
        
            
                
            
        

    Raining On Heaven

By Amanda Foote





Author’s Forward.
Don’t laugh. I’m one of those people that actually reads those weird snippets from the author at the beginning of the book that most people skip past to get to the good stuff. The weird part is that the snippets have always been, for me, just as much a part of the good stuff as the meat of the novel.
When I was eight I dreamed bigger dreams than most eight-year-olds. Well, that may not be fair. I’m sure there were a lot of eight-year-old astronauts and scientists and veterinarians, which really is a lot bigger dream than my little old one of seeing my name on a bookshelf. So I guess I should say I dreamed odder dreams than most eight-year-olds. I soaked up books like they were oxygen through a steady supply from my father and grandmother, and I saw words in my dreams.
Fast forward nearly twenty years later (you don’t start to feel old until you can say something like “twenty years ago, in my time…”), and I’m finally crafting a dream into a reality. Don’t ask me what took so long - I’m sure you all know that life isn’t some zippy path from A to Z.
But the point is, I’m doing it. I couldn’t wait around any longer for some wayward book agent to snoop through my personal password-protected Google account and discover my masterpiece just waiting to be published. So I’m discovering it myself.
This debut novel of mine, Raining On Heaven, is my first crowning achievement, but it certainly will not be my last. You see, I’ve loved reading those Forwards and Acknowledgements at the beginning of books that most people skipped because, I guess in a way, I craved seeing that insight into the author’s life, what adventure went into crafting that book and how much of the author’s soul wound up between the pages.
I’ll let you in on a secret. The whole dang thing.
My whole entire soul went into this novel. And I know it’s not perfect, and it wasn’t sold to you by the marketing team of a nationally acclaimed publishing organization… it was sold to you by little old me, a grown-up eight-year-old, who still someday dreams of seeing her name on a book on a shelf in a quiet little store (or a big one too!). And I hope that’s enough to inspire you to read the part you usually skip, even if just this once.


You can follow along with my writing (or procrastinating) adventures on Instagram at www.instagram.com/amandafoote.writes.
Thank you for your interest in little old me. 
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The Crash.





Chapter One.


Body bags. Four of them, lined up along the wreckage. Rain droplets smashing into black canvas. My knees scraped glass as I fell to the street. It took everything I had not to stare at those black mounds. My knees curled under me as the rain crushed me. I cried as it soaked my hair and my skin and my soul. Body bags. Four of them. And two contained the lifeless forms of the two people I loved in the world more than anything. Around me there were cops, medics, nosy passerby, debris from the wreckage, thunder shaking the sky and lightning touching the clouds. But for all I had noticed, none of this could have been there at all. Because to me, there were only body bags, body bags, body bags.
































I don’t want you to come into this story thinking it’s a happy one. It’s so far from happy. There’s very little happy here, so if that’s what you came for, you should turn around now. But if you want to know the story she told me that cold afternoon in December that changed everything, keep going. The story I’m going to tell you is a really great story, I promise. It’s sad, yes, but there’s a really good ending, and there are some people in it that you will really love. But I’m getting ahead of myself. She hasn’t told me the story yet, so I’m not going to tell you, either. I’ll just start at the beginning of my story. The only beginning that mattered much to me at the time; the beginning where everything I knew about life ended.




✽✽✽
 
The last thing I remember was my mom singing off-key to Dolly Parton in the front seat. Her wavy dark hair pulled up into a neat bun, Dad laughing next to her in the driver's seat. Her laughter is the last sound I heard before it hit us. I’ve heard it every day since.
The first thing I remember is a paramedic pulling me from the car and checking me for external, and then internal, damages. There were none. Yet.
I was dizzy. Things began to come back into focus. A man with a beard replaced the paramedic and he looked at me with hard, sad eyes that had seen so much more than I ever had. Though, not for much longer.
“It’s your parents,” he said. Those three little words, they stung worse than I hate you. And it hadn’t been that long since I had thrown I hate you at the very people in question. But I guess that doesn’t matter now, because soon enough I’d come to find that they weren’t worse than she’s gone. Those were the absolute worst two words in the world when you put them together. But I’m not at that part of the story yet.
“My parents?” I mumbled. It was less of a question though, and more of an agreement.
He scratched his beard. “Your parents…” He glanced at a rain splattered clipboard barely protected by his black umbrella. “Heaven.” He was looking for my name. “Your parents have passed away, Heaven.” He spoke my name like it was an illusion, something that might float away and never come back. But his next words were clear. Maybe he’d thought I’d misunderstood him somehow. “Your parents are dead.”
I nodded, he gestured toward a cop car he expected me to climb into. I ignored him and watched as two moaning forms were carried out of the wreckage on stretchers. I approached them. One was a girl from Dale Summer’s car. Dale had gone to high school with me. He couldn’t have known how foolish it was to run that red light, like he did. If he could have known, he never would have killed my parents.
The girl on the stretcher was unconscious, her face spattered with blood and rain, and her nose was clearly broken. Her wrists were a dark purple and her ankle was twisted the wrong way. She was barely breathing. They placed her carefully in the ambulance. It rushed away.
I approached the second stretcher. It was Dale Summer’s best friend. I didn’t even know his name. He was awake. I grabbed his hand and walked with the stretcher as they moved it toward the remaining ambulance vehicle.
“It’s okay. You’re going to be okay,” I said, but really I didn’t know. He squinted at me; his eyes were milky and unfocused.
“Heaven?” he murmured. “Is that Heaven?” Staring at his vacant eyes I wondered briefly if he was even referring to me at all.
“It’s me. It’s Heaven,” I whispered. He clutched my hand tightly. “Don’t go,” he said, and started to cry. There was a dark purple bruise under his eye. The rain had matted his hair against his head and a deep gash peeked out from under his hairline. Rain fell into it, washing it clean. He closed his eyes. He whispered again, “Heaven, don’t leave me.”
I watched as they lifted him into the ambulance and drove away.
✽✽✽
 
I woke up. I had been sleeping on an ugly green leather couch in a corner office. Someone had placed a scratchy red blanket across me. Shivering, I pulled it tighter around me. Three minutes passed. My body ached as I stood up, just as a man opened the door to the office. I vaguely remembered him as being the cop at the crash site. “Heaven,” was all he said.
I could see into the lobby from the windows surrounding his office. My best friend Lila and her parents were huddled on some benches near the front door. Lila glanced over and saw that I was awake. She burst into tears.
“Heaven,” the man said again. “We called your aunt. The aunt in Oklahoma.” I knew who he meant. She was the only aunt I had. Or rather, now, she was the only family I had. “She already got on a plane. She’s headed this way now. She’s promised to take care of everything,” he finished.
“Everything?” I asked, looking at him. There was brown and gray speckled stubble on his chin and dark circles under his green eyes.
“The paperwork, the funeral. You.” He stood there for a moment but when I didn’t respond he left, closing the door behind him. I laid back down and soon the world again went dark.
I woke a while later and the office light was not on. I didn’t know how long it had been and that made me anxious. Someone had closed the blinds and turned off the light. I got up, keeping the red blanket around me, and opened the door. The resulting light was blinding for a moment, but my eyes quickly adjusted. I searched for a clock and found my phone resting on a desk nearby. 8:27 pm.
Lila and her parents were gone. Aunt Marlene was already here, talking animatedly with a cop. Her suitcase, purse and coat lay on the floor next to her. She came straight here from the airport. I glanced around for my cop, but he was nowhere to be found.
Aunt Marlene looked like an old woman, but she didn’t at the same time. She wasn’t that old, 45 at the very most, if that at all. But she wore these bright red plastic glasses on a chain around her neck, the kind that connect in the middle. There were rhinestones on the temples of the glasses, for Christ’s sake. And she didn’t wear makeup and her dark thick hair was always up in this giant messy bun where it often seemed like it and the small gray hairs that hid above her ears were trying to escape, and she had one tooth that was brown at the top, like it was trying to turn into a tree. You could see these wrinkles around her eyes, too. Soft wrinkles. Hard eyes. Marlene had lost a lot, but who knew what had transpired in her life to turn those dark green eyes to stone. But the wrinkles; oh my, she loved to laugh. It was her favorite thing, laughing. She’d said to me once, laughter makes the heart grow stronger. Laughter is the only cure for sadness, she added. There was no question where her wrinkles came from.
“Heaven!” Marlene spotted me from across the lobby and rushed over. She gripped me in a tight hug, tears pouring from her eyes onto my drying hair. “My dear, dear Heaven,” she cried, clutching me, as if holding me could somehow ease the pain.
My cop walked up. “Officer Paulsen,” she greeted him, still gripping me. I appreciated it; at this moment I was not entirely unsure that were she to let go I would not fall apart.
“You’re free to go now,” he said to us both, pity in his eyes. For seven minutes, she had held onto me. Then Aunt Marlene gathered up her things and we left.




Chapter Two.
We walked through the front door with heavy shoulders. Marlene set down her belongings in the foyer and turned to me. “Would you like some tea? I’m going to make some tea,” she said, not bothering to wait for my response. She disappeared into the kitchen.
I stood in the doorway for a while, the door open. I couldn’t make myself come in. It felt empty, hollow, deceitful. Of course the house wasn’t empty - we were here. Somehow that didn’t seem like enough.
I stood motionless for six minutes and thirty-two seconds. But the smell of pancakes wafting in from the kitchen reached me and I was struck with the growing realization in my stomach that I had not eaten a thing all day. I carefully closed the door and made my way down the hall to the kitchen. For half a second I almost saw my mom there instead of Marlene, they looked so similar. My heart ached as I recalled the last argument we’d had in that kitchen, over what to have for dinner. An argument that had ended in laughs and spaghetti sauce all over the floor. The vinyl flooring still had a faint stain underneath the sink.
Aunt Marlene had set up a stack of three butterscotch chip pancakes on a plate on the bar, and I sat in front of it. She handed me a fork and the syrup. “Eat up,” she said. Though she’d already made plenty of pancakes for both of us, she continued to cook.
My stomach growled ravenously and I dug into the pancakes gratefully. It felt more like I was inhaling the pancakes than eating them, as my body’s natural tendencies took over. Eventually she stopped cooking and we both were perched at the bar, eating but not eating, sharing looks but not talking, sharing thoughts but refusing to think. When we were both finished, Aunt Marlene poured two glasses of wine and handed one to me. “I think, today, just for today, you’re old enough to know what it’s like to find comfort in a glass of cheap wine.” I took it, planning to down the whole thing, but I took one sip and spit it back into the cup.
“Maybe I’m not,” I said. She saw the look on my face and laughed, but instantly cut herself off. I smiled at her, if not in sharing this momentary happiness with her, then in needing to relieve her pain. She placed her hand on my cheek from across the bar. I leaned into it and felt the tears start to build up, but I refused to let them fall. No tears would grace this awful mess. I would not cry a moment for this terrible event. Because the moment I cried tears over this is the moment it became real. And I refused to accept that my parents were gone. As long as I refused to accept it, maybe, just maybe, for a short time… they wouldn’t be.
✽✽✽
 
Aunt Marlene stoked the fire and we watched as the flames in the fireplace burst up furiously before dying back down. She wore a pair of my mother’s pajamas, I was wrapped in my father’s bathrobe. “Let’s get as close to them as possible, while we still can,” she had said, so we changed into their clothes and we put their favorite movie on mute in the background, and we played Billy Joel on the kitchen stereo. We pulled their comforter into the living room in front of the fireplace and laid on top of it, staring at the ceiling, listening to ghosts. We sat like this for twenty-three minutes. Vienna had just started to play when I said the first words to be spoken in almost an hour. “What now, Aunt Marlene?” What do I do now?
The thoughts banged around in my head like a shifting kaleidoscope. There are so many things left here… their things. And what happens to me? I’d barely taken a breath in the moments between my question and her answer.
She sighed, her second wine glass close to empty and her eyes barely open. “It’s hard to say,” she murmured, trailing off on the last word. It was quiet for a few more moments, then she spoke again, suddenly, as if wide awake. “We won’t know anything for sure until we see the will. But I imagine that we will sell the house. All of that will go to you. We can sell your father’s bike, and even some of their things.” She turned to face me when she heard me utter a small gasp. “I know that sounds hard. And it will be. But it’s for the best. What would you do with the belongings of two adults collected over a lifetime? We will set aside the most important things: your father’s baseball cards, your mother’s jewelry, various other sentimental belongings. Her wedding dress. His favorite shirt…” She stopped short, tears falling gently down her cheeks. I turned to face her as well.
I knew exactly what she was feeling. There was so much left here, but what were we supposed to do? Give it all away?
People die all the time. Loved ones, enemies, neighbors. I’m no stranger to death. I just never expected this. A lifetime was spent here, memories in every corner and ghosts on every surface. I was one of the ghosts, a stranger to my own body, too stubborn to leave but too tired to stay.
✽✽✽
 
“Ben and Gabriella had the kind of life that others only hope for. They had steady, reliable careers, a beautiful family, a nice home, and many friends to keep them humble.”
There were a surprising number of people that I didn’t know at my parents’ funeral. Currently speaking in front of this room full of people was my father’s best friend and coworker, John. I met John a few times but he wasn’t the kind of friend that came to hang out with the family, he was the kind of friend that my father went out with. Next to him was a line of chairs, each containing some friend or other of one of my parents who had a speech folded up in their pocket or purse. Aunt Marlene had asked me if I wanted to say a few words myself, but I couldn’t seem to find the right ones, so I declined. What would I even say? How does one describe a broken heart?
For the last hour I hadn’t really been listening, instead I peered into the crowd of 50 or 60 faces that had gathered together to celebrate the life and mourn the death of my parents. Picking out who I knew and who I didn’t – Mrs. Wilson from down the street, my dad’s boss, my mom’s boss, my mom’s friends, my dad’s friends, my English teacher, the cop from the station, Lila and her parents all sitting next to me, a very distant cousin of my mother’s, and countless other people that I had never met – picking out who came because they actually knew my parents and loved them from who came because they felt obligated by respect. It wasn’t until John’s six minute speech ended and Marlene’s speech began that I drew my attention to the front.
Aunt Marlene was a writer. More than that, Aunt Marlene was a published author, with more than one bestseller under her belt. And when she wrote, it was worth stopping to listen. Out of all the many books I’ve read, no words have ever spoken more truth to me than hers. Her books were drugs to me, I read each one.  She was the only truth worth believing.
“Gabriela and I grew up together as sisters, and as most of you know, a sister is like a best friend you were forced to have.” A chuckle of light laughter drifted up from the crowd. “But Gabriela and I weren’t friends for a long time – we were more like frenemies.” More laughter. “I was forced to put up with her snootiness and her hand-me-down clothes, and she was forced to put up with my attitude problem and my tattle-tale nature. But this is what sisters do: we put up with each other. And it’s worth it, because, in the end, if you put up with the fighting and the tattling, the hair-pulling and the name-calling and the screaming matches, what you are left with is a late night in a dark, shared bedroom. What you are left with is your sister confiding in you for the first time about her first love. A boy named Ben, who lived two miles away in a cul-de-sac, who was in her French class junior year, who passed her a note that said ‘I like you.’ Then there’s a phone call three years later on a Thursday when your sister calls you to tell you that she’s getting married to this boy. Then a last-minute lunch during a surprise visit from your sister, when she tells you that she’s pregnant. What you are left with, in the end, is a beautiful girl who grows up to be the spitting image of her mother. You’re left with a talented young woman whose personality so reflects her own father’s that it’s hard to believe they share only half a set of genes. The world lost a large chunk of what’s important the day that it lost Ben and Gabriella Lee. I grew up with these two amazing people. But more than that, their daughter grew up to become what will remain of them in this life. Ben and Gabriella’s time ended too soon, but their story is not over. It will live on in each of us, from what we know of them, from how we remember them, from how their memory haunts us each day. It will live on, and let it never be misplaced, or forgotten.”
Hot tears stung at the edges of my eyes. I fought them back with great struggle as the crowd clapped and Aunt Marlene stepped down. The preacher stood up to welcome anyone who wished to visit the closed caskets. They had told us they were badly mangled and recommended this option in place of an open casket. I don’t think I could have looked at them that way anyway and not pictured them in my mind like that for the rest of my life.
Marlene approached us. She was greeted first by Lila’s mom, who gave her a big hug. Lila, her father and I stood back but each offered a reassuring hand to Marlene’s back as tears poured down her face. None of us ventured to the front to visit the caskets. I felt like I might vomit just seeing them out of the corner of my eye. They didn’t hold my parents anyway - just empty husks of who they used to be. I’d find other ways to hold onto my parents… but I’m not to that part of the story yet.
Lila’s mom pulled back the curtain. “When do you two leave for Oklahoma?”
“The reading of the Will is scheduled in a few hours. Once we know for sure that everything has been left to Heaven, we plan on getting the bike sold and the house listed, then we will finish packing and the plan is to be on the road by the day after tomorrow,” Marlene answered.
“I’ll miss you,” Lila said. I hugged her. She whimpered a little and nodded her agreement. Lila had been an invaluable friend to me these last few days, but I knew she would return to her regularly scheduled life before too long and I would fall off her radar.
Everyone turned away and there was a lot more hugging of people I didn’t know or people I knew but didn’t care to talk to. My black dress was starting to feel really itchy so I made a quick excuse and high-tailed it out of there. When I had emerged from the building into open air, I knew I had to leave but it occurred to me that I had no vehicle, so I started to walk. It didn’t matter which direction I was going, so long as I was moving. And moving. And moving.
I walked for eighteen minutes before I finally stopped. I found myself in front of the nearest hospital, and knowing who I would probably find inside, my curiosity drove me through the front doors. The nurse at the front desk surprised me by recalling the accident and out of pity or kindness, I’m unsure, she directed me toward the correct hospital room. Once there, I knocked but there was no answer. I opened the door to peek in and saw that he was sleeping. The bruise under his eye was still there but it was slightly faded, and a large bandage was wrapped around his head where the gash had been. His black hair was poking out underneath the bandage. There were eight sets of flowers spread out around his room. He was dozing lightly, but when I accidentally let the door close shut behind me with a clap, he jolted awake.
He saw me immediately. “Heaven,” he said, less of a question this time and more of a confused statement.
“Hi,” I said, unsure of what I was really doing there. I barely even knew him. He was one of those baseball kids who hung out with the “cool” crowd. I leant him a pencil once in the eighth grade. Other than that, I don’t think we’ve ever spoken. “How are you feeling?”
He grimaced. “Not too good.” We were both silent for a moment. “I didn’t get hurt too badly in the crash, but… I feel worse than the bandages give away.”
“Why?” I asked, confused.
He looked at me almost incredulously. His eyebrows clenched together, creating a crinkle between them. I felt a little less lost looking in his blue eyes. “Because of what happened.”
“It wasn’t your fault,” I said. I could blame him or blame Dale a thousand times, but in the end it wouldn’t bring my parents back, and it wouldn’t make me feel any better.
“It could just as easily have been me driving that car. Maybe if it were me…” he sighed, clenching his fist.
“It wasn’t,” I insisted. “Don’t dwell on the past. At least, that’s what the grown ups always say. Not that they’re any good at it.”
He gave me a small smile. “Easier said than done.”
I nodded, recognizing the truth in his statement. “I… you know, I don’t even know your name.”
“You don’t?” he asked. He looked a little hurt. “I know yours.”
I shrugged sheepishly. “I know. You said it, at the crash site. I wasn’t sure at first if you were talking about me or about, you know, the real Heaven, but when you said my name when I walked in just now, I knew that you were.”
He lifted his hand for me to shake. “Dillard. My name is Dillard.” I took his hand and shook it, but when I started to back away he held on. “Heaven,” he started, and took a deep breath. “I am so, so sorry about your parents.”
“I know, I know you are,” I said, clutching his hand in return. He rested his head on the pillow again and let go of my hand, letting out a difficult breath. He looked very tired. “How is the girl?” I asked. “The other girl who made it out.”
He frowned, reaching up to rub the back of his neck. “She didn’t make it. Her lung collapsed and they weren’t able to save her.”
“I’m sorry,” I offered, almost choking on the words. “What was her name?”
“Amy.”
“I’m sorry that this happened to you,” I said, taking a seat next to his bed.
He chuckled uncomfortably. “I could say the same to you.”
I stared at my hands, then tugged at a loose strand that dangled at the end of my scratchy black dress. “I guess we both lost people who were important to us that day.”
“Yeah,” he agreed, lying back again, eyes closed.
I glanced up. “I don’t blame you, or even Dale.” His eyes flew open. “I hope you know that. I know that it was an accident.”
“Thank you, Heaven. That means a lot.” He stared at me. “What are you going to do now? Where will you live? Do you have other family?”
“There’s only my mom’s sister. She lives in Oklahoma. I’ll be moving there in a few days to finish out my senior year.”
“Where in Oklahoma?”
“Shawnee?” I posed it as a question, thinking maybe he’d heard of it, but just as I hadn’t, by the shake of his head it was apparent that neither had he.
“Heaven, do you… do you think it would be okay if we talk sometime, again? I could call you. You know. I’d like to get to know you better.”
“Sure,” I said, writing my number and Marlene’s address down on the pad next to his bed. “Dillard,” I said, emphasizing his name to remember it better and loving the way that it rolled off my tongue, “that would be really nice.”
✽✽✽
 
At the reading of my parents’ last Will and Testament, there were five chairs. Aunt Marlene and I occupied two of them. John occupied the third and my mom’s best friend Casey occupied the fourth. A young woman I didn’t recognize sat in the fifth chair, but I remember seeing her at the funeral.
The lawyer, a close friend of my father’s, pulled out a thick manila envelope from a filing cabinet behind his desk. “I’ve gathered each of you here together today because you all have received something from either Ben or Gabriella Lee. Ben and Gabriella had prepared for the possibility that one or both of them could pass on and have created a video they wished to share with each of you. In it they detail who will receive what, and I have a copy in writing for anyone who wishes to have one. Unless there are any questions, I will go ahead with the video.” No one responded so he pushed a button on a remote and suddenly my parents’ faces were on his tv screen. It was shocking and made me a little sick to my stomach, but at the same time, I found comfort in their smiles.
My mother spoke first, her gorgeously long dark honey-colored hair falling in waves against her chest. She wore her favorite shirt in the video, a black long-sleeve blouse with buttons down the front and large clumps of peonies scattered across it. “It’s a sad day if you are watching this, because I can no longer see your face. Each of you is very dear to both of us, and because of this we want to leave you with something in the unfortunate event that Ben and I might pass before our time.”
My father began. He wore his favorite suit from work and his short black hair was perfectly combed. “John, you have been an important friend these past seventeen years. You were with me through trials and triumphs, through my daughter’s birth and through more than a few late nights. I’d like to leave you with my Harley. It’s not much, but you were with me the day that I picked it out, in fact, it was you who begged me to buy a motorcycle because your wife would never let you get one. I imagine that if your dead friend leaves one to you in his will she can’t possibly say no,” he said, offering a small chuckle, “so I hope that it will bring you a lot of joy in my absence.”
My mother spoke again. “Casey,” she said, already smiling, “do you remember that night at my bachelorette party when we drank four beers each and a couple of tequila shots? I kept one of those beer bottles. I want you to have that. I also kept all of our notes, including a full memory box of keepsakes from our many years together. All of that is yours.”
“Marlene,” my father said, “you might be only my sister-in-law, but since I had no brothers or sisters, you have been the only person to have ever been anything close to a sibling to me. I love you so much, we both do, and there’s a lot we are grateful for that you have done for us in the past. And now we pass our most treasured possession onto you, our beautiful daughter, Heaven.” Pesky tears are creeping up behind my eyes again, but I bid them stay. Marlene’s face was stoic, but she gripped the tissue in her palm with a ferocity I could feel from here. “We entrust her care to you until the day she turns eighteen. We also put into your care any assets we are leaving to her until she is of legal age. We hope that you will take her input into consideration when deciding what to do with these assets, but we trust that you will deal with them wisely.”
It occurred to me that they had left nothing yet to this young thin woman in the last chair and it caused me to wonder who in the world she even was. Her soft honey hair fell in curls around her shoulders, and her dark brown eyes wept gently above dark circles and thin, pale skin.
“Heaven,” my mother grinned. “My sweet, beautiful baby Heaven. It was such a magical experience getting to watch you grow up. You are the light of my life. You are the light of both of our lives. Every wise decision you have made and every path you have chosen has been a blessing. We were so lucky to be given such a stunning, kind, generous, and amazing child. I only wish,” she said forlornly, “we had told you about this a long time ago.” About what? I wondered, feeling impatient and guilty all at the same time.
My dad’s turn. “Heaven, we are leaving to you all of our major assets, including the house, the car,” What’s left of it, I thought, immediately feeling a stab of guilt, “all of my stock, your mother’s jewelry, anything you find in the house, and more that is detailed in the will itself. You may do anything you wish with all of this, sell it, keep it, rent it, whatever, as long as it is under the supervision of your Aunt Marlene, if you are still under eighteen. And finally, there is one more thing.” The already silent room seems to grow even quieter. “For the past eight years, your mother and I have been carefully adding to not one, but two savings accounts. These accounts now each separately equal a little less than ten thousand dollars apiece. One of these accounts will be written over to you, Heaven, in the will. The second one will be written to Cadence… your sister.”
“What?!” I gasped, not even realizing for a moment that I had screamed out loud and that everyone in the room was now staring at me. But my eyes were locked to the screen.
“We are so sorry for keeping this from you, Heaven,” my mother said with sad eyes, “but there never seemed to be a right time, and if you are finding out from this video, then the right time probably didn’t come soon enough.”
“We were only sixteen when we got pregnant with Cadence,” my father said, “and only seventeen when she was born. We have regretted giving her up for adoption ever since, and when Cadence was sixteen her parents contacted us to get back in touch. We have been saving for the both of you, for this moment, since then. I know that it’s not much that we give you, Cadence-”
“But,” my mother cut in, “we just wanted to give you something to show that you did mean something to us, and always have. We never forgot about you and we never will. Your father and I hope, Heaven, that you and Cadence can recognize what a blessing you have here – you now both have a sister when before you had none. We leave you with that and keep you in our hearts always.”
“We love you all,” they said together, clasping hands. Then the screen clicked off.
“What?!” I said again. I looked at the girl in the last chair, the one with the soft honey hair, like mine, like my mother’s, with the big brown eyes, like mine, like my father’s, and asked her, “You? You’re Cadence?” She nodded erratically, tears streaming down her face. She looked like she was going to be ill, clutching a Kleenex to her chest. “Who are you? I don’t even know you!” I yelled, standing from my chair.
“Heaven,” Marlene said, touching my arm gently to try to calm me, but I barely heard her over the pounding headache in my ears. I felt betrayed. Lied to. Misled. I felt like my world had already crashed and now it was on fire, ready to explode at any moment.
“I can’t believe they never told me,” I fumed, clenching my fists. I gave Cadence one more glance, her face in utter shock, and finally stormed out of the office, refusing to look back.
✽✽✽
 
“That’s the last box,” I said, placing a cardboard box labeled Mom’s Clothes into the back of the U-Haul. I set it gently in the front, where it rested amid an assortment of eighteen other boxes labeled things like Keepsakes, Dad’s Stuff, Paperwork, Heaven’s Stuff, To Sell, and more, along with my furniture. I closed the back and locked it. I watched as Aunt Marlene locked the front door and set up the For Sale sign in the yard. It sat upright about four yards from my old swing set, which we had decided to leave. We didn’t have a need for it, and it made the house look more charming, which meant it might sell faster. It made me sad to leave it behind, but as I glanced at it I could remember the day I got the scar on my chin. My dad was pushing me on it, and I kept shouting, “Higher! Higher!” I couldn’t have been more than six, and I couldn’t have been more shocked when I flew so high that I flew out of the seat, soaring through the air. For what felt like whole minutes, I was flying. But in reality, it was only seconds before I hit the ground, hard. That was my first ever trip to a hospital. But not my last. Suddenly, I didn’t regret leaving the swing set here. Some memories are better left alone. I climbed into the passenger side just as Marlene started the U-Haul. “Home, here we come,” she said.
“Yeah,” I agreed, giving my childhood one last glance as she backed out of the driveway. “Home.”




Chapter Three.
Marlene’s office was squared away in the back of the house, where sounds did not reach it and she could write in peace, though since she lived alone this never quite made sense to me. Marlene lived in a fairly large house with 2 bedrooms and a den and a huge fenced backyard, on a cute little cul-de-sac. Every wall in her house was painted a different bright color, and there was a minimum of 3 plants in every room. Might I add, you could also find stray cat toys on the floor of every single room. There were dirty dishes in the sink at nearly all times, and stacks of books on every possible surface. I wouldn’t call Marlene a slob, but let’s just say that she paid someone to clean her house every week.
Six days and nine hours into my time in Oklahoma (spent almost entirely indoors and almost entirely in my new bedroom), I walked in to her office.
Marlene’s cat Lucius was curled up in her lap at her computer desk, his eyes following her fingers as they flew across the keys. When we had arrived a week earlier, Lucius had greeted us at the door like he hadn’t eaten in three years, though Marlene’s neighbor had fed him not two hours before we got home, and he smelled distinctly of pickles. “Laura would never feed him pickles, she knows better,” Marlene commented, and we decided it must be some weird after-smell of something he ate. But he kept showing up in the kitchen, day after day, reeking of pickles. “Why do you smell like pickles, Lucius?!” she exclaimed dramatically on the fourth day. But he just meowed and ambled away.
Her office was decorated with the signs of a deeply Hispanic upbringing, very little of which came through in Marlene’s day to day life. I like to think that for her it’s one of those things similar to growing up being forced to go to church. Once you grow up you realize it’s not the life for you, but you’re still ingrained with a deep respect for it. A large black sombrero with silver embroidered edges hung on one wall, along with a gallery of paintings featuring bright, neon colors and vigorous dancing characters. There was a watercolor painting that looked like an original, that possibly a talented teenager or child may have painted a long time ago. It’s edges were faintly yellowed, though it looked like it had been well cared for. It featured a big blue flip flop, with dark red flames skirting up around the bottom of the shoe. Underneath the flip flop were written the words, “La Chancla.”
I almost laughed. I’d been threatened by La Chancla more than once before.  Mom was slow to anger, but even she was not a Spanish mother exempt from a temper tantrum while wielding a flip flop, if I dared to talk back.
“Marlene,” I said, causing her to jump. She had been vigorously writing, mid-sentence. She glanced up at me from her computer. “I think it’s time I go back to school,” I offered.
She pondered my face for a moment before nodding tightly. “Yes, I imagine you might be right.”
Three days later I found myself sitting in a classroom listening to my English Literature teacher drone on about the merits and meanings of Capitalization, tapping my pink eraser on my notebook, and wondering why I’d decided to return to this. Much of school was like this for three days, boring and inconsequential. Then I met Liberty Bell and Bobby.
It was lunchtime and I had spent most of my study period in the library finding new books to lose myself in. These nine books rested beside me on a lunch table, and I had one propped up in front of me while I half-heartedly shoved bland mashed potatoes into my mouth. Suddenly, I became aware of someone sitting at my table. Two someones, actually. Two someones who had definitely not been sitting there when I sat down. I looked up and paused, bite of potato halfway to my mouth, threatening to fall off the fork.
“Hi,” the girl said. She stared at me with giant green cat-eye painted eyes which rested in a slightly plump, olive-toned face surrounded by thick, clear plastic glasses like you’d see in an eighties movie, under a head of perfectly straight, dark brown hair scattered with pink and purple streaks. She was wearing a black T-shirt that said “George Strait” in big letters across the front. Next to her perched a boy clad in khakis and a button-up dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, a dusting of dark freckles on his tan skin and under his similarly bright green eyes, a crew cut adorning his small, thin head. “Hi,” he said also.
“Hello...” I closed my still-open mouth and responded, setting my fork down just as the mashed potatoes fell back to the plate.
“Who are you?” the boy asked.
“I’m Heaven.”
“What?” the girl questioned. “Like, for real?”
“Yes, for real.”
“Quite a name,” breathed the boy.
“Yes,” I said.
“I’m Liberty Bell,” the girl offered.
“Bobby,” the boy tipped his head toward me, as a cowboy might tip his hat in a western film. They stared at me for a moment. I was about to turn away from them and back to my book when Bobby said, “Are all of those books yours?”
Liberty Bell rolled her eyes. “You mean, do all of those books belong to the only other person sitting at this table? Of course they do, doucheface.”
Maybe I’ve seen too many movies because the word “doucheface” sounded really odd coming from the soft, slight twang of her voice. I guess I half expected all Oklahomans to be polite and reserved. I had forgotten that teenagers are teenagers, no matter where in the world you are. “Yes, Bobby, they’re mine.”
“You sure read a lot,” he stated matter-of-factly.
“It passes the time.”
Again, a moment of uncomfortable silence. “Sorry, I just realized that we came over and bombarded your space,” Liberty Bell apologized. But instead of getting up and leaving me to my books, she continued. I refrained from rolling my eyes. “We just noticed that you were new and sitting all alone so we thought who better to make your first acquaintance in Shawnee than us?”
“And who are you, exactly?” It felt a little rude coming out of my mouth, but then, they were being a little rude first.
“Well, like I said, I’m Liberty Bell, and this mop-head is my big brother, Bobby. We live here in Shawnee and have... well, pretty much our whole lives. We’re technically twins, though we’re not really. Not in the sense that most people consider twins. But we were born six minutes apart and he seems to think that him coming first makes him superior in some way but honestly I think that’s a load of BA-LO-KNEE.”
“Liberty Bell here thinks that she’s superior because she gets better grades than me but the fact of the matter is that I have a girlfriend and she doesn’t have a boyfriend and she’s just really jealous.”
“Not true.”
“True.”
“Whatever.”
“Whatever back.”
“Whatever times infin-”
“Hi,” I interrupted. “Still here.”
Bobby gave me a crooked half grin. “Basically we were wondering if you were in need of any friends.”
I thought about it for a minute, both intrigued and somewhat repulsed by these two argumentative and undeniably mid-Western teenagers. I sighed inwardly before shutting my book. “Sure, why not?”
✽✽✽
 
The backwater streets of Shawnee, Oklahoma were a stark contrast to the bustling hub of L.A., and I felt the change of pace deep in my bones. People were quiet here, but somehow also loud and obnoxious. They said things like, “Hey, how are ya?” and “See ya later, alligator.” They knew their neighbors, let their dogs walk out the front door to potty, and teenagers converged at the local bowling alley like locusts. If I didn’t have my books to bury myself in, I might feel like this was the smallest place in the world.
Bobby and Liberty Bell Armstrong were both seventeen, but they didn’t usually act like it. This is not to say that they generally acted very childish. On the contrary, they both seemed to be very mature and level-headed young adults... most of the time. But get one or the other on a tangent about their sibling and you may find that childishness can manifest itself in many forms. And these tangents occurred more often than not. Despite their argumentative nature, however, I found myself enjoying their company. It was a distinct change from what I was used to in California, and change is what I was craving.
I didn’t have any classes with either of them, but we ate lunch together every day, and after school they would take me to a snow cone stand on Saratoga Street called Janie’s. Liberty Bell got a medium Strawberry Daiquiri with ice cream every. single. time., but Bobby was adventurous and tried a new flavor each time we visited. On a Wednesday afternoon two days after I met them, he was trying a flavor called Tiger’s Blood. “I wonder if it will taste like real blood,” he mused, at which Liberty Bell rolled her eyes.
I’d learned the hard way that Liberty Bell was slightly crazy about her name. I had made the mistake the day before of calling her “Liberty.” We were sitting in the library at lunch, and she was asking for book recommendations. This of course led to me roaming the library searching for books to have her check out.  The stack of books in front of her was steadily growing, and she would let me stack up to ten before she told me to chill out.
She sat at our table reading the first few pages of one of the books, and from two bookshelves away I said, “Here’s another one you should add, Liberty.” I didn’t hear anything at first, though maybe if I’d been expecting a reaction I might have realized her silence was a warning sign. Suddenly this tiny little shrill was coming up from our table. I peeked around the bookshelves. Liberty Bell had stood up, her hands still on the table, clenched into tight fists. Her face was red and her fists were white. “Uh... are you okay?” I managed, a little bit terrified. She shook her head, braced herself, and took a deep breath. “Libert-”
She glanced up at me as she sat back down, her calm demeanor restored. “I will forgive you this time, because you did not know. But don’t ever call me Liberty again. My name is Liberty Bell.”
I stared at her for a second, wondering if she was totally serious. Then, “Got it,” I said, and returned to the bookshelf.
Now, as we sat on top of a wooden picnic table just outside of Janie’s, I was careful to say, “Liberty Bell.”
“Yeah?” she responded before taking a giant bite of her snow cone, most of which spilled down her face and her purple tank top. There was a small speck of vanilla ice cream on the tip of her nose.
She would tell me, years later at night in a quiet dark dorm room, that her parents once had a “family friend” who called her Liberty instead of Liberty Bell. He was not a nice or good or sane man, and after her encounters with him Liberty Bell had contemplated changing her name altogether. She eventually came to the realization that her name was not to blame for the actions of this sick man, he was. So Liberty Bell, she stayed.
“What do you guys do for fun around here? Don’t you like, go cow-tipping or something?” I counted the people in line at the snow cone stand. There were seven.
They glanced at each other then back at me before bursting into laughter. “This town’s not quite small enough for that,” Liberty Bell answered, still clutching her stomach in laughter. When they settled down, Liberty Bell said, “There’s lots to do. There’s a movie theater-”
“That’s where I work!” Bobby cut in.
“...more than one, actually - a bowling alley, a skating rink, lots of restaurants, parks, sometimes people throw parties, you know. The usual stuff.”
“The usual stuff.” Thinking about this, it occurred to me that they had “usual stuff” back in California too. Probably more stuff to do than anything I could find here. But most often Lila and I could be found both sprawled across my bed, reading our separate books. We never actually did much of anything, though Lila had always begged me. I’d never been much of a socializer or a people person. But change is what I wanted, right? If I wanted to make the constant ache in my gut go away, change is what I needed. “Well, what do you two usually do? I want to be like an actual Oklahoman. Show me the ropes.”
Liberty Bell grinned. “Gladly.”
✽✽✽
 
A week later, on a Tuesday evening, I came home and the house was sweltering. It felt like walking into a sauna as I swung the front door open and was blasted with a splash of hot air. I checked the thermostat - 87 degrees. The A/C wasn’t even on. “Dear God, woman!” I yelled. “Why do you keep it so warm in here?! Are you aware that it’s a billion degrees outside?”
I threw my purse on the counter and glanced at Lucius; he had made himself comfortable on a stack of envelopes by the toaster. He looked at me, and he farted. It’s a long, slow hiss, like a sorry excuse for a balloon. “I know you did that on purpose,” I said to him. The rank smell of pickles hit me. “You’re gonna be in so much trouble when we figure out where you’re getting your supply.” He meowed indignantly, as if to say, Yeah right. Marlene ambled in from the den, clad in pink pajama pants and a black spaghetti strap top, no bra, same bun in her hair. She had her red bedazzled glasses on. She looked at the thermostat as well, turning the A/C on.
“It melts my cold soul,” she said.
Thirty-seven minutes later I found myself attempting to rush through college applications a mere two weeks before graduation. Marlene came in from the mailbox and handed me an envelope with scrawly handwriting. “Letter for you,” she said. I tossed it aside without thinking, concentrating on my personal essay for yet another Oklahoma university.
She sat down at the table next to me. She picked the letter back up and set it on top of my laptop keyboard. “Heaven, I really think you should read this.”
I gave her a sideways glare, sighed and picked the letter up. She ambled away smugly, still clad in her pink PJ pants adorned in painted coffee mugs. The envelope had my name and Marlene’s address on it, and the return address was accompanied by the loopy script of a name I almost recognized. “Cadence Highwater,” I read aloud. It took me eight seconds to process this. I finally realized that this was a letter from my… sister. The one my parents had failed to tell me about. “Why should I read it?” I asked Marlene.
She clasped her hands in front of her, elbows on the table, almost as if she were ready to pray. “Heaven, she is your sister, whether you like to believe it or not.”
“Sisters earn that title. I don’t even know this person. I don’t owe her anything.” I knew I was being ridiculous, I could hear the tone in my voice, but I couldn’t stop myself. She reminded me of them, and how they lied to me, and that felt unfair. I felt bitter, betrayed.
“But do you owe your parents, Heaven? They wanted you to get to know her, that’s why they brought you together at their funeral. What does it hurt to read it?”
I slumped in my seat. “How did she get this address anyway?”
Marlene stood up and wandered into the kitchen. “I gave it to her.” She returned and set a sharp letter opener gently next to my arm. “I told her to write to you. I told her words are your weakness.” With that, she disappeared into her office.
“That’s totally not fair,” I said to the space she left behind. I picked up the letter opener and set it back down. I picked it up again and held it at the edge of the envelope, ready to slice it open. I set it back down again. I closed my eyes and breathed deep, envelope still in my hands. I picked up the letter opener and sliced right through the top of the envelope, pulling the letter out gently. It was handwritten on pretty sunflower stationery, in the same sloppy cursive as the envelope. Her handwriting looked almost identical to my mom’s.
Dear Heaven,
I know that you don’t have much interest in hearing from me. To you, I am the lie that your parents kept a secret. The only people you felt you could trust implicitly, and I am what they broke your trust for. I would hate me too.
But you are the only family I have left in the world. My adoptive parents, Cary and Debra, they were both in their 50’s when I came into their care, and they both passed away last year. Your parents were beautiful, Heaven. I was 16 the first time I even found out they existed. I’d suspected for a long time that I was adopted, due to my parents’ ages, but I chose to feed into the lie my parents gave me. It seems that parents lying to their children is not as uncommon as you would think. But when your mother wrote me that first letter, everything came together and it all made sense. And your parents never gave up on me. Every birthday and holiday, they sent me presents and money. When I turned 17 I left my parents, but yours continued to support me. I was broke, alone, and I even spent half a month in juvenile detention. But the letters never stopped coming, and they never stopped caring. And that meant more to me than anything. It was your father, actually, who finally convinced me to come back home to my parents and set my life back straight. That was almost two years ago. I got to spend those last months with my parents, and that is time I will cherish forever. I couldn’t have known they would pass, and if I’d still been on the streets, I might never have even heard.
So you are the only family I’ve got left, Heaven. You and your aunt Marlene. Maybe that doesn’t mean much to you, but it means so much to me. And I should probably tell you the real reason why.
A year ago, I was diagnosed with acute myelogenous leukemia. I have fought long and hard but the doctors tell me there is little left that they can do. They suggest that I prepare for the worst, and so I am. Maybe you don’t love me but maybe you could learn to. Please, Heaven. I need my family. I need you. Don’t make me face this alone. I just want to get to know you. That’s all I ask.
Your sister,
Cadence
Her words touched a deep, quiet part of me I didn’t recognize, and I cursed Marlene for letting Cadence in on my weakness. After a moment  of quiet contemplation, I knew that my parents’ betrayal had never really been a fault of hers. I’d known all along, but when you lose everything you have, you grip onto whatever you can find. I used my feeling of betrayal as a crutch to latch onto my anger. And that wasn’t Cadence’s fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault but my own. And who was I to deny her a family when I’d just lost most of mine? After a brief discussion with Marlene and grabbing a pen and paper, I wrote Cadence a short reply.
Cadence,
I don’t hate you. Not even a little bit. I hate rain, stoplights, ambulances, and black Buick LeSabres. Marlene and I agree - you should be with family. Come at your earliest convenience. We’ll see you when you get here.
-Heaven
I put the note in an envelope and walked down the yard to put it in the mailbox. I had just closed the lid and turned up the flag when I noticed the little girl across the street. Marlene’s neighborhood block was much like any other, but its eight houses were somewhat bigger than average and the yards somewhat wider. This little girl sat right at the edge of her yard though, right on the curb, staring down the street. She happened to glance over and see me staring, and she smiled and waved. I waved back tentatively. She waved me over. I hesitated a moment, then made my way across the street.
The little girl was not more than eleven, and she had waist-length, straight, orange sherbet-colored hair that cascaded down around her face, and big, thick bangs that hung just above her sapphire eyes. Light freckles dusted every visible surface of her pale skin. She had her elbows propped up on her knees and her chin in her hands. She appeared a little forlorn.
“Hi,” she said when I had gotten close. “I’m Rosebud.”
“Hi Rosebud,” I replied, sitting down next to her on the curb.
She paused to check the time on the Spiderman watch upon her left wrist and glanced down the street once more. “I know you just moved in across the street a little while ago. I’ve been watching you. I like to watch people.”
Feeling only slightly creeped out, I said, “Oh, yeah? What do I do?”
She leaned back, knees still propped up, and lay out across the prickly grass, her hair spilling like fire out around her. She rested her hands on her stomach, fingers laced. I followed suit. “Well,” she said. “You read. A lot. I mean, a lot a lot. And not magazines either, I’m talking big thick books that probably talk about really smart things. You have a new one every few days, so you must read really fast. And you’re always coming and going with that guy and girl - are they related, by the way? - and you’re always laughing and having fun when you’re with them but as soon as they’re gone, you get really sad and your whole body kind of sags. You’re like that most of the time, actually. The only time you don’t look sad is when you’re with them.”
“Uh huh,” I managed, slightly astounded.
She continued. “And sometimes at night I can see in your window before you close the blinds, and there’s all these boxes in your room. You don’t ever open them or put anything away, they all just sit there. I’ve only seen you open three boxes, and one of them was clothes, and the other two were books. I think the reason you don’t want to open them is because they are the reason you moved here and you didn’t really want to move here at all.” She smiled sheepishly, the smile of a little girl who has just been caught doing something she wasn’t supposed to. I should have been creeped out by her spying, but being that she was so young it was more funny than creepy. And if I’m honest, enlightening.
I turned my head toward her. “You’re pretty smart, kid.”
“I try,” she grinned.
“How old are you?” I asked, adjusting one arm and placing it under my head.
“Ten. How old are you?”
“Seventeen.”
There was a break in the conversation and in the silence I’d begun to count the freckles on her face. I had reached fifty-two when she finally said, “You know, there is one thing I don’t know about you.”
“What’s that?”
“Your name!”
“Oh!” I laughed. “It’s Heaven.”
“Like, Heaven in the clouds, Heaven?”
“Yep, like that.”
“That’s a weird name.”
“Yeah, it really is. So, Rosebud, am I the only person you watch?”
“Oh no, you’re not that special,” she said, quick as a whip, “I watch everyone.”
“Will you tell me about them?”
She gave me a huge grin and sat up straight, pointing to the house three doors down from mine. “The old lady that lives there has fourteen cats. I counted each and every single one. I don’t know all of their names, but I know that there is a Rufus, a Jingles, a Junebug, a Whiskers, and a Putt Putt. The lady next to her has three kids, and far as I can tell, she’s not married. I don’t know their names because when she shouts for them all she ever says is ‘KIDS! COME INSIDE!’ They never listen and usually she has to come out and get them.” As she said this, three little children, all under about seven, ran out the front door. There were two boys and a girl. The boys ripped a Barbie doll out of the girl’s hand and she ran inside screaming. “Then next to them is this old man, and he lives alone too. He likes to read the Sunday paper with his breakfast and he has a cat named Scurry. I think he and the old lady should get together, but I don’t think they’ve ever even met. Then there’s your house.” The sun was setting behind Rosebud’s house and it was casting this soft orange glow on Marlene’s house. Maybe I was biased, but I thought Marlene’s house was the prettiest of the neighborhood. It was two stories, with beautiful woodwork trimming and a slanted gray roof that perfectly complemented the baby blue walls. Of course, Marlene made good money writing her bestsellers so she had the means to keep her house in good shape, while clearly others on the street had less means or maybe cared less and didn’t bother.
She continued. “Then next to you is a man with a big grey dog. I mean REALLY. BIG. He seems pretty nice though, he comes out and plays with his dog in the front yard sometimes. I think he and the lady with the three kids should meet. I see them look at each other sometimes when he’s out playing with his dog and she’s out watching her kids play, but they never say hi. Which I think is crazy. I mean, it’s just a word. It’s not hard to say. Hi, hi, hi. I don’t understand what holds everyone back from saying hello.”
“People are silly,” I offered.
A post office truck passed by us on the street slowly. She glanced at her Spiderman watch once more, and something about the time seemed to upset her because she groaned and flew back down to her spot on the grass, where her fire hair fell in tangles into the grass. “You’ve got that right.”
I recalled that when I spotted her, she’d been staring down the road, not at her neighbors. So I asked her, “So are you waiting for something?”
She eyed me suspiciously. “How did you know that?”
“When I came out, you weren’t people watching. You were... road watching.” It occurs to me every day that I’m not as clever as I like to think I am.
“Oh. Yeah, I’m waiting for a package. From my dad. It was my birthday last week. He said he was sending me something in the mail.”
I heard the screen door to Rosebud’s house shut and turned around to see a middle-aged woman standing on the porch. She had a baby on one hip and macaroni in her hair, the same color as Rosebud’s, but very curly. “Rosebud,” she said, surprising me with her calm and commanding voice. “Who’s your friend?”
Rosebud stood up with a graceless twirl and motioned me up too. “This is Heaven. She just moved in across the street.”
“Three weeks ago, actually,” I said, “but basically, yeah. Maybe you know my aunt Marlene?”
The woman smiled warmly. “Oh yes, Marlene. She’s lovely. Where’d you move from, Heaven?”
“Los Angeles.”
She nodded. “Must be quite a difference,” she pondered, lost in thought for a moment. “Well, have you and Marlene eaten dinner yet?”
“We haven’t, no.”
She smiled again. “Excellent. Maybe you’d like to join us? We’re having-”
“Macaroni,” Rosebud interrupted. “I know because there’s some in your hair.”
She laughed. “Yes. I know it’s not a gourmet meal, but it’s what the girls love.” The baby on her hip was playing with a toy sailboat, and she had the same curly orange hair as her mother. She giggled when her mother laughed. “It should be ready any minute, if you want to go get your aunt.”
“Sounds great,” I said, and she went back inside. Rosebud joined me as I walked across the street.
“You know, I like to read too,” she said suddenly.
“Do you?”
“Yeah. Maybe you could lend me some books sometime,” she said.
I smiled. “Definitely.”
Rosebud wasn’t wrong about the state of my bedroom. One wall of the room, the one opposite the window, was almost completely hidden by boxes. Rosebud followed me into the house and up to my room, and plopped herself down on my bed. “It looks different from the inside,” she said, glancing around. I grabbed a brush from my adjoined bathroom and ran it half-hazardously through my hair as I crossed the hallway and knocked on Marlene’s door. No answer.
“She must be writing,” I said, and left Rosebud, who had begun to peruse my bookshelf, in my bedroom. Down the stairs, through the kitchen, behind the garage, and into the den. Marlene likes her seclusion. I came to the doorway and found it open, where usually it was closed. Marlene was hard at work... playing solitaire. “Blocked?” I laughed.
She glanced up sheepishly from the screen. “A little, yeah.”
“What are you working on?”
“That’s the problem... I still don’t know.”
“I can see how that might be difficult to write about,” I mused.
She smiled. “So what’s up?”
“I’m assuming you know the family of gingers across the street?”
She grinned at my word choice. “In fact, I do. Denise and her girls. Why?”
“They’ve invited us to macaroni,” I said, coming over to turn the screen off of her computer. “Come on. Human interaction might do us both some good.”
We collected Rosebud, who had seven of my books in her arms, and made our way across the street. Rosebud walked right in and we followed suit. “Hi Denise,” Marlene greeted Rosebud’s mother.
Denise smiled in response and asked Marlene, “Red wine, right?”
To which Marlene laughed and answered, “Yes please.”
Rosebud ran off down a hallway and when she reemerged the books were gone. “I promise to take good care of them and bring them all back when I’m done,” she said to me, then took my hand and led me to the dinner table, where Denise had set five places, four with chairs and one with a high chair for the baby, whose name I learned was Iris, and that she was almost two. Rosebud requested I sit next to her, so we sat and Marlene did too as Denise scooped macaroni and green beans onto our plates, then poured herself and Marlene two big glasses of wine.
I stole a minute to take in my surroundings. Their house was small but charming, painted with bright colors and decorated with brighter ones. The dining table and office desk shared a room, which Denise later explained was because there were only three bedrooms and this way the girls could each have their own. The desk was littered with papers of all shapes and sizes, and I could also see a basket of yarn and a transparent plastic cabinet of craft supplies nearby. Above the desk was a giant world map, with 37 pins in it, each placed strategically above some place in the world. Eight of them were green, the rest were red. All of the green ones were placed randomly in the United States. One of them was pinned to Oklahoma.
“So, Heaven,” Denise says from her seat next to Marlene, wine glass tipped lazily in her hand. She had a total of five stains on her light purple tank top, and the solo piece of macaroni was still taking up residence in her wildly curly hair. “Have you thought about college?”
“Yes,” I answered, after swallowing my bite of green beans. They needed salt. “I’m probably going to go here in Oklahoma instead of moving back to L.A. I’d rather be where family is. If I get accepted, anyway.”
“I’m certain she will,” Marlene adds, “but she seems less sure.”
“I don’t have a lot to go on. I’m not sure what the benchmark is for Oklahoma universities. I’m an average student and I don’t have any redeeming talents.”
Marlene shook her head. “Now that’s just not true,” she said, but she didn’t elaborate.
“So it’s just the two of you, huh?” Denise asked. “That must be pretty nice.”
Marlene grinned. “It is nice, but it won’t be just the two of us for long. Heaven has a sister, Cadence. She’ll be coming to live with us very soon. Then it will be just the three of us for the summer.” She smiled again and downed the last few swallows in her glass.
“That’s sweet,” Denise responded, taking a small sip of her wine.




Chapter Four.
As it turns out, Marlene was wrong. Not even a week later, Marlene and I were having dinner in her yellow-painted dining room when we saw headlights flash on the window and heard a car pull into the driveway. Marlene got up and peeked through the blinds. “I think it’s Cadence,” she said.
We both went outside. It was definitely her. She had pulled up in a barely running, rusted station wagon that looked like it had been to hell and back more than once. She turned the engine off and emerged from the car looking tired and pale. Honestly she didn’t look much different than she had looked at the reading of the will. “Hi!” she exclaimed, much more energetically than her appearance agreed with. “I’m sorry it’s so late-” (it wasn’t, it was only 7:32) “-we would have gotten a hotel room but I didn’t know where to find one and they’re usually not clean enough for me to stay in, according to the doctor.”
Marlene and I had both caught it and glanced at each other when she said it, but it was Marlene who asked, “We? Who’s we?”
“Oh.” Cadence glanced toward the backseat sheepishly. “I’m so sorry to spring it on you. I wasn’t sure if I’d still be welcome.” She gently opened the back door to reveal a tiny sleeping child in a car seat. “This is my daughter, Bliss.”
Bliss had the same gently curly honey hair as her mother, and she was drooling onto the knitted blanket tucked in around her as she slept.
Marlene didn’t hesitate. “Of course you’re still welcome, Cadence. Of course.”
Cadence breathed a deep sigh of relief, as if she had truly believed we would have turned her away because of her child. “Thank God,” she said, smiling.
We moved toward the car and started pulling boxes from it and setting them on the porch, leaving Bliss for last so as not to wake her. Cadence pulled out her purse and some blankets and bags from the trunk, but even those seemed to put such strain on her that it looked like she might fall over, so Marlene and I grabbed them as well and put them with the boxes. There were a total of two small boxes, three medium boxes, and four bags that we placed inside the foyer.
“Thank you,” she breathed heavily, and took a seat on the porch swing. She turned to me and said, “I’m so sorry to be such a burden, but would you mind getting Bliss out too? I’m just not sure I have the strength in me tonight to pick her up.”
“Yeah,” I said, walking to the car and gently unbuckling the car seat. Bliss was stirring in her dreams but even as I lifted her up and rested her on my shoulder, she remained asleep. Marlene retrieved a playpen from the trunk at the request of Cadence, and a diaper bag from the front seat. We all went inside. Marlene set up the playpen in the den, where we had transformed Marlene’s office into a somewhat livable bedroom for Cadence. Cadence gingerly arranged her blankets in the bottom of the pen and they both backed away quietly as I rested Bliss there as gently as possible. She didn’t even stir. I stared at her precious sleeping face for a moment, unsure yet of how I felt about this unexpected turn of events, but now that I look back I’m pretty sure I already loved that little girl. But I haven’t reached that part yet.
As Bliss slept and Cadence rested for a moment on the couch in the living room, Marlene and I brought everything else inside. When we had finished, we returned to find that Cadence had dozed off, and not knowing if we should touch her, I laid a blanket over her and we left her as she was.
I woke the next morning to the smell of bacon. I climbed down the stairs to find Marlene at the stove and Cadence biting hungrily into a piece of bacon, while Bliss sat on the table in front of her, covered in some kind of lumpy oatmeal-like substance. They were all still in their pajamas. It was 9:57.
When I came in and sat down next to Cadence, she looked at her bacon a little guiltily. “Technically I’m supposed to be eating really healthy. But I think I should be able to enjoy the time I have left, shouldn’t I?” she asked rather shamefully.
I smiled at her and her bright brown eyes, ever so similar to mine, smiled right back. “No judgement here,” I said, grabbing one of her five pieces for myself and chomping down on it.
Bliss exploded with a jumbled mess of baby jargon and giggles, and patted her mother’s face with her oatmeal-coated hands, leaving a glob of stickiness on Cadence’s cheeks. “Yes, baby,” Cadence cooed, smiling at her daughter with the biggest grin I’ve ever seen anyone give another person. Bliss’ dark green eyes were still caked with sleep boogers and her hair was a tangled mess of dark curls, but her eyes were shining happily. She had no idea what was really going on, just that she was alive and her mom was alive and they were together and for her, that’s all that mattered.
I had half expected her to have the same chocolate brown eyes as us, but when I realized she didn’t, I wondered who her father was. “How old is she?” I asked Cadence.
“She’s almost one.”
Marlene placed a plate of eggs and three slices of bacon in front of me, then sat down across the table with her own plate. “Morning,” she said cheerily.
“Morning,” I replied. I turned back to Cadence. “Do you mind me asking who her father is?”
Cadence sighed lightly. “I don’t mind. But I have to be perfectly honest… I don’t truly know. I think I know who it is, but I got pregnant with her at a time when I was really messed up. I can’t be certain because I couldn’t get any of them to take a blood test.”
I was a little surprised. I mean, she had mentioned being on the streets and going to Juvenile Detention in her letter, but maybe her time away from home was more serious than she let on. “Oh,” was all I said.
She glanced at me. “I left that life behind though, Heaven. Our… I mean, your father helped me see what I was doing wrong. He got me off the streets and made sure my baby was well taken care of. I owe them my life. Literally.”
“I believe you,” I said.
Cadence turned to Marlene then. “Don’t you have any children, Marlene?”
Marlene shook her head in response. “Never had kids. Never been married.”
I knew very little about Marlene’s love life, except that she never had much of one. My mom told me briefly one time that Marlene had only been in love once, and might never be in love again. She said, Sometimes there’s only one person for somebody. When you find that person, that’s it. They are yours. Marlene had somebody, but he passed away, mija. He sits with the angels now, and watches over your aunt. She doesn’t want anyone else, she said. She only wanted him.
Marlene jolted suddenly in her seat. “Heaven! You’re late for school!”
“Oh,” I said, also suddenly remembering that it was a weekday. I sprung from the seat and ran to get dressed. When I returned, Cadence had retrieved two gift-wrapped presents from her things and placed them on the table.
“Before you go, I got you both something.” She smiled. “I don’t really have much and I’m saving the money from your parents for Bliss, so they’re nothing special. But I wanted to repay you in some way for taking me and my baby in.”
One box was long, the other was quite small, no bigger than a box of chocolates. She pushed that one toward me, the other toward Marlene. I opened mine. It was a leather journal. Marlene opened her box to reveal a bottle of wine. She looked amused. “Cadence, I think you may already have me pegged.”
Cadence laughed weakly. I thanked her and put the journal into my bag, quickly saying goodbye to them both as I rushed out the door.
✽✽✽
 
“Why didn’t you tell us before?” Liberty Bell asked me, looking a little hurt. We were sitting behind the bleachers in the football stadium, cutting fifth period. At the end of lunch I had finally revealed to them that I moved because my parents died and told them about Cadence, but when the bell rang Liberty Bell decided we weren’t done talking about it,  so we didn’t return to class.
“I don’t know. I didn’t want your opinion of me to be outweighed by your pity for me.”
“It wouldn’t have,” Bobby said. Liberty Bell and I sat against the wall and he faced us, the bleachers rising up behind him. There were thirty rows. I glanced up and he was watching me. “We wouldn’t have pitied you at all.”
Liberty Bell scrunched up her face. “Yes, we would have, you weirdo. It’s really sad that it happened to you. I can’t even imagine what losing my parents would feel like. But he is right, we wouldn’t have let our pity change our opinion of you.”
Half a minute passed and nobody said anything. Bobby munched on the remainder of his Doritos and Liberty Bell took a few small sips of her green tea. I saw four bugs crawl around us.
“So… what is she like?” Liberty Bell asked.
“Who?”
“Your new sister.”
“Oh.” I shrugged. “She seems nice, I guess. She seems really sick, but then we knew that she would. She seems like she’s probably a good mom.”
“What?” Bobby asked, confused.
“Oh, I forgot to mention that part. She has a kid.”
Liberty Bell snorted some of her green tea out of her nose and onto Bobby’s face. Unfazed, he used his sleeve to wipe it away and repeated, “She has a kid?!”
“Yep,” I said, stealing one of his Cool Ranch chips.
“How old is she?”
“Twenty one.”
Liberty Bell scoffed. “Why does none of this concern you?”
I shrugged again. “I’m just getting used to unexpected life changes, I guess.”
They shook their heads simultaneously and it was one of the first times since knowing them that they’d ever seemed like twins to me.
“That’s what’s sad,” said Liberty Bell. “You’re used to it, but you shouldn’t be.”
“I blame the rain,” I said.
✽✽✽
 
Liberty Bell and Bobby invited themselves over for dinner that night. Marlene didn’t seem to mind and Cadence was actually excited to meet my friends. She greeted them as enthusiastically as she could manage, but she seemed even weaker tonight than the night before. Bobby took to Bliss immediately, and Bliss clung to him like a moth to a flame, fascinated.
“She doesn’t meet a lot of men,” Cadence explained. “So when she does, she gets enthralled.” Marlene made rosemary chicken and potatoes and poured some wine for herself and Cadence, who drank it happily. It’s probably one more thing she wasn’t supposed to be having, but who was I to reprimand her?
Marlene was trying out a recipe she saw on the cooking channel, a first for her. In my time with her so far, I had found that Aunt Marlene really loved to watch cooking shows. More than she loved any other kind of show. At least, it seemed that way since she was constantly watching them. She’d say, “I think I’ll make sesame chicken tonight,” or, “Heaven, how does blackberry pie with homemade ice cream sound to you for dessert?” But she rarely cooked. She only liked to think about cooking, to talk about it. She never actually picked up a spatula for anything more than bacon or pancakes. She was not like my mother in that way.
My mother was a master in the kitchen. While her background was not forced upon me growing up, being that my heritage was evenly split between her loud, colorful Latina culture and my father’s quiet, humble Japanese culture, she still found ways to teach me what my abuela had taught her. We often ate filling meals like feijoada de domingo, though her most common meal was the simple but delicious arroz con frijoles. I did not take after her, nor share her love of cooking. Take-out was my personal chef of preference.
It’s one of the ways in which my mother and I differed so starkly, causing sometimes loud arguments in the kitchen when I refused to learn her meals. It’s one of the ways in which I wish I’d taken more time to get to know her.
Cadence had sweet-talked Bobby into feeding Bliss, but it didn’t require much because he was just as enthralled by Bliss as she was by him, and she was wiping potato bits all over Bobby’s face and clothes, but he didn’t even seem to mind. Liberty Bell chuckled at her brother and shared a glance with me, whispering to me under her breath, “Lady killer.”
But Bobby caught the whisper and very maturely spit his tongue out at his sister, which Bliss witnessed and then imitated, causing us all to laugh.
After dinner, Marlene commented how nice it felt outside, so we decide to sit on the porch and catch the last few rays of the sun before it set behind Rosebud’s house. A summer breeze rolled through under the porch awning and cooled down the night air. It was quiet for a while, our voices unnecessary as we listen to the music the cicadas make under the porch, until Cadence said good night and carried Bliss inside. Still silence. But Liberty Bell never was one to exercise self control when curiosity was knocking at her door, so she asked me bluntly, “Is Cadence going to die?”
I didn’t answer at first, the gravity of the answer weighing down my tongue. I glanced at Marlene, glass of wine perched on her lips, but she watched me and waited for me to respond to my friend. I carefully pushed the word out. “Yes.” I didn’t really know what that meant yet. I didn’t even really know what the sudden death of my parents meant yet, so how could I anticipate what it would be like to literally watch someone die?
Bobby looked up then and asked, “What will happen to Bliss?”
I stared at him but I wasn’t really seeing him. I sighed. “I don’t know.”
Before too long, they said their goodbyes and we went back inside.
Marlene returned to the kitchen and poured herself a second glass of wine from the bottle Cadence had bought her. “You seem to have made really decent friends, Heaven,” she commented. I nodded. “I’m glad,” she said. She tipped her glass back and took a long sip.
Marlene and I sat for three minutes in silence as I stared at these cat figurines Cadence had set up on the kitchen island, in a way to add her own decor to the place. They were carved out of marble and there were three of them. Their hands were all strategically placed, one covered its eyes, one covered its ears, one covered its mouth. They reminded me of my mom, and all her similar little trinkets tucked away in the boxes in my room. Someday I’ll donate a lot of those things, but I'll keep the cats.
In those three minutes, Marlene took eleven sips of her wine, lazily staring into the distance, the two of us comfortably sitting quietly. No need for conversation. I had been afraid before moving here with Marlene that being a writer she’d want to talk about feelings and stuff, but as it turned out she’s just as terrified of real conversation as I am.
Lucius, aptly named, ambled over and hopped onto the bar, wagging his pickle-stench butt in Marlene’s direction. She reached out and gave him a lazy, wine-drunk scritch.
It occurred to me that I’d never even noticed before when she would visit us in California that my aunt was something of an alcoholic. A glass of wine a night might be healthy, as some would say, but two glasses a night is pushing it if you ask me. Though I guess I can’t really judge. I wondered briefly if she drinks because she writes, or if she writes because she drinks. Were the two synonymous? “Marlene,” I said. “Why do you drink?”
She looked a little surprised, but thankfully not offended. She pondered the question for a moment, staring down at her almost empty glass. “Why does anyone drink?” she responded. “To numb the pain.” She downed the glass and we both went to bed.
✽✽✽
 
The chapel was filling quickly. Large and loud families were filing in one by one, taking their seats and opening their programs. We sat in a room downstairs in alphabetical order. We were waiting for the signal to get up from our rows and file neatly into the chapel. Liberty Bell was a National Honor Society student, which meant she got to wear a fancy white collar over her gown and sit in the front rows. She was in the row in front of me, two seats to the right, and Bobby, just a regular average student like me, was in my row three seats to my left. He had removed his cap and a teacher came up to tell him to put it back on. He did, but as soon as she turned away, he took it off again. He looked over at me and winked.
I had found out three days before that the mysterious girlfriend of Bobby’s that neither he nor Liberty Bell would fess up about until I bugged them was in fact a grade above us, and would be sitting out in the audience. Her name was Melonie and supposedly she fell for Bobby’s forearms long before she fell for his personality. But as this fact was delivered by Bobby and not Melonie (whom I still had not met), I didn’t give it much merit.
The teachers gave the signal and we all took to the stairs, staying as much in order as possible as we ascended and slowly we made our way into the center of the chapel and sat down in our assigned seats. According to Liberty Bell, the only high school in Shawnee holds their graduation ceremony in the chapel at the local university because there’s not enough room at the school to hold all of the students and their families. Seemed to me by the number of people standing around looking for seats that there wasn’t enough room here, either.
There was a guest speaker and then the valedictorian gave her speech, after which the principal said a few words and then names were being called and suddenly I was getting up and walking on stage and shaking hands and crossing my tassel from one side of my cap to the other and then it was over as soon as it started and I was surprised by how quickly it went by. Then I had to sit for twenty seven more minutes while everyone else’s name was called. Afterward, Marlene and Cadence and Bliss were waiting outside and Marlene took lots of pictures of us together and then she took pictures of Liberty Bell and Bobby and me, then Bliss and me, and then I met Melonie and she had bright red hair and big teeth and suddenly she was taking pictures with us too, then Cadence took over the camera and got some of Marlene and me, and soon enough Marlene was tearing up, then Cadence was tearing up and Liberty Bell was full-on crying, and Bobby was trying not to let on that he was sad too, and eventually Bliss started crying because everyone else was crying and I was the only one standing there looking like the dry bottom of the Grand Canyon. Cadence took two more pictures which made a total of forty nine and finally everyone stopped crying and we heard someone nearby say, “Ice cream, anyone?” which made us all want ice cream, so we climbed into our separate vehicles and drove to a place called Braum’s, which apparently had the best ice cream around and when I tasted it I knew they were right, and I began to wonder why they didn’t have Braum’s in Los Angeles. Then I remembered that I lived in Oklahoma now so it didn’t matter whether or not they had one in L.A. because I could get their ice cream here anytime I wanted, so I ate all of the peanut butter cup ice cream in my cone which had fourteen peanut butter cups in it, then I had the last of Liberty Bell’s and fed twelve tiny bites of ice cream to Bliss and enjoyed the rush of the evening and tried to forget the ache in my chest that kept reminding me how much my parents would have loved this.
✽✽✽
 
“We. are. graduates!” Liberty Bell was singing to the tune of “We Are Family” by Sister Sledge, a little off-key. “My brother, my friends and me!” She was driving, I was in the passenger seat, and Bobby and Melonie were in the backseat making out. We were headed toward Liberty Bell and Bobby’s house, where their parents were throwing a graduation karaoke party. Marlene and Cadence were invited as well, so they and Bliss were in Marlene’s car, not far behind us. It was just starting to get dark out and we were all still in our graduation gowns.
When Liberty Bell realized she couldn’t remember the rest of the song, she just kept humming the “We are family” bit over and over again until we got there. They lived in a fancy, doublewide trailer in the next town over, McLoud. Liberty Bell told me that technically they’re supposed to go to McLoud High School, but that Liberty Bell’s mom wanted them to go Shawnee High School because that’s where the old governor’s daughters had gone to high school and it was “well taken care of,” so her mom used her friend’s address so they could go to Shawnee High. She also told me that she and her mom “don’t really get along,” but that’s a story for another day.
We pulled onto their gravel road and that’s when Bobby and Melonie came up for air. There were a lot of guests crowded around a bonfire in a field beside the trailer, most of them holding beer cans and all of them cheering as we drove up. We got out as Marlene’s car pulled up behind us and a bunch of people I didn’t know rushed up to us clapping and cheering and yelling, and some beefy guy with a thick mustache shoved a beer into my hands, which I replaced into the ice chest when he wasn’t looking. Bobby and Liberty Bell introduced me to everyone but I forgot most of their names quickly, then we went inside where a little girl was screeching a Justin Bieber song into a microphone while the TV blared a NASCAR race in the background. Marlene walked in behind us with Bliss in her arms, and Cadence followed shortly.
We all ambled into the kitchen where Liberty Bell and Bobby’s mom, Dakota, hugged me and apologized for not meeting me after the ceremony because they had to leave as soon as it was over to come set up the party. She had the same dark straight hair as Liberty Bell (without the colorful streaks) but blue eyes instead of green. She wore a strapless shirt and shorts and she was barefoot and she had a tattoo on her right arm with Liberty Bell and Bobby’s names, and a barbed wire tattoo around her left wrist. She held a beer in her left hand and a large salad fork in the other, making a gigantic salad the size of my head. There were sixteen chunks of apple in it, fifteen when she picked one up and popped it into her mouth. Then their dad, Tobey, walked in from a bedroom behind the kitchen and he was kind of a stocky guy with a short beard and a mustache and he wore a black T-shirt, jeans and cowboy boots. He had on a NASCAR hat with a big number 48 on it. He had a tattoo sleeve. He grinned at us when he walked in. “Welcome to Oklahoma,” he said.
“Thanks,” I mumbled, but I’m not sure he heard me over the music. The song changed suddenly to a slower beat and I glanced over, surprised to find that Cadence had taken over and was singing a sweet ballad by Dolly Parton. She actually had a really pleasant voice and for three minutes and forty-seven seconds, everyone in the vicinity had turned their attention toward her and were listening to the soft sound of her voice. Then her song ended and everyone went back to what they were doing and Cadence gave the mic back to the little girl who put on a Katy Perry song.
There were 23 adults total at the party. Eight children.
Melonie got a text and showed it to Bobby, who turned to his dad and proceeded to ask if it was alright if he and Liberty Bell went to a party at Sal Branson’s house. His father was hesitant at first, mentioning something about this party being their graduation celebration, but he finally relented, saying to Bobby, “Just don’t drink and drive.”
“Got it!” Bobby exclaimed, and after getting an “It’s okay, we’re having fun! Don’t worry about us, this is your night!” from Marlene who’d already opened a beer, Liberty Bell, Bobby, Melonie and I all got back in the car and drove away.
Sal Branson lived only three miles away from them in another doublewide trailer. When we arrived, there were dozens of cars scattered around the road and littering the gravel driveway, and hundreds of teenagers roaming around the yard and in and out of the house. I counted up to seventy-two but lost track after that because half of them wouldn’t stop moving and I wasn’t sure if I was counting people more than once because I couldn’t really tell them apart. We went inside and Bobby and Melonie immediately disappeared down the hallway. Liberty Bell and I shared a glance and a nervous giggle.
We made our way down the hallway because almost everyone in the front room was already passed out. There were three bedrooms and a bathroom and two of the bedrooms had couples making out, but the third one had a small party of fun-looking people playing a game of Truth or Dare. There were four of them, two guys and two girls, sitting in a sort of semi-circle on the bed. Liberty Bell asked if we could join them and they said yes, one of the guys looking Liberty Bell up and down and offering her a joint. She declined, but agreed to take a beer, which she opened and took a small sip of. She passed it to me and I took a sip as well. It was utterly revolting but I took another sip.
We joined them on the bed. The girls were both stick thin and clad in tiny tank tops and shorts. One of them wore a pristine white cowboy hat over bleach blonde hair and cowboy boots, the other had her dark hair in a braid and wore flip flops. She was tan, but it was very natural. She looked almost foreign but something I couldn’t quite place, like Lithuanian or Polish or some other European ethnicity. The guys both looked like your typical football players, beefy and tough, but the blond one looked moderately coherent and the other, a brunette, looked not quite there, but that could have been a side effect of alcohol.
“It’s Ally’s turn to ask,” said the brunette male, to which the girl in the hat said “Ok… Liberty Bell. Truth or dare?” I guess Liberty Bell actually knew these people. I thought she was as much a stranger to them as I was.
Liberty Bell grinned and said, “Dare.”
Ally glanced around, then looked back at Liberty Bell and demanded, “Take five chugs of your beer.”
Liberty Bell did as she was dared easily, then grinned. “Alright, Dan,” she said, turning to the brunette guy. “Truth or dare?”
“Dare,” Dan said, and Liberty Bell dared him to take off his shirt. He did.
Shirtless Dan then said, “New girl. Truth or dare?”
I didn’t actually expect to get called on, so it took me by surprise. “Uh…”
“What’s your name?” asked the brunette girl.
“Heaven,” I replied.
“Heaven,” Shirtless Dan demanded, “quit stalling.”
“Uh,” I glanced at Liberty Bell, whose eyes almost begged me to say dare. “Dare.”
“Hmm.” He looked smug. “Let’s see. I dare you to lick your elbow.” Everyone turned to look at him a little incredulously and he exclaimed, “What? I couldn’t think of anything good under pressure!”
So I licked my inner arm (I couldn’t actually reach my elbow) and turned to the blond guy. “You,” I said.
“Joe,” he responded.
“Truth or dare?”
He looked at me firmly and said, “Truth,” unperturbed.
I glanced again at Liberty Bell then at the other girls, who seemed equally surprised at his choice. “Okay. Uh, what… what was… er… I wasn’t expecting Truth. Haha.” He grinned. “Okay, truth. What is the name of the last person you kissed, other than family?” I thought it was the lamest question on earth but no one else seemed to think so. They stared at Joe intently, waiting for his response.
He was quiet for a moment, eyes tossed to the side like he was trying to remember. Then he found it. “Oh. Ashley.”
“What took you so long?” the brunette girl asked.
He shrugged. “It’s been a while.” Her face scrunched up in surprise, as did the other girls’. “So how about you, Natalia? Truth or dare?” he asked her.
“Truth,” she said.
“Name your best lay,” he grinned.
She laughed. “It wasn’t you,” she said. “Jake Asher.”
It was his turn to look surprised. “Gross,” he said.
“Back to you Joe. Truth or dare?” she asked.
This time he chose dare. She stared at him seriously for a minute, then turned to me. I pulled back a little in trepidation. “Joe, I dare you to kiss the new girl.”
Shirtless Dan perked up. “Now we’re gettin’ somewhere.”
Liberty Bell glanced at me nervously but I was concentrating on the very cute blond guy inching toward me. “Is this okay?” he whispered, but I didn’t respond so he proceeded.
It’s not like I’ve never been kissed before. But I’d never been kissed by a complete stranger during a game of Truth or Dare. Even despite his overuse of tongue, it wasn’t bad. Though I might compare it to the sensation of kissing wet lettuce, if I’m being honest. Not the best kiss I’d have even that summer… but I’m not at that part of the story yet.
Then he pulled away and the game recommenced (after a hoot of congratulations from Shirtless Dan). He dared Ally, who truthed Natalia, who dared Dan, who truthed Liberty Bell, who truthed me (she asked me about any crushes I had and I said none, to which I got a lot of boos and I exclaimed “I literally just moved here!”), and I dared Ally, who truthed Joe, and so on and so forth. One hour and thirty seven minutes later, Ally had passed out, Shirtless Dan had passed out, Joe had left twelve minutes ago, and Liberty Bell had finally finished her beer.
“Do you guys wanna go chill outside for a while? I need a smoke,” Natalia said, and we agreed, leaving the two slumbering teenagers cuddling each other on the bed.
Natalia was pretty drunk, stumbling a little as we left the room, and she braced herself on Liberty Bell, who neatly folded herself into Natalia’s side as she helped her walk a little straighter. Natalia slid her hand into Liberty Bell’s back pocket and used her beer-soaked lips to whisper a soft “thank you” into Liberty Bell’s pierced ear. Liberty Bell grinned. We finally made our way outside to the porch where almost everyone had either left or passed out, though a few more groups of people were huddled around a dying bonfire someone had made in a metal trash can.
Natalia and Liberty Bell got comfortable on a white porch swing while I slid into a camping chair with a cup holder someone had left their half drunk beer in. I really might as well have not been there at all, though. Liberty Bell and Natalia were whispering together in hushed tones, and I have to admit, it seemed like a lot more than innocent gossipy whispering between friends. Natalia’s hand rested neatly on Liberty Bell’s inner thigh. I felt the urge to clear my throat, but I tried to ignore it. I succeeded for three and a half minutes but after a while my ankles were starting to itch and I was getting really tired and it didn’t seem fair that I was sitting there being ignored by Liberty Bell in favor of this much prettier, apparently much more interesting Natalia. So I cleared my throat anyway.
Liberty Bell seemed far away. “Hmmm?” She said, pulling away from Natalia’s mesmerizing eyes. She looked at me through a fog. “What time is it Heaven?” I glanced at my wrist, but I had forgotten my watch (something I really really hate it when I forget it).
“Probably time to go home,” I said.
“Oh,” she sighed. “Okay.”
She hugged Natalia goodbye.
We said goodbye to a girl named Laney who was trying unsuccessfully to wake Ally so they could leave, then found Bobby and Melonie tangled up in a bedroom downstairs (reclothed, thankfully), got in the car and left. I found myself driving them all home, returning to the Armstrong’s house to find Marlene still chatting away with their mother and father and Cadence asleep on the couch with Bliss asleep in her arms. I woke Cadence and roped Marlene away from her new friends, getting us all in the car and driving us home, deciding that Oklahoma was definitely, very much, overwhelmingly not what I expected.
✽✽✽
 
Rosebud approached me the next morning with a stack of my books about to topple out of her arms. I sat on the porch swing with Bliss, who was laughing hysterically every time we swung backwards and the world flew out from under her.
“I brought these back,” Rosebud said in place of a greeting. Her long fiery hair was sloppily thrown into half a ponytail and there were green paint stains on her blue shirt. “I promised I would,” she added.
“So you did,” I agreed.
She sat down on the porch swing next to us and made goo goo eyes at Bliss, who ate it up like banana-flavored baby food. (She loved banana-flavored baby food.)
Cadence opened the door then and joined us outside, taking a seat on the steps of the porch. “Hi there,” she said to Rosebud. She glanced at me. “And who might you be?” she asked her.
“I’m Rosebud. Heaven’s friend.” I smiled. “I live across the street, in that house there.” She pointed across the street but she was too busy entertaining Bliss to see where her hand was pointing and she pointed in the completely wrong direction. I laughed and pulled her hand so that it actually pointed at her house.
Rosebud looked up then and really acknowledged Cadence’s presence. “Are you Heaven’s sister? The one that’s sick?”
Cadence’s eyes go a little wide and she looked at me again.
I shrugged. “She does that somehow. She just picks up on things.”
Rosebud nodded very vigorously. “My mom told me I’m a people watcher.”
“You’re very good with Bliss, I see,” Cadence told her.
“It’s because I have a baby sister.”
“Oh, so your parents must be very excited to have a new baby, huh?”
Rosebud actually laughed at her. “Not my dad. My sister is the reason he left. Oh. Well and because my mom likes girls and not boys. But that’s another story.”
I widened my eyes then, and they caught Cadence’s, who looked equally shocked. We both laughed nervously.
“How do you know that about your mom?” Cadence asked her.
Rosebud brushed the hair from Bliss’ eyes and sighed. “I found a letter he wrote her after he left. I probably shouldn’t have read it, but. Oh well. Mom shouldn’t  have left it out. I think we are probably better off, but… it doesn’t mean I don’t miss him.”
“Rosebud,” I start. “Did he ever send you that birthday present he promised?”
She looked up at me, her eyes angry. “No, he didn’t. He lied.”
I nodded and sighed. “People do that sometimes.”
✽✽✽
 
In the dark that night, I awoke to a noise coming from the kitchen. I glanced at my phone with sleepy eyes. 2:32 am. I heard noises again. Curious, I got up. I found Cadence digging in the fridge in a soaked nightgown. “Cadence?” I whispered. She jumped, dropping a tomato on the floor, and whipped around. The wet clothes were clinging tightly to her curvy frame, her dark honey hair was slick with sweat and her skin seemed paler than usual in the soft light of the refrigerator.
“Heaven, you scared me!” she whispered back.
“Are you okay?” I asked. “What happened? Why are you all wet?”
She glanced down, as if she hadn’t even noticed she was drenched. “It’s called night sweats,” she sighed. She turned to pick up the mangled tomato and closed the refrigerator door. I turned on a small lamp on the kitchen island and we both sat down on the stools beneath it. “They’re normal for my condition,” she said, pulling a knife from a drawer and cutting into the tomato, slicing off the bit that smashed into the floor. “And I don’t know why, but tomatoes make me feel better. There’s probably no scientific explanation behind it, but they’re delicious,” she grinned, offering me one of the six slices. I took it. I never met a tomato I didn’t like.
She was still smiling, munching on one of the tomato slices. A trickle of tomato juice fell down her chin and she wiped it away happily. I just couldn’t get over how at peace she was with her life. She seemed to always be happy. It made me a little angry. She had been through hell, and she had a genuine smile plastered on her face at all times. I’d been through hell and the best I could manage these days was a fake laugh. She saw me frowning.
“I’m okay, Heaven. I mean, I’m not okay, I got the short end of the stick. But I’m gonna cherish that stick like it’s the best stick in the whole world. Cancer is kinda like love, Heaven. It grows even when you don’t want it to.” She paused for nearly a minute, contemplating her words. “I won’t leave this place a sunken ship with black sails. I have to show Bliss what it means to be a happy person, even in the face of horror, before I die.”
“I understand,” I said softly, but I really didn’t.
She smiled weakly. “No. You don’t.”




Chapter Five.
“So what do you think?”
Marlene glanced up at me from the papers in her hand. “This is your personal essay?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said. I had already sent most of my college applications in except for one or two, but I still wanted Marlene, the award-winning published author, to read through it and tell me if it was any good.
She was looking down at the papers again. She glanced up at me one more time. “Heaven, have you ever considered taking up writing yourself?”
“Not really.”
She smiled as she set the papers down. “You should.”
We were sitting at the table, Cadence and Bliss both napping on the Friday following graduation, when we heard three sharp knocks at the door. A brief pause. Four more sharp knocks. “I’ll get it,” I said.
When I opened the door, the person standing there was completely not who I was expecting. “Dillard!”
Dillard was standing in front of me, behind the screen door, black hair a little tousled and deep blue eyes smiling. The gash on his forehead had healed into a faint scar that snaked from his temple to his widow’s peak. He wore a pair of loose dark jeans and a black button-up shirt. “Hi Heaven,” he grinned. I stared at him opened-mouthed, until finally he said, “Uh, ya gonna let me in, Heaven?”
I opened the screen door and let him in. “Dillard, hi. Um. What are you doing here?”
“Well, I just graduated, and you just graduated, and I didn’t have anything to do this summer. And I’ve never been to Oklahoma, so I thought, why not make a spontaneous road trip to see Heaven?” He grinned again, glancing over at Marlene, who was still sitting at the table, watching us. “Hey Marlene,” he greeted her.
Him being here was already weird, but that knocked it out of the park. “How do you even know her?” I asked, still in shock.
He shrugged. “We’re Facebook friends.”
“Who’s this?” Cadence had sleepily come into the kitchen from the den and noticed Dillard.
“Uh,” I said. “This is my… my friend, Dillard. Dillard, this is Cadence.” I checked his reaction when I said, “My sister.”
I was pretty sure he’d had no clue I had a sister but he didn’t even seem fazed. “Cool,” he said nonchalantly, “nice to meet you.”
Marlene got up from the table to join us in the foyer. “So, Dillard. How long will you be here in Oklahoma visiting Heaven?”
He shrugged again. “Eh, I’m not really sure. I was thinking maybe the whole summer.” Marlene laughed when my eyes went wide.
“Really?” I asked. “That long?”
“You didn’t want me to come, Heaven?” He looked a little hurt.
“No, no, that’s not it. I’m just…” I stammered. I could barely get a grip on the situation. On the one hand, here was Dillard, guy whose best friend’s car murdered my parents. Though I’d told him no hard feelings, I couldn’t help but harbor a tiny secret grudge about it. I mean, I’m only human. On the other hand, here was Dillard, cute, kind of pudgy, slightly muscular black-haired, blue-eyed sweetheart who traveled all the way from California to Oklahoma just to spend time with little old me. “I’m just surprised that you’re here is all. It’s a good kind of surprised though.”
He smiled a half crooked grin at me. “Awesome.”
Marlene cleared her throat. “Where are you staying, Dillard?”
“A friend of my uncle lives here and he’s letting me crash with him.”
She smirked. “Been planning this trip for a while, huh?”
He smiled too. “Maybe.”
Twelve seconds of awful silence passed. “Uh,” I started. “Well Dillard, I was about to go hang out with some friends. I guess, do you want to come?”
“Yes!” he exclaimed, maybe more enthusiastically than he meant to because he followed it up with a more leveled, “Yes, that would be nice.” Followed by another (unfortunately) adorable half smirk.
Dillard had driven here in his dark teal Range Rover (okay, really?) and as I was still less than warm toward riding in cars after what happened, I let him drive us to LB and Bobby’s. I had plans to pick them up and we were all going to go bowling (a plan I had refuted, bowling being a game I found endlessly boring, but they insisted). We had barely been in the car fifteen seconds when Dillard asked, “So, when did you get a sister?”
“Uh…” I wasn’t entirely sure how to respond to that. “Last month?”
“She grew fast.”
“What?” I laughed, glancing over at him.
“Your month-old sister looks a lot like somebody in her twenties. Sorry, weird joke.”
“Oh, haha. No, I mean, I found out about her last month.”
“Ah,” he said, glancing at me with understanding deep blue eyes. I felt like I could drop a penny in those eyes and I’d never hear it hit the bottom. “Around the same time your parents passed,” he continued, not as a question but as a statement of fact.
“Yeah. Also, she has cancer. And a daughter.”
His eyes went kind of wide. “You’ve been having quite a year.”
“Yep,” I said.
“And then I show up on your doorstep,” he sighed, then chuckled a little. “Maybe I should have called first.”
I looked at him briefly and smiled, my first genuine smile in some time, then looked away sheepishly. “No, this is good. I’m glad you’re here.”
Liberty Bell and Bobby of course had all kinds of questions when they got in the car and found this new person in it. In the rearview mirror I caught Liberty Bell giving me a devilish smirk when I told them he was a friend from L.A. who had driven all the way down to see me.
“How old are you Dillard?” Liberty Bell asked, stretching out her seat belt so she could lean forward and talk to us.
“Eighteen,” he answered.
“You’re from L.A. too, did you go to the same school as Heaven?”
“Yep.”
“Have you lived there all your life?”
“Yep.”
“Did you know Heaven’s parents?”
“No…”
“How did you meet Heaven?”
“Uh…” He glanced at me, unsure if he should be honest.
I answered for him. “We went to school together for a long time, but the first time we actually met for real was the day my parents died.”
Bobby leaned forward dramatically, suddenly more interested. “Really?” he said. “What happened?”
Both sets of big green eyes were wide with excitement in the rearview mirror. “He was one of the passengers in the car that hit my parents. I walked with his stretcher to the ambulance. Then we talked in the hospital a few days later. The day of the funeral.”
Dillard looked at me with surprise. I guess he hadn’t known that part.
“Hmm. Interesting,” Liberty Bell mused. “What a meet cute. If it can even be called that. Considering it wasn’t very cute,” she rambled. She sat back in her seat, pressing her fingers to her forehead. “Just ignore me.”
“No problemo,” Bobby piped up, having also returned to a normal sitting position. “So I had another wild dream last night,” he said. I had learned that Bobby was practically famous among his family and friends for his ludicrous dreams. Since knowing him I’d heard about a lion that escaped from a zoo, a time-traveling donkey named Egretta, and a dream set in the future, when Earth is a space station. “So, last night I dreamed that I was munching on some banana pudding at work when a little kid came into the office, all by himself. He said to me, ‘I think I lost my tooth in here.’ So I stood up and helped him search for it. We found his tooth under some papers on my desk. Upon returning the tooth to the little boy, he suddenly turned into a large white dragon who then proceeded to eat my desk.”
Six seconds of silence passed until Liberty Bell said, “You need to cool it on all the Game of Thrones you’ve been watching.”
“Don’t judge me,” he remarked, and we all laughed. We pulled into the bowling alley.
“Did you bring shoes, Dillard?” Liberty Bell asked.
Dillard laughed. “Yes, I keep a pair of bowling shoes in my back pocket at all times.”
Bobby and Dillard seem to hit it off straight away. As we walked into the front doors of the bowling alley, they were already hunched together up ahead of Liberty Bell and I, feverishly discussing the latest episode of Game of Thrones and whether they faithfully followed the books.
We paid a very bored-looking teenager at the front and picked out our shoes, then grabbed a table near our lane. LB and I watched as the boys don their shoes and immediately start throwing large balls down a thin lane, trying not to hit the edges (unsuccessfully).
Liberty Bell turned to me while we wait for our turns. “So, why haven’t you told me about Dillard yet?”
“I still barely know him,” I said. “I didn’t know he was going to show up here.”
“You knew him in high school, right?”
I shook my head. “Not really. He hung out with the cool people. I hung out with my best friend Lila.”
She shrugged. “I didn’t really peg you for an airhead popular kid anyway. You’re not missing anything.”
“What do you mean?”
She sighed vehemently and nodded her head toward Bobby. “He’s a lot more ‘popular’ than me. Everyone loves him. He’s on the soccer team, he’s smart, everyone says he’s cute but honestly I don’t see it, and he’s super social.  But he likes to hang out with me, his sister, and not them. Nobody wants to hang out with me because I’m ‘weird and artistic.’ So they hold it against me. They literally hold it against me that I’m his sister. Like I’m taking him away from them.”
“Who is ‘they?’” I asked.
“You know,” she shrugged. “The ‘popular’ kids. The shallow athletic kids that rule the school in every cliche book and movie. The ones that steal your lunch money and laugh at the kids with glasses whose parents can’t afford contacts, the ones that take your paintings in art class, rip them up and shove them down the drain.” She glanced toward Dillard, and I began to feel like I knew Liberty Bell a little bit better than I did before. “So I think you’re wrong about him. He’s not like them.”
✽✽✽
 
After losing miserably at bowling and Dillard dropped me off at home,  I came home to an upsetting sight. I came into my room and set my stuff down and almost didn’t notice Cadence was already in there… going through my parents’ boxes.
“What the hell are you doing?” I said through gritted teeth, slamming the door the rest of the way open.
She jumped, a guilty smile on her face. “Oh God,” she said, hand fluttering to her chest, “you scared me!”
“Maybe because you were doing something you shouldn’t. Like going through someone else’s stuff.”
She looked down guiltily. “I’m so sorry Heaven. I honestly thought you wouldn’t mind.”
“These are my parents’ things. They don’t belong to you. Get out.”
She scrambled to replace the things she had taken out of the boxes but I said, “Just leave it. Get out.” She bit her bottom lip and nodded tersely, quickly maneuvering around me and out the door. In the hallway she stopped and said to my back, “I just wanted to get to know them a little better. That’s all.” She stood silent for another eleven seconds. “Heaven, look at me.” I refused to turn around and face her. After seven more seconds, she walked away.
I approached the mess of things on my bed. I hadn’t gone through any of their belongings yet, not even as I packed them. It hurt too much. Cadence had opened a box labeled “Mom’s Stuff.” She had pulled out a handful of pictures, my mother’s hair brush, her pearls, a stack of letters, a pad of legal paper, and some perfume. I shut my door then sat down on my bed, gathering her things around me. The perfume was her exact smell, but smelling it reminded me most of the days she didn’t wear it, like the weekends she and I would spend the entire day watching television on the couch in our pajamas while Dad was at work. Or the day she sat by my hospital bed and held my hand while they put fourteen stitches in my chin. Or the morning before she died, when she rushed me out the door so I wouldn’t be late for the bus, and she still had her nightgown on and she hadn’t brushed her teeth yet, and she smelled like strawberry shampoo and men’s aftershave, and she gave me a quick, tight hug and a “Have a good day” as I pounded down the pavement on my way out.
Her hair brush still had a few of her fine dark honey hairs in it. I set it to the side and picked up the stack of letters. There were twelve letters, and eight of them were from Aunt Marlene. I recognized her handwriting instantly. The most recent one was dated almost seven months before the day of the crash. I pulled it out of the envelope.
Hello beautiful.
I talked to Maria today and she told me this story about her three sons when they were five, seven, and eight. You remember Maria, right? Anyway, her story reminded me of that time when you were eleven and you decided you were going to climb that gigantic tree in Oak Park. You didn’t even make it seven feet high before you were falling, and I was looking up at you as you climbed and when you fell, you tumbled right on top of me, breaking my nose with your shoe and breaking your own arm as you tried to brace your fall. I had a bruise on my butt for a week from a stray acorn that was crushed beneath me as we both hit the ground hard. Despite all of this, it’s a good memory. We both wound up broken, but better for it. And Dad gave us both ice cream to ease the pain.
Sometimes, Gabriela, I miss them so much it hurts. And other days I can’t even remember Mom’s face. Or the color of her eyes. Or how long her hair was in the end. On those days it doesn’t seem to matter. But on the days I miss her, it feels like the worst thing in the world, that I can’t even remember her, yet she left this giant gaping hole right in the middle of me.
Sometimes I just want to curse him for leaving. Yell DAMN YOU at him, Damn you for leaving so soon. Damn you Mom for not taking better care of your heart, damn you Dad for going away when he lost her. Damn both of you for not finding enough reason in your two daughters to stay.
But I don’t do that. Instead, like yesterday, I go visit her grave and leave a bouquet of lilies. I’m not even sure she’s here, watching us, caring about us. For all I know, she’s just dirt in the ground. But I hope that she is.
I still send him letters. I know he gets them. I hope he reads them. But all I ever get in response are postcards. Postcards! He doesn’t even have the decency to write his daughter a letter back. I throw the postcards away, eventually. I don’t want them in my house, if he doesn’t want to be in my house. I’m ashamed of this man we called our father. What a fickle coward. I hope he stays there, and keeps his stupid postcards.
Anyway, my darling Gabriella...
Let me know how my stunning niece Heaven is doing. Ben said something to me about her wanting a car for her next birthday. Let’s try to make this happen. She’s almost a grown woman, she needs responsibilities of her own. Hope to see you soon. Please come visit.
Love, your sister,
Marlene
P.S. Have you heard from Cadence lately? How is she?
P.P.S. Thank you for the wine you sent.
Marlene’s stunning prose never failed to bring me to tears, but yet again I refused to cry. I guess it made sense that Marlene knew about Cadence all along. She was, after all, Mom’s sister, and was probably there when Mom gave Cadence up for adoption. To be honest, there were probably signs my entire childhood, I just didn’t know what I was looking at. Whispered phone calls, hushed conversations, that time Dad went on a “business trip” for a week when I was eleven. Dad’s a teacher. I doubt they even have business trips. All that counting I’ve done, and I never added that up.  
I shuffled through the rest of the letters but none of them seemed very important. I picked up the photographs. They were all of me and Dad. Mom was always the one behind the camera, very rarely in front of it. But there was one picture in the back of the set that had all three of us in it. We were all wrapped up in winter clothes, hats and scarves and boots and giant coats. It was snowing all around us. I was about seven in the picture, and they had picked me up and squished me between themselves for the picture. Mom was smiling, looking at me, Dad was grinning, looking at her, and I had my mouth open, catching snowflakes on my tongue and in my curly hair. I remembered this day. We were visiting Aunt Marlene for Christmas. We went to the park to take pictures in the snow. We built snow forts and snowmen and then I built a snow cat so my snowman would have a friend. Marlene took the picture.
I picked up my mother’s pearls gingerly and set them aside with the other things. I laid back on the bed and thought about them for a while, my parents, until I finally got up and made my way to the kitchen. Marlene and Cadence were sitting at the island, a glass of wine in Marlene’s hand and an oreo in Cadence’s. Bliss was in her new high chair, munching on a banana. “Cadence,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
She smiled sadly as I sat down across from them. “Nothing to be sorry about.”
“There is though. I shouldn’t have yelled at you. You were just curious. And honestly you have just as much claim to that stuff as I do.”
She patted my hand. “I don’t, actually. But thank you for the sentiment.”
We all had dinner together before Cadence retired to her room with Bliss and Marlene went upstairs to try to write. I sat by myself for a while in the dining room, just thinking. But then I noticed something on the fridge. I got up from the table and approached it, it was clasped to the refrigerator with a magnet shaped like a cat. It was a postcard. It had palm trees on the front and big yellow letters that read “Thinking of you.” It was ripped in the middle then carefully taped up, as if perhaps it was ripped in half out of anger, then taped up with sorrow and guilt. I flipped it over and realized that it’s dated two weeks after the death of my parents. There’s no note on the back, just Marlene’s address and one handwritten name:
Fernie.
Not dad. Fernie.
I went back upstairs after dinner. I pulled the journal Cadence bought me out from under the papers I’d thrown over it on my desk. I picked up a pen and started writing.
I made a list. A list of things I didn’t understand, so I can cross them off when I finally do.
1. Mom's addiction to cherry lip gloss
2. Why Cadence has cancer
3. Why is Dillard here
4. Why does Liberty Bell even like me
5. Marlene's postcard
After that, I just kept writing and writing, and I didn’t stop until it felt right.
✽✽✽
 
Dillard showed up the next morning with what he claimed to be a “brilliant plan.” He picked Bliss up, giving her an eskimo kiss that she giggled at, and announced, “I think we should all go to the zoo.”
“All of us?” I asked.
“Yes!” he grinned. “You, me, Marlene, Cadence, Bliss, Liberty Bell, Bobby, and anyone else you want to bring! Like one big, happy family!”
I raised my eyebrows at him but didn’t object. He personally called Liberty Bell and Bobby who were ecstatic and arrived within twenty minutes. We were all piling into two cars when I realized someone very important was missing, so I ran across the street and knocked on the door. Denise answered, clad in a juice-soaked apron and her pajamas. “Hi, Heaven. What’s up?” she greeted me.
I smiled as sweetly as I could muster. “Well, my family and friends are all going to the zoo today and I wondered if you might let Rosebud join us.”
She matched my smile. “I’m sure she’d love that. Rosebud!” she called toward the hallway. “Want to go to the zoo with Heaven?” There was a small crash that came from down the hall, then complete silence for eight seconds until we both heard a sharp whizzing sound as Rosebud sped down the hallway and out the door, past her mother and me until she was climbing into the car with Liberty Bell, Bobby, and Dillard. “I guess that’s a yes,” Denise laughed. “Could you call me when you get there so I know you didn’t die in a fiery car crash on the way there?” she smiled.
I flinched.
"Oh," she murmured, her face turning red. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean it like that."
It's okay.” I said. “Of course I'll call you.”
I don’t think Dillard had planned on the fact that this was a hot summer day and the locals had all decided to bring their entire households and extended families to the zoo that particular day. It was wildly crowded. We were waiting in the ticket line for at least twenty minutes and Bliss was starting to get fussy in Bobby’s arms when we finally reached the window and purchased our tickets. Rosebud grabbed my hand and rushed me through the entry area that had a floor painted as a giant world map, pulled me toward the entry gates and finally, into the zoo. Everyone else was still several steps behind us when she stopped short.
“What should we visit first! I really love the giraffes but the elephants are great too! Then there’s snakes and the lizards and the frogs and the turtles and the hippos and the birds and the gorillas and NO WAIT I know what we should go see - the LIONS!”
She stared at me expectantly but didn’t even seem out of breath. “Okay,” I said, “lions it is. We’re going to see the lions first,” I said to everyone else as they approached.
“Fantastic!” Dillard beamed.
Cadence was pale and slightly out of breath as she struggled to push the stroller toward us, but she agreed with a smile, “Yes, lions!” Liberty Bell patted her hand and took over control of the stroller, at which Cadence gratefully sighed and grinned.
As we walked toward the lion area, Rosebud was still talking a mile a minute. “I’m so excited to be here my mom never lets me go anywhere and just forget about my dad taking me somewhere and this is the first time I’ve been anywhere in FOREVER and I’m so excited oh I said that already okay and I think we should see the giraffes next because they’re the most magical creatures on the whole face of the planet and I can’t believe they don’t live in America you know full-time like in American safaris they have those right-”
“Wow,” Dillard said to me, walking to my left. “Do you think she’s excited to be here? I don’t know, she seems kind of disappointed to me.”
“Completely apathetic,” I agreed, “It’s like she didn’t even want to come.”
He laughed. He had the most unique laugh of anyone I’d ever met. Bubbly, but controlled. Genuine and honest.
The lions were roaming around in their cage when we reached them. A female dipped into a neat pool of cool water at the inner wall of their chamber and shook the droplets loose, which splattered half-hazardously onto the glass in front of her. Bliss shrieked with an ear-splitting laugh and clapped excitedly. “Cat!” she kept shouting. “Cat! Cat!”
Cadence, whose hair had previously been down but at some point had inconspicuously put itself into a high ponytail, waved a paper fan she made out of a zoo map in front of her face as she leaned down to the stroller and said, “No, baby, that’s a lion.” She pointed at the lioness. “Can you say ‘lion?’”
“Lion!” Bliss mimicked.
“Good job!” Rosebud also leaned toward the stroller, as everyone else began to move back toward the path. “What else can she say?”
Cadence stood up, taking the stroller handle into her delicate and pale hands. She wore a thin silver ring with a dolphin on it that I had never noticed before. I wondered briefly if I had simply never noticed, or if this was the first time she’d worn it in my presence. “She doesn’t say a whole lot,” Cadence answered Rosebud as we followed the others toward the ape enclosure. It was called the “Great Escape.” Cadence smiled at Rosebud and continued. “She definitely knows how to say ‘no,’ and ‘mama,’ and ‘bite,’ ‘cookie,’ ‘cat,’ ‘baba,’ which is our word for food, ‘gaga,’ which is our word for poop,” here Rosebud giggled, “‘cup,’ ‘hi,’ ‘bye-bye.’” She was ticking them off with her fingers as she listed them, pushing the stroller in front of her with her stomach. It kept veering off to one side and she’d have to grab it with one hand and straighten it up. “And she growls a lot when she’s angry,” she laughed. “But even though she’s incredibly smart, I mean, she walks really well, when we watch a movie she actually sits and watches it, and all that, but I feel like she isn’t talking as much as she should. But the doctors say every child develops at a different pace, so I shouldn’t worry quite yet. I still do though.”
Cadence was looking a little worn out so Rosebud took over the stroller. We passed a water fountain and Cadence flocked to it like a moth to a flame. “It is way hotter than I expected today,” she said when she returned to us. Her bangs were matted to her forehead and she had started to get visible sweat marks under her arms and on her tank top in the area beneath her bra.
“Cadence,” Marlene approached her, “are you feeling alright?”
Cadence perked up. “Of course! Just a little more exertion than I’m used to. I’ll be fine.” We continued on and reached the Great Escape, a small air-conditioned building that centered the ape enclosures. Cadence took a seat on one of its wooden benches while the rest of us approached one of the glass walls.
There were two gorillas, a mama and a baby. The mama gorilla was looking very serious, watching as her baby swung around playfully on the ropes hanging about the enclosure. I pointed her out to Dillard. “She doesn’t like it when he’s monkeying around.” He smirked at me, and Liberty Bell gave me a skeptical look. “What?” I said. “It’s a pun.”
Dillard laughed. “I give you an Ape-plus for that pun!”
“Oh Jesus save me,” Liberty Bell said, but she was grinning. The baby gorilla had stopped swinging and was now snacking on a piece of orange-colored fruit. Possibly mango, but it was hard to tell..
“It’s so cuuuuuuute,” Liberty Bell squealed, resting on her knees directly in front of the baby. Rosebud had joined her and they were both making funny faces at the gorilla. Marlene and I had just started laughing at them when a sharp and upsetting gasp from Bobby caught my attention.
“Cadence!” he shouted, and at this I whipped around to find that Cadence had collapsed in an unconscious heap beside the bench. We rushed to her. Marlene calmly handed her cell phone to Liberty Bell and told her to call an ambulance. Bobby took Bliss to the other side of the building. Dillard crouched behind Cadence and propped her limp body up into his arms. Rosebud grabbed Cadence’s hand and held on to it. Marlene checked her pulse and made sure she was still breathing.
And I just sat there.
Vacant.
Clueless.
Helpless.
The zoo emergency staff reached us before the ambulance did. They rushed Cadence, Marlene and I in a golf cart to the front of the zoo where we met the ambulance that was waiting for us. “Only room for one,” they said, so Marlene climbed into the back of the ambulance. The vehicle clamored away and I waited silently at the gate for the others to catch up to me. It took them seven minutes and thirty two seconds to reach me. Rosebud was silently crying, a surprise to me since she didn’t really know Cadence. Bobby was still clutching tightly to Bliss, and Liberty Bell was pale and clinging firmly to Bobby’s free arm. Dillard approached me and sat quickly on the bench next to me and wrapped his arm around me. I let him. “Let’s go,” he said, and we did.
✽✽✽
 
Cadence was admitted into room 124 after her trip to the emergency room. The doctors told her that she had not had enough fluids and it had wreaked havoc on her already frail system. Her oncologist in L.A. was called, and he demanded she stay one night in the hospital for observation, then she could be discharged but with strict instructions of house arrest and bed rest requirement.
Marlene had already left to go home when I reached the hospital room. Liberty Bell had driven me to the hospital after we dropped everyone else off, and she was waiting with Bliss in the lobby for me to return. I knocked softly on Cadence’s door and she responded with a weak, “Come in.” She was watching an I Love Lucy rerun when I opened the door. She had an IV in one arm and a pulse monitor clamped onto her finger. She laughed at something on the television, then turned to me to say, “Hi Heaven.”
“Hey,” I answered. I tried to think of something else to say, but nothing came to mind.
She smiled briefly. “That was scary, huh?”
“Kinda, yeah,” I said.
She sighed, and patted the arm of the chair next to her bed. “Sit down. We should talk.” I took a seat in the plush purple chair. It was more comfortable than I thought it would be. She took a long look at me. “You’re shaking,” she said softly.
I glanced down to see that she was right. I hadn’t noticed. She smiled again, but weakly. “I don’t know if it was obvious in my letter, Heaven. So I want to be perfectly clear.” I looked at her expectantly.
She sighed. “This cancer is going to kill me.”
I said nothing.
“And it’s going to do it soon.”
I took a breath, not realizing I’d been holding it in. “Why don’t you do chemotherapy?” I asked her.
She sighed. “I did chemo for a long time. It wasn’t helping. This cancer is too aggressive. I told them I didn’t want to do it anymore, and I stopped going to appointments. They told me I had seven months, at best. That was five months ago.”
I tried to hold her strong brown-eyed gaze, but I couldn’t do it, and I shifted my eyes to the TV. “Okay,” I said.
“I know that information might be hard to process.”
I nodded, shifting my eyes back to hers. “Yes.”
“But it’s what’s going to happen, and I want you to be prepared.”
“Okay.”
She leaned deeper into her pillow. “I called a lawyer. He is going to come to the house. We’re going to adjust my will.” I frowned. “I think we should talk about our parents’ will too.”
“Why?” I asked, and when I did, my voice broke. I choked back a cough.
“They left things to me that I won’t need. We need to figure out where they should go. I want to leave them to Bliss, but… she’s not even one yet.”
“Okay.” I said.
“So I’m gonna leave them to you. And I’m also going to leave you with the most precious thing I own, Heaven. I want you to take care of Bliss when I die.”
Suddenly I couldn’t swallow this lump that had appeared in my throat. “What?” I croaked. “Why?”
“I can’t even pick up my daughter anymore.” I didn’t say anything, but only because I knew this was true but didn’t want to admit it. She went on. “You’re my sister. You’re her aunt. If you can’t do it, I can leave her to Marlene. But I want it to be you.” I stared at her silently. “Can you at least promise me you’ll think about it, Heaven?”
I nodded. “Yes, of course. I’ll think about it.”
“Will you bring Bliss in?” she smiled.
“Yeah,” I said.
I found the siblings in the lobby with Bliss but Dillard had disappeared. “She wants to see Bliss,” I told them. Dillard snuck up behind me and squeezed my shoulders, and I jumped.
“Sorry!” he exclaimed, grinning sheepishly. “I didn’t mean to startle you!” I turned around and Dillard was clad in a white doctor’s coat that he had found who even knows where, with a stethoscope around his neck and a name tag that said “Dr. Adrian Masterson” clipped to his pocket.
“Dillard, what are you doing?” I said flatly. “You’re not a doctor. You can’t wear that.”
“No,” he laughed. “I’m not a doctor. But I’m a good-looking man, and according to Grey’s Anatomy those are basically the same.”
I shook my head, smiling slightly, while Liberty Bell burst into laughter behind us. Her innocent disregard for the situation punched me in the gut. “You’re going to get in trouble,” I said. “I don’t need that right now.”
“Okay,” he said, surprising me by leaning down to give me a quick kiss on my forehead. “I know. I’ll go put it back, okay?”
“Thank you,” I told him, and turned around to retrieve Bliss from Liberty Bell. I brought her to Cadence, leaving them alone for a while. After forty six minutes, we all went home. Well, all except for Cadence.




Chapter Six.
The hospital released Cadence the following day. As promised, they discharged her with strict instructions for a healthier diet and mandatory bed rest. Cadence agreed to obey but upon returning home immediately admitted to us that she had no intention of maintaining a healthy diet, sticking to her personal mantra that her life would be short and she would eat what she wanted. Marlene and I conceded to this, however, we strictly forbade her from leaving her bedroom except for the occasional bathroom break, so we set her up with a TV in her room and purchased her own Netflix account for all the instant streaming she wanted.
Marlene also brought down a copy of every single one of her books and as well as multiple other books she wanted Cadence to read, and bought her a little bell to ring if she needed anything and purchased a new toddler bed for Bliss to go right next to Cadence’s bed. She laughed when she saw it all and said she’d never felt more comfortable in her entire life. Then she cried and we hugged her and Marlene made dinner and we all ate quietly, except for Bliss who laughed and said “No!” every time Cadence tried to give her a bite, and after dinner Cadence sleepily retired to her room.
The following morning I had an interview for a job at the library. Dillard had found out about it and for some reason insisted on driving me to it, even though it was only two short miles away and I could have easily driven myself in Marlene’s car. He arrived at the house at 8 AM, even though the interview wasn’t for another hour and a half. “You’re early,” I said, still in my pajamas. “I haven’t even gotten ready yet!”
He laughed and his forehead crinkled. “I just wanted to make sure I wouldn’t be late! I guess I got a little ahead of myself.”
“Whatever,” I smiled, and left him to his devices in the foyer while I returned upstairs to shower. The water was sickly cold at first but it quickly turned warm and I hopped in. Though I knew it to be a necessary daily task, lately I’d grown to hate showering. I would dread it all evening and all night, only showering in the morning at the last possible minute when I had somewhere to be or people to see. In the shower I was the most alone, the most vulnerable, the most empty. It’s where I felt everything. I don’t know, maybe something about the way the hot water mixing with the cold air lifted into steam pulled the emotions out of me. It came slipping back to me, as quickly as the water rushed over my skin. The leathery cushion against my legs. The back of Dad’s head. Mom’s laugh. The cold rain staining the window. The smell of exhaust. The rev of an engine. Loud crashing noises banging on my door.
No, that was an actual knock on the bathroom door. “Yes?” I said, accidentally swallowing half a bucket of water in my surprise.
“You alright in there? You’ve been in there a while,” Marlene called from the hallway.
I assured her I was fine, finished showering and grabbed a towel.
When I emerged, freshly showered and dressed and perfumed, I found Dillard in Cadence’s room playing with Bliss and watching Frasier with Cadence. I glanced at my phone, 9:15 AM. “You ready?” I asked him. He looked up, surprised to see me, his eyes bright with the last remnant of a laugh.
“Yeah, let’s go!” He stood up, kissed Bliss on her forehead, and we left.
“Take a right up here,” I said a few minutes later. “The library is on the left.” He pulled up in front to drop me off. “I’ll text you when I’m done and I’ll wait out front for you,” I said to him as I gathered my things and rushed out the door.
“Good luck!” he yelled to me as I escaped into the revolving door of the library.
I’d been here only a few days before but I still felt that same rush I feel every time I enter a room full of books - like I’ve just entered another realm. It’s like I could feel the worlds within every spine on the shelf pulsating toward me, calling out to me, whispering my name. I’ve gotten lost in libraries before, lost inside whole other realities and magical galaxies full of fresh faces and new friends… old ones, too. To me, there was nothing more magical than the way a book captured every essence of who I was without saying a word about me at all.
The lady at the front desk, Joann, sent me to a small room with a desk and a chair at the back of the library, where Mrs. Canton was waiting for me. “Hi there!” she smiled. Her curly red hair was pulled up into a loose top knot and she wore thick black eyeliner with that “flick”  style that I’ve never been able to master and bright red lipstick. She lifted a purple coffee mug that said “World’s Best Librarian” to her bloodstain lips as she said, “You must be Heaven.”
“Yes ma’am, that’s me.”
“Why don’t you have a seat?” she said.
I obeyed. I pulled out a copy of my resume for her and handed it her way. “This is my resume. It lists each of my previous employers as well as my skills and assets.”
She pulled her thick green glasses up over her hair and glanced down at it. “Yes, I see. Very impressive. I see you worked at a movie theater in L.A. for seven months at the age of sixteen, then at a library from age sixteen to March of this year. Why did you leave the library there in L.A.?”
I made sure to maintain eye contact with her because Marlene told me when I talked about the crash I had a tendency to look down at my feet. I looked straight into her eyes and said quickly but strongly, “My parents passed away in March. I had to let my job at the library go. They wanted me to stay, but it was necessary for me to move here to Oklahoma, so I gave notice and moved. Now I’m here.” I mustered a sad smile.
“Oh dear. I’m very sorry about that. That must have been hard.” She matched my sad smile with one of her own, one of understanding and empathy.
“It was. It is. But I want to move on and let the past be the past. I have a deep love for literature and books are a passion of mine. This is why I’m here, at your library.”
She grinned. “That’s great. I love to hear that young people still have an appreciation for literature. Well Heaven, I just want to run a quick test of your alphabetizing and chronology knowledge and if all looks well, I’d really like to bring you on as a new member of our staff.”
I smiled. “That’s great.”
After having me put some books in order first by author’s last name and later by Dewey Decimal System chronological order, she asked if I could come in the next day and handed me a schedule. “Thank you, Mrs. Canton. I really needed this pick me up.”
She smiled a wide smile, teeth and all. “It’s my pleasure to have you on board, Heaven. Call me Patrice.”
✽✽✽
 
Liberty Bell and Bobby dragged an unwilling Melonie and me and a very enthusiastic Dillard to the local skating rink that night, Star Skate. Dillard tried to be what he called “chivalrous” and pay mine and Liberty Bell’s way in (Bobby had already paid for Melonie), but being somewhat feministic we both refused his money and split his ticket two ways, then paid for our own. He smiled a half grin and said to me, “You continue to surprise me, Heaven.”
I rolled my eyes and grabbed some skates.
Dillard and Bobby spent most of the night racing, which actually turned out well because Melonie, Liberty Bell and I spent most of the evening sitting at a table with an order of nachos and jalapenos (for Melonie) and chatted. I’d never really had much opportunity for girl chat because Lila and I had never really had that kind of friendship, and I’d never felt quite close enough to anyone but my mom to spill my secrets.
“So, what’s your story, Heaven?” Melonie asked me as she shoved three juicy jalapenos into her mouth at once. She barely even winced. I couldn’t understand it; I’d accidentally gotten a droplet of the juice on my pinkie finger when reaching for a chip and practically choked on my own tongue trying to swallow a gallon of water after I had I licked it off and my mouth burst into flames.
“There’s not much to it,” I responded.
Liberty Bell rolled her eyes because she had heard that response before. Melonie was persistent though, and her deep blue eyes sparked with the excitement of a challenge. “Ooooh, a guarded one, are we? We’ll see about that,” she laughed, whipping her head back to pop two more green jalapenos between her big but beautiful teeth. She held one on her tongue for a few seconds before chomping down on it and swallowing. She looked back to me, staring at me with her eyes in tiny slits, her long, fire engine red bangs that brushed her eyebrows flinching every time she blinked. “Where were you born?”
“L.A.” I answered.
“Where did you grow up?”
“L.A.”
“Where did you go to school?”
“L.A.”
She began to lose a little of her resolve. “Where… did you meet Dillard?”
“L.A.”
She raised an eyebrow. “How long have you two been dating?”
I choked on my spit but it may as well have been more jalapeno juice with the spectacle I made of it. “We’re not dating,” I managed between coughing fits. “Where did you even get that idea?”
She raised an eyebrow again, but this time less as a challenge and more as a question. “Well, he came all the way from L.A. to see you. I just figured.”
“You figured wrong,” I said, having finally caught my breath. I took a long drink of water from my cup and pressed my hand to my cheek. “So wrong.”
She gave me another eyebrow raise and I began to wonder if she was doing it voluntarily. “Does he know that?”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
Liberty Bell chimed in. “Well, it’s kind of obvious he likes you Heaven.”
“He just met me, he doesn’t know anything about me.”
“Like that makes a difference to a guy,” Melonie smirked.
“Yeah, Heaven. I mean, he just met you, but he followed you like thirteen hundred miles just to see you. I mean, you said he knew your name before you even knew his, didn’t you?” Liberty Bell said.
“What?” Melonie looked intrigued. “Tell me more about this.”
I shot Liberty Bell a look and regretted telling her how Dillard and I officially met.
“There’s not much to-”
“If you say ‘there’s not much to tell’ one more time I’m gonna sock you in the boob,” Melonie intoned.
I tried to scoot away but the bench was attached to the table so I didn’t get far. “Okay, okay. I’ll tell you. Just don’t punch me.”
She grinned. “Okay then. Go ahead.”
“Um, well, to put it simply… I don’t know if Bobby told you, but my parents died in a car accident in March…” Here she just nodded with an emotionless face to confirm knowledge of this, “and he was one of the people in the other car. He was the only one that made it in the whole wreck. Well, they were carrying his stretcher to the ambulance truck and I walked with it to the ambulance and he was barely conscious but he said ‘Heaven.’ And at first I thought he was talking about like the spiritual Heaven or whatever but then later I found out he was just saying my name.” I paused, hoping that would suffice.
Liberty Bell prodded me with her eyes. “Go on.”
“Okay well then at my parents’ funeral I was getting very claustrophobic so I went for a walk and wound up in front of the hospital which is where Dillard was so I went up to see him and the door slammed and it woke him up and he said my name which is when I knew that it wasn’t Heaven like ‘up there’ Heaven when he said my name on the stretcher but it was actually my name so I guess he knew me from school or something but we’d never met. So we talked for a bit about the wreck and then he asked if he could call me so I wrote down my number but he never actually called, then he showed up on my doorstep in Oklahoma and that’s pretty much the whole synopsis of our relationship.” I realized when I finished that I hadn’t been breathing while I spouted this nonsense, so as I took a couple of deep breaths, Melonie and Liberty Bell stared at me with bewildered expressions on their meticulously painted faces.
“Speaking of the devil,” Melonie murmured. I turned around to see Bobby and Dillard skating out of the rink and speeding toward us. Bobby landed next to Melonie on the bench with a loud clank, planting one sloppy kiss on her ear as he did. Dillard slid in gracefully next to me on the other side of the table from them.
“Whatcha girls talkinbout?” Bobby grinned. I’d found during my time in Oklahoma that nearly all locals left the g off their “talkings” and the a off their “abouts,” so I’d gathered that, rather than leave the pause of a space between the two words as would be expected, they simply combined them into one easy, understandable word, “talkinbout.” I had found this to also be true with “I was going to” becoming “I’s gonna,” “coming around” becoming “cominround,” and “I was about to” becoming “I’s fixin’ to.” The last one still evaded my understanding but I suppose it all matters where you come from.
Melonie smiled devilishly, giving him a quick jalapeno peck on the cheek. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”
The boys ordered some nachos for “sustenance,” scarfed them down then dragged us out onto the rink. Liberty Bell found a tall handsome guy who’d brought his little brother to skate and talked him up for the rest of the night. Bobby monopolized Melonie while he taught her to skate backwards, and Dillard stayed faithfully by my side as I clung nervously to the rail at the edge of the rink.
“I don’t like this,” I said. He laughed. “I’m not kidding.” He only laughed again.
“Come on,” he said, grabbing my hand. “You can’t cling to the sidelines all the time. Sometimes you just have to take the risk. It will make or break you.”
I didn’t release my grip on the rail. “Oh, it will definitely break me. I’m guessing it’s going to be my leg.”
He grinned. “Heaven,” he leaned in. “Trust me.”
For some strange reason, I did.
He tugged me out to the middle of the rink. I felt like I was going to vomit. “If I fall,” I breathed erratically, “I’m taking you down with me.”
“You won’t fall. I’ve got you.” He held both of my hands and skated backwards in front of me, pulling me along. “Use one foot to push yourself,” he said. “Then let yourself glide on that momentum, and do it again.”
I was surprised to find that this method worked. “Hey, I’m doing it,” I smiled.
“Yes, you are!” he said as he let go of one of my hands to high five me. But before I had a chance to, his skate slipped and he went toppling backwards, pulling me down with him. I landed with a thick thud onto his stomach.
“Sorry!” I panicked, trying to get off him but not finding any hold underneath my skates. There was pain on his face but he was laughing through it. I started to laugh too and stopped struggling.
“Heaven,” he said, a laugh still lingering in his eyes, “it’s okay.” He sat up, and I scooted onto my knees in front of him.
“Did you hit your head?” I asked nervously.
“No,” he beamed. “I caught myself.”
“Good,” I said, attempting to get up again. His hand stopped me.
“Hey,” he said. His smile was gone.
“What?”
“There are tiny flecks of green in your eyes,” he said. Then he grinned.
I blushed. “Um, okay.”
“Heaven,” he started again, as he helped me up then got up himself, “we should have dinner tomorrow night. After you get off work.”
In my head there were a million excuses rushing around and my tongue kept trying to land on the right one, but I heard myself inexplicably saying, “Okay.”
“Okay,” he said, still smiling. Then we skated back to the table, where the others had begun taking off their skates and gathering their things as the closing announcement rang out.
Melonie gave me a smug look.
“Shut up,” I said.
“What?” she shrugged. “I don’t even need to say anything.” She laughed and grabbed her purse, bounding to the door with her deep red hair flying out behind her like an evil cape.
✽✽✽
 
“Do you like seafood?” Dillard asked me the next evening as we got in his car.
“Uh, sure, I suppose. I always liked Bubba Gumps in California. My parents actually took me there every year for my birthday.”
He frowned. “Well, they don’t have a Bubba Gumps here.”
“I know,” I said. “I checked.”
“Since I don’t really know what’s around here I asked Bobby where was somewhere nice to take you and he suggested Red Lobster. They have some in California but I’ve never been, so I don’t know how good it’s going to be. Not to mention being in a landlocked state…”
“Dillard,” I started, causing him to glance at me from the driver’s seat. “You really don’t need to go to any trouble. Anywhere is fine with me.”
“Well,” he said, “The way I see it, fine isn’t good enough.”
I laughed. “Okay.” I made a quick reflection check in the side mirror to make sure I wasn’t sweating off the layers of makeup Cadence had insisted on coating my face with. I barely even wore mascara most days, but she wanted to apply foundation, and powder, and blush, and eyeshadow, and eyeliner, and lipstick, and a lot of other things that I wasn’t even really sure what they did. I had to admit, I looked pretty damn good. But it felt very… not me. And it was making me as nervous as a pig being sent to the slaughterhouse. Liberty Bell’s phrase, not mine.
I’d been so nervous dressing up because Cadence tried to convince this was a date and I wasn’t sure I was ready to call it a date. But I had pulled on my only pair of cute underwear, my lacy blue ones, the ones no seventeen-year-old should own, the ones Lila had dared me to buy two years ago at a JC Penney’s in the mall. The just-in-case ones. My hands were shaking while I did, and I wondered if I should even be wearing them.
Cadence had picked out my dress. It was plain, and black, and made me look curvy. “It’s not the one I wore,” she had said, “you know, to their funeral.”
“Okay,” I’d said.
“I just wanted to make sure you knew. This is a different black dress.”
I stared at myself in the mirror, studying my wide hips and ample breasts, my slender legs and flabby stomach. The black dress kind of cinched everything together, and I had to admit, I looked amazing. But the longer I looked at the dress, the more it looked like the one hanging in the back of my closet, the one that visited my parents’ funeral with me inside it. “I think I should wear that red skirt instead,” I told her. It was what I wore now in the passenger seat of Dillard’s car. Red skirt, white blouse, black ankle boots, Cadence’s makeup.
“You look awesome,” she had beamed. The outfit wasn’t me, but I couldn’t take away her smile so I wore it anyway.
Dillard’s reaction to the complete Heaven makeover? “Um, you look nice.”
Which in Heaven Brain meant, “Ew, you look weird.”
We arrived at the restaurant and were seated at a tiny table in the middle of the room with two tiny chairs. We ordered our food and we waited quite some time for it, making small talk about the weather and LB & Bobby. When it was finally brought to us, Dillard said to the waiter, “You know what? Can we get this to go?”
I gave Dillard a look of surprise. The waiter was a little stunned but agreed and returned five minutes later with our food in three to go boxes and our ticket. Dillard left two twenties on the table with a note on the receipt that said “Keep the change” and a smiley face, then we bagged our boxes and took off.
“Where are we going, Dillard?” I asked him as we got into the car.
“It’s a surprise,” he grinned. He drove down the main road in town for a couple of miles before turning right onto a poorly-lit street called Benedict. It was surrounded by neighborhood houses for a mile or two but soon the land stretched out around it and we were driving through farmlands, fields and woods.
“Dillard, if you’re taking me out here to murder me, I swear in the name of me above I will end you.”
He laughed. “No, Heaven. I would never. Bobby just showed me this spot the other day and now I want to show you.” I hadn’t realized they had been spending so much time together away from me. It seemed odd to me, that my friends were friends with each other. It’s kind of like how I used to think teachers were, when they weren’t with you they didn’t really lead their own lives, they just sat in a corner and waited until class started again the next day. It felt kind of the same with friends. If they weren’t hanging out with me, they were sitting and waiting around for the next time they got to hang out with me. I realized how selfish that seemed, so I made a mental note to find out more about what my friends did in their own time.
After several miles of dark woods and farmland, we came to a gated area. Dillard got out to check it and he gave me a thumbs up when he found the gate to be closed but not locked. He pushed it open and I drove through. He closed it behind us. After Dillard got back in the car and drove us around a short bend to a small parking lot under the heavy cover of trees, I said to him, “Dillard, this is really weird. Why are we here?”
He parked and placed his hand over mine. “Heaven, please trust me.”
I stared at him warily. “Okay. But I’ve got mace in this purse Cadence made me bring.”
He laughed. “Good. Safety first.” He grabbed the bags of food and got out of the car. I followed, keeping my purse close to me and my hand inside wrapped around the pepper spray can just in case. As I got out I noticed that there were a few other cars parked there as well, and I could hear faint music and laughter coming from somewhere near us.
I followed him out of the parking lot and onto a sandy area still covered in trees with picnic tables scattered around. “Where are we?” I whispered. He motioned me forward a little more. I emerged from under the tree cover and was met with the beautiful sight of a dark lake lit up by the stars. “Oh,” I said.
We slipped our way down a slightly steep sandy hill and could see two groups of people sitting around campfires in lawn chairs. The nearest group had a stereo, and Garth Brooks poured through the speakers like whiskey.
Dillard had grabbed a blanket from the back of his car and now laid it down in front of us, as close to the water as he could get without getting the blanket wet. It was a cool gray and was embroidered with the letters “CSU” in gold, which I could only assume stood for California State University. He sat down at the edge of the blanket and placed the food in the center of us, and started pulling boxes out of bags. “We forgot silverware,” he laughed.
I smiled and sat down. “Oh well, we’ll just have to eat with our hands then. Forks didn’t exist for eating until like 1700 years ago so we can channel our ancestors.”
He laughed. He pulled out his phone and opened an app that simulated the sounds of a campfire and set it between us, and I giggled.
“So,” I said, digging into my shrimp scampi with my fingers, “are you planning on going to CSU, Dillard?”
He looked confused. “How did you-” I pointed toward the large embroidered gold letters bright under the moonlight in the corner of the blanket. “Ah. I see. Well, no, my dad went to CSU. That’s where he wants me to go to. He went into law, he wants me to go into law, you know. The whole father-son-argue-over-college sob story.”
“What do you want to do?”
He smiled sheepishly. “Err-” he stammered.
“It’s okay,” I said. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
“No,” he said firmly. “I do want to tell you. I want to study art history.”
I laughed.
“What?” He looked hurt.
“No, I’m sorry. That’s not funny at all. I just half-expected you to say something like, I don’t know, rock star. Or astronaut. Or actor. Or something equally unattainable. But art history - that’s easy. Why are you ashamed of that?”
“I guess it’s not that weird. I’m just a guy, you know, and I have a certain reputation to uphold…”
I laughed and so did he. “Reputation, schmeputation. You should do what you want.”
He grinned. “Thanks Heaven. I am. I enrolled in California College of the Arts earlier this year and got in.”
Maybe I should have been happy for him but I was surprised to find that my heart sank a little. “Oh yeah?” I said. ‘That’s great.”
“Yeah, it is. But I’ll be sad to return to California, too.”
“Why?” I asked. But he didn’t get to answer, because suddenly a sharp blast of thunder rang out above us and rain started to pour down from the sky. We laughed as we gathered up the trash and threw it away and raced to the car. Inside I glanced in the mirror to see that most of Cadence’s makeup had washed away in the rain and my hair she had tenderly curled was matted to my head with rain water.
“Hmm,” Dillard said.
“What?”
He smiled at me from the driver seat. “It’s just - it’s not every day you see it rain on Heaven.”
I smiled. “Let’s go, arty boy.”
✽✽✽
 
“That was a date, Heaven,” Marlene insisted when Dillard dropped me off and I told her about our night.
“But we’re just friends,” I countered.
Cadence, listening in on our conversation from the den, shouted, “Marlene is right!” Not wanting to exclude her, we joined her on her bed where she was watching more Frasier and cuddling a sleeping Bliss. Marlene perched on the end of the bed with her wine glass in one hand while I climbed up next to Cadence and stole her cuddle partner. Bliss barely stirred when I pulled her into my arms. Her curly blonde hair was matted in the back from sleeping on it and there was snot dripping down her nose as she breathed steadily, but she was still quite possibly the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.
“What makes you think this was a date?” I asked them.
Cadence paused her show and turned her head toward me. “Well he didn’t say,” -here she lowered her voice and tried to imitate Dillard’s happy-go-lucky persona- “‘Hey guys, let’s grab some grub together tomorrow night like one big happy family.’” Marlene chuckled into her glass. “No, Heaven,” Cadence continued, “he said, ‘Heaven, we should have dinner tomorrow night, after you get off work.’ Then he asked Bobby for a suggestion on what nice restaurant to take you to. Then he paid for dinner. Then he left said restaurant to take you to a romantic spot on the lake. Then he told you about his hopes and dreams. Then I bet he almost kissed you, didn’t he?”
“No,” I said. “Actually, he didn’t.” I chose not to mention the fact that our “romantic” night on the lake had been interrupted by the rain.
“Well,” Cadence shrugged, unfazed, “he was probably just nervous. Maybe he thought you didn’t reciprocate his feelings.”
“There aren’t any feelings to reciprocate,” I insisted.
Marlene laughed. “Come on, Heaven. Even you know that’s not true.”
“Whatever,” I said, and went upstairs to shower and go to bed. I tried to be frustrated with them but I couldn’t seem to stop smiling, and even while I showered I smiled, while I changed into my PJs I smiled, when I laid down to sleep I smiled, and as it turns out, when I woke up in the morning, I was still smiling.




Chapter Seven.
“We close up at 9,” Joann said to me as she showed me around the library. Her straight black hair that nearly reached her hips flowed out behind her as we paraded through the aisles. “And we come in at 8:30 in the morning. We don’t unlock the front doors until 9:00 though.” She traced a long dark finger over the spines of the books in Mysteries as we passed them. She turned to face me and the yellow light from the overhead lighting panels cast a warm glow on her chestnut skin and deep chocolate eyes. Gold eyeshadow coated her dark eyelids. “What you’re wearing now is good. Dress similar to that every day you are here. You need to look professional but approachable. We just ask no tank tops, no shorts, and no flip flops.”
Lately I had become Cadence’s personal plaything when it came to fashion, but I was enjoying the time with her and she certainly did know her way around a closet. Today I’d picked out a simple outfit of a slightly frilly sleeveless maroon blouse and a pair of plain black slacks, but she sprucedup the outfit by lending me a wide gold bracelet, a rose gold watch, making me change into a pair of white skinny jeans, and her dark brown lace-up ankle boots. The girl loved her ankles boots, I had come to learn. She put my long brown hair into a neat top knot. Then she tried to talk me into allowing her to do my makeup again, but this time I refused. I didn’t want the library to expect me to wear heavy makeup every day, so I stuck with my usual makeup-only from the get-go.
“And no clothing with crude or inappropriate logos.”
“Got it,” I said.
She turned back around. “Your only real duties at this point are data entry, restacking books, and checking books out. You may be approached with a question here or there from customers but if you can’t handle it, just bring the question to me or Patrice.” She showed me where all the separate sections of the library were and explained what each room in the building was for, after which we returned to the front desk. “My seat is over there.” She pointed a bright pink painted fingernail toward an oval desk area in the middle of the large room. “So generally customers will come to me with questions. But sometimes they’ll go straight to the front desk, so you need to be prepared.”
“Okay,” I said.
“I’ll leave you to it,” she said as she flitted away toward her own desk.
I sat down at a chair in front of a computer. Joann had told me that I was allowed to sit and read or do whatever I wanted really, so long as it was quiet and it didn’t interrupt or distract me from my duties. As she hadn’t given me anything to do yet, I pulled out the book I had picked off the shelf earlier. Not twenty minutes into my sitting time, a woman with ebony skin approached the counter with a young girl of about eight in tow.
“Hi there,” she said with a wide smile on her face.
I glanced at Joann who was helping another customer before saying, “Hello, welcome to the library. What can I do for you?”
She pulled her daughter forward. “This is my daughter, Shanelle. She’s nine. She’s really started getting into the book-reading thing but her friends keep recommending these awful books about sex and stalkerish love interests and just, I don’t know. Well I want to find some books that would be appropriate for her age, but that also send a great message. What can you recommend?”
“You came to exactly the right person,” I smiled. “Follow me.” I led her to the children’s section and pulled out a few books. “My number one recommendation would probably be the Harry Potter series. They’re filled with important themes like family, friendship, and courage under pressure. Over the years they have amassed a huge following of fans. It focuses on three young friends, a witch and two wizards, who face evil villains, while balancing school and trying to maintain a healthy friendship.”
“Interesting,” she said. “Hand me the first one.”
I did, then I led her further down the aisle. I pulled out Matilda by Roald Dahl. Then I pulled out A Bridge to Terabithia and added it to her stack. I kept trailing down the aisle, pulling out books and handing them to her, explaining why they were important. By the time we had finished, she had at least ten books in her arms.
She laughed. “Thanks,” she said. “You’ve been a big help.”
I smiled. “I can check you out at the front, if you like.”
“Sure,” she agreed. “That’d be great!”
After she left, Joann approached me. She smirked. “I think you’ll do just fine here,” she said.
When I walked in the front door at home after work, I was surprised to find Cadence sitting at the island. I had just opened my mouth to ask her what she was doing out of bed when I noticed the man in a pressed suit sitting next to her. He had a dark leather briefcase open in front of him and a short stack of papers was sitting neatly between the two of them. Cadence had a ball point pen posed between her fingers. She kept flicking it back and forth in a circle, bringing it down every now and then to make a short mark on the paper, then returning it to its original position.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
She glanced up and smiled sheepishly. “Hey, Heaven. This is Mr. Everett. He’s my lawyer. Mr. Everett, this is Heaven.”
“Hello, Heaven. And Cadence, for the hundredth time, please call me Will.”
She smiled back at him, almost flirtatiously, it seemed. “Maybe next time,” she said.
I gave her a bewildered look and set my stuff down, moving toward them. “Why is he here, Cadence? Where’s Bliss?”
“We are updating my will,” Cadence said matter-of-factly. “Bobby is babysitting Bliss for me. Mr. Everett, would you mind giving Heaven and I a minute alone?”
He nodded sweetly. “Not a bit, Cadence. I’ll be outside on the porch.” As he stood I noticed how truly young he looked. Surely he was not even thirty yet. He had light brown hair and dark brown eyes, with just the slightest shadow of stubble dusting the surface of his chin and upper lip. He tipped his head to me as he passed me and went outside, leaving his briefcase open on the island. I took his seat.
“Have you thought about it, Heaven?”
I considered saying to her, Thought about what? to stall for time, but decided against it. I knew what she meant. She meant had I thought about taking on full responsibility of her one-year-old daughter when I was not even a grown woman myself yet? The truth was, I hadn’t thought about it. I didn’t want to. Not because I didn’t love Bliss. I think, even having only known her for a few short weeks, I had already fallen madly in love with that tiny baby girl. I didn’t care that Cadence didn’t know who her father was, and I didn’t care that she was like any other baby that pooped, vomited, and peed on everything, or that cried at the drop of a hat. Bliss was my favorite person in the whole world and nothing would change that. But I don’t think that meant I could take care of her. I could barely take care of myself.
So I lied. “Yes, I’ve thought about it. I love Bliss more than anything. But I don’t think I can be her guardian. I think it should be Marlene.”
Cadence nodded solemnly, and looked at me as if she had read my mind right on my face. “Okay,” she said. “I understand. You’re still young.” She placed her hand over mine. “I won’t hold this against you, Heaven.”
She had me usher the young Mr. Everett back in and we all talked it out for a few minutes. He noted the change of guardianship from Cadence to Marlene and also that Cadence wanted to leave all of the money from our parents to Bliss, under Marlene’s supervision until Bliss turned eighteen. After this, Mr. Everett rose from his chair and shook my and Cadence’s hands, gathered his things and left a quick kiss on Cadence’s pale cheek. Then he left.
My eyes were wide and so were hers. “Friendliest lawyer I’ve ever met,” I said, and she laughed.
“Got that right,” she said. She sighed. “I think I need a drink. What about you?” she said.
I shrugged. “Can I share with you?” She nodded, and I got up and took one of Marlene’s wine glasses from the cupboard, filling it up from a bottle of Barefoot Moscato in the fridge. I finished off the bottle so I rinsed it out and added it to the large collection of Marlene’s empty wine bottles in the pantry. I handed Cadence her glass after taking a small sip of it.
She looked paler than usual, but maybe it was the dim overhead lighting above the island. “Do you want to go back to your room?” I asked her.
She smiled. “I’m alright for now, Heaven. But I’d love if you’d sit with me awhile.”
I smiled too. “Sure, that would be nice.”
She sighed again and took a long sip of her wine. She stared down at her fingernails for some time and clicked the promotional pen that Mr. Everett had left with her. It was black with white capital letters that said Johnson & Everett. She suddenly gave me a sweet smile and set the pen and her glass down. “Have I told you yet how I first found out about your parents?” I shook my head and she continued, running her finger around the rim of her glass and grinning. “Well, my parents gave me the quintessential talk about being adopted and all that, which I had always wondered, you know. But it wasn’t confirmed for me until your mom wrote me this beautiful letter. I still have it. I can even remember most of it, I’ve read it so many times.” She raised an eyebrow. “It seems knowing how to use words beautifully runs in your blood.” She glanced down again, murmuring, “Maybe it’s in my blood too.” She looked up at me.
“‘Have you ever loved someone you’ve never met? That’s how I feel about you, Cadence. I carried you for nine months and you were the closest thing I’ve ever felt to Heaven, carrying you was like carrying the weight of God’s love in my womb. Giving you up was the hardest thing I had ever had to do. It felt like my very heart was being ripped from its cage, bleeding and still beating softly and I was fading out with it. You must feel confused and lonely and betrayed and unloved, but don’t be. Please Cadence, don’t be. I may have never met you but I have loved you with every fiber of my being since the moment I knew you existed, and if I had been able, I’d have held you in my arms for each day of the rest of my life. But sometimes life is the very thing that gets in the way of us living the lives we want to.’” A silent tear rolled down Cadence’s cheek. “‘Giving you up is my greatest regret Cadence. A thousand years could pass and I would never be able to forgive myself for what I’ve done. Maybe someday, though, you can.’” She wiped a tear from her chin. “That’s only part of it, but it’s what sticks to me the most,” she said. “Then she said, ‘You have a beautiful little sister, whom we have named Heaven. She shines as bright as the sun and her hazel eyes are like looking into the grassy fields of God’s paradise. I hope someday you can meet her and know that you have a sister, and a mother, and a father, and a family waiting here for you to come home. Maybe this will never reach you, but we love you just the same and will never stop wondering if you were meant to be with us.’”
I took another drink of her wine and tried to process what she had recited. I thought she was done but Cadence started to really cry as she said, “I never got to meet her. I met your dad, but I never met her. And now I never can and that is just truly unfair.”
She dipped her head and cried for a moment. I rested my hand on hers and just let her cry. When her tears started to recede, I said, “Cadence, I never felt more glad to be your sister than I did just now, hearing you talk about our mom, holding your hand, and letting you cry.”
She smiled through her tears. “I’m so happy to hear you say that, Heaven. I have wanted to be your sister since the moment I knew about you. I was afraid you would never feel the same way about me.”
I hugged her. “I came around.”
She laughed. “Yeah, you did. I guess we all do at some point.” I smiled, and she smiled, and then we both jumped when there was a knock at the door. I answered it to find Bobby, Liberty Bell, and Dillard at the door with a sleeping Bliss in LB’s arms. I smirked. “Been hanging out without me again, huh?” I laughed, and let them in.
“You two seem like you’re in a good mood,” Dillard said, taking my seat next to Cadence. He picked up the now empty wine glass. “Ah, okay. Got it!” he laughed. Liberty Bell carried Bliss to her bed in the den and returned to join us at the island. She took the seat opposite Cadence and I sat down across from Dillard, while Bobby stood up at the end.
We heard some rustling from the stairs and Marlene descended them, clad in her pajamas with her long brown hair down and slightly damp, curling gently after her shower. “Hey,” she said. “I heard voices. I got curious.”
She poured herself a glass of wine and joined us, standing at the other end of the island from Bobby.
“What have you been working on so diligently up there, Marlene?” Cadence asked.
Marlene smirked. “I’m not totally sure yet, but I think I like where it’s going.”
“Which is where…?” Liberty Bell asked.
“Places,” Marlene laughed.
I smiled. It felt right, sitting here with my favorite people. I wished this moment would never end, and that the people sitting next to me would never change or leave. But deep down inside I knew they would, and there was absolutely nothing I could do to stop it. And that made me feel more helpless than anything else ever had.
✽✽✽
 
I was finishing up the last few pages of my book while at work when a familiar voice broke me out of the spell I was under. I glanced up, confused. Dillard was standing in front of me, clad in jeans, sandals, and an oversized black T-shirt, saying, “Heaven. Earth to Heaven. Hello down there!”
“Hi,” I responded.
He laughed. “Got lost in there, eh?” he said, then smirked.
I smiled. “Yeah. Occupational hazard.”
He grinned, then glanced around. “So this is where you work now, huh? Interesting. Can you show me around?” I shot a look to Joann who was at her own desk, staring at her computer screen.
“Yeah, I could probably do that,” I said, and stood up. “What do you want to see?”
“Hmmm. I guess… show me your favorite section of the library,” he smiled.
“Okay.” I led him to the Young Adult Fantasy section.
“I see,” he said. “She loves mythical worlds and all that. Good to know,” he murmured as he playfully rubbed his chin and pretended to look pensive. “So why is this your favorite section?”
“Well, I do love fantasy books, but that’s not why this is my favorite section of the library.”
He looked intrigued. “Oh, tell me more.”
I motioned him over a few feet until he could see just past one of the shelves to a small table with some plush chairs around it. One little girl with jet black hair, dark skin, and striking green eyes was sunk into the blue faux leather of a chair. She couldn’t have been more than eleven but she had a rather large book propped up on her dark legs. A notebook was pulled open on the table next to her and a green gel pen rested on top of it with the cap off. She was mouthing the words in her book quietly as she read them. I smiled and said to Dillard, “That’s Annabeth. She comes in nearly every day wanting a new book. She particularly likes non-fiction but will take most any suggestion.”
“Okay,” Dillard smirked, amused but not quite understanding my excitement.
I looked at him and he looked at me. “She doesn’t read the whole book. She starts in the middle and reads from there. Sometimes she doesn’t even read the ending. And the whole while, she takes notes on what she reads. Names, places, plot twists, character descriptions. Everything. I finally asked her yesterday if it was for a school project. She said no, it’s for research. I said, ‘Research for what?’ And guess what she said.”
He smiled the biggest grin I had seen on him yet. It made the scar on his forehead stand out but it added a charm to his face that was undeniable. “What?” he asked.
I paused for effect. “‘Research for my future,’ she said. ‘Research for my future!’ I was so stunned I couldn’t even think of anything else to ask her.” We glanced back over to her, and Annabeth had moved her attention from her book to the notepad, where she was jotting something down with the bright green gel pen. “What do you think she meant?” I asked him.
He shrugged. “Maybe she wants to be a writer when she grows up. She’s getting inspiration.”
I looked at him, bewildered. “That’s perfect.” I glanced at her again. “That is probably exactly what she’s doing. How did you catch that and I totally missed it?”
He laughed. “I’ve just gotten really good at guessing what literature-obsessed women are up to.”
Before I could ask him what he meant, Joann walked up beside us. “Heaven,” she greeted me, quite coolly. She turned to Dillard, displaying a dashing, toothy grin that starkly clashed with her ashy brown skin. “Has she helped you with your question, sir?”
He gave her a charming smile and said, “Yes ma’am. She’s given me exactly what I wanted. I’ll get out of your hair now.” Joann turned to leave and Dillard gave my hand a quick squeeze. “I’ll see you soon,” he said, and strode out with heavy footfalls that I could probably hear in a crowded room. He whipped back around at the entrance as I returned to my post, giving me a quick wave and a devilish grin.
✽✽✽
 
“Did you pack a lighter?”
“Yes.”
“A flashlight?”
“Yes.”
“A pocket knife?”
“Uh…”
“Plenty of water?”
“Yes.”
“Diapers?! Did you pack diapers?!”
I laughed. “Cadence, yes! Calm down! We have packed everything we are going to need.” Cadence was having a “conniption fit,” as Liberty Bell called it, because we were going camping for my 18th birthday celebration and taking Bliss with us, and she was nervous out of her mind. “I packed the diaper bag, with extra diapers and wipes, and her sippy cup, and several changes of clothes, her bathing suit, everything!”
She bit her fingernail, chewed on it for a second, then spit it out.
Liberty Bell came in from the car to find us in the kitchen like this, and she came over to Cadence. “Cadence,” she said, resting her hand on Cadence’s shaking arm. “I would trust Heaven with my life. Wouldn’t you?” Cadence nodded carefully. “So do you think you can trust her with Bliss’s life?”
Cadence put her head down in her arms with a sigh of defeat. “Yes, I suppose.”
Bliss giggled from her high chair at the end of the island. Cadence lifted her head at the sound and smiled at her baby girl. “Hey baby,” she said in a sing-songy voice. “Don’t you want to go camping with Aunt Heaven and her friends?”
Bliss giggled again and shouted “No!” smiling all the while.
Cadence looked at us with wide eyes. “You heard her,” she said.
“Cadence,” I reprimanded her with a deep voice, “don’t be silly.”
She pouted. “I’m just worried, is all.”
Marlene, who had been sitting at the table witnessing this event, piped up. “I think you’re more worried that you’re going to miss her than you are about her well-being.”
Cadence frowned sheepishly. “That might be true.”
“And,” Marlene continued, “you and I both know that Bliss could probably use some quality time with her Aunt Heaven.”
Cadence bit her fingernail again. “Also true.” She sighed. “Alright. I concede. She can go.”
“Yes!” Liberty Bell fist-pumped the air.
I smiled. “Thanks, Cadence. We’ll take good care of her. We’ll only be an hour away.”
I carried Bliss out of her high chair to the car, Liberty Bell following, and started strapping her into her carseat, which we had placed in Bobby’s truck. Dillard and Bobby were smacking bags of ice on the cement driveway, competing to see who could get the ice broken up and into the cooler fastest. I turned to Liberty Bell as I buckled a giggling Bliss in and asked her, “Would you really trust me with your life?”
She grinned and shrugged. “You know. To a degree.”
“Well, I would,” Bobby said as he dumped a bag of ice into the closest cooler. We were only going to be gone two days but Liberty Bell and Bobby assured me that we needed two coolers, and they needed to be filled with soda, water, and sandwich makings. Liberty Bell had even brought a carton of eggs to nest on top of the ice. Bobby shoved sodas and waters into the ice then gingerly rested the eggs above it all, digging out a small space so he could still close the lid. Dillard was doing the same with the sodas in the other cooler. They placed both coolers in the bed of Bobby’s truck, then began shoving our camping gear, suitcases and bags around them. They then jammed all of our bedding (and they had brought a lot of bedding) into the backseat, on the floorboards and around Bliss’s car seat in the middle.
“Good girl, Ellie, you’re gonna do just fine.” Bobby patted the hood of his white Chevy Silverado affectionately and cooed to it. “Don’t you let us down girl.”
“You named your truck?” I asked.
Bobby looked at me incredulously. “Of course I did. If you had a car you’d probably name it too.” Liberty Bell rolled her eyes.
Dillard laughed and said to me, “It’s probably a guy thing.  We like to name stuff.”
I shrugged. “Okay, whatever you say.”
“Everyone ready?” Bobby asked as he climbed into his seat behind the wheel. Cadence came out to say one last goodbye to Bliss, and Marlene gave everyone a quick hug.
“Have fun!” she said. “Stay safe! No drinking.”
It seemed an odd statement coming from her but I assured her, “We didn’t even bring any alcohol. We can have fun without it.”
“Good,” she said, smiling. She gave me a sweet kiss on the forehead and said, “You guys be careful, okay?”
“Okay,” I said, and climbed into the backseat. I sat next to Bliss’s car seat and Dillard sat on the other side. Liberty Bell sat in the front and our box of snacks and music sat in the front middle seat.
“Let’s get this show on the road!” Bobby shouted, turning the radio up to reveal a Tim McGraw song slipping through the speakers. He drove away and Cadence was still waving behind us when we turned off the street.
The drive was not that long but it seemed so with Liberty Bell and Bobby singing very off-key to country music in the front seat. Every time one of them would sing a flat note or the wrong words, Dillard and I would share a glance and a smirk. I did my best to keep my attention on the book I was reading, but I was struggling. Bliss had fallen asleep within the first ten minutes of the drive and was snoring lightly. Dillard was dozing off himself on her other side. Her tiny hand was wrapped tightly around his finger, and he left his hand rested on the arm of her car seat so she could hold it even as she slept.
About an hour later, Liberty Bell shouted, “We’re here!!”
The town was called Sulphur. And the locals often called the park “Little Niagra” because there was a set of small waterfalls a little way up the river that campers liked to jump off of into the river.
We drove very slowly around in what seemed like circles, but were really just very twisty roads beneath dense trees. Along the way we passed many watering holes where groups of people were swimming and picnicking and screaming with laughter. Bliss woke up and began to fuss because her diaper was wet. “We’re almost to our campsite,” Bobby comforted her with his low, soft voice, and she settled for a minute. We pulled into a round-ish camping area with a short “driveway” for the truck, plenty of space to set up the tent, and a cement picnic table. It was a short walk from one of the watering holes along the river.
I pulled Bliss out of her carseat and changed her diaper on the picnic table. “Doesn’t that feel better, Bliss?” I smiled at her and she laughed and screamed “No!” then giggled some more. “Silly girl,” I said, laughing.
Dillard and Bobby were already halfway done unloading the truck when I finished with Bliss. I picked her up off the table and let her walk, or I should say stumble, around the campsite, keeping an eye on her while she giggled at every bug that jumped across her feet. Bobby pulled the last cooler off the truck and unfolded the camping chairs. We all sat down. Bliss had picked up a leaf and was inspecting it. “Tree,” she said.
“Yes, baby girl, that’s a leaf from a tree,” Liberty Bell encouraged her.
“So,” Bobby started, “the tent has enough room to fit all of us a little tightly, but I think I’m just gonna pile some blankets in the back of my truck and sleep there.”
“Hey, that sounds cool,” Dillard said from his purple camping chair.
“Dude, there’s plenty of room back there if you want to give the girls the tent.”
“That sounds great,” Liberty Bell said. “We sure wouldn’t mind having the tent to ourselves.”
I nodded my agreement.
So it was decided. The guys set the tent up for us, then we all changed into our bathing suits (Liberty Bell, Bliss and I changing in the privacy of the tent), locked up the truck and headed for the water.
Liberty Bell and Bobby had forgotten to warn us newcomers that the water in Sulfur was freakishly cold. I shrieked a little just walking in up to my knees, but Dillard jumped straight in off the rocks and when he came up for air, he was screaming like a wounded animal. “So c-c-c-cold!” he shouted.
I sat on a rock near the water and dipped my toes in. “Why does it feel like melted ice in here?” I demanded. Bliss began to whimper a bit as Bobby waded into the water with her in his arms.
Liberty Bell sat down next to me in her purple floral tankini and said, “It’s a spring that comes down from off the Arbuckle mountains.” I myself wore a one piece that showed off just a little bit of my non-existent cleavage, that was a dark maroon that I hoped complemented my tan skin but I’m pretty sure just washed me out, though Liberty Bell disagreed.
Bliss began to cry with full force and Bobby came up out of the water.
“Here, I’ll take her,” I said, and he handed her to me. Her big green eyes were red and puffy and when he handed her to me, she reached her arms out and clutched onto my neck tightly. I patted her back. “Hey, it’s okay,” I tried to console her. She stopped crying and smiled a gap tooth smile at me.
“Hey baby,” she babbled.
“Hey baby,” I grinned.
It was a game she would play with Cadence at home, they would say “Hey baby” back and forth to each other, getting louder each time. I felt kind of honored that she chose to play it with me.
We took turns shouting “hey baby!” so loudly at each other that people had begun to look over and stare at us. I laughed. “Okay. Shhhh baby, now.” She just giggled and farted, her little pink bathing suit blowing up a little around her bum. I laughed again, said “gross,” and carried her over to the table. She and I played a tickle game for a while until it was dinner time and we all returned to the campsite to make some grub.
It was starting to get dark so Liberty Bell and I carried Bliss up to the restrooms and made an attempt at taking showers in the tiny, low-water-pressure stalls. When we returned, the boys were already out in the back of the truck so us girls snuggled into the tent and cuddled up close. I counted ten, twenty, thirty times as Liberty Bell and Bliss’ chests rose and fell while the crickets chirped outside in the night, and soon they were in my dreams.
✽✽✽
 
I woke up later that night. I needed to pee. I tried to make myself ignore it and go back to sleep, but my bladder was persistent. So I groaned and sat up. Bliss was sleeping peacefully between me and Liberty Bell on the air mattress. I got up as carefully as I could so I wouldn’t jostle them. They didn’t even stir. I pulled my flip flops on and zipped open the tent flap as quickly as possible so it would make noise for the least amount of time I could manage.
I had started to head toward the bathroom using my phone as a flashlight, which was about ten or eleven campsites away, when a voice whispered, “Couldn’t sleep?”
I had to clamp my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming. I searched the darkness to find that Dillard was now sitting up in the truck bed, staring at me.
“Heaven?” he said, when I didn’t answer.
“Sorry,” I responded. “You scared me.”
“Sorry,” he said.
“I had to pee. I was just going to the bathroom,” I told him.
“Oh,” he said, standing up carefully in the truck bed and climbing out. Bobby snored lightly beside him. “I need to go too. I’ll walk you over there.”
“That’s really not necessary.”
“Sure it is. It’s for protection.”
“I don’t need protectio-”
“For me. Protection for me,” he laughed softly, coming to stand close to me. “These creepy woods freak me out.”
His pale skin almost glowed under the moon, and his blue eyes were like pools of light. I couldn’t even keep myself from smiling at him if I’d wanted to try.
“Alright then, come on.”
We walked in silence for a few minutes. Every couple of steps his arm would bump into my shoulder. “Dillard,” I said.
“Yeah?”
“Do you know how to walk in a straight line?”
He laughed. “Listen, Heaven, I’m sleepy. I’m not used to such… noise. I mean, it’s a weird kind of noise. No cars, no planes, no loud music. Just the river and the cicadas. It’s… strange.”
“I know what you mean,” I said. Quite unexpectedly, he wrapped his arm around my arm. I glanced at him.
“Protection,” he repeated, grinning.
I leaned against him slightly and let him guide me along while I looked up at the moon. It was nearly full. I took a deep breath and sighed.
“You know,” he said, “you don’t have to pretend with me.”
I looked away from the moon toward his face. “Pretend to what?”
“To be happy,” he replied. “I get it. Trust me, I really get it.”  I didn’t respond.
A few steps later, we had reached the bathroom. “I’ll just be a minute,” I said. I left him outside and went in. It was dirty and there were dead bugs lining the corners where the floors met the walls. A few cobwebs hung from dusty unopened windows. I found the cleanest stall I could.
When I came out to wash my hands, I caught a glimpse of myself in the stained mirror. My dark cheeks were rosy and plump, my eyes shining. I’d put on a few pounds recently, thanks to Cadence and her contagious eating habits. My long, dark brown hair fell in its natural wavy state around my elbows. I took a moment to frown at my thin lips. I’d always hated them. My mother had the most beautiful full lips, like the rest of the Hispanic women in our family had for generations. She would always smile at me and say, “You got your father’s lips, mija. But that’s okay, because I love his lips. Somebody someday is going to love yours, too.” Then she’d kiss my cheek and laugh.
I gripped the sink and clamped my eyes shut, cutting off the tears that were trying to force their way out. I opened them again a few moments later.
There was some mascara residue underneath my eyes because I hadn’t bothered to wash my face before I went to sleep earlier. I blinked slowly. Nothing changed, and I sighed.
Dillard waited patiently for me outside the door. “Everything go as planned?” he asked.
I laughed. “Yes, although I was abducted briefly by some passerby aliens. You didn’t notice?”
“Sorry, nope. I was too busy thinking about you.” He smiled.
I could feel my cheeks getting hot. “Well, they did,” I said. “But I guess I wasn’t what they were looking for because they brought me right back.”
“Good thing, too,” he grinned, “I’d have had to come fight them for you.”
He started to head toward the right. “You know our campsite is the other way, right?” I asked him.
“I know,” he said. “I thought I might go sit by the river for a while. I’m too awake. Do you want to come?”
I smiled. “Sure.”
The water seemed to rush by faster by moonlight than it did by the sun. It must feel the pull of the moon like we often do, I thought. Led by a longing we can’t understand or even begin to comprehend, the moon is who the river sings its song for. The river gives the moon its song, and we give it our dreams.
It sang to us as well as we climbed down to the rocks skirting its banks. I slipped my flip flops off and sank my feet in. It felt like ice, but I relished in it.
“So,” I said. “Tell me more about your dad.”
Dillard gave me a look that intrigued me, it was almost like a half smile, half frown. “Why? What are you trying to find out about me?”
“Where you come from.”
“White suburban California.”
I laughed. “That’s not what I meant. I’m Mexican and I grew up in white suburban California too. That means nothing.” I nudged his arm. “What’s your family like?”
He sat for a moment, gently kicking his feet in the water and causing small splashes to crash against the rock. “My mom was from Indiana. She was a wedding photographer. She passed away when I was fourteen.”
“Oh, I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” he said, smiling weakly. “I mean, I’m accustomed to it now, that she’s gone, but I still miss her a lot.”
“What was she like?”
He rested his hands on the ground behind him and leaned into them. He stared up at the moon, like I had earlier, and he was grinning. “She was… magical. She read books about dragons and dwarves and daring princesses. She decorated the whole house in bright colors and she was always playing Celtic music. Always. I never saw her frown, not once in my life. Not even in the hospital before she died. She smiled at me and my brothers and said, ‘This isn’t even the end, so don’t be sad.’”
I smiled at him. “She sounds wonderful. I wish I could have met her.”
“I wish you could have too,” he said, glancing at me. “She would have loved you.”
“How so?”
He smiled. “I can just tell. You’re sweet and articulate and so pretty. And really, really smart.” He grinned wider. “And she really loved people who try to be funny but don’t quite reach the bar.”
I frowned. “Yeah, it’s not one of my better qualities.”
He was still smiling. “But I like it.”
I could feel myself blushing again.
“Well, what about your dad?” I asked quickly. “How did they meet?”
He laughed. “Asking all the big questions, are we?” He sat up again. “They met in a coffee shop. He says he was mesmerized by her bewitching blue eyes and he was so distracted by them he almost didn’t notice when she spilled her entire cup of hot coffee all over his suit. He was in college at the time and was on his way to a mock trial. He missed it because they spent the next three hours talking at a table in that very coffee shop.”
“That’s sweet,” I said.
He shook his head. “I’ve never understood it, but somehow they worked well together. She was creative and passionate, he was rigid and driven by order. But they loved each other, there’s no question.” He sighed, turning to me again. “What about yours?”
“Mine?”
“Your family. Your parents.”
I frowned. “A lot like yours. My mother was the wild, colorful one. She met my father in French class their junior year of high school.” I laughed. “They were a match made in Hell. They shouldn’t have worked. But they did.” He smiled at me. I lay down and let my hair brush the grass growing at the edge of the rocks. “My mom was the most beautiful person I’ve ever known. She had these deep brown eyes that saw everything and this gorgeous long hair that I could only hope to have inherited. And the most amazing smile. She could say so many things with that smile. ‘You’re in trouble, Heaven,’ or ‘I’m gonna hug you, Heaven,’ she didn’t even have to say it, because you could read it in her lips.” I ran a hand across my stomach, snagging my fingernail on a stray fiber of my red cotton tank top. Dillard turned on his side and rested his cheek in his palm, staring at me. “My dad liked to read the newspaper and watch Golden Girls in his underwear. He was quirky, to say the least,” I laughed.
“Golden Girls?” Dillard laughed.
Hearing him repeat it made me laugh even harder. “Yes,” I said between giggles. “It made him laugh so hard he would get coughing fits. ‘Now those are women,’ he would say to me. ‘Funny and independent.’” I fell silent. “Those are the kinds of things I remember most about them. The little stuff.”
He nodded. “I know what you mean.”
I looked at him. “Do you miss him? Dale?”
“All the time.” He glanced down. “He was stupid and selfish, but he was my best friend. We grew up together.”
“I’m sorry,” I said.
He placed his hand over mine. “You should stop saying sorry for things you didn’t do and had no control over, Heaven.”
I sighed. “Somebody should apologize for all the awful things that happen to us,” I said. “Might as well be me.”
Before I knew it, Dillard had leaned down and kissed me. Something in my stomach took flight. His lips were so soft and he tasted like tomatoes and pepper. He ran his hand down my arm and I shivered. He sat up again and he was smiling.
I shook my head. “Why do you even care about me?” I asked him, sitting up. “I’m nothing special.”
He looked out on the water and thought for a few minutes. Then he sat up next to me and looked right at my face. “When we wrecked, your parents died, and our car is what killed them. But you came to my stretcher as they carried me away, and you held my hand.” He slipped his fingers through mine, and I let him. “And when you came to the hospital to see me, you asked about Amy and even though she didn’t make it, you still asked her name.” He smiled. “I care about you because you care more than any other person I’ve ever met. Even though you pretend not to.”
I frowned. “I’m not pretending anything.”
He shook his head. “I can tell when you’re lying.”
“You don’t even know me,” I said.
“I know you,” he replied. I said nothing. “I know you,” he repeated.
He leaned over and kissed me on the side of my forehead and stood up, holding out his hand. “Come on, I’ll walk you back,” he said. And he did.
✽✽✽
 
“The ice melted,” Bobby stated the next morning. “Gotta go get some more.”
“I’ll come with you,” Dillard, sitting at the cement table eating some pizza-flavored Pringles, said to him.
“Okay, leave the eggs here and we’ll have breakfast ready when you get back,” Liberty Bell said.
“Will do,” Bobby replied, getting her cooking supplies out of the back of the truck and handing her the eggs and milk. “Be back in a few.”
Bliss sat happily in my lap, patting the table with her tan chubby hands. Her curly honey hair fell in loose ringlets around her neck, and I swept it carefully up with my hands and into a tiny ponytail holder. Liberty Bell, still in her pajamas (as was I), started a fire in the nearby grill and set the skillet on top of it.
“Scrambled okay?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I replied. “Sounds great.”
She turned around again, humming some country song I didn’t know, and started mixing eggs and salt and pepper into a bowl.
I cleared my throat carefully. “So… Dillard kissed me.”
She whipped around, nearly spilling the eggs. “What?!”
I nodded. “Yep.”
“Who what when where why how?” she breathed.
I laughed nervously. “Last night. By the water.”
“Go on,” she said.
“I woke up to go to the bathroom and he was still awake, he walked me up there then we sat by the water for a while.”
“And he just kissed you?” she exclaimed, stirring the eggs with a fork excitedly. “Willy nilly?”
“I don’t know what that means,” I said.
She laughed. “Oh. Like, out of nowhere. Just because.”
“Oh,” I said. “Well, I don’t know. Yes, sort of. We were talking about his friend that died in the wreck. I said sorry and that someone should apologize for everything, and it might as well be me. Then he kissed me.”
She poured the eggs into the skillet and sat down across from me at the table. “Did you like it?”
I grinned sheepishly. “Well, yes.”
She smiled widely. “Was that your first kiss?”
“Uh, no.” I thought back to eleventh grade, and a sloppy, saliva-filled encounter with Marcus from fourth hour Mythology class that took place outside where the buses picked students up, in that weird nook where one wall of the building met the other and they’d decided to make a boxy slab instead of a corner. Not a fun experience. “But, it was my first kiss with him. It was nice,” I smiled.
“Do you want to date him?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe. I think so.”
She stood up again to stir the eggs. She laughed. “So date him!”
“It’s kind of complicated.”
“How so?” she asked, mixing the eggs with the back of her plastic spatula.
“He’s… and I’m… and we’re…” I stammered.
“Uh huh…”
“I mean, he lives in California, for Pete’s sake. And I live here now.”
“So it might be long distance. If you like him, what does it matter?”
“I like him,” I said. “At least I know that much.”
The eggs were done so she scooped them up out of the pan and onto a paper plate, then diced some potatoes and tossed them into the same skillet.
“How do you know how to do all of this?” I asked her.
She looked at me long and quietly, like she was wondering where I’d come from. “My mother taught me how to make breakfast, back when I was like nine. Did your parents not…” She trailed off.
I shook my head. “We were take-out people. My mom liked to cook, but I never wanted to learn from her and never liked what she made. And my dad was afraid of the stove.”
“What?” she laughed, and I realized how ridiculous it was, so I laughed too.
We were still laughing when the boys pulled up, and we watched as they unloaded the newly filled ice chest, and we all sat down to eat scrambled eggs and potatoes.
“You know,” Liberty Bell said to me, “I could teach you. How to cook, I mean. If you want.” I nodded, smiling with a closed mouth full of egg.
After breakfast, Bobby pulled a case of cupcakes out from the bottom of the ice chest, and they all sang Happy Birthday to me off-key, while Bliss giggled in my arms and I blushed bright red. “Thanks, guys,” I said.
“I’m game for a hike,” Bobby offered later, relaxing in his camping chair near the fire pit, hands poised behind his head, elbows out. The epitome of chill.
“That sounds fun,” I agreed. “I could definitely use the exercise.”
Liberty Bell and Dillard both nodded in agreement. So we strapped Bliss into her baby carrier, the kind that wraps around the chest of the person holding her. Dillard volunteered to carry her so we wrapped him up.
We drove around in the truck in our shorts and tennis shoes until we found what looked like a small entrance to a trail, and parked on the side of the road. The trail was thin and muggy but we hiked the whole thing, which according to Liberty Bell’s step tracker she wore on her wrist it was 1.8 miles. We were hot and sweaty and dripping and exhausted when we finally walked all the way back around to the entrance of the trail, and the icy refreshing water of the river sounded like… well, like heaven, to us.
We drove back to the campsite and changed quickly into our still-slightly-damp swimsuits we’d hung up over a tree branch, and made our way to the closest swimming area, and everyone but Dillard and Bliss jumped straight into the water, screaming at the cold but relishing in the relief from the heat. I got out and took Bliss from Dillard, who took his own turn jumping in. I stumbled, tired, over to the nearest picnic table and sat down, bouncing a very sleepy-looking Bliss on my knee.
To my surprise, I was approached by a tall, shirtless, tan guy in a ball cap wearing red Oklahoma University swimming trunks. He sat down next to me and said “Hey.” I glanced down at the water where the others were still swimming, but Dillard had already looked up to grab my attention and I watched him notice the guy sitting next to me and his face grew dark. He started to get out of the water.
“Hey,” I replied, Bliss cooing softly on my knee.
“You here alone?” he asked. I could see Dillard coming  closer in the corner of my vision.
“No,” I said.
He shrugged. “I was wondering if I could have your number.”
Dillard was right up behind him now and his face looked upset but he didn’t say anything. He was dripping wet and just so cute with that simple little frown on his face, the scar above his eye crinkling up like wadded paper. He slid into the seat at the table, not saying anything. It felt more protective than possessive, which I appreciated. “I’m… well, I think I’m kind of taken,” I said to the guy, but I was talking at Dillard. I watched his frown morph into a huge grin, which was even cuter.
The guy nods. “Cool. Sorry to bother you.”
“No worries,” I said, and he got up and returned to his own friends, and Dillard slid into the seat he had emptied.
He didn’t say anything, just grinned at me uncontrollably, and I literally couldn’t wrap my brain around how cute he was being. “Hey. I want to give this a go if you do,” I said, and gave him a quick kiss.
He nodded, grinning even wider now.
A dripping Liberty Bell and Bobby sat down just at that moment, Liberty Bell smiling like she was in on a secret, and Bobby shouting, “What the hell did I miss?!”
✽✽✽
 
That night, we knew we had to go home. In the morning, we would pack up, return to our daily lives, leave the beautiful river and our memories behind at that campsite. But for now, we sat around the campfire staring into the playful flames, wishing the night would never end. If the night never ended, Dillard would never go back to California. Cadence would never leave us. And I would never have to grow up.
“I think I love it here,” I said to the flames. “I’m never leaving.”
I felt Dillard’s head turn beside me, sensed it from the corners of my eyes where stormy clouds had begun to gather and dew drops were threatening to fall. I felt him staring at me.
“I love it here, too,” he said. “Oklahoma.”
Liberty Bell and Bobby nodded. Bliss dozed ungracefully in Bobby’s arms. He pet her hair with his free hand, a cold pop in the other. He shrugged at me. “Heaven,” he said. “You never have to.”




Chapter Eight.
The Fourth of July rolled around sooner than I’d expected. The Armstrongs, LB and Bobby’s parents, threw a party at their trailer out in McLoud.
Cadence insisted on coming along. “It really can’t hurt me that much to go out just once, can it?” She insisted. “Just give me this one thing.” Marlene and I glanced at each other worriedly, but we relented. How could we say no to her?
When we got to the party it hadn’t really started yet. Bobby was playing a video game in the living room and Liberty Bell was laid out on the couch, playing on her new iPhone that she had been obsessing over since she got it a week ago. “Have you seen the picture quality of it’s camera?! For a phone, it’s amazing!” she had said to me at least four times already. We wandered in with Bliss in tow, Marlene juggling two bottles of wine in one arm and Bliss in the other. I carried the cake Cadence had made. Cherry with blue icing.
Liberty Bell sat up when we came in and greeted Bliss with a smile and a coo before she said hi to the rest of us. We heard more cars pulling into the driveway behind us, and before we knew it the party was thriving and breathing, like its own creature. Karaoke had taken over the main television set, Cadence and Bliss were ‘plum tuckered out’ (Liberty Bell’s words again) on the couch, Dillard and Bobby were in Bobby’s bedroom playing a video game on his tv, and Marlene was half wine-drunk, having a ‘grand ol’ time’ (LB’s phrase, not mine) laughing it up with the Armstrong parents.
Liberty Bell pulled me from the couch to the kitchen island where the “adults” were practically falling over in laughter, and approached her mom. “Mom,” she said. “We want to go to a party at my friend Natalia’s house. If that’s cool.”
Her mom shook her head, mid-laugh. “I don’t know, Liberty Bell. You didn’t stay for the last family party either. And that was your graduation party.”
“Mom, please.”
“Let me think about it for a while, okay? Go say hi to some of your family you haven’t seen in a while.”
Liberty Bell sighed dramatically. “God, mom! Why don’t you ever trust me? I’m an adult now and you can’t control me!” Liberty Bell stormed off toward her room. Her mom seemed sad and appalled and probably thought Liberty Bell was just throwing a fit, but I knew she probably just wanted to see Natalia.
I took a good long look at her mom. Liberty Bell was angry because she felt like her mom didn’t appreciate that she was an adult now, but I just wished I had a mom at all who could appreciate or not appreciate me at her leisure. Maybe if LB had thought about it that way, she’d have behaved differently. Marlene and Melissa were discussing Liberty Bell now, even though I was standing there, soaking in every word. It’s like they had forgotten I was there. But I tuned them out after a few seconds.
I noticed how really pretty Dakota was and knew that’s where Liberty Bell got her very simplistic beauty. Liberty Bell liked to sport the “cat eye” eyeliner look, and her mom did too, and it so perfectly accentuated each of their big green eyes. Tonight she wore a black t-shirt with bleach stains on the sleeves and a big purple peace sign on the back. A year later at their next Fourth of July party I will see her wear a yellow blouse with flowy sleeves and a low, frilly collar. I’ll ask her about it. Got it at a thrift store, she’ll say, but I’ll already know that because I’m the one that takes it there, the one that donates it. It was hers. You know. It could have been anyone’s shirt really, but I knew it was hers because there was a rather obvious red stain on the hem from when I’d opened a bottle of ketchup five years ago with too much force and spilled it all over her. Napkins, mija, she’d said. Quick! I was afraid she’d be mad, but she was laughing. When I see Liberty Bell’s mom wearing it years later, it stings, but not as much as I thought it might. That’s the moment I knew for sure I’d be okay. I mean, I’d never be okay about their deaths. But when I see her wearing the shirt, I know my mom lives on in my memories. God, it sounds so cheesy. But the memory of that stupid ketchup stain is so vivid just by looking at that yellow shirt, and the way my mom would make me feel is right there at the top of my skin, her laughter and the way her hand gently grazed mine as she threw the dirty napkins away, that way she told me “I still love you,” without saying anything at all.
But… I haven’t gotten to that part of the story yet.
I zoned back into the conversation just to hear Dakota say, “You can’t ever really picture what kind of kid you’re going to get. I got Liberty Bell.” She seemed to notice me then, and turned to me. “She really wants to go to that party, doesn’t she? She doesn’t usually talk to me like that.” I just nodded. She sighed. “Alright. Go tell her I said she can go.”
I thanked her and left to find Liberty Bell in her room angrily texting on her phone, her body thrown half across her bed. “Your mom changed her mind, we can go.” She lit up.
She jumped up from the bed and pounded the floor furiously in her bolt out the door. She paused briefly at Bobby’s door to ask the boys if they wanted to go and then rushed into the living room only to thrust herself at her mother in a massive hug. “Thanks Mom!”
“Sure, baby girl,” Dakota smiled, smiling proudly at Marlene.
✽✽✽
 
We picked Melonie up on the way to Natalia’s house. Liberty Bell was shaking, she was so excited. From the backseat, tucked neatly into Dillard’s side, I asked her if she was okay. “Yeah!” she exclaimed nervously. “Just been waiting for a while for this chance.” I didn’t ask her to elaborate.
This party pretty much resembled the last one, with adults and teenagers littering the yard of Natalia’s double wide trailer house. The biggest difference between this party and the last one was the host: where Sal’s house was littered with cigarette butts and ashtrays, Natalia’s living room was filled with burning incense and candles. Where Sal’s house had drunken idiots roaming the halls and vomiting in the yard, Natalia’s house was filled with pot-smoking hippies, hipster wannabes, the not-so-cool but actually way-cooler-than-cool kids.
Natalia herself had just taken a hit off a joint when we wandered in. Her eyes lit up at the sight of Liberty Bell and suddenly things weren’t so confusing anymore. “Bell!” she said, and I half expected Liberty Bell to get angry the way she’d gotten angry the time I’d accidentally called her “Liberty,” but she didn’t. Instead she grinned the biggest smile I’d ever seen her wear and sat down next to Natalia, really close. Bobby and Melonie joined a couple of people standing around the kitchen island, where Bobby grabbed a beer and Melonie poured herself a coconut rum and Coke.
And Dillard grabbed my hand and pulled me away from the group. The hallway was dark but he led me into it. He pushed me gently into the wall. His lips found my lips.
I’m not really sure how long we stood there locked together, but somebody yelled “Get a room!” and suddenly I found myself underneath his heavy body on an uncomfortable bed in a room that smelled like marijuana and bodily fluids. Even with his addictive lips caressing my neck, this was hard not to focus on. His hands slid down my body to the bottom hem of my shirt, where his fingers played with the fabric until I gave him the okay to slide his hand beneath it.
No one had ever touched me this way before. Nobody had made my skin feel like fire, my lips feel swollen, my heart feel full and heavy and unbroken.
He tugged nervously at the button to my jeans.
It took everything I had in me to stop him. God knows, I wanted him. I wanted him the way he wanted me. The way the sun wants the moon and the ocean wants the shore.
“Dillard,” I breathed.
“Mmmm?” he mumbled between passionate kisses.
“Dillard!”
He stopped short. “Heaven?” he asked. His eyes were full of fear when he looked into mine. He was afraid he’d hurt me somehow, had done something wrong, had ruined it.
“I really, really like you,” I said.
“I like you too,” he replied, tensing up like he thought I was about to break up with him or something.
“I don’t... “ In a way I was afraid I’d disappoint him, and in a way, well, I didn’t really give a shit and I knew that if he didn’t understand then it was his loss. “I don’t think this is the time or place for this. I really like you, and I don’t want to have sex with you in some strangers’ house with a bunch of people in the other room.”
He sighed. “I know. I was kind of thinking the same thing. I just couldn’t find it in me to stop kissing you…”
I laughed. “I like kissing you too.”
“Maybe we just kiss for a little while longer, go back outside, and wait for the right time to come along some other day?” he asked, biting his lip in the most adorable way.
I grinned. “Sounds like a plan to me.” And his lips met mine.
✽✽✽
 
“Thanks for doing this, Liberty Bell. I really appreciate it.”
Liberty Bell smiled graciously at Cadence. “Hey, it’s no problem, Cadence. I love taking pictures, it’s kind of my job, you know.” She laughed. “Plus, anything for Heaven’s family.”
Cadence smiled at me, a little surprise on her face. She turned back to Liberty Bell. “That means a lot. Thank you.”
The sun was starting to set behind the horizon while we stood around in Marlene’s backyard. Liberty Bell was turning a few dials on her expensive-looking camera while Cadence straightened the teal frilly dress Bliss wore, and then fluffed her own hair using her reflection in the glass patio door. “Okay,” she grinned at Liberty Bell. “We’re ready.”
“Alright! I’m gonna put you over here by the stockade fence.” Cadence grabbed Bliss’ hand and led her to the white fence. The sunset cast a warm glow across them and Cadence looked more beautiful than I had ever seen her before. She wore a light purple dress and had plucked a stunning light pink flower from a neighbor’s garden and placed it in her hair behind her ear. The other side of her hair was laced with a waterfall braid, and the rest of it was very lightly curled. She wore light, simple, sweet makeup.
I heard the patio door slide open, and Marlene walked out, Dillard and Bobby in her wake. Lucius slinked out behind them before Marlene closed the door. She turned to him. “Hey stinky pickle butt, you don’t belong out here.” She picked him up and sent him back inside, sliding the door closed quickly behind him. We heard an indignant meow from behind the door and everyone laughed. “Serves you right,” Marlene told him loudly. “You just wait ‘til we find your supplier!”
Bobby sat down at the patio table. Dillard walked right to me and slid his arms around my waist, his chest pressing into my back. He laced his fingers into mine. “Hello, beautiful,” he said, and I smiled up at him.
A flash went off suddenly in front of us. I whipped my head around, seeing Liberty Bell lowering her camera with a sheepish grin on her face. “Sorry,” she giggled nervously. “I couldn’t help myself.”
She turned back to Cadence and Bliss.
“How do we pose?” Cadence asked her.
“Okay, maybe you could lift Bliss up-”
I cleared my throat loudly. Liberty Bell turned to glance at me in confusion. I gave her the slightest shake of my head, hoping she would read my mind and know not to ask Cadence to pick Bliss up.
She nodded in understanding and turned back to Cadence. “Why don’t you just crouch down right beside her. Yes, exactly like that. Wrap your arms around her, and smile. Perfect!” Liberty Bell was beaming as she crouched a few feet away from them with her camera to her eye, clicking away.
Dillard squeezed my hand and spun me around, while Liberty Bell continued to give Cadence direction, soon talking Marlene into posing with them. I put my arms around his neck, lacing my fingers behind his head. “You’re wonderful,” he said, leaning to peck me on the lips.
“You’re not so bad yourself,” I smiled, kissing him back.
“Okay, okay, you lovebirds!” I heard from behind us. I laughed nervously and turned around to find everyone watching. I felt my cheeks getting hot. “When you untangle yourselves, I’d like a picture with my sister,” Cadence grinned.
“With me?” I asked.
She laughed. “No, the OTHER sister we didn’t know about. Yes, you, goofball!”
I laughed and joined her in front of the fence. She wrapped her arm around my waist and leaned into my shoulder. I hadn’t even noticed until just now that she was just an inch or two shorter than me. Cadence looked straight at the camera, but I stole a few seconds to glance at her face, inches from mine. Her nose was long and thin, and her eyelashes dusted with brown mascara were unfairly long and curvy. I could spot a few beauty marks on her cheeks I’d never noticed before, and a big one on the left side of her neck. I have a beauty mark in the exact same place.
It is in the small things I see it - how truly related we were. The way she tucked her hair behind her ear then reached briefly to scratch at the bridge of her nose - I do that too. The way she smiled with one side of her mouth, the way she always blinked twice in a row, the deepness in her laugh. All of these things were so like me, and I wondered briefly why I had ever scoffed at the idea of having a sister. No one could ever possibly understand what it means to be me the way she could, and I saw that in her dark brown eyes.
“Heaven, look at me,” I heard Liberty Bell say, and I was drawn away from her, my eyes shifting to the camera lens as Liberty Bell snapped what seemed like a dozen pictures. I felt a tug on my jeans and glanced down to find Bliss frowning at me with the biggest, most beautiful eyes I’ve ever known. I leaned down and picked her up, balancing her between me and my sister, kissing her right cheek as Cadence kissed her left. Her mouth transformed into a sharp giggle and I tickled her thigh to make her giggle again.
Liberty Bell was laughing as she snapped away on her camera.
Marlene squeezed in next to Cadence, while Bobby and Dillard joined me on my side, all of us laughing and having a wonderful time.
After a few minutes of Liberty Bell snatching images of us, Marlene said to her, “Liberty Bell, come get in the pictures with us!”
“I can’t, I mean-”
“Look, have you got a timer on that thing?”
“Yeah,” she smirked.
Marlene smiled and pointed at a deck chair. “Pull that chair over here and set the camera on it. Set the timer, then get over here!” Liberty Bell smiled and did as she asked.
“Okay, ten seconds!” she giggled and rushed over to us, kneeling in front of me and Bliss, a laugh lingering in her breathless smile.
I felt her arm wrap around my leg. Dillard’s hand rested gently on my waist. And Cadence’s hand found mine, supporting Bliss between us. She placed her hands softly over my fingers, and for just a split second, her eyes found mine. I could see myself in them, all the potential of who I could have been if she had never existed and I had been an only child. In that moment, I realized something. I could not have asked for a better gift from my parents. They left me with someone who could not possibly understand my grief better, someone who was likely feeling the same grief as me and battling cancer all at the same time. I felt a sharp pang in my chest when I realized how few the moments were that I had left with Cadence before she was gone too.
My eyes began to water. I held the tears in and faked the brightest smile I could, waited until the camera went off. As soon as it did, I set Bliss down, uttered a small, “I’ll be right back,” and rushed into the house, tears escaping quickly as much as I wished they’d stay.
I went into my room and locked the door. “You will get a hold of yourself,” I said, sitting on the edge of my bed. A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door.
“Just a minute,” I called, clutching the comforter beneath my palms. I wiped the tears from beneath my eyes and took a deep breath. I glanced in the mirror. My eyes were a little red, but nothing I couldn’t pass off as a sudden allergy attack. I cleared my throat and pressed a tissue to my nose.
There was a knock again, and I opened the door. It was Cadence, frowning. “Everything okay?” she asked.
I cleared my throat again. “Yeah. Yeah. Just a small allergy attack, that’s all.”
She looked disbelieving, but nodded. “Okay. Well come on. We’re all gonna watch a movie.” I nodded and followed her. I would follow her as long as I could.
✽✽✽
 
After the movie, everyone left, Marlene went upstairs to write and Cadence put Bliss to bed in her playpen. Then it was just she and I sitting in the dim light of Marlene’s office-turned-bedroom. I felt myself drawn to talk to her, to ask her questions, to get advice from her as a little sister should. “Can I ask you a personal question?” I asked. She was perched on the edge of the bed, looking absolutely happy after seeing the perfect ending to the romantic comedy we had watched. An old favorite of Marlene’s, While You Were Sleeping.
“Sure!”
I hesitated. “What was your first time like?”
She looked shocked. She got a little flustered. She bit her lip. “Um, well. That is a very personal question.”
I clammed up and started to back away. I’d overstepped my bounds. I thought we could act like sisters, but maybe we couldn’t. “I’m sorry, I’m really sorry. We don’t have to talk about it.”
She laughed nervously. “No, no, that’s not what I meant. I’m just surprised, is all. Are you… and Dillard… thinking about it?”
I nodded. “A little. I’ve never, before, and neither has he, so… I was just wanting to talk about it. With you. If that’s okay.”
She smiled, still looking a little uncomfortable, but nodded. “Of course. Of course I want to teach my baby sister the ins and outs of love and all that.” She paused, looking off toward some memory that I couldn’t access. “Well, my first time was absolutely awful. My first couple of times, really. I barely knew the guy, he fumbled with the, well, with the condom.” I blushed. “Those are important, you know. If you don’t make him wear one, you increase the risk of growing this tumor, that can’t walk or talk and poops itself in its sleep and cries, like, all the time.”
We laughed. “Okay,” I said. “Good to know.”
“I’m not like, really experienced or anything like that. There’s just been a couple of guys, and most of them didn’t really care about me. But, there was one guy. Mark.” Cadence smiled with the memory. “He worked as a barista in a coffee shop. I met him after I had already had Bliss and he just really adored her. We made love in the backseat of his car. It sounds really cheesy and awful, but it was really romantic. He cared about me, and I could tell in the way he touched me. We didn’t last, though. I found out about my cancer, and then my parents died. We started growing apart. We broke up right before I came to California, to the funeral. We were together seven months. I’ll never forget them,” she said.
She looked at me. I smiled.
She played with them hem of her purple dress and sighed. “You’ll know when you’re ready, Heaven. Don’t do anything you don’t want to do until you’re ready.”
I nodded. “Okay.”
“Now I have a question for you,” she grinned.
“Shoot,” I said.
She stuck a finger out toward the painting I noticed when I’d first arrived, the hand-painted one of a flip flop surrounded by flames. “What the hell is that supposed to be?”
I laughed, but there was a little sadness in it. I know I may not have been raised in a strictly latina upbringing, due to the fact that I was both half latina and half asian, and my parents differed greatly on how they want to raise me, but I knew in that moment what Cadence had missed out on by being adopted.
“It’s called La Chancla,” I grinned. “It’s a joke, sort of, but also not really. Latina mothers have been known to chase their children around angrily with a flip flop and it’s taken on a name and a myth of its own.”
She laughed and laid back on the bed. “I see. What else can you tell me about Mom and Dad’s heritage?”
I snuggled up next to her and pulled the blanket up over us, turning my phone flashlight on. “Well, let me teach you the ways of the latina-asians,” I said laughing, and we giggled and talked and cuddled for several more hours, until we fell asleep to the sound of Bliss’ snoring.
✽✽✽
 
“Hello ma’am,” I heard in front of me. It was a familiar voice, and my heartbeat quickened before I even looked up to see his face. “I’m looking for a book.”
I grinned at him. “What kind of book?”
Dillard smiled and rubbed his chin, like he was thinking. “Well, it’s definitely in the back of the library. You know, where there’s nobody else around. I think maybe you should come help me look for it.”
I giggled, I couldn’t help myself. I glanced over to see Joanna at her desk in the center of the room, filing her nails. The library was pretty empty. I grinned at him. “I think I can help you with that, sir.” I stood up and led him to the tall shelves at the back of the library, where the lights were dimmer and nobody visited much. It was the non-fiction history section. It was a little disappointing that nobody took the time to read about our history.
As soon as we were a safe distance from Joanna’s prying eyes and ears, Dillard grabbed my wrist and spun me around, planting a passionate kiss on my lips. I wrapped my arms around his tall back and he ran his fingers through my hair. I didn’t want to come up for air, but I knew we couldn’t sneak away for long. So I took a very small step back, my hands sliding down to rest on the waistband of his jeans, lacing my fingers behind him. I sighed. “I’m at work,” I said.
He grinned mischievously and pecked at my cheek. “But you’re so beautiful today, I can’t help myself!”
I laughed. “You said that yesterday.”
He laughed as well. “It’s true today, too!”
I kissed him again. I didn’t want to let go. I didn’t ever want to let go. I wanted to hold onto his lips forever, and lose myself in them. I could forget absolutely everything in him, all that I had lost and all that I was going to lose. Releasing his lips meant facing reality.
But I’ve never been very good at avoiding reality.
I took another step back and faced him seriously. “You really do have to go. I’m at work. They’ll fire me if they find me back here, like this.”
He sighed, giving me another quick kiss. “Okay. Do you work tomorrow?”
I shook my head. “No.”
He smiled. “Good. Let’s go out on a real date tomorrow. Like, a museum. An art museum. And dinner, my treat.”
“Okay,” I said.
“Okay,” he repeated. He kissed me again. “See you tomorrow, Heaven.”
He walked away, letting my hand go at the very last second. I watched him leave and took a deep breath, making my way back to the front of the library, grinning like a fool.
Joanna eyed me suspiciously from her perch, but in that moment, I didn’t care. I was weightless.
✽✽✽
 
I came home after work to find Cadence reading a book at the kitchen island. She was eating Oreos one by one and dunking them into a small glass of milk, but she was so caught up in the book in front of her that she kept missing the cup entirely and hitting the Oreo on the counter. Lucius was curled up next to her, purring loudly.
I startled them both when I dropped my purse on the dining room table. She jumped. “Oh, Heaven! You scared the pee out of me!” She snorted then, a cute little grin on her face. “I mean, not literally, thankfully!”
I smiled. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to. What are you reading?”
She glanced down at the book with a shy smile. “It’s one of Marlene’s.” She picked the books up and showed me its cover. “Road Less Travelled,” she said.
“Oh, that’s one of my favorites,” I replied.
“You’ve read it?”
“I’ve read all of Marlene’s books,” I said, taking a seat at the table. She studied me from her perch at the kitchen island.
“I have to know,” she started. “Do you Cam and Edith end up together? Tell me.”
I laughed. “Well, just keep reading!”
She sighed. “What if I can’t finish it?”
I tensed up. “What do you mean? Of course you’ll finish it.”
Cadence frowned. “You don’t know that for sure.”
“You’re scaring me, Cadence.”
She stared right at me. “I’m just trying to be realistic here, Heaven. You need to understand there is a possibility that I'll never finish this book.”
I took a moment and let her stare at me. I couldn’t let her words sink in. I couldn’t picture her leaving. But I couldn’t disappoint her, either. I sighed, half in frustration and half in resignation. “What part are you at?”
She smiled giddily. “Cam just boarded the train.”
I got up and sat down at the bar next to her, studying the page she’s on for a few minutes. “Edith follows him to America. She gets lost in New York and walks into a cafe. It’s completely cheesy but completely perfect, because he’s there, having lunch with Aaron. She tells him she loves him and they kiss, she moves to New York to be with him.”
Cadence laughed excitedly, her eyes bright and shiny. “Yes! I was so hoping they would end up together. All of her other books have such sad endings.”
I nodded. “It’s her only happy one. Her first book.”
“Ah.” Cadence replied. “Before her fiance died.”
What? Apparently Cadence knew more about Marlene’s past than I did. When did that happen? Did they have some heartfelt conversation I had not been a part of? It didn’t seem fair. I didn’t even know Marlene had been engaged.
I nodded my head yes, like I knew what she meant. “You really should read the rest of the book,” I said, and she nodded. “It’s worth it.”
✽✽✽
 
“Look at the way he uses color,” he said, gesturing toward the painting in front of us. “Like he understands it. Every color means something to him. And every shade of that color is a different feeling within that meaning.”
I smiled up at him. “Fascinating,” I said. I wasn’t trying to sound sarcastic, but it came out that way, a little.
He tossed a look at me to his right, grinning. “Sorry. I can really get into this stuff. It’s really interesting to me.”
“No, no. Me too. I mean, it’s interesting to me that it’s interesting to you,” I said. “I can understand the appeal. You look at art how I look at books.” He turned toward me, I kept going. “You look at a painting and can see how he felt because he used certain colors or brushstrokes, probably because you have used the same colors and techniques in your own art. I read a book and I can feel what the writer felt, I can see it in his word choice and sentence structure. It’s almost the same. The way you feel about art is how I feel about literature and writing.”
He leaned down to kiss me. “I’ve never met anybody like you,” he said.
I smiled. “Ditto.”
“Well,” he breathed, leaning up. “I think we’ve seen about all we can see here,” he said. He laced his fingers through mine. “Dinner?” he suggested.
“Yes, please. I am starving!”
“What do you want?”
“Hmmm.” I played with the fringe on a purse Cadence had leant me. “I want tacos.”
He laughed. “Like, seriously?”
“Seriously. As Liberty Bell would put it, I have a hankering for tacos!”
He put one arm around my shoulder. “Sounds delish,” he laughed, and we made our way out of the museum to the car.
He cranked up the A/C and the radio when we got in, and it was tuned to 101.9 The Twister, the main country radio station for the Oklahoma City area. I laughed. “Gone country, huh?”
He shrugged, laughing. “Bobby has been a bad influence on me.” Tim McGraw’s voice coasted through the speakers and he twisted the dial to turn it up. “And a heart don’t forget, somethin’ like that!” he sang, slightly off key.
I was laughing so hard I almost didn’t notice my phone ringing. I felt it vibrate in my pocket and I was still laughing when I answered it. “Hello?”
“Heaven, it’s me.” It was Marlene’s voice, but it was hard to hear her over the music. I smiled at Dillard and motioned for him to turn it down, but he was too busy dancing in his seat and trying to drive to notice.
“Hey, what’s up?” I said, grinning at him.
“You need to come back right now,” she said, her voice harsh. My smile disappeared.
“What? Why?” I said, panicked. Dillard noticed the change in my tone and quickly turned the music down.
“What’s wrong?” he mouthed. I glanced at him, but I didn’t respond.
“Heaven, it’s Cadence. She’s in the hospital again,” Marlene croaked.
My eyes shot up to Dillard’s, and I could feel the panic building in my chest. “We have to go back, now,” I said.
He nodded carefully, turning his blinker on and making a right at the next stoplight.
“We’re on our way,” I said to Marlene, and we hung up.
“What is it?” Dillard asked, concerned.
I shook my head, almost hoping that the action would shake away what was happening. “It’s Cadence,” I answered him. “She’s in the hospital again.”
His eyes went wide, and he nodded. He picked up speed as we pulled onto the highway, and thirty five miles and forty three minutes later, we were turning into the hospital parking lot.




Chapter Nine.
Cadence was in room 139 this time, and Marlene was in the waiting room with Bliss when Dillard and I arrived. I rushed over to her. “How is she?” I demanded.
Marlene took me into a hug and breathed through her teeth. “Not good. The doctor says her health is declining rapidly, especially since she hasn’t been taking the best care of herself.”
“This is our fault,” I said. “We should have been making her eat better.”
“What were we supposed to do, Heaven?” Marlene asked me, sitting back down and pulling me down with her. She wrapped her arm around my shoulders and it felt like a thousand pounds. “Tell her she wasn’t allowed to enjoy the time she had left? You’d feel worse now if we’d done that.”
Dillard sat down next to me and laced his fingers through mine. Three minutes passed. “How long does she have?” I asked, and the words felt like knives.
Marlene sighed, and I could hear her pain in it. “They’re not sure. Days, maybe less. Her oncologist in L.A. spoke with the doctors here and he thinks it could be as little as a few hours.”
I sat up quickly. “How could she possibly be that bad? We’ve been with her the entire time!”
Marlene patted my leg. “She was hiding the worst of her condition from us, Heaven. She told me a few minutes ago that she’s been in serious pain for the last week. She didn’t know how to tell us that she thought it was almost time.”
“How did she end up here?” Dillard asked weakly.
“I came home from the post office to find her collapsed on the floor. Bliss was crying in her playpen. I called the ambulance as soon as I found her.”
At that moment, Liberty Bell and Bobby rushed into the waiting room. They ran over to us. “How is she?” Liberty Bell asked, panic on her face.
Marlene answered, and gave them the brutal truth. “She doesn’t have a lot of time left,” she said.
My chest constricted. I gripped the edge of the chair. I looked around, there were seventeen chairs in that waiting room, and two couches. Two TV’s. A red coffee table. Twelve randomly placed magazines.
I stood up so quickly I made myself dizzy. “I need to see her,” I said, clutching my forehead. “Now.”
“They said we should wait-” Marlene began.
“I don’t care,” I interrupted her. “We don’t have time to wait.”
Marlene nodded. “Room 139,” she said, and I left them all there behind me.
I knocked softly at Cadence’s door, then let myself in when there was no answer. She was sleeping on her back, her face turned toward the other side of the room.
“Cadence,” I said, but she didn’t wake up. I found myself walking the seven steps over to the other side of her bed, and sat down in the cold, hard purple chair beside it. Her hand was resting over the hospital blanket, an IV snaking into her vein. I rested my hand gently on hers and counted the drips - one, eight, twenty-four, ninety-seven, one hundred and forty five - before I began to speak.
“I don’t know how to do this without you,” I said.
I tried not to cry, but I was failing. Her face was pale, weak. There were deep dark circles under her eyes, and I tried to remember what they looked like when they were open. A lot like mine.
“I didn’t know I’d ever have to do this without you,” I said. “I didn’t even know about you five months ago. You weren’t even a possibility.” I brushed back a tear angrily. “This isn’t fair. Our parents - that was one thing. A catastrophe. But I knew them my entire life, I have so many memories with them that I will cherish forever. But-” I couldn’t control the sobs now. They were wracking my entire chest and I could barely speak over them. “I’m not done getting to know you,” I cried. “I didn’t know I needed a sister until I had one.”
I rested my arms on her bed and my head on top of them, letting the tears fall. Six minutes passed. I was still crying when I felt her hand rest itself on the top of my hair.
I lifted my head and she was smiling weakly at me. “Hey,” she said.
“Hey,” I responded.
“I’m sorry,” she said, and I blinked hard. Took a deep breath. Nodded.
“Why won’t you fight?” I asked her.
She sighed. “There’s nothing left in me anymore. Now that I know Bliss has a family that loves her, I have no reason to keep fighting to stay.”
I clenched my fist. Not in anger, but in sad frustration. “Fight for me. Stay for me.”
She placed her hand over mine, rubbed her thumb along my fingers. She didn’t respond.
“Am I not enough to fight for? Your sister?”
Her lip started to quiver and she bit it. A tear escaped her eye but she blinked, and it was trapped in her eyelashes. “You are. You’re more than enough.” She sat up and scooted over, patting the bed.
I eyed her carefully.
“Come on now, I know it’s cliche. But get up here!” she laughed weakly.
I obliged and climbed onto the bed next to her. I folded myself into her side and she patted my cheek with one hand, and played with my hair with her other. It was exactly the same way our mother used to comfort me. And it felt like losing my mom all over again. I gripped the blanket next to me.
She lowered her voice, it was almost whispering. “You’re more than enough,” she said again. “If there were anyone besides Bliss that I would stay for, it’s you.” She cleared her throat and I could hear her tears catching in her voice. “But I can’t stay. There’s really nothing else they can do for me.”
I sat up quickly. “What about chemo? Natural remedies? A shaman, for pete’s sake?! Anything but this,” I said. “Anything but giving up.”
She smiled, but it wasn’t real. “I’m not giving up. I’m letting go.”
I stood up, frustrated. “I will never understand this.”
She shook her head. “I know you won’t,” she replied.
I started to leave the room, but at the door I turned back around. “I’ll never understand this either…” I began. “But I love you. More than you can possibly know. And I don’t know how or why, I just know that I do. I love you, Cadence.”
She smiled and took a deep, rough breath. “And I love you, Heaven Belle Lee.”
I turned away.
“Could you send in Bliss?” she asked as I walked away, and I nodded.
The others still sat down the hall in the waiting room when I emerged. Marlene stood up instantly. “How is she?” she asked me.
“Not great,” I said. “She wants to see Bliss.”
Marlene nodded in understanding. “I’ll take her down there,” she offered, and she picked Bliss up and walked the eighteen steps out of the waiting room toward the hallway I’d just come from.
I sat down and Dillard wrapped his arms around my shoulders, Liberty Bell grabbed my hand. Seven minutes later, a doctor in a white coat approached us, a stethoscope around his neck. “Are you Cadence Highwater’s family?” he asked me. His tan skin seemed mismatched to his bright blue eyes, the kind that look so much younger than the person, as if he’d stolen them from someone. Maybe he had. His dark hair was speckled with gray along his sideburns. I nodded. “I’m Dr. Erikson,” he said. “Cadence’s doctor. I just wanted to let you know that I ran her vitals, and she looks okay. She’s not declining as quickly as we originally thought. I’d say she has another day or two. Maybe more.”
He smiled at me, as if he thought that was good news. I cleared my throat. “Thank you,” I said, and he walked away.
“You need to sleep,” Dillard said to me. He stood up. “Come on, I’ll take you home.”
“I can’t leave,” I said. “She needs me here.”
He grabbed my hands and pulled me up gently. “She needs Bliss right now, and she has her. The doctor just said she has a few days. You can spare a few hours.”
I wanted to fight him some more on it, but I just didn’t have the energy. So I let him take my hand and lead me out of the hospital, forty seven steps to the entrance and another thirty two to the car. Liberty Bell and Bobby were behind us, walking to Liberty Bell’s car eight spaces away from us. I glanced up at the hospital one more time, its lights seeming to dance against the dark night sky. “We’ll come back first thing in the morning,” Dillard said. “She’ll still be here.”
I didn’t resist as he guided me into the car. The streetlights whipped by beside us, and I counted eighty seven of them before suddenly they were blurring together and then it was dark.
✽✽✽
 
I woke to a scratching noise. I groaned and opened my eyes. Vicious sunlight was streaming in through my bedroom window and I rolled away from it. My eyes met Dillard’s back, which was resting in the bed next to me. He was rising and falling softly, his breaths coming in steadily. Then I heard it again.
Scratch scratch scratch.
I sat up. It was coming from the door.
“Mreow,” I heard.
I got up and opened my bedroom door. Lucius rambled in as if he hadn’t been nervously tearing at my door just moments before. “Morning,” I said to him, and he ignored me, jumping up on the bed and snuggling in next to Dillard’s legs.
“Morning,” I heard in response. It was Dillard, just waking. He must have thought I was talking to him.
I walked into the bathroom. I still had on my dress from the day before. I took it off and pulled on a pair of capris from the bathroom floor. There was a red T-shirt Cadence had hung on the doorknob several days before for me, and I pulled it on as well. It said “Girl on fire” on it, and I smiled.
“You slept over?” I called to Dillard as I ran a brush through my dark, wavy hair. I pulled it all up into a loose ponytail on the top of my head. My bangs weren’t long enough to stay in it, and they fell to the side of my face.
“Yeah,” he responded. I could hear him rustling around in my room, sitting up and pulling his shirt back on. “You asked me to, last night when I carried you to bed. So I stayed.”
My breath caught in my throat. He could have chosen better words. It made me think of Cadence, who I’d almost forgotten about in the harsh sunlight and fresh day. If there was one thing I wanted from her, it was that she would stay. I don’t think that was too much to ask.
I finished up in the bathroom and made my way past Dillard, still wiping sleep from his eyes on the edge of the bed, and I told him I wanted to go back to the hospital as soon as possible. “Okay,” he responded. “As soon as you’re ready.”
I went into the kitchen to make some quick toast. As I grabbed the bread off the kitchen island, I noticed Cadence’s marble cats resting next to the butter dish. Staring at me.
Like tiny marble statues of my guilt. I wanted to chisel them into something else, something besides these cats, taunting me. See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil. Do no evil. It felt evil to have left while she was still there. I picked one up, the one covering its eyes. He’s grinning, like he had a secret. I don’t want to know what it is. Time doesn’t exist in his world, but it does in mine. And secrets always reveal themselves. They beg to be known. But it’s no secret that I left Cadence in a hospital while I slept in a bed next to a guy I still barely knew. That’s what was evil. It felt like choosing him over her, and I wasn’t. I swear I wasn’t.
Dillard came into the kitchen and I handed him his toast, we threw on our shoes and got straight in the car, crisp pieces of bread still hanging from our mouths.
✽✽✽
 
The moments leading up to it and directly after it are still hazy to me. But I could feel it as soon as I walked through the sliding glass doors of that cold hospital. The air was electric, and an unwanted energy buzzed around me like a current of distress.
I could see Marlene near the lobby desk, talking to a doctor, looking at some forms. I reached up and gripped Dillard’s shirt sleeve. “No,” I breathed. He glanced up and saw Marlene too.
“What is it, Heaven?” He was confused. He didn’t know. How could he possibly know?
But I knew.
Marlene raised her head away from the forms then. Her eyes caught mine. Her red bedazzled glasses were pushed up over her hair, and all around her eyes were puffy and pink. This is impossible. This is impossible. This is impossible.
She left the clipboard with the papers resting on the counter, and crossed the room to me. She started at a walk, but sped up to a brisk jog. When she reached me, she clutched my free hand. The other hand was still grappling onto Dillard’s shirt.
She took a deep breath. “Heaven,” she started. “She’s gone.”
I told you the words were worse. They are so much worse than any other words I’ve ever heard, and will ever hear again.
I plummeted to the floor. “No.” I said. “NO.” I cried. “NO!” I screamed. Dillard sank down next to me and wrapped his arms around me. My face was hot. My breath was heavy. My knees were aching. Marlene’s hand still clung to mine. But none of it mattered. Absolutely nothing mattered, because she was gone. I told you. I tried to tell you. This isn’t a happy story.
“I should have been here.” I said through sloppy tears. “I should have been HERE! I should have been with her before-”
“No, Heaven,” Marlene interrupted me. “No, it’s better that you weren’t. It wasn’t a happy moment where she drifted off to sleep, then she was gone. There were machines beeping, people pushing on her chest. It was scary. Really scary. Remember her the last moment you saw her.” I looked up at her. “That’s when Cadence died, Heaven. Remember it that way.”
My eyes stung as I opened them from their tightly clamped lids and looked up at Marlene’s panicked face. “I told her I loved her,” I squeaked.
She sighed heavily, wrapping her hands around my wrists and pulling me up. Dillard let go and let her move me. My head fell to her shoulder and one of her arms wrapped around my waist, the other rubbed my back. I held onto her as tightly as I could.
“Then it was good,” she said. “You can’t have asked for any better than that.”
✽✽✽
 
“Mama?”
Bliss played with Bobby’s cell phone while she sat on his lap. He was dozing off on Marlene’s couch, Liberty Bell beside him watching something on CNN.
Dillard and I had been gone for several hours. We had left Marlene at the hospital to deal with the details, knowing there wasn’t much I could do. Dillard had taken me to our spot at the lake. I cried, and he held me. He didn’t say much, didn’t need to. When my eyes were dry, he drove me home.
Bliss looked up from the phone as I walked through the door. “Mama?” she said, looking at me, and I nearly burst into tears again then and there. Instead, I clutched Dillard’s sleeve and took a deep breath.
Liberty Bell saw me and frowned. “Hey,” she said, and I could tell she already knew.
But that didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except for one thing.
I rushed to Bliss and picked her up from Bobby’s lap, pulling her into a tight hug. She giggled at first, until she noticed me crying. She patted my face. “Hev,” she said.
I left the others in the living room and took Bliss outside into the backyard. We sat in one of Marlene’s red cushioned patio chairs, and I leaned back, pulling Bliss onto my lap. “Yes, Bliss. Heaven. I’m Heaven.”
She patted the red skin underneath my eyes gently, her fingers coming up wet with tears. “Mama?” she said.
I tried not to cry, but there was nothing I could do to stop it. “No, baby. Mama isn’t here. Mama had to go away for a long time. Maybe forever.”
I knew she couldn’t possibly understand, but something in her eyes, the ones unlike her mother’s, told me that somehow she knew. Her face scrunched up, but she didn’t cry. “Mama,” she repeated. “Mama, mama,” she kept saying, softer and softer, until her voice faded out and she had fallen asleep on my chest. I patted her back gently.
“I love you so much,” I said to the air. But the air didn’t care.
So I stood up gently and carried Bliss back inside. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been outside, but when I came back in, Dillard and Bobby had left. Liberty Bell still sat on the couch, watching the news intently. She glanced up at me as the glass patio door slid open.
I sat down next to her, resting Bliss gently on the couch. Her eyes were closed and she dozed lightly, barely even stirring as I rested her between Liberty Bell and I. Liberty Bell patted her hair gently for a moment before resting her hand neatly on top of mine.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know that’s not much, but it’s all I can offer.”
I nodded. “Can you watch her for a minute?” I gestured to Bliss. Liberty Bell nodded, so I stood up and made my way into Cadence’s room. It was how she left it, purely untouched, perfectly messy. Her clothes were strung across the floor, her lamp was still on, her bed unmade. On the bedside table, I saw the book. It was the one she had been reading just a few days before, the one she had made me tell her the plot to.
It was open and pages down with a piece of paper lodged into its crease. I picked it up, holding the pages in place. She was only two pages from the end.
I guess she had been right. She had tried to tell me there was a chance she would never finish the book. And she didn’t.
✽✽✽
 
A knock on the door a few hours later woke me from a doze on the couch. Liberty Bell had left, but not before throwing a blanket over Bliss and I, who was snuggled up to my side, completely asleep. I stood up gently and tried not to wake her, but it didn’t work. She opened her eyes and saw me stand up, and whimpered, holding out her hands for me to pick her up, so I did.
It was Rosebud at the door. Her fiery hair was pulled back into a tight French braid, but so many little wispies were escaping from it she looked like a small lion. “Hey,” she said. “I brought some more of your books back.”
I nodded. “Thank you. Wanna come in and set them down for me?”
She nodded carefully, studying my face as she walked in. She left the books on the table. “What happened?” she asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I can tell you’ve been crying. Nobody else is home. Did something happen to Cadence again?” Damn this kid was smart. I made a mental note to suggest a future in private investigation to her someday.
I sighed and cleared my throat, pushed the words out best I could. “My sister passed away last night.”
She bit her lip. I could tell she was trying not to cry. I pulled her to the couch and had her sit down next to me, Bliss snuggled under one of my arms, Rosebud under the other. I wasn’t sure if she could really comprehend what had happened. She was so quiet.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“It’s okay,” I said. “It’s nobody’s fault. It’s life.”
“No. It isn’t.” she said adamantly. “Life isn’t supposed to be like this.” She was crying now, tears streaming past her freckles. “I mean, I’ve read so many books, so many, and they’re happy or they’re sad, and they make you cry. But this is different. This is real. Isn’t life supposed to be like in the books?” She clenched her fists.
“No, Rosebud. That’s part of what makes books so special. They’re a reflection of life, but they are not true. They’re fiction. They let us feel for a little while, but we get to set the book down and come back to reality. Life isn’t like that.” I was realizing this all myself. “You don’t get to just step away from the pain, from the truth. It’s always there, and it always will be.”
“Cadence didn’t deserve this, did she?” She looked up at me.
“Of course not. Of course she didn’t. But that doesn’t change that it happened.”
She nodded. “I know.” She studied my face. “I’m sorry this happened to you. I know how much you loved her.”
“How?” I asked.
“Because I know how much I love my baby sister, who can’t even talk yet. So you must have loved Cadence a lot.”
I nodded. “I did. I loved her, I love her very much.”
She patted my hand. “You’ll be okay. Someday.” She was comforting me now. “It won’t feel like it for a long time. I know what it felt like to lose my daddy, and he’s not really gone. He’s just… hard to reach. So I know it’s really sad about Cadence, because she didn’t choose to leave.”
In a way though, she did. And I’d never forget that.
“But,” Rosebud continued, “someday you’ll see. Someday you’ll be okay. And it won’t feel right. But you’ll have to be okay with that too.”
“Thanks, Rosebud.”
“You’re welcome.” Lucius ambled up to us from out of the kitchen and rubbed up against Rosebud’s legs. “Hey Luce,” she said, scratching him behind the ears. He purred loudly.
“You guys good friends?” I asked, smirking.
She nodded. “Yeah. When Marlene lets him outside he comes and visits me. I feed him.”
My eyes widened. “You wouldn’t happen to feed him… pickles, would you?”
She grinned. “Yeah, they’re his favorite!”
I actually laughed, despite everything. “Rosebud. Oh, Rosebud. Would you like some more books?”
She smiled half-heartedly. “Yes, please.”
✽✽✽
 
The room filled with people quickly, far more quickly than I had expected. People had come from all over to say goodbye to her. People I knew, people I didn’t know. There weren’t enough seats in the church for everyone to be able to sit. I tried to count them, made it up to 37, but then I lost count.
We had reserved the front row for her family, and I made sure that included Liberty Bell, Bobby, Dillard, and Rosebud. We were her family.
Most of the ceremony was a blur. I don’t remember what people said about her, just that they loved her so, so much. She was so respected and loved. I had no idea she had made such an impact on people. Even her lawyer was there, the young man I had met in the kitchen. Marlene was stoic, trying to be strong. Liberty Bell, Bobby and Dillard all had tired, bloodshot eyes. Rosebud sniffled into a handkerchief, her mom’s arm wrapped around her and her little sister cradled in Denise’s arms. Bliss sat in Marlene’s lap, staring mesmerized at the giant photo at the front of the room.
We’d had Liberty Bell pick the photo to display, since she’d been the one who had taken it. She chose one of the three of us, me and Cadence and Bliss, with Bliss propped up between us, mouth wide open with a laugh. I was looking at Cadence. Cadence was looking at the camera. And we looked so happy.
Mostly I remember when I stood up to talk. My hands were shaking. How was I supposed to talk about this woman I had barely known? What could I tell these people to make them feel better after losing such a beautiful soul?
I cleared my throat and gazed at the audience in wonder. Who were all these people? How did they know Cadence, and how did they get here? I only recognized about half of them, and of those half I wondered what they were doing here as well. They didn’t really know Cadence.
I glanced down at the index cards in my hands. They felt fuzzy, and heavy.
I sighed. I opened my mouth to speak.
“Cadence Highwater was my sister. I didn’t always know she was my sister. Once, she was a stranger, and I yelled at her. Then suddenly, she was my sister, and just as suddenly, I loved her.” I looked up. Marlene was crying now. “I don’t know how to explain her,” I said. “I wish I knew her better. She was my sister for all of two months. But she warmed her way into all of our hearts in no time at all. She came to us with no family but her daughter, and she left this world with more family than she had probably bargained for.” I stared down at her family, my family, in the front row below me. I set the cards down. I wasn’t reading them anyway.
“She once told me that cancer is kind of like love, but… I think love is kind of like cancer. It doesn’t stop spreading just because you want it to. That’s what love is like: a disease that starts growing inside of you until you can’t control it or even begin to understand it. And there’s no magical cure. No elixir to take. There’s not even chemotherapy for love. We suffer, we take it, we live through it. Because we have to.”
I bit my lip. “Cadence couldn’t stay. She couldn’t live through it. As badly as I wanted her to, I know she was in pain. I know how badly she wanted to be here. You see, I didn’t understand Cadence at first. I didn’t understand what it was like to have a sister. For those of you who don’t know, well, having a sister is kind of like having a clock. Inside this clock, there are gears that must mesh in order for the clock to produce any kind of time worthy of telling. Cadence and I had the same gears, and the time we would have had together might have been amazing. But her gears were rusty, and broken. And a broken clock can’t tell time, or give it to others. She was a broken clock. But she was a beautiful one.”
I picked the cards back up. “I’ll never know what my life would have been like without her. But I’m glad. I may not have her anymore or for the rest of my life, but the point is that I did have her. I got the chance to know someone like Cadence. Better yet, I got to be her sister. And no one can take that away from me. Not God, not death, not cancer. Cadence Highwater is my sister. And she always will be.”
✽✽✽
 
Marlene held me after, and didn’t let go for two whole minutes. “I love you,” she said.
“I love you too.” I looked around at everyone in the room, all standing up and chatting about Cadence in little groups around the room, now that the service had ended. “I only know about half these people,” I said.
Marlene looked around too. “She was well-loved,” she replied.
“But the half I know, some of them don’t even know Cadence. Why are they here?”
Marlene smiled a little, and cupped my cheek. “Silly Heaven. They’re here for you.” I nodded, but I didn’t really understand.
After a few minutes of lots of hugs, a young man approached me. “Heaven?” he asked, a sort of question. He was tall with dark, dark hair and hazel eyes.
“Yes?” I replied.
He held out his hand for me to shake. “I’m Mark. I’m, well, I’m Cadence’s ex-boyfriend, I guess.”
I gasped. “Yes. I know who you are.” I shook his hand carefully. “How did you know about this?”
He shook his head a little, gave a small sigh. “Actually, Cadence called me a few days ago. Told me it was almost time. She wanted to say our goodbyes. I got here not long after that. I was supposed to come see her one afternoon but… I guess that’s when it happened.” He choked up.
I almost couldn’t contain the frustration myself. “Oh my god,” I said. “I’m so sorry.” I hugged him, long and hard. I pulled away finally. “She really loved you. I know she did.”
He nodded. “I know. I really loved her too.” He sighed. “Is Bliss here?”
“Yes, of course!” I said. I approached Bobby who had Bliss in his arms and brought her over to Mark.
He started crying. “She’s so beautiful. Can I hold her?”
I nodded and handed her to him, the tears starting to fall from my own eyes.
He pushed the hair from her sad, sleepy eyes. “I wanted to be her dad, someday. I really did. But Cadence didn’t think it was right, since she wouldn’t be around.”
“Cadence wants me to be her guardian. She wants me to raise her. But I’m still just a kid myself. I love her so much though.”
He nodded and laughed at Bliss as a big snot bubble came out of her nose. “How could you not?” He sighed, and gave her back to me. “My name is Mark Boyer. I live in Seattle, Washington. But I would pick up everything to move here and help you raise Bliss.”
“You would do that?” I asked, appalled. Bewildered. Amazed. Confused.
“I would.” He pulled a business card out of his pocket. “I won’t, unless you want me to. Especially if you’re her guardian now. It’s up to you. But I love this little girl, and I loved her mom, and it would mean the world to me to get to be a part of her child’s life.”
I took his card. “I need to think. I’ll call you.”
He nodded. “Thank you Heaven. That’s all I ask.”
He left, and Dillard came up. The crowd was starting to get smaller and smaller, people leaving and moving on with their lives, saying their goodbyes to Cadence’s picture and Marlene and I, then going home.
Dillard wrapped his hand around mine. “Who was that?” he asked.
“Well, in a way, he’s kinda like her dad,” I gestured at Bliss, chewing on a cookie Bobby had snuck her.
“Really?” he asked. “Her dad?”
“Well, no. He was gonna be. He and Cadence were in love, for a while. She broke it off because of the cancer, and moved here. He wants to be a part of Bliss’ life though. Said he’d pick up his whole life to be with her, to help raise her.”
“Oh my god,” he responded.
“I know,” I said.
“That’s heavy,” he said.
“I know.”
The room was mostly empty now. It was just her family left. Us, I mean. It was just us. We all hugged and cried, I told them about Mark and what he had said. We all cried some more and then everyone went home. This day was too much.
I rode with Dillard. We were quiet at first, no words. That’s why it took me by surprise when he said it.
“I love you.”
I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right, I’d been so lost in my thoughts. I didn’t say anything.
“Heaven, did you hear me?”
I looked at him, while he watched the road. “I’m not sure.”
“Well, I said-”
“No, I heard what you said. I’m just not sure… how I feel.”
“Oh. Okay.”
I looked down at my hands, small and delicate and a lot like Cadence’s. “I’m not ready to say that. And I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready.”
He pulled into the driveway of my house. Marlene’s house. “What do you mean?” he asked, calmly.
I could hear her laugh again. The laugh right before the car hit us. The laugh I’ll hear every night in my dreams for the rest of my life. A laugh that cut like knives and soothed like medicine.
I looked at him, and he looked at me. And I was so sad. “I don’t think I can love you. I don’t think there’s anything for you here. And I think you should go back to California.” The words were falling out of my mouth without my consent. Inside my heart was shrieking at me to shut the hell up.
His eyebrows crinkled up, the scar on his forehead matching them, and he clenched his fists. “What are you saying? Are you breaking up with me?” His voice cracked.
I tried to stay calm as I told him yes. “Thank you for being there for me when I needed you, but I can’t keep doing this. It’s all too much. I can’t be there for you in return.”
He shook his head. “Look, Heaven, I know you’re hurting. I don’t need you to be here for me right now. I think we can-”
“We can’t. I don’t love you. You need to go.” My heart broke some more, though I didn’t think it could. What was I doing? Stop, Heaven, stop! You’re hurting him! You love him, you do! my chest screamed. But my mouth was not obeying. And I crushed him. His face looked as broken as the glass that had crashed on the pavement that very first day.
I got out of the car and stood on the porch, waiting for him to drive away. He stayed for four minutes and twenty-three seconds, staring back at me, waiting for me to change my mind, until his face turned angry and he backed out of the driveway. He hated me now, I know he did. I broke him. But I couldn’t stop. I was hurting, and I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t think I could ever love him. Not now, not anymore. It was too soon, too much. It was all too much! Love was an inaccessible thing for me, I guess. And Cadence Highwater had stolen from me any love I may have had left to give.




The Recovery.





Chapter Ten.
“I had it laminated,” I told Marlene as I showed her the picture. It was just a 5x7, small enough to carry around but big enough that Bliss could always see her mother’s face next to hers. “That way it won’t get messed up. She can sleep with it.”
“That’s beautiful, Heaven,” Marlene smiled from the kitchen island, a glass of wine on its way to her lips, the photograph poised neatly between her forefinger and thumb. I’d picked the best one of Liberty Bell’s pictures of Cadence and Bliss. Bliss was mid-laugh and Cadence was looking just slightly off camera, and I remembered that moment. She had been looking at me.
I took the flash drive Liberty Bell gave me to Walgreens and had them all printed, this one for Bliss to carry around and the rest of them for me. I even had one printed really big, one of all of us. Marlene framed it and hung it over her TV.
“I don’t want her to forget,” I said. “Maybe this will help her remember.” Marlene looked at me sadly, and in her expression I could read my own thoughts.
It was wishful thinking, I knew. My own mother had died only five months ago and I had known her for nearly eighteen years, and even I struggled to remember her face sometimes. I tried to picture it now, her darkly curly hair, her bright eyes, her clear but weathered skin. And that smile that warmed my bitter heart. If I concentrated really hard, I could see her.
I didn’t want it to be like that for Bliss. I would do everything I could to help her remember her mother. Me, I would never be able to forget Cadence and the mark she left inside of me.
Marlene looked up from the photograph and set her glass on the counter. “The lawyer called today.” She paused, expecting me to respond. When I didn’t, she continued.
“Heaven, Cadence left everything she owned to you. Even Bliss, if you want her.”
I felt my heart sink to my stomach. “But, I-”
“I know, you told her no. But she wanted you to have a chance to change your mind one last time. If you still don’t want to, she’ll go to me. I’ll be her legal guardian.”
We were interrupted by a cry from the den. Bliss had just woken up from her nap. I sighed. “I still need to think about it, okay? Can I have some time?”
Marlene nodded. “Of course, my dear.”
I stood up to go get Bliss just as there was a knock at the door. “I’ll get it,” Marlene said, and I headed toward Cadence’s old room, which we had begun to convert into a room for Bliss.
I found Bliss standing in her playpen, rubbing her wet eyes with her fists. I picked her up and laid her against my shoulder, where she whimpered for her mama and I patted her back. “It’s okay, baby. Everything will be okay.” And that was the first lie I would ever tell her.
I came back into the kitchen just as I heard Marlene’s voice at the front door.
“Just where the fuck have you been?”
I’ve never heard Marlene talk like this in all the time I’ve known her. The most cursing I’d ever experienced out of her was a well-placed f-bomb or two in her books. So I knew, without even missing a beat, exactly who this was at the door.
“Hi, honey,” he greeted her. His voice was not as gruff as I expected my grandfather’s voice to sound.
“Don’t call me honey,” she commanded, crossing her arms over her chest in defiance. “Answer my question.”
I worked my way through the dining room toward the door. I wanted to see him. I wanted to know what he looked like… if he looked like me. I could just barely see him as I came closer. Dark skin, sad eyes, a thick mustache and long hair.
“I’ve been at home, honey, in Mexico.”
“Home?” she scoffed. “Home is where your family is. Home is where your daughter died. Home is where you don’t just send a postcard after her death and then show up five months later at your only remaining daughter’s doorstep.”
His eyes were tired, beaten. “Honey…” he pleaded.
“Stop calling me that!” she screamed.
I wasn’t sure how to feel. Should I feel sorry for the old man being screamed at outside a screen door? Or feel angry for the woman whose father abandoned her?
Fernie’s eyes roamed toward me. He took a deep breath. “Is that Heaven?” he asked. Marlene nodded tersely. “Please, h… Marlene. May I come in and see my granddaughter?”
Marlene stood stagnant for eight seconds before she sighed frustratedly and reached to open the screen door for him. “Fine. You can come in. But you’re not staying.”
He nodded his agreement and walked in. He turned toward me. “You look so much like your mother,” he said. He crossed the few steps between us, and reached a hand up as if he were going to touch my cheek, but he thought better of it and let his hand fall. “I am your abuelo, Fernando. But please, call me Fernie.”
“Fernie,” I repeated. “Hi. I’m Heaven.”
Marlene snickered and passed behind us on her way to the kitchen.
He laughed, a big hearty laugh full of wit, and it reminded me of Marlene’s laugh. “Yes, I know. But thank you for the reminder,” he said, and winked.
He gestured toward Bliss. “Who is this?”
I continued to rub Bliss’ back, who had stopped whimpering and was starting to fall back asleep. “This is Bliss,” I said. “She’s… well, I guess she’s your great granddaughter.”
“Oh,” he said, taking half a step back in surprise. “Yours?”
“No,” I replied, but I didn’t offer him an explanation. “I actually need to put her back down, if you don’t mind…”
He nodded. “Of course. You go.” I backed up slowly and passed through the kitchen, where Marlene had poured herself a glass of wine and was currently downing it. She set the glass back down on the counter with a sharp tap and began pouring herself another. I went into the den. Bliss had fallen back asleep so as gently as I could, I placed her back down in her playpen. She snored lightly. I kissed her wet cheek and pulled the blanket up to her shoulders.
When I came back into the kitchen, Marlene and Fernie both stood at the kitchen island, talking in hushed voices. Marlene’s face appeared to be scrunched up in anger and she gripped the stem of her wine glass with her fist. I grabbed my keys and purse from the counter beside them. I didn’t want to be privy to this. “I’ll be back later,” I said, and Marlene nodded at me as I rushed toward the door.
I drove toward the lake. I didn’t mean to go there really, by any means, because it reminded me so much of Dillard and I just didn’t want to think about him. But I needed to think, and it was the most peaceful place I knew of.
The beach was surprisingly empty of people for a summer evening. Only eight kids played in the swimming area, and two sets of parents relaxed on the shore nearby. I avoided them all and walked left from the parking lot. I walked down the beach a little way, past the open field and community building where Liberty Bell once told me she photographed her first wedding, until the beach began to thin out and the trees of the woods began to meet the water. There was a rock that jutted out into the water from the shore, and I walked down it and took off my shoes, sat on the edge and dipped my feet in.
This is where Dillard kissed me for the fourth time. I remember it pretty clearly. We went to dinner first and then walked along the beach until we had found this rock. There was barely enough room for the both of us at the end, but we made do. He pushed my wayward bangs away from my face.
“You are so beautiful,” he had said, and leaned toward me. I felt his lips brush mine, and then I felt hungry, like I needed to kiss him. I felt his hand on my neck and I pushed into it, returning his kiss. A few minutes later he said, “Heaven…”
“Mmm hmm?” I breathed.
He leaned his lips to my ear. “I’m so happy I found you.”
It didn’t seem fair to him to revisit this memory. I couldn’t make him as happy as I had wanted to. And as much as I wanted to forget about Cadence and move on and be happy, she was all I could think about.
Her, and my mother. It never really hit me until then how much Cadence was like my mom, and that it felt like I had lost them both. I couldn’t reconcile with the fact that I could never see either one of them again. And if I couldn’t have them with me, I didn’t want to be happy. I know, it sounds selfish. But it was all I could feel. Just one emotion at a time for me. And it meant I had to hurt Dillard in the process, but I think hurting him only made me hurt more. Sometimes I wish my parents hadn’t named me Heaven. I can’t live up to the hype.
“Hey,” I heard behind me. I turned around to see Liberty Bell approaching quickly, stumbling over the rocks and between trees.
“Hey,” I replied. “How did you find me?”
She shrugged. “I came looking for you at home, Marlene used that weird app that tells her where your phone is.”
I laughed. “I knew I’d regret letting her add me to that. Now she can stalk me.”
She smiled. “Probably for the best.” She came to sit beside me. “I found you, after all.”
We sat in silence for a minute. “So, who’s the old guy at your house?”
I laughed again. It felt good to laugh. “My grandpa, I guess. He’s been in Mexico for a long time. Marlene kinda hates him, but she also doesn’t, I think, because he’s her dad.”
“I can understand that,” she smiled. “So what’s up? Why are we brooding by the lake?”
I sighed. “Cadence wanted me to take guardianship of Bliss when she died, but I don’t know if I can do it. It’s a big responsibility.”
She nodded. “It is. What about that Mark guy though? Can’t he do it?”
“I can’t just ask him to take Bliss. I don’t even want him to have her, you know, completely. I don’t mind if he wants to be there, but…”
“Heaven, that’s your answer right there.”
“What do you mean?”
“I imagine you were going to finish that sentence with ‘but, I want her.’ Or some variation. Am I right?”
I shrugged. I made an ‘I dunno’ noise.
She laughed. “Look, you know me. You know I’m not one to advocate taking on a huge responsibility when you’re young, because you’ve got your whole life ahead of you. But, I mean, anyone with eyes can see the way you look at Bliss. You love her more than your love yourself. You are the only person that can take care of her and give her the love she deserves to be given.” She sighed. “I’m not saying to adopt her. I’m just saying, it’s a thought. She needs you as much as you need her.”
I didn’t respond. She gave me a quick hug and got up to leave. “Text me when you’re ready.” I nod, and then she left me too.
✽✽✽
 
I came home when it got dark. Marlene was “making” dinner in the kitchen (dishing Chinese take out onto paper plates), and Fernie watched TV in the living room. I approached Marlene, and she sighed. “He’s staying,” she said. “For now.”
I joined Fernie on the couch. His long gray hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, and he wore dark Levi’s and a blue button up shirt. We heard the phone ring in the kitchen, and Marlene answered it. After a few minutes, we heard her gasp and mutter a soft, “Oh no.”
She came into the living room. “Mrs. Masterson, down the street. She passed away today.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “She was sweet,” I added, even though I didn’t really know.
“Her funeral is on Wednesday.” She sighed. “Three funerals in a year is three too many.” She walked away to continue fixing dinner, moving on.
Like it was that easy.
Fernie turned to me, eyes sad. “What does she mean?” he asked.
“My sister passed away last week,” I replied. “This neighbor makes three. My parents, my sister, and the neighbor.”
He seemed really kind. I’m sure there was a large part of the story I didn’t know about why he lived in Mexico for so long and only sent postcards to his daughter, but the Fernie now, the one sitting with me on the couch flipping through channels and pausing on every cooking channel before moving on, the one that looked at me with soft, sad eyes and squeaked, “Cadence?” This Fernie didn’t seem so bad.
I nodded. “My parents gave her up-”
“For adoption,” he finished. “I know. I was there.”
“You were?” I asked. He nodded, but didn’t elaborate.
I sat with him for a few moments, about 27 seconds actually, studying the side of his face while the television flashed lights up into his eyes and onto the jagged hook of his nose. His mustache sported some wayward crumbs. He looked tired, defeated.
“When did you leave?” I asked him. I never used to be this brave when it came to asking people personal questions. Courage starts small, but it grows.
“Leave?” he asked.
“My mom and Marlene. When did you leave them?”
He sighed. “It was just after you were born. Your grandmother had passed away before she ever got to meet you. I was very sad. I went home to see my own father, and never came back.”
“Why not?”
“At first, I had planned to come back, but then Marlene and Gabriela were so angry with me for leaving that I decided to stay longer. And the longer I stayed,  the angrier they got, so I just kept staying until I forgot I ever wanted to come back at all.”
“But you did,” I said. “You’re back now.”
“That I am, mija. That I am.” He patted my leg. It seemed wrong in some way to hear him call me mija, a term I’d only heard my mother call me. But at the same time, it felt nice to hear the word again. She’d probably gotten it from him, after all.
✽✽✽
 
I was getting ready for work the next day when I heard Marlene in her room, typing furiously. I stopped brushing my hair and came to her doorway. Her hair was up in its usual messy bun and her bright red glasses were perched at the tip of her nose, poised there like a question. Her fingers flew across the keys of her laptop.
I wait until she started to slow, came to a pause, studying the words she’d just written with intense focus. “What are you writing about?” She’d mentioned she’d struck inspiration a while ago, but never said what about.
She jumped a little, turning to stare at me. She blinked a couple of times before I came into her focus. She was having to draw herself away from the words, and I know that can be difficult.
“Oh. Cadence, in a way.”
“Cadence?” I croaked.
She grinned. “Well, not really. It’s inspired by her. And by you.”
I paused, waiting for her to explain, the question on my lips.
She pulled her glasses up over her hair. “It’s about sisterhood.”
“Oh.”
She smiled sheepishly. “I can’t be sure, but… I think it’s pretty good.”
“All of your stuff is good.”
She laughed. “Yes, after several drafts and hours of editorial suggestions.”
“I’m sure I’ll love it. I always do,” I said.
“I’ll let you read the first draft?” she offered.
I nodded. “Gotta go to work now.”
She mumbled a goodbye but she had already turned around and switched her focus back to the words. I know they can call you that way. It’s difficult to ignore how they beg.
✽✽✽
 
The little girl was back today. I hadn’t seen her in weeks, but she was back, in the same blue chair with her long black hair in an elaborate braid at her side. The book in her lap was smaller this time, but just as thick. The green gel pen had been replaced with a glittery blue one, and she was furiously jotting down notes just as she always had.
I approached her carefully. “Hey Annabeth,” I said as I took the plush red chair next to her blue one. The chairs were aesthetically placed exactly between the young adult fantasy section and the American history section, five feet exactly on either side of the little set up to the next bookcase.
“Hey,” she said quickly, not even looking up.
I paused for eight seconds before I asked her, “What do you take notes for, really? Why your future?”
She continued writing, her eyes locked on the book. “I want to be prepared. I read a lot of books. I know bad stuff happens. I want to be ready when it does.” She looked up at me suddenly, her bright green eyes laced with a fire I recognized. “I wasn’t prepared before. Now I will be.”
I sighed and sat back ungracefully into the comforting pillows of the chair. “You can’t prepare for life, Annabeth.”
“I can try,” she demanded, turning back to her book. Her face was heavy and sad and I wondered what had transpired during those few weeks she hadn’t been back to the library.
I bit my lip and tried not to cry. “You can try. But nothing can prepare you for what life throws at you. Even if you know it’s coming, trust me.”
She glanced up angrily. She tossed the book to the table and sat back, her arms across her chest. “So what’s the point then?”
Oops. I hadn’t meant to make her angry. I had to try to fix this. “I’m sorry, Annabeth. I just lost my sister to cancer. I knew that was coming for months and couldn’t prepare for it. I’m very bitter. I shouldn’t have tried to made you think that you can’t prepare for life. It’s just… sometimes life will ignore your preparations and do whatever the heck it wants.”
Her face softened. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t even know. I… Well, how can you be ready for life if it’s gonna do what it wants anyway?”
I sighed again. “Nothing can prepare you for hurt. But… having people around you that love you, friends and family, can soften the blow. A little. It doesn’t seem like much, but it can really make a difference.”
She looked down sadly. “Sometimes that’s the problem.” She looked up at me again, her bangs falling into her eyes. With a swift breath, she blew them away. “What was your name again?”
“Heaven.”
She laughed. “What are you, some kind of angel?”
I grinned. That was a new one. “No. Just a friend. If you ever need one.”
She nodded. “Thank you, Heaven.”
✽✽✽
 
It wasn’t too long after Cadence’s passing that they announced the news: Melonie was pregnant with Bobby’s baby. It’s not like we should have expected any less, they snuck away from company literally any chance they got. The surprising part was the Armstrong’s reaction. While I would have expected a small town Oklahoma family to be outraged at their son’s “promiscuity,” they were actually thrilled and excited, and threw Bobby and Melonie a celebratory party at their home.
This party was a lot smaller than their usual ones. Only the closest people to the family. Melonie’s parents were there, they didn’t seem quite so happy to be there as the Armstrongs, but Melonie was 18 so I don’t think they had much say in the matter. I found out from Melonie later that they were pretty upset, but ready to support Melonie in whatever decision she made regarding the baby. She decided to keep it.
They invited us, of course. Me, Marlene, Bliss and Fernie. Fernie and Marlene took up Marlene’s usual spot in the kitchen with the Armstrong parents, Marlene already pouring herself a glass of wine and Fernie accepting a beer that was offered to him.
While prying eyes glanced away,  Bobby snatched us a couple of cold ones too and we headed outside, me with a dozing Bliss in my arms, Liberty Bell, Bobby, and a beaming Melonie. It felt like we were missing a few people. To be honest, his parents probably would have given all of us (except for Melonie and Bliss) beers, but there’s just something so much sweeter about a stolen beer.
We sat down in four of the six camping chairs placed around a dying bonfire, and Bobby stood up to grab some firewood to give the flames more fuel. “So……… What’s up with your grandpa?” Liberty Bell asked, beer perched near her lips.
“Huh?” I asked.
“I mean, I’m not trying to be dramatic but he looks like a pedophile.”
“Liberty Bell!!” we heard Bobby yell from a few yards away. “Not cool!”
She shrugged, half laughing. “What? That’s a weird fucking mustache, okay? Where’s his beard? Doesn’t he know that mustaches go with beards or you look like a pedophile?”
Bobby came back and tossed the firewood on the fire, then turned to flick her on the ear, but I was laughing. “No, he’s a pretty nice guy. I mean, I just met him so I guess… and I’m only half-Mexican, half-Asian, but I think that may be a Mexican thing. Big furry mustaches.”
“That’s a southern thing too,” Bobby added, plopping into his chair, and we all laughed.
Melonie added, “I think men just like hair, doesn’t matter where you’re from,” and we all burst into heavy laughter, waking Bliss up. She patted my hair and laid her head back down on my shoulder. Maybe it was the beer, maybe it was the moment, but things weren’t so bad right then. It was the first time I’d feel it, actually. Sitting around that bonfire was the first time I didn’t ache with the thought of Cadence, even, no, especially, with her daughter snoring in my arms.
About an hour later we all were back inside the living room joking and laughing together as a family about what kind of kid Bobby and Melonie might have. Bobby pulled me aside to his bedroom looking very sullen while everyone else laughed.
“Heaven, I know about your counting.”
“What?” I asked.
He took a seat on the edge of his bed and patted it, I sat down too. “Your counting,” he said. “The first time I saw it was under the bleachers. I watched you mouth the numbers. You counted the number of bleachers, you counted the number of bugs crawling around us, you even counted the number of chips I ate.”
“I- I don’t know what you mean, Bobby.”
He sighed, shaking his head. “I don’t know what it is, a nervous tick, a weird habit, a disorder,” he glanced carefully toward me at this, “but I do know that you stopped doing it while Cadence was here. Then she… you know. And Dillard left, and, well, you started doing it again. You counted the camping chairs outside. I’m just… I’m worried about you. I don’t know what it even is. I just know it doesn’t seem healthy and it’s back.”
“Okay.” I said. I didn't know how else to respond. No one had ever paid close enough attention to me or bothered to mention anything to me about my habit. It’s not like I didn’t know it existed, it just… It had become a part of who I was when I wasn’t okay, and, well, most of the time I really wasn’t okay. At this point I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be “okay” again. Not without Cadence. And if I was being honest with myself, not without Dillard.
Bobby patted my hand gently. “You’re my friend, Heaven. I know you’re hurting. And people do unusual things when they’re hurting. I just want you to know that I’m here, and I can help you. It’s okay if you need to count things, as long as you’re counting on me too.”
I burst into tears. It was the first time I had really cried since Cadence died. Or my parents, for that matter. I didn’t mean to unload on him like that, but he took it with grace. He pulled me into his arms and held me as tight as he could manage, and I cried until there was nothing left inside me. And you can’t count something that’s empty. So I didn’t count on me.
✽✽✽
 
The night outside was eerily quiet as I walked home from work a few nights later. The wind whistled past me into the trees surrounding Marlene’s neighborhood, and I resisted the urge to listen to their call.
As I unlocked the door to Marlene’s house, I could hear soft sobbing coming from the direction of the kitchen. I rushed quickly inside, terrified of what I would find. So many images were flashing inside my head, Bliss dead, Marlene dead, Fernie dead, anyone else dead. I could not handle anyone else dying. I refused to believe it possible.
I found Marlene collapsed on the kitchen floor, crying and curled into a ball. A shattered wine bottle and puddles of red wine were scattered around her. She had a small cut on her left hand, blood was spilling into one of the puddles of wine and the deep reds were mixing into one. I ran to her side. “Marlene! Marlene, are you okay? What happened?”
“I don’t understand, I don’t understand!” She sobbed between words, gasping for breath afterwards. She was drunk.
“You don’t understand what, Marlene? Talk to me!” I pulled her into a sitting position and grabbed a towel to sop up the wine and the blood.
“Why, I don’t understand why! Cadence didn’t deserve this,” she cried. “Your mom, your dad. What is happening?” She started to mumble. “Before I know it I’ll lose you too.” She looked up suddenly, her red glasses askew. She clutched my sleeve. “Don’t ever leave me, Heaven. I can’t handle it if you leave me.”
I sighed and pulled her to her feet, moving her toward her bedroom. “I’m not going anywhere, Marlene. I promise. You and me against all odds, okay? I’m here.”
She broke into incoherent sobs again and I took her into her bathroom and bandaged up her hand. Then I coaxed her into her bed and pulled the covers over her. She was out within minutes.
I returned to the kitchen and, after checking on Bliss who was unknowingly sleeping through it all, cleaned up the rest of the wine and glass. I set the dirty towel in the sink, and then I saw it on the counter nearby. A note from Fernie.
“Had to go.
Love,
Fernie.”
Marlene had never stood a chance. She had lost more than I had ever lost, and I felt so angry that someone could willingly be so cruel.
I climbed the stairs and headed toward my own bed, but changed my mind at the last minute. I got ready for bed and climbed in next to Marlene. She needed me right now, more than I needed my bed. I could be there for her. I would be there for her, even if it was all I had left to give.
✽✽✽
 
I had made my decision. It wasn’t an easy one. I was still just a kid myself. But she was my whole world now. There was no point to life anymore without her. So she would be mine.
“I want her,” I told Marlene. “Bliss. Cadence told me she was mine if I wanted her. Well, I do. I want her.”
Marlene glanced at me over her red bedazzled glasses and took a sip of her black coffee. “You’re sure?” She asked.
“More sure than I have been of anything in a long while.”
She nodded. “Good. I'll call Cadence’s lawyer.”
He came over the next day with his briefcase and a sad smile. “This is what she wanted,” he offered to me.
I returned his smile. “I know.”
He had me sign some papers. I didn’t really know what any of it meant, except that Bliss was now mine. Before he left, he handed me an envelope. “From Cadence,” he said. “For you.” And then he was gone.
Bliss played with some toys in the living room with Marlene. When I came in,  Marlene stood up and nodded at me. “It’s done?” She asked.
“It’s done,” I said.
She smiled. “I’ll give you two some space for a little while. I’ll be writing, if you need me.”
I sat down on the floor with Bliss and pulled her into my lap. Her eyes were tired. I knew she couldn’t understand what happened, but she knew she missed her mama, and she cried every night waiting for her to come. I brushed her dark hair from her face and she stared quietly at me. None of her usual cooing, giggling. “Mama,” she whispered.
It was a struggle to decide what I should tell her, for the rest of her life. I was her mama now, but at the same time, I would never really be her mother. Should I call her daughter, or “adopted niece?” Should I spend her childhood raising her to yearn for someone she would never see again, or be the mother she needed and let her come to the realization on her own that I was never her real mother? What could I do to show the most respect for Cadence’s memory but still ask for the most love and respect from the child I was choosing to raise for sixteen more years?
I guess these were decisions I would have to come to as Bliss grew up. I decided to take every day as it came and figure it out along the way.
I opened the letter from Cadence with Bliss still in my lap.
“I wondered if, I hoped you might change your mind. You’re only reading this if you did, so I must say, I cannot thank you enough for taking care of my precious girl. Bliss needs someone to love and care for her as much as I did, or could in my condition, and you are it. On top of that, you have a circle of people around you, Heaven, even if you can’t see they’re there sometimes, that love you and would do anything for you, including help you raise Bliss. I know it was a lot to ask of you, to raise my baby when you’re still practically a baby yourself, but there is no one else I can trust more to love her like I could than my own flesh-and-blood sister.
There’s something else I want to thank you for Heaven, and that is giving me family when I had none but Bliss. You did that for me. You welcomed me into your home and your life, somehow convinced your friends to like me, and gave me a home. That’s something I haven’t had in a really long time. You could have turned me and my baby away, told me never to speak to you again, treated me like the banished love child I often felt like, but you didn’t. You and Marlene took me in when I had nothing else. And you gave me everything I needed and more. That was enough for me. I didn’t want to die alone, and because of you, I didn’t. My sister.
I don’t know where I’m going after this, if I go anywhere at all, but I do know that when I get there I will never forget how you made my last moments so precious.
I don’t think you even realize what a beautiful, compassionate person you are. You act like you feel nothing, care about nothing. But everyone around you can see you care so much it hurts. That’s why you pretend you don’t care, because when you do care, you think you lose people. I am so sorry for all you’ve lost, Heaven. And before the end, you will lose even more. It’s just a fact of life. It’s how we cope with loss that makes us human. And that’s love, Heaven, plain and simple. Love hurts. It always will.
That’s why I am so thankful you have chosen to raise Bliss anyway, over your own fear and pain and freedom, and that speaks to me more than any of your other actions have.
I wish there were more I could say to you, I wish this letter could last forever, I wish I could last forever and see both Bliss and my little sister bloom into beautiful women. Let me just say, someday I hope I see you again... but let’s cross our fingers that it is a long, long time from now.
Forever your sister,
Cadence
Bliss had dozed off in my lap and my arms were aching with the weight of her limp body. I set down the letter and wiped my eyes with my free hand. In the kitchen Marlene poured herself a glass of water. I gave her a curious look.
“I’m not quitting cold turkey, alright? But I’m trying to cut back,” she said, pushing up her bedazzled red glasses.
“Cool,” I said.
I put Bliss to bed and grabbed my keys. “I’ll be back in a bit, okay?”
Marlene nodded. “Be safe.”
“I don’t know what that is anymore,” I said.
The sun had not even started to set yet when I met Liberty Bell at the park. Her client hadn’t shown up yet. A few days ago, she had invited me to watch her work, and I agreed.
She pushed her purple-streaked brown hair behind her ears and made an adjustment on her camera after glancing at the sun and the green trees around us. She checked her watch.
“Don’t you miss him?” She asked me, making another adjustment to her camera, and checking the lens.
We sat on one of those cement picnic tables near the swing set, waiting patiently for her client (a young new family) who was definitely late. “Miss who?” I asked innocently, though I knew who she meant.
She rolled her eyes at me. “You know full well who I mean. Dillard. Ya know, your boyfriend.”
“He’s not my boyfriend anymore. And yeah, I miss him, but…”
She sighed exasperatingly. “But what? Isn’t that enough?”
I glanced down at the ground. There were a few dead leaves scattered in the dirt around us. The first signs that summer was drawing to an end. Soon we would start college, our teenage days would end, and, well, to put it the way Liberty Bell would, “shit gets real.” There were six leaves at our feet. One was green with the edges turning brown.
“No,” I said strongly. “It’s not enough. Just because I miss him and he probably misses me, we can’t build a real relationship on that. It’s not enough.”
Liberty Bell stood up with ferocity, as she does all things. I thought it was out of anger toward my statement, but then I saw a young couple with a new baby at the edge of the park heading our direction. The girl was waving excitedly.
She began a slow march toward them as she said to me, “I think you love him, Heaven. And you’re not accustomed to that, because you think that love can’t grow that quickly. But I watched it happen. I watched it happen to you!” She stopped suddenly and put her hand on my arm. “With Cadence and Bliss,” she said carefully. “You loved them more than life itself before you even knew what hit you. Why can’t it be the same with Dillard?”
I sighed, not wanting to look into her eyes. “It just can't.”
She huffed through her nose. “Well, Heaven, as your self-proclaimed best friend who loves you very dearly, I must tell you that you are being absolutely stupid about this.” The family was getting a lot closer so she turned toward them now. “You can adopt your sister’s two-year-old daughter and vow to take care of her for the next sixteen years, but you can’t tell your boyfriend that you’re in love with him? I mean, that’s real actual stupidity right there.”
I didn’t know how to respond, but I didn’t really have time because suddenly the young couple and baby were upon us.
“Hi!” Liberty Bell greeted them with a huge smile. “The light is absolutely perfect right now, so let’s get started!”
They both nervously nodded, clearly new to this and unsure of what to do. I knew that with Liberty Bell, they were in for a ride.
✽✽✽
 
School was set to start the next day and Liberty Bell and I were all moved into our new dorm room. It was mostly for appearances because I would be spending all my free time not in class or studying with Bliss, and technically she wasn’t allowed in the dorms. So Marlene and I agreed she would spend three nights with her and I would use those to study while I stayed in the dorms, and the other four nights of the week I would stay at Marlene’s to give Marlene a break. We both agreed that it was important for me to go to college as well as raise Bliss, and this was the best way to ensure that I got valuable time with her but still put effort into my education. I already knew though that those three nights a week away from her would be the hardest test I would take my entire college career.
I picked English for my major and Liberty Bell picked photography. Melonie chose Marine Biology and Bobby picked History. I had a feeling a few of those majors would change before our four years together at OU were up, but I was impressed with us, nonetheless.
The last thing to do before finishing up the dorm was the thing I’d been dreading all summer: go through my parents’ boxes.
It was necessary, for both the organizational purposes and the desire to heal. Marlene asked if I wanted her to help, but I told her it was something I needed to do myself.
The boxes were stacked two deep, and three high, with the fourth stack on the end having only one tall box in the front. Nineteen boxes to go through. Nineteen gut-wrenching, memory filled boxes of hurt. But I had to do it.
They all contained the normal things that two adults collect over a lifetime together. Clothes, pictures, keepsakes. I set aside all of their clothes, including a yellow blouse sporting a ketchup stain, to donate to someone who might actually need them. I kept a few of my favorites of mom’s shirts, like the one she wore to my fifth grade play performance, a sheer black blouse with giant roses on it. I kept her perfume and her hairbrush. I kept dad’s baseball cards and his favorite shirt. I kept the books and DVD’s that were their favorites, and all of the scrapbooks, pictures, and letters my mom had collected over the years. The rest of it went into the donate box.
Finally, the second to last box, the tall one. I chose to end with it. When I opened it, I found my mom’s old paintings. I’d forgotten they were there. I wish I had gotten to show them to Cadence, she would have loved them. But I’d take a guess that she had painted the La Chancla in Marlene’s office, and I knew Cadence had gotten to see that.
The paintings depicted detailed trees, plants, oceans, the things my mother found beautiful. Then on toward the middle of the stack, a painting of a little girl wearing a red dress. She was seven, maybe. She sat on a swing in the backyard of a gray-roofed house. My mother was no Monet, but the painting was good. We’d had a whole extra room in the house that faced the coast - she’d paint in there. A regular ol’ Van Gogh.
The girl in the swing was me, for sure. The beauty mark on her neck. The not curly, not straight honey brown hair. I’m pretty sure I even once owned a dress that color, I think I’d caught it on a fence and ripped it, maybe. That seemed right. I turned the thin canvas over, and there was only one word written on the back.
Cadence?
Is this what she pictured Cadence looking like? It was me though. But it wasn’t me at all, either. I noticed in the background of the painting behind the house, a lemon tree. We never had a lemon tree. And in the upper right corner of the canvas, a bird. Black and yellow and small. I asked Marlene if she knew what kind of bird it was. A goldfinch, she’d replied. The state bird of Washington. Where mom and Marlene were from. Where she must have given Cadence up. She had this whole other life and set of thoughts that had nothing to do with me, and I was beginning to realize that I would probably spend the rest of my life wondering what they were.
I pulled my journal out from the top drawer of my desk, where it had begun to gather dust as I’d neglected it over the busy last few weeks. I flipped to the page where I had started my list.
My mother.
It occurred to me that I would never be able to complete it. I would never be able to cross my parents’ deaths off the list.
I took the painting of Cadence and I hung it above my bed, and pinned some of the photographs of my parents I’d saved around it. With Marlene’s help, I packed the donation boxes into Cadence’s little sedan (now mine) and drove them to Habitat For Humanity, who thanked me for my generous donation. I was just glad they didn’t ask where it all came from.
✽✽✽
 
The first month of school went by with a lot of hiccups. I spent one class crying because I hadn’t seen Bliss in three days. I held her so tight that night she started coughing and I had to let go. “This is harder than I thought it would be,” I had said to Marlene.
“I know, my dear,” she replied.
I didn’t realize how hard college was going to be. I got little to no sleep, and I yearned for fall break to finally come around.
When it did, I spent the entire week at Marlene’s. About halfway through the break, Fernie knocked on the door. I answered it this time, but I didn’t let him in.
“I’m pretty sure she doesn’t want to see you,” I told him. He stood at the door in a black button up shirt and khaki pants, holding a small bouquet of flowers that he definitely bought from a grocery store.
“I know,” he said. “But I need to explain.”
I shrugged. “It’s your funeral,” I replied, instantly regretting my words. “I- I didn’t mean it like-”
He smiled sadly, stepping inside. “I know, Heaven. You have your grandfather’s ability to say the worst thing you can think of when you’re not thinking.” He patted my shoulder as he passed, and we both recoiled when a hardback book came flying through the foyer and out the open door.
“You deserting bastard!” Marlene screamed. Her face was red, her glasses were askew, and her hair was half falling out of its bun.
Bliss started crying from the living room, where she and Bobby and Melonie were watching TV, where I had just left them. Just then they stood up and came to the door. “Hey, uh,” Bobby stammered, “we thought we might take Bliss to the park for a minute.” I nodded. He squeezed my hand and they hurried out the door behind me.
I’d never seen Marlene so angry. The night she was drunk, she was more like devastated. But now, she was furious. She was practically glowing red.
“How dare you show your coward face in my house again. How dare you show up here and taunt me like this. You are filthy. I cannot believe you,” she fumed.
“Please,” Fernie begged. “Let me explain.”
Her eyes went wide. “Explain?! Explain what? How you ignored your only remaining daughter’s letters? How you show up out of the blue thinking everything will be okay? And then leaving again after everything that’s happened?! I needed you! My sister DIED.”
I felt my heart ripping in half inside my body. This was worse than drunk Marlene. This is the first I'd truly seen how broken she was over my mom’s death. I didn’t know what to do but stand there and watch in dumbfounded silence.
“Please,” Fernie repeated. He was crying. “I sold my house.”
He reached out to Marlene and brushed the hair out of her face. “Mija,” he pleaded. “I had to say goodbye. But I’m here to stay now.”
He stayed there, reaching out to her, waiting for her to reciprocate. She paused, unsure of whether to trust him again, but then she folded herself in his arms and hugged him as hard as he was hugging her. I knew it was time for me to leave, so I gently shut the door behind me and went to find my child at the park.
✽✽✽
 
The cold air bit at my fingertips beneath my long sleeve sweater. The leaves had already changed and fall had come and gone. There was a chance of snow next week. Winter was my favorite season and it wasn’t quite like this in L.A. But Oklahoma was my home now and I looked forward to many more chilling winters here.
After a few months of growing accustomed to school, I was able to find a way to budget my time to allow for Bliss, school, my job at the library, and time for a social life. I don’t know how I did it, but it involved a lot less sleep than I was used to, and I had to sacrifice some things, like personal reading time, but it was worth it. I went on a few dates but they were all duds.
Liberty Bell did her best to teach me how to cook. The basics, but enough to feed my child. We stressed our way through finals, but mostly aced all of them. And at the end of the semester, I moved out of the dorm and back into Marlene’s.
“Dorm life just isn’t for me,” I told Liberty Bell. “I need to be near Bliss as much as possible.”
She nodded. “Cool. Why don't we get an apartment together?”
I gaped at her. “Really? You sure you still want to live with me?”
She looked at me skeptically. “Of course. You’re my best friend. Aside from my brother, of course. It just makes sense. Split the rent. While we’re still young, ya know.” She laughed.
I smiled at her, surprised. “You’d have to live with Bliss. And what happens if we get boyfriends? Well, significant others.” I nudged her gently with my elbow.
She grinned sheepishly. “We’ll make it work. We’ll get a three bedroom. With our student loans, financial aid, and both our jobs, we should be able to afford it. We’ll eat Ramen for dinner every night. So what’s new?” She laughed again. Liberty Bell had snagged herself an editing gig at a big time photography studio in the city. They were really great about working around her school schedule, because they saw her potential, just like I did.
“Well, cool. I can move into Marlene’s until we find a place. Will you go back to your parents’ place?”
She shrugged. “Meh. I don’t know. We’ll see where I land.”
It was my turn to laugh. “Well Fernie is cooking enchiladas at Marlene’s tonight if you’d like to join.”
“Sounds delicious. Count me in.”
Fernie had moved into Cadence’s old room. I wasn’t really sure how I felt about it but I wasn’t sure where else he was supposed to go. He could have taken my room but Marlene was saving it for me and Bliss while I was in school, for when I came home. Maybe if LB and I got an apartment, she’d let him have it.
After dinner, he retreated to his room with one of Marlene’s books, her first one, the one Cadence and I had discussed only days before her death. “My favorite one,” he mentioned before he left the room. Same as me.
Liberty Bell and I were making plans for Bliss’ first birthday the following week, as Marlene cleared up the dishes. Bliss was still wide awake in my lap, chili sauce decorating her cheeks like war paint. She played with my iPhone on the table, pushing buttons until she had locked me out of it. It wasn’t the first time.
We were looking through the prints that LB had taken of all of us that summer, trying to find the best one to blow up and put on a chair at the party. Bliss would likely not remember the gesture once she was older, but it felt important to me. Liberty Bell shuffled through the pictures, handing me one half-hazardously from the stack. It was the one of me and Dillard. He stood behind me, arms around my waist, looking down at him. I was looking up at him. I was surprised at genuinely happy I looked.
“Why’d you hand me this one?” I asked her.
She shrugged. “No reason. Just a good one.”
“Cadence isn’t even in this one.”
She grinned. “I didn’t say she was.”
Liberty Bell excused herself after we finalized some of the birthday plans, and gave Marlene and I both hugs before she left. “Let’s talk about the apartment idea some more tomorrow,” she said, and I agreed.
Marlene, having finished the dishes, poured herself a glass of red wine. She’d had water with dinner. She had stayed pretty true to her earlier statement of cutting back, so far. I was pretty proud of her for keeping her demons in check. We all have them, some are just harder to ignore.
I thought about Marlene’s first book and what Cadence had told me. Somehow Cadence and Marlene had this relationship that Marlene and I had yet to cultivate, maybe because Cadence was older and more experienced, knew more of the world than I did. Perhaps Marlene connected with her better on that level. But I wanted that too. With Cadence gone, I knew now that I needed all the closeness I could get from family.
“Will you tell me about your fiancé?” I asked her suddenly.
She looked up, surprise on her face. At first she looked hurt, angry. Then she looked sad. And finally, she smiled.
“Of course,” she sighed. “His name was Stephen. He was perfect. But mostly because he wasn’t perfect. He was completely klutzy and always said the wrong thing, and, well I was madly, madly in love with him.” She dipped her finger in the wine and ran it along the edge of the round glass, a tiny whistle emerging as she took in a deep breath. “He was mugged and shot in the back alley of a Subway.” She coughed a little, choking on her sadness, and her eyes watered. ‘They never even found him until the morning. I spent the whole night wondering if he’d left me, because we’d had a huge fight that morning.”
I was quiet, allowing her a moment to grieve. I could tell from her sagging shoulders, from the way she flinched when people touched her, from the way she’d never dated again and from the way her eyes sank as she got trapped inside herself, that she'd never truly gotten over this. Even Bliss had stopped fidgeting and was staring inquisitively at Marlene.
She took a deep, less confident breath. “I loved him very, very much Heaven. My entire life changed when I lost him. You’re young, so you might not know yet. But there is nothing, absolutely nothing, more important than the people you care about and having them in your life.” She laughed gently, but it was heavy with consideration. “Well, maybe you do know.” She looked up at me then, deep brown eyes wet with unshed tears.
It was then that I truly realized what a complete and absolute idiot I had been.
✽✽✽
 
“We’re coming,” Bobby insisted.
“I mean, it’s a several day drive, with a baby. You really don’t have to,” I replied.
Liberty Bell shook her head. “Nope, you’re not getting out of this one. We are your best friends. You need road trip companions. Plus, I’ve never been to California. School doesn’t start again for another two weeks. We are definitely coming.”
I sighed begrudgingly. “Fine. But I’m doing most of the driving.”
‘Nope,” Bobby said. “You’re not doing that either.”
I sighed, but I was happy. These were my best friends. I wouldn’t rather have anyone else tag along with me on this journey of self-discovery.
We headed out the next morning with a full car, plenty of snacks, and tons of energy. We took Cadence’s car. After all, it had made the whole trip once already. Hopefully it could make it again. After a few hours,, Bliss was already out, Liberty Bell was buried in a book, and Bobby was complaining about needing to pee. We stopped in Sayre, Oklahoma for him to relieve himself then got right back on the road. Bobby had claimed shotgun next to me while I drove the first stint, monopolizing the radio with old country songs from his iPhone. He sang along, too. It would be funny to tease him and say he was off-key, but he was actually very good. I enjoyed listening to his husky voice belt out heartfelt country lyrics. I’d never been much of a country music fan, but they were definitely turning me. Especially the old stuff, George Strait and the like. They were the best.
We stopped for lunch in Amarillo, Texas at a Waffle House, right in the middle of the Texas panhandle. Bliss had thrown up in the car shortly after we stopped for Bobby to pee and we had to stop again to clean her up. Note to self: ice cream and long car rides do not mix well with Bliss. Ha. These are the kinds of things I was looking forward to learning. Well, the puking not so much. But the little things that would someday make Bliss Bliss, those I would cherish discovering.
Bobby had to pee yet again, not five minutes after we left the Waffle House, so we found the nearest Walmart and made sure that everyone was prepared for the next leg of the drive.
A few more hours later we arrived in Albuquerque and found the nicest looking motel we could find and got a room with two beds. Of course, we checked first to make sure it had a pool and wifi. Necessary things. We ate a dinner of scrumptious Taco Bell before we all took a dip in the pool. I took Bliss in with me, naked because we didn’t bring any swimmers for her, and silently prayed that she wouldn’t poop. She had an absolute blast. I had never seen her laugh so hard. When Bobby swam up next to us in the shallow end, she reached out for him and he took her from me, playing with her on the steps in the shallow end while Liberty Bell and I headed off toward the hot tub. I was looking forward to seeing Bobby become a dad. I knew without a doubt that he would be a great one, and I can’t say I wasn’t a little bit excited about Bliss having a friend close to her own age. The thought made me smile.
In the hot tub, Liberty Bell chatted up a very pretty girl about our age. Her name was Lacey and she was making the trip by herself to see her parents in Kansas. She had curly red hair tied up in a knot so it wouldn’t get wet, but the spirally tendrils hanging at the base of her neck were dripping the warm water of the hot tub. She wore big brown glasses that almost hid her striking blue eyes, falling every few minutes to the tip of her thin, mousy nose. She was constantly pushing them up. Liberty Bell was enthralled.
I’d seen her like this before, of course. I think the appeal of having not admitted it out loud made the thing more exciting for her, more adventurous. Like a secret that she thought she was keeping, but I think at this point, everyone else knew. I wondered if she'd ever contemplated whether or not she should tell me. She never brought girls into the dorm room. Not romantically, anyway. Study dates, sure, but nothing happened. But she’d also never said anything about it to me, so I made it a point to not mention it until she was ready to bring it up herself. All in good time.
Lacey made her departure with the excuse of it getting late, and I swung a mischievous look in LB’s direction. She shrugged, laughing. “What? She was cute!”
I laughed too. I guess now was a good enough time as any. “You’re a single woman, far as I know. Have all the fun you want, Liberty Bell.”
She smirked and splashed me a little with the water, but her face was solemn. “Thanks, Heaven.”
A few minutes later we were all tuckered out (again, Liberty Bell’s phrase, not mine), and Bliss’ eyes were drooping heavily. We headed to the room with heavy, happy hearts and hair full of chlorine water, and I slept better in that motel room than I had slept in months.
By the time we reached Flagstaff the next afternoon, the tire was completely flat. “Crap,” I said, pulling off the highway. We called a tow using Marlene’s AAA service and had it taken to the nearest tire place so they could replace it. A used one was all I could really afford, so it would have to do. The tow truck driver was kind enough to drop us off at a McDonald’s not too far away so that we could have lunch while we waited.
It was as we were leaving the McDonald’s with the intention of exploring a little before the car was ready that I saw the poster for the gallery.




Chapter Eleven.
This is where you meet her. I didn’t tell you her name before, but it’s Lomava. She said at some point that it means “beautiful water” in Hopi. Not a traditional name, she’d said, but her parents were not traditional. But when we met her, she called herself Tuwutsmoki, or storyteller.
She didn’t say much besides telling us her story, but she didn’t need to. Her story said everything.
“Gallery of Hopi Art and Culture, featuring expert Hopi storyteller,” Bobby read off the poster. “That sounds interesting. Anyone else game?”
I shrugged. “Sure, sounds interesting. Who knows how long we’ll have to kill time before they finish the car.”
The gallery was less than a mile down the road so we chose to walk, though Liberty Bell complained the whole way. “My feet hurt. Why do we have to walk? Can’t we call a cab?”
“It’s not like we don’t need the exercise,“ Bobby laughed, patting his (hardly what I’d call “overweight”) tummy.
It was a rather small shop set in a strip mall between a Subway and a laundromat. The wide glass windows and the glass door were painted with a stunning sunset on an Arizona skyline, with unique tribal-looking patterns decorating the clouds and the land.
A bell chimed as we walked inside the warm building. It was generously decorated with authentic-looking paintings and handmade ceramic figurines, gorgeously elaborate dreamcatchers, stunning black and white photography of Hopi children, and even more that we had yet to see. A young teenage girl with dark skin and darker hair sat at a desk near the front, reading a book.
She glanced up through wire rim glasses. “Hi, welcome to the Hopi gallery. We hope you enjoy our exquisite selection of authentic Hopi art and trinkets, please do not touch unless you intend to buy. Let me know if you have any questions.” Her face went back to her book before she’d even finished her last sentence.
The rest of the gallery seemed empty of people. Bliss reached out for a very breakable looking ceramic figurine of an eagle and Bobby quickly pulled her away. “No touch!” He said, grabbing her little hand and tucking it against her side. She pouted.
I laughed at her and tugged her shirt down, it had begun to ride up to her chest.
“You,” we heard a deep, feminine voice call from the back of the store. It came from a small set up of beaded curtains and pillows that rested in the back corner. An old woman with long, fraying black and gray hair and dark eye makeup sat behind a low table, writing something down in a notebook.
We had all turned to look, but she was definitely pointing at me.
“You need a story,” she said, and smiled warmly.
I glanced around before replying, “Me? No, that’s okay. I don’t think we have the time.”
The woman waved us over. We approached her cozy little nook. “Your shoulders, they carry much. Your eyes, they have lost more than any of your friends here. Except for maybe this one,” she waved sweetly at Bliss, who giggled. She looked back at me, directly into my eyes, squinting. “I have a story for you.”
I turned to my friends. Liberty Bell shrugged and Bobby was nodding excitedly. “Alright,” I said. “Let’s hear it.” We sat down on her cushions and made ourselves comfortable, Bliss entertaining herself with the beads on the end of Bobby’s pillow.
The woman leaned forward. “I tell the same story every day. But today I tell a different story. This story is for you.” She took a deep breath. “It starts with a weed.”
The seed of a weed caught on the wind. The seed asked the wind if it would please let it be. “I am only a weed, please let me be!” She cried.
“I am carrying you to somewhere safe,” the wind assured the weed. “You will be okay.” The weed was not sure if the wind was telling the truth, but as the weed was still just a seed and had no choice, the seed let the wind carry her.
Thousands of miles the wind carried the seed, and every day the seed would ask the wind, “Where are we going?” The wind would only reply, “Somewhere safe.” Every now and then, a great rain would knock the seed from the wind’s grasp and the seed was certain it would drown. But after a time the rain would subside, the wind picked the seed up again and continued their journey. Finally, after months of traveling, the wind began to drop the seed. The seed had just started getting used to being with the wind, and begged the wind to let her stay.
“I’m sorry,” said the wind, “but you are home now. It is safe and you will like it. I must go now, but I will see you again.”
So the seed fell, for miles it seemed. When the seed finally landed, it fell upon a bed of soft grass. Majestic trees stood tall around her, and she realized that the wind had done as promised and taken her somewhere safe. The seed was not sure she would ever see the wind again, but every now and then she could hear him singing in the distance or see him tickling the treetops, and she knew that her friend was only taking care of everyone and would find time to see her when he could.
Sometimes under the cover of the trees it was hard to get sunlight, and the weed felt constantly shrouded in darkness. But over time, the rain that the seed was once so afraid of began to pour again, and often the rain felt so heavy, only this time the little weed knew the rain was helping her to grow, and grow, and grow, until one day the little seed realized it was not a weed at all, but a beautiful, resilient flower of the deepest color and the sharpest edges whose bloom put all of the blooms around her to shame. For the first time in a very long time, the seed that was no longer a seed felt inexplicably happy. But every day, she both longed for and dreaded the return of her oldest and dearest friend, the wind.
In the middle of the weed’s life, the tallest and oldest tree in the forest, which lived next to the weed, said to her, “I am getting very old and there is not much life left for me here. There are many nutrients left here in my bark, and I would be honored if you would take them from me and grow strong.”
“I can’t do that, then you will die,” said the weed.
“I am going to die anyway,” assured the tree. “Please. I have watched over you all this time since our friend the wind left you here. I have shaded you when the sun was too harsh and let it shine on you when you needed it most, I protected you from the worst of the rain and only let the perfect amount through. Allow me to lay down my life so that you may only continue to grow,” the tree insisted.
“If you’re sure,” the weed agreed.
And so the weed encroached upon the base of the massive tree with great trepidation, both worried to hurt the kind creature and hungry for the company and growth she offered her. And up she grew. For a long time, the weed and the tree were constant companions, as the weed spread its long stems around the tree’s width and fed off her nutrients, but mostly she thrived on the tree’s compassion and growing fondness for the weed. But the fateful day had arrived. “It is time for me to go,” the tree told the weed.
“But you can’t,” the weed cried. “I’ll die without you!”
“Don’t be silly,” the tree said. “You will live for many more years and you will drop seeds of your own and yes, someday you will die. But it will be a very long time and I will see you again when that day comes.”
Just as suddenly as he had left, the wind was upon the pair again. “My old friends,” he said with warmth and kindness. He caressed them both lovingly. The tree seemed happy to see the wind, not scared or worried about what lay ahead. As the wind pulled at the tree’s leaves, the weed felt him slipping away, pulled by the wind.
“No!” The weed shouted. “Don’t leave me!”
The wind caressed against her once more. “I will be back for you,” he promised, and he sped away, taking her closest friend with him.
The tree had been right, the weed lived on for many more years, dropping many seeds and making more friends with the trees and other blooms and creatures around her. It was many years later that she finally felt her own resolve slipping.
She could hear him before she could see him, whistling through the treetops of the young and fresh trees surrounding her, visiting his friends in various places. “My friend,” the weed called frailly. The wind approached her once more. His soft and peaceful voice greeted her.
“My friend, are you ready to move on to the next place? I have found a safe space for the tree’s daughter, I can take you there too!”
But after so many years, the weed had finally made a home. “I cannot,” she sighed. “But take one of my seeds, and they will keep the tree’s daughter company.”
The wind accepted the young seed sadly. “I’ll be back again someday,” the wind assured her.
The weed sighed. “I know,” she said, “and I’ll be waiting.”
Silence followed her story. We stared solemnly at her, both moved and surprised at how poignant and sad it was.
“It was a beautiful story,” I finally offered.
She smiled. “You were in it, mighty girl.”
I looked at her, confused. “I suppose… I’m a metaphor.” She nodded. I thought about her story, the weed and the wind and the sun and the tree and the rain. “Was I the wind?” I thought maybe I could be, because the wind was always taking care of everyone else, as it seemed I always was too. But Lomava shook her head.
“No. You are the weed.”
The others looked at me, and I looked at them. They both shrugged simultaneously. I turned back to her. “I don’t understand.”
She shook her head with a small laugh. “Dear child. The wind is the journey life takes us on, through childhood and into adulthood, and someday finally into old age. The wind has hold of me for many years, you see,” she laughed. “The rain is change, sometimes change can feel so heavy and so different that we feel like we are drowning, and sometimes change is the constant that is necessary for our growth. The tree represents the companions and loved ones we keep around us, those that help us to grow and who offer us unconditional love and support in exchange for our company, though sometimes they must leave us. And you, sweet girl, you are the weed.”
✽✽✽
 
Did you get it? It’s okay if you didn’t, because I didn't at first, either. Liberty Bell had to spell it out for me. I’m the weed. Weeds grow despite adversity, they bloom beautiful flowers with sharp edges. No matter how hard you try to keep them down, they keep pushing back, harder and stronger every time. They feed off their surroundings to grow. I’m the weed, and the weed is love. It makes sense if you don’t stare at it for too long. But it seemed so important then, like it changed everything. I could shoulder any burden, plow through any heartache. Because I was the weed, and that’s what weeds do. Like cancer, like love. They just keep growing, damn it all to hell.




Chapter Twelve.
We stopped for one more night in a motel before we reached Los Angeles, but we were all so exhausted that we went to bed straight after another Taco Bell dinner. Bobby was already snoring from the other bed and so was Bliss, from her playpen, when Liberty Bell whispered to me from the other side of our bed.
“Hey,” she said.
“Hey,” I replied.
She sighed. “I know you miss her.” I turned toward her but I couldn’t see her face in the dark. “You’re angry that you lost a sister before you really got a chance to know her.” She was quiet for a minute, and I didn’t say anything either. “But,” she continued gently, “I can like, be your sister. If you want.” I think she felt me flinch because she followed with, “I know I can’t replace her. But I think I can give you what she could have given you. A friend, a shoulder, a confidante. But only if you want.”
I tried to remember what Cadence had told me. I push people away, because I think I’ll lose the people I love. I ignored the instant panic that had risen in my chest, that always shows up when someone admits they care about me as much as I care about them, and I reached out for Liberty Bell and clutched her hand.
“Yes,” I replied. “I would like that very much.”
✽✽✽
 
We pulled up to his house in the early afternoon. It was a big red house on a hill, with a few yards of space between it and its neighboring houses. Two stories. White door. Picket fence. He did say his dad was a lawyer, after all.
We parked, and the other two started to undo their seatbelts and get out, but I stopped them. “I have to go first. You can come in after.” They nodded, and I got out. The house itself was daunting, and reminded me of the one I grew up in, only a few miles from here. I resisted the urge to return to it, this time. Too many memories. Too soon.
I took a deep breath and rang the doorbell.
The woman who answered the door was most likely his step mom. She had long, beautiful blond hair that fell in a fishtail braid against her shoulder. There were streaks of purple in it, and her left arm was decorated with a half sleeve floral tattoo.
She gasped when she saw me, but there was a smile in it. “You’re Heaven,” she greeted me.
“I- yes. Yes, I’m Heaven.”
She squealed. “Oh man, I was really hoping you would magically show up. Life’s cool, isn’t it? Dillard’s in his studio, if you want to see him.”
“His studio?” I asked.
“Yeah,” she grinned. “Where he paints! I’ll show you.”
I followed her inside, wondering why Dillard had never told me he was a painter. The inside of the house looked just as expensive as the outside. “What’s your name?” I asked her.
“Julie,” she replied. “I'm Dillard’s soon-to-be step mom.” We passed the kitchen, where a man in a suit was just emerging, carrying a sandwich. “Babe, this,” here she pulled me out from behind her gently and presented me like a Christmas present, “is Heaven. You know, Heaven.”
He looked at me and nodded with a grunt and a small smile. “Nice to meet you, Heaven. I hear you convinced my son to go to art school.” He broke out in a huge grin, then. “It’s about time he stood up for what he believes in. I’m impressed. He’s in his studio now.”
I nodded. “Thank you… Sir.”
He laughed and walked away, taking a huge bite of his sandwich.
Julie waved me along deeper into the house, up a set of stairs and toward a back bedroom down the hallway. She knocked on the door. “Come in!” I heard him call. My heart started pounding as soon as I heard his voice.
Julie left me to open the door myself, whispering a quick good luck and squeezing my hand.
He didn’t even turn around when I opened the door. He was leaning over a large canvas on a table, splattered with deep blue and purple paint. I could see he was just starting the outline of a person, constellations and speckles like stars stretching out behind it and into the deep colors of the background. “What’s up?” He said.
I took a deep breath. “You didn’t tell me that you paint.”
He whipped around, shock and maybe a little anger on his face. “What are you doing here?” he asked calmly.
“I took a road trip,” I replied.
“By yourself?!” He asked incredulously.
“No,” I started to laugh, and then thought better of it. “Liberty Bell and Bobby and Bliss are all still in the car.”
“Oh,” is all he said.
“I want to try,” I blurted out.
His face changed, but I couldn’t interpret this one. “Try?”
“I want to try,” I repeated. “I said I didn’t because that would mean that I cared about something other than my parents, something other than Cadence, and it felt like if I had already moved on, I was forgetting about them, like their lives didn’t mean anything. But they didn’t raise me to think like that. I can love something new and it wouldn't mean I never loved them. It would only mean that they taught me how to love, how to be a person and care about things and express my love.” I took a deep breath. “And Dillard, I love you.”
He stood up straighter, and slowly began to step toward me.
I was so nervous, I blurted out the rest. “And I love Liberty Bell and Bobby and Marlene and Bliss and Rosebud, and I especially loved Cadence.” I was crying now, but I don’t think he minded.
He rushed toward me and pressed his lips to mine. He tasted like my salty tears, and I poured all my hurt into that kiss. I kissed him like I would never get to kiss him again, and I made a promise to myself that as long as we were together to only ever kiss him like it was the last kiss.




Chapter Thirteen.
Julie invited all of us to stay the night instead of finding a motel, and demanded we have dinner with them. I met Dillard’s siblings, a boy and a girl, who were very excited to meet me as well. Dillard gave Bobby and Liberty Bell a big hug, and congratulated Bobby. “That’s pretty cool, man. You’re gonna be a dad.”
“Heaven, will you stay here forever?” Dillard’s little brother Nicholos asked me, sitting next to me at the dinner table. He was six. He must have been so young when their mom died. Just two… The same age as Bliss. I bit back some tears and cleared my throat.
“No, sweetie. I have to go back home to Oklahoma.”
“Why?” He asked.
I sighed. I would get the ‘why’ questions soon enough from Bliss, I may as well learn how to work them. “Because I have to go back to my home. To my family.”
“Isn’t Dillard your family? And I’m his family, so that makes me your family too. So your family is already here.”
I scruffed up his hair. “I’m sorry, kiddo. I’ll miss you, though.”
“I’ll miss you too!” He said, suddenly thrusting up from his chair to hug me.
Julie laughed across the table. “Nicholos has found a new friend, I see!”
Dillard’s little sister Katie got up from the dinner table, with a few shouts of “Finish your dinner!” from Julie and Dillard’s dad Tom, and returned with a baby doll. She handed the doll to Bliss, who took it with wide excited eyes. “She can have my baby if she wants,” Katie offered. “I’m too old for her now.” She was only nine.
I glanced at Julie who was laughing under her breath, and said to Katie, “Thank you. I’m sure she will love her.”
“Heaven,” Tom asked, “how long will you be in California? Are you going straight back to Oklahoma after this?”
I smiled at him, a man with such friendly eyes that he had given to his son, and said, “No, actually. We’ll be extending our trip a little bit. I’ve got to go to Seattle to see an old friend of my sister’s.”
✽✽✽
 
Dillard offered to take us to the beach after dinner. Liberty Bell and Bobby had never been, so of course they were ecstatic. I myself had very much missed the ocean in my time away, so I agreed as well.
It was just as I had left it, pristine and refreshingly blue after so much forest and flatland of Oklahoma. Not that Oklahoma wasn’t beautiful in its own right. Just… There was nothing quite like the ocean.
Liberty Bell and Bobby ran straight to the water and threw themselves in, while Dillard and I set out a towel and sat down on it. It was pretty chilly but I don’t think they cared much. They were too excited to meet the ocean for the first time.
Bliss played in the sand next to us, laughing every time she threw sand in the air. I sighed heavily. “You know we have to go back to Oklahoma eventually, right? Me and them.”
He glanced down, toying with the sand at the edge of the towel, running his fingers through it. “I know. But I was thinking, you know, I can study art history anywhere.”
“Is that so?” I smiled.
“Yeah,” he said, returning my smile with a bigger one. “I already know I got into OU. I applied earlier this year. Just in case,” he grinned sheepishly. “I think my credits will transfer if I move to Oklahoma next year.”
“You don’t have to,” I said, brushing sand off his arm. “We could make it work. Four years isn’t that long.” I was lying, of course. Four years felt like a lifetime these days.
He shrugged. “I want to. I was thinking it would be good to move away for a while from the place where my best friend died. And my mom, too, actually.” He looked up and brushed a stray hair away from my eyes. “And what better place than where you are?”
I kissed him. “I love you,” I said without pause. “It’s easier to say now.”
“Good, ‘cause I want to hear you say it a lot,” he grinned.
“I love you, I love you, I love you.”
“And I love you,” he smiled. Bliss giggled a few feet away and we both looked over to her, still happily playing in the sand.
“Do you miss her?” he asked suddenly.
“All the time,” I said. “Every time I look at Bliss. I ache with it.”
“That must be hard,” he said, touching my arm gently.
“It is,” I replied, looking at Bliss, “and it isn’t.” I sat up slightly. “This might go without saying, but just in case, I’m gonna say it anyway. You know that we come as a package now, right? Me and Bliss. If you want me, you get her too.”
He smiled, so knowingly, as he always does. “I can’t say it isn’t daunting, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
I glanced out at the ocean then, moved by how vast and wise it seemed to be. It held untold secrets beneath its surfaces that some of us would never uncover. People are that way too.
Whole minutes passed as I stared at it until quite suddenly, I realized I wasn’t counting them. I wasn’t sure how many minutes had gone by at all. I wasn’t sure how many times Liberty Bell and Bobby had splashed each other or how many times Bliss had thrown sand at the birds. I wasn’t sure how many times Dillard had kissed me or even how many times I’d wanted to.
It made me realize one very important thing, and it’s something that would push me through the darkest moments of missing my parents and Cadence for years to come.
I lay back down on the towel and reached beside me to grab a handful of sand. I let it fall through my fingers, grains of tiny crystals falling by the thousands. I felt Dillard’s chest rise softly and slowly beside me and I smiled. Bliss crawled around on the sand and Liberty Bell had just pushed Bobby with full force into the water. I laughed, and I realized I was happy. I vowed to remember moments like this. Because sometimes you can forget how incredible time is, and how some things, timeless things, like love and flowers and sisterhood and the ocean, cannot be measured by minutes at all.
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