amends. I’m beggin’ you.”

	I held my breath to watch the electricity spark between them again. Pressing her hand to his chest, she fell against Dad’s body and cried. Dad raised her chin, and as he leaned in to kiss her, I looked away.

	“I don’t believe this is happening under my roof,” Selena said.

	The timer on the stove beeped.

	“And you’re okay with this?” Selena whispered to me.

	I removed the macaroni and cheese from the oven and shrugged indifferently. “You’ve gotta work tonight. I’ll move them upstairs so you can be free of us.”

	Selena stopped me from approaching them, her eyes reading my every micro-expression. “You’re really okay with this?”

	My chin quivered. “I’m okay with letting go. I never mattered to her. They can have each other. Then, when things fall apart, she’ll have to figure it out herself. I’m done.”

	I served myself a bowl of steaming mac and cheese and carried it to my room.

	Selena followed and peered out the window while I finished folding laundry. “Why didn’t you tell me what was going on?”

	I shrugged. “You’ve done so much for us already. I didn’t wanna stress you out even more…I was gonna tell you last night, but you weren’t here.” I chewed a cheesy forkful of macaroni and folded a pair of underwear.

	All I could think about was Dad’s angry expressions earlier as I revealed how Sal had baited me to come to his house, then bribed and threatened me into seeing Dad.

	“Joy,” Mom said, crossing into the room. “Your father has something to tell you.”

	I looked at Selena as she let the sheer curtain fall over the window and glared at the happy couple in the doorway.

	“I know I don’t deserve any more chances, but I’m begging you.” Dad released Mom’s hand and stopped a foot away from me. “Can you forgive me for ever hurting you and Fai?”

	I went into turbo folding mode, trying to avoid this situation. Then, Selena interrupted.

	“This is wrong! How dare you barge in here after four years of not seeing your daughter and try to pressure her into pretending she forgives you to ease your own conscience. You both should be ashamed of yourselves.”

	“This ain’t about my conscience,” Dad said. “I don’t have much time. The people I got involved with will track you down and hurt you just to get to me. I wanna keep you both safe. The only way I know how to do that is if you come with me.”

	Selena’s eyes bugged out of her head. “What?”

	“This is more than forgiveness, Joy. This is life or death. This is trust. Can you leave the past in the past and trust me to take care of you like I used to?”

	“No,” Selena shouted. “You’re asking your daughter to make more sacrifices for you…to give up her future and her friends? And this from the man who killed her dog a month ago.”

	Dad frowned at her final statement. “I didn’t. I already told Joy. He was dead when I got there.”

	I glared at him.

	“I meant she,” he corrected.

	“And what about the person you stabbed? That wasn’t you either?” I questioned.

	Dad’s hands balled into fists. “I ain’t never stabbed nobody! It was Cesaré tryna get me in a corner so he could torture me for information. He set me up!”

	There was no deceit in his mannerisms or body language.

	“Are you sure you didn’t get high and forget you did it?” I interrogated, still struggling to believe him.

	“I’ve been done with that life for two years. I told you.” Having to repeat it to me triggered his temper. “I need you to make your decision.”

	“To live with you?”

	“To start over with me somewhere else…anywhere you wanna go. I–I invested some money. I’ve got it stashed away. I know it’s short notice, but I want my family back. This is the only way.”

	I frowned. “Your family’s right there.” I pointed to Mom at his side. “Take her and go. I’m done with this.” I hurried out of the apartment.

	“Joy, wait.” Mom chased after me.

	“Leave me alone. Both of you.” I raced up two flights of stairs to the apartment again.

	The men were collecting the packaging trash to dispose of.

	“Just in time,” one of the men said.

	I forced a smile and tried to slow my heart when Mom rubbing my back made me jump. “Don’t touch me,” I said under my breath and backed out the door.

	I speed-walked to the elevator and rode it to the basement floor, hoping she’d never find me. Leaning against the wall in the stairwell, I shook with rage. They could have each other like they always wanted and leave me behind to clean up Dad’s mess alone.

	Alone. My heart hurt at the thought. I’d be truly alone without Giovanni if he left me too. Once his Mom paid Rocco, he’d be free of worry. Then, he’d fly back to Italy to be with his real mom. I wished I could go, fly far away and forget about my own family. But how could I forget them and how they ruined me? Where could I escape with so little money? And how could I think of leaving this place before Sal paid for his sins? And he would.

	The phone rang in my pocket, interrupting my evil plotting. I silenced the call. Mom dialed me again. Taking a deep breath, I answered.

	“What do you want?” I said with a stuffy nose. Now she could tell I’d been crying.

	“Where are you?” Mom asked.

	“Getting some air.”

	“Look Joy. I know it’s hard, but we need you with us. Your father’s back. And–And he loves you.”

	I stared at the fluorescent lights above me and blinked away a tear. The only way to be rid of them was to lie. “I’ll meet you at our new place in ten minutes.”

	I could hear her smile through the phone. “Okay, sweetie. We’ll wait for you here then.”

	She really thought I would give in?

	Never.

	
Redemption Song

	That bite of mac and cheese sat in a pocket between my chest and throat on my dreaded journey to our apartment.

	Mom searched the kitchen drawers when I entered. “Joy, where’s the package your father sent me? I can’t find it anywhere.”

	I shrugged and flopped onto the firm couch.

	Dad limped over. “You sure you don’t know where it is?”

	“Maybe.”

	Two lines etched their way into his brow. “This is my life you’re playing with!”

	I crossed my arms. “I already gave it to Sal. I ran into him before Mom got home. It was the only way to get him to leave me alone.”

	Dad looked weak. He collapsed beside me on the couch and buried his face in his hands. Mom slamming drawers and muttering to herself was the only sound in the room.

	I didn’t know what to feel as I watched him.

	“What was in the package anyway?”

	Dad stood and joined Mom in the kitchen. “Baby, it ain’t here. Joy said she gave it to them. I–I gotta get a head start before they find me. I’ll send for you in a day or two, alright?”

	Mom squeezed him desperately. “No. You don’t have to go. We’ve got plenty of space here. I just got you back. Please.”

	Dad caressed her hair and let his eyes drift along her face. “I wish I could. But I can’t risk it.”

	I bypassed them for my room. Seeing my parents kissing drove the mac and cheese higher up my throat.

	The bed gently rocked under me. I kicked off my sneakers and laid flat on my back when a knock sounded.

	Dad cracked my door and spoke from the hallway. “I came to say goodbye, dearheart. I know you never wanted me to come back and…” He broke with tears, unable to complete his sentence.

	Mom wrapped him in her arms.

	“I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry for everything I ever did wrong.” His voice shook as tears pooled in his eyes. “I take full responsibility.” He wiped his face on the hem of his black T-shirt, revealing bruises on the side of his abdomen.

	I sat up.

	“I–I love you, Joy. I hope one day you can forgive me. I wish…” Dad dropped his face in his hands.

	Mom stepped further into my room and glared at me. “How could you give them the package without consulting us first?”

	“I didn’t know I had to. Or did you forget? That was what you agreed to last night.”

	“That package was the only leverage I had left,” Dad chimed in. He glared at the ceiling in defeat. “I’ve gotta go.”

	Mom trailed after him. “There has to be something we can do.”

	Scrambling off my bed, I followed them into the living room.

	“They’ll kill me for sure if I stay.”

	“Why? Why’d you steal it in the first place? Why didn’t you sell it already?”

	Dad stopped in the kitchen and gripped the back of the wood dining chair beside him. His nostrils flared. “I didn’t steal it. I was late delivering it. Then, when I got there, two guys shot at me. I wasn’t gonna stand there and get shot. Now the guy I worked for is gonna put a bounty on my head. I lost my leverage and my chance to be with you…” Dad’s words tapered off again.

	“Why were you late?”

	“I was helping somebody. I saw this old lady passed out on the street. Nobody stopped to help her. I called 911 and waited for the ambulance to get there. I didn’t even wanna take the job, but they said the guy wanted me to check out a room in his house for a mural. That was the main reason I was going.” Dad passed his hand over his face and sighed. “Things were supposed to be lookin’ up. I had a plan for reaching out to you guys.” Dad met my eyes with regret. “You look so much like your momma. Just as beautiful.” He studied me like it was the last time.

	Unable to bear it, I withdrew to my room.

	I removed the package from behind Storm’s painting and looked it over. I wondered if Dad could’ve delivered it that day on time, if they still would have shot at him.

	When I returned to the living room, my parents were gone. In a panic, I raced through the door and down the hall. The elevator doors closed them off from view, and they were too busy making out to notice me.

	I tore off through the stairwell, down two flights to Selena’s.

	Pausing in the doorway, I watched Dad lift his bookbag from off the floor and drape it over his hunched shoulders. He took a deep breath.

	“Dad.” It felt strange to call him that.

	He turned to me slowly with his eyes on my sneakers and gulped.

	“I lied about the package.”

	Staring at me through bulging eyes, he rolled his lips inward.

	“I wanted to sell it back to them for a higher price,” I continued. “I didn’t know it would put you in more danger. I’m sorry.”

	He stood there in stunned silence with his nostrils flaring. “Are you messin’ with me?”

	“No.” I presented the package from behind my back and smiled at the sound of Selena warming up her voice for her performance tonight in the shower.

	Relief washed over him as he reached to take it from my hand.

	Mom stepped into the room with her own bag in hand. She gasped at the sight of the padded envelope and grinned. “You don’t have to go now. You can stay with us,” she said, clinging to him.

	Dad nodded slowly. His mouth drew downward as he hugged Mom tight and cried into her hair.

	I wandered past them to Selena’s spare room and plopped on the floor to count the money I had left. Dad haunted the doorway.

	“You need money?” He waited patiently for the last bill to land in the pile on the floor after I finished counting.

	“Yeah.” I frowned up at him. “Why do you care? You’ve got everything you want now.”

	Dad released a breath and moved closer to sit on the foot of the bed. “Not everything. I know I’m late, but I wanna be your father again…if you’ll let me.”

	I shuffled the money in my hands and slipped the bundle into my bag. “Why did you wait so long, then?”

	“Because, like you said earlier, I tried so many times and failed. I needed to make sure I had a handle on myself before I interrupted your lives again. It took a while, but I’m here now. I’m better than I’ve been in a long time.”

	“That’s great,” I said, zipping my purse and getting to my feet.

	“How much do you need?”

	“You’re tryna buy my love now?”

	Dad wagged his head slowly. “I know you, Joy. I know you like to think I don’t, but I do.”

	I folded my arms and turned away.

	“I would never bribe you to let me into your life. You’re my only daughter. Whatever you need, I got you. All you gotta do is tell me.” Dad retrieved a wad of cash from his bookbag. He counted out three hundred dollars in twenties and looked at me. “Do you need money or not?”

	“Don’t you want to know why I need it before you give it to me?”

	Dad shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll tell me whatever you need to, whenever you need to.”

	Taking the money he offered, I added it to my collection.

	“How much were you gonna try to get from that guy Sal and his boss?”

	“At least a thousand.”

	Dad’s eyebrows knitted together. “Had they offered you money?”

	“Seven hundred dollars, but I told them I wasn’t gonna go along with it. Then, last night Mom showed me that you had already sent her the package, and I decided I was going to get as much money out of them as I could…let you and her ride off into the sunset and leave me alone so I could have my own life.”

	Dad’s shoulders sagged. “And now?”

	“I don’t know what to do anymore. You said if they get that package, they’ll try to kill you, and if they don’t get it, they’ll come for us all. So, why does it matter either way?”

	“It matters, believe me. That’s why we need to run. You should start packing. We’re leaving tonight.”

	I squinted at him. “To go where?”

	“I’ll let you know on the way.”

	“I don’t wanna go. I can stay under the radar here.”

	His eyes deadpanned. “You mean like you did last night at Cesaré’s restaurant or when you went to that guy’s house to walk his dogs? You ain’t grown yet, girl. And you’ll never get there either if you stay behind. Please.” Dad stepped forward and cupped my shoulders. “I don’t wanna lose you again.”

	I nodded stiffly and cast my sorrowful gaze to the narrow space between us. “I need to say goodbye to Giovanni and—”

	“We gotta be careful,” he reminded me.

	“I know, and I will.”

	Dad pulled me into a hug and supported my weight as my legs turned rubbery. “I got you,” he said. “I got you.”

	This was the man I used to love; the man I swore I’d never love again. Here I was, falling apart in my dad’s arms, lost in an avalanche of emotions.

	Taking my face in his hands, Dad peered at me with tears in his eyes. “Go then. And come straight back.”

	I dried my eyes on the palms of my hands. “I will.”

	Collecting my bag and phone, I avoided his gaze and bolted through the door.

	###

	
A Word from the Author

	Thank you for reading Broken Hearts of Queens. I hope you enjoyed this story as much as I did writing it. I cannot wait to bring you the next two books in The Lost in Love series. If you’d like to stay in the know of when my next books become available and to participate in my giveaways, subscribe to my newsletter at delightstowrite.com. Also, I’m dying to know your thoughts. Which character is your favorite? Which character did you love to hate? Who would you like to see more of? I love to hear from readers and can’t wait to hear from you! And if you’d like to help other readers figure out if my book is worth their time, kindly leave an honest review. I want nothing more than to share Joy’s world with as many people as possible. Please help me achieve that goal.
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