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PROLOGUE

I suppose I'm pretty, in an ugly sort of way. Some people
might say I'm beautiful but they don't see what I see. They
don't feel what I feel. These are people who don't know me.
They don't know me at all.

I live in a tourist area. It's easy to get lost in a town like
ours. Most of the people who visit our area want to see the
mountains and relax. They wear the faces of strangers and
while they might nod in my direction if we happen to meet on
the streets, they have no interest in me or anyone else. Who
could blame them?

Tourists don't generally visit our little corner of the world
to make friends. They stopover to breathe the mountain air,
rest and relax or who knows, maybe they are running from
something or someone and they just want to escape. With the
natural beauty evident everywhere, there's always a place for
a weary soul to wander just to clear a troubled mind.

It's actually a blessing to live in a town where so many
people flow in and out, always in a hurry. I don't try to make
too many friends, because I don't want people to see the real
me. I'm afraid of what they'll notice if they move in too close.
Since travelers come and go, it's a safe bet I'll continue to go
unnoticed.

I'm a product of dismissive parents and if it weren't for a
few close relationships with a select group of friends, I would
be a recluse. It would be by choice. It's something I used to
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do well because it allowed me to escape the humiliation of
rejection. All of that changed when I met Juan.

My name is Abbie Davis. Yes, it's a plain name. I've been
told so before but it's mine nonetheless. I go to high school in
the small town of Sevierville, Tennessee set on the outskirts
of one of the biggest tourist playgrounds of the south—Pigeon
Forge and Gatlinburg. As I mentioned before, it's easy to get
lost in a town where so many tourists wander in and out,
which is why I've always felt so comfortable. It allows me to
be invisible.

Even though I don't like to be in the spotlight, I've become
the center of attention when I'm with my group of friends. It's
really kind of cool. I can be myself around them and believe it
or not, they still like me. I can't get over that small fact!

I'm a sixteen-year-old Catholic with an alcoholic father and
a mother who doesn't seem to notice the obvious. I'm going
to tell you more about my friends than my family because,
well, they are my real family. They make living among the
zombies tolerable. We call them the drunk and delusional.
Yes, that would be my dad and mom. Still, don't get the
wrong idea. One or two of my friends can be as dysfunctional
as the biological nuts who decided to bring me into this world
but I love them anyway.

We've created our own little inner circle. A secret society of
sorts. We aren't particularly popular, which is one of the
reasons we all get along so well together. We're kind of like a
club of misfits, only we fit perfectly. Like a puzzle, I suppose.

I'm the paste that keeps us all glued together or so I'm
told. It's because everyone knew me first, with the exception
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of the cousins. Still, the cousins didn't like one another until I
came along so maybe I felt responsible for keeping them on
common ground. Today, I still ask if that was a privilege or a
curse. It just depends on my mood I guess.

Let me tell you about our group of holy terrors. Well, it's
not as bad as all that, I just wanted to get your undivided
attention. Make an impression, if you know what I mean. Now
I have it, so here goes. Let me introduce you to the best
people around. I don't know too many folks but those I do
know are worthy of a grand introduction.

First, let me introduce Juan. If I had gone through an
existence without knowing Juan, I would have missed out on
a lot of living. I was backwoods-backwards until Juan came
into my life. I really didn't know anyone who wanted to be
around me. I struggled in school and accepted the facts as
they were. I wasn't smart or as he would later tell me, gifted.
However, as he pointed out after he knew me much better, I
wasn't exactly stupid either. Shew, I can't begin to tell you
how that made me feel!

Juan is and always has been a lot of fun. He refused to let
me sit alone in my room all day. Thanks to him, I began to
make better grades. He is also responsible for my realization
that I had quite the nose for scavenger hunts, not to mention
a great arm just perfect for throwing a football. He made sure
I was a participant in life rather than merely a spectator
sitting alone in the stands. Of course, some of the boys
preferred to see me there when they realized I could handle a
ball much better than them.
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Juan became my buddy in third grade. He's been like a
twin brother to me. He's the good twin. I'm the bad one. He's
the smart one and I'm just the ... well ... I guess you could
say I'm just the blonde one. He's Hispanic and has a laid-back
temperament. He's as steady as they come, which is a
southern phrase in case you didn't know.

Davina St. Clair is my best girl friend. We were in fourth
grade together and became instantly inseparable. Well, not
exactly. We reached an understanding. We knew it would be
in both of our best interests to become friends rather than
remain enemies.

We only came to this decision after she pulled my hair out
in clumps on the playground because the boy she liked was
pushing me in a swing. To pay her back, I decorated her
beautiful braids in chewing gum while sitting behind her
during reading time. She went home after a full day in fourth
grade with a new look that a beautician couldn't quite fix.
After both of us received much-needed haircuts, we had a
mutual respect for one another. Go figure.

Davina's father is a doctor and she's a little on the spoiled
side. I try my best to keep her real people. You know,
grounded. It's a tough job but someone has to do it. I have
appointed myself the sole party responsible for 'keeping
Davina real people' but she doesn't seem to mind. Truth be
told, I think her parents even appreciate it.

Her family is Southern Baptist and her father insists that
she remain that way so she can't go to church with me, not
that I've been in recent years. Dr. St. Clair is a deacon in
their church and is well thought of in our community. In fact,
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he's a legend around the area because his second cousin was
none other than the great Doctor Martin Luther King. I've
always been impressed with that fact so I claim Dr. King as
my cousin too.

When I tell people about my family history, some look at
me like I'm one card short of a full house but I think Davina's
heritage is really cool so I try my best to cash in on her family
legacy by claiming it as my own. Of course, those who don't
know us, immediately ask if Davina and I are sisters. I guess
many wonder how a white chic could be related to Dr. King.
When people ask if we're related, we just giggle and nod.

Davina is in love with my other life-long friend, Carlos. Her
father would die if he knew. Carlos Garcia is eye candy for
every young girl our age. He's just plain gorgeous. He also
has several hang-ups. Once most girls our age find out about
them, they run for the door. Not us though. We're friends 'til
the end, bad habits and all.

Carlos definitely needs a few buddies. If he didn't have us,
he'd likely meet his end sooner rather than later. We keep
him on a short leash by trying to stay one step ahead of the
trouble he's certain to find. Carlos has a few problems that I
think he brings on himself so he and I fight a lot. Kind of like
brother and sister, I suppose, but I love him just the same.

Last-but-not-least, Rajesh Hussain is our fifth wheel. We
call him Raj. He's very focused on the fact that he is going to
be an upperclassman when we return to school in the fall.
He's Muslim so I think that's why being an upperclassman is
so important. Raj says his faith has nothing to do with it. I
may be blonde but I'm not stupid. I think he focuses on rank
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or class rank, as the case may be, because of his culture and
religion. See, it even sounds smart doesn't it? Juan would be
proud.

Raj had a difficult time when he first moved to the south.
He moved to Tennessee right after the traumatic events of
September eleventh. He was terribly shy so with the added
pressure of having roots still firmly planted in the Middle East,
he had some prejudices to overcome. Carrying around the
last name Hussain didn't help much either. Still, I'm happy to
report he adjusted well and before long he'd become just
another typical southern boy. Cowboy boots and all.

I think I may be a little responsible for building up Raj's
ego beyond repair. Carlos and I agree that Raj was quiet for
so long, he's doing his best to make up for it now. He still
doesn't talk that much but when he does, Katie, bar that
stable barn door because his tongue is as quick as a whip! By
the way, that stable thing? It's a southern thing too.

So after introductions, you can see where my friends are
as diverse as my family which brings us back to a family
member I forgot to mention. It was on purpose. Still, he's
important in my life, but I wouldn't want him to know it. My
brother, the hard rocking senior who thinks we're all a little
nuts for being best friends. I'm the pest that he'd like to
squash with the heel of his boot or at least he tells me
something stupid like that a lot.

Some say my brother is a man of few words. I think he's
just a guy with a lot on his mind. Girls. Girls. Oh, yes ... and
did I happen to mention gir/s? His name is David and that's
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about all you need to know. What else do you expect a little
sister to say about her big brother?

So there you have it. You should be acquainted with
everyone. We're somewhat of a strange gang until you get to
know us. Some might say we were the most unlikely group of
kids to befriend one another based on obvious differences.
Then again, fate had a way of putting us together for a
reason. Ironically, after all is said and done, I think we were
destined from the start to know one another. Some say it
could have been a blessing and others would say a curse, but
whatever fated hand we were all dealt, I sure am glad I had
my friends.
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THE DAYS OF SUMMER

It was time to celebrate. School dismissed for summer the
day before and we were all looking forward to the short break
from homework. Juan and I met the gang at Davina's for a
day by the pool. Her parents were away for the weekend so a
lazy Saturday in the sun seemed like an appropriate way to
spend the afternoon.

"Bout time you two made an appearance.” Davina
pretended to look at an invisible watch. "It's a hair past party
time folks!"

As if on cue, a spray of water from Carlos and Raj made
sure my dry clothes never stood a chance. I was immediately
soaked. Laughter followed another flood.

"Ah guys! Stop! I wanted to decide when to get wet!" 1
didn't really mind but the squeal indicated I did. Of course, it
didn't matter anyway once I caught a shove on the back.
Juan just gave me the one push needed to ensure I was
completely drenched!

"You never could make up your mind Abbie so consider it
decided!" He called out behind me and snickers followed the
loud words.

After a splash and quick trip under water, I resurfaced to a
pool filled with smiles and the guys were already directing
another wave of water toward the only dry person present.
Juan quickly stripped down to swim trunks. He did so in
record time, I might add. He wasn't going in any other way
but with proper attire!
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"Bombs away!" Another swoosh was heard as he made a
cannonball plunge close to Davina. Her inflated boat float
rocked her into the cold current.

Carlos began screaming. "Woman overboard! Woman
overboard!" Pretending to swim frantically toward the damsel-
in-distress, he retrieved the sinking victim in a hurry.

She took her time coming up for air probably irritated at
the instant roughhousing the guys couldn't resist starting. I
was already stripping off my clothes that I should have
dropped at the door. A swat sound here and a plop made over
there and I was down to my new pin-stripped bikini leaving
soaked street clothes to bake in the sun. A process that would
later leave chlorine and mildew since I didn't hang them
properly, but what would most teenagers do? Probably, the
exact same thing.

Blinking her mascara covered eyes, Davina sighed. "Okay,
well there goes a morning of effort." At first, I thought she
was talking to me but turned to see she was rubbing the pads
of her thumbs over both lids removing the evidence of make-
up.

Carlos was oozing with sweetness, which meant it was a
little too early in the day to start getting wasted. "Ah, honey.
You don't need that eye gunk. Just be natural. You're pretty
enough without it." He pulled her to him backwards allowing
her to float and drift along while the other two boys wrestled
for a minute stopping only long enough to make fun of their
buddy for being so nice.

I watched Raj and Juan wishing I could horseplay too but I
knew I'd lose. One head would dunk under the water and
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resurface for a second or two before the other would
disappear. Arms tangled as splashes caught one or the other
off guard. Raj and Juan duked it out until Raj came up
breathless coughing in between attempts at catching his
breath. He held up his arms. "Okay. Okay." He seemed to
struggle just for those two words.

Juan laughed swimming away. "You're losing your drive
my friend. You give in too soon now days!"

Raj swam to the side of the pool and slowly climbed the
ladder. "Yeah. It looks that way pal but Carlos wore me down
before you two slow-pokes made it over here today."

I watched him from the corner of my eye. Even after he
stretched out on his beach towel, his chest rose and fell in a
quick pace that didn't seem to slow like it should. I knew he'd
been sick on and off since Christmas so I went to check on
him. Truth be told, Raj had always been a little on the puny
side. He was diabetic but with insulin, seemed to maintain
well.

"Are you okay Raj?" I called from the water before I placed
my palms on the flat ground outside the pool and lifted
myself up.

I sat down beside him and he glanced over at me. "Don't
start mother hen. I'm fine."

Shrugging, I decided he probably was okay. "If you say
so." I jumped back into the cool water leaving a splash of it
all over his towel.

"Hey now!" Raj was on his feet in an instant. "I didn't want
a damp towel moron!"

I pouted. "That hurt my feelings."
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Immediately, Juan turned around to be sure I was kidding.
Forever my protector, if someone actually did bruise my
heart, I imagine he would've slugged them regardless of who
said what or how they meant it.

Carlos and Davina were still floating along looking like two
love birds when Juan started tugging me around by my
ankles. He'd give a quick yank and my head would go under
water not to mention a swallow of chlorine then repeat the
process.

Giggling and coughing water up at the same time, I
begged for mercy. "I've drank enough to clean out my
windpipes!"

"Not yet you haven't!" Juan called to me as he tugged me
under once more before swimming off in search of another
victim.

It was a perfect way to hang out. It was also tiring
because the boys never left the girls alone to chat about girl-
things. As I splashed everywhere on a kickboard with my
friends, I didn't take the moment for granted. I knew how
lucky I was to have great people in my life. Many kids didn't
have what we had.

Even when Carlos lifted himself out of the pool in search of
his stash, even when my clothes later smelled like mildew,
even when Davina told me my bathing suit wasn't her
favorite, even then. I knew my friends were gifts. They were
each just packaged a little differently, which kept our time
together interesting.

The summer began perfect in every way. We were all
together having a good time chatting about things kids should
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talk about like what was for dinner and who would go get it.
Who was in and who was out on our top friends at MySpace
and what we were going to do the next day. Funny, I never
knew life was so simple until it all became so very, very
complicated.
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LIFE AS FIVE

"I don't know why you do the things you do." Davina was
perched on the hood of her brand new Honda giving Carlos a
disapproving look.

He inhaled the weed he smoked as if it was the most
divine thing he'd ever had the pleasure of sucking into his
lungs. "You don't seem to mind when it gives me inspiration."
His hand rested on Davina's knee. By the look on his face, not
to mention the rapid speed he somehow had in his fingers, he
seemed to have full intentions of traveling north until she
swatted him away.

"Shoo fly."

They both turned at the same time to look at me. I'd been
standing behind them for a couple of minutes or so but when
those two were in their zone, no one else could get their
attention. They were lost in the moment, or whatever people
say when they are with the one they want to jump or care
about whichever the case may be. Of course, the latter
sounded a little better.

"Abbie, you're always late. Where have you been?"
Davina's words almost didn't escape the large quantity of
peanuts she was trying to chew.

Carlos exhaled his polluted mouthful into our faces as
slowly as humanly possible while Juan waved his arms. "Man,
if I wanted to get high, I'd smoke that poison myself."

Raj was slow to get out of the back seat. He hadn't been
feeling well since our pool party at Davina's house. Two
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weeks later and life wasn't treating him much better. I really
hadn't thought much of it since he'd actually been sick on and
off for awhile. His immune system just seemed to be out of
order or shutting down for maintenance.

Carlos watched him with obvious curiosity. "Raj, what's up
with you? You haven't been yourself. Did some chic give you
mono?"

I shot Raj a knowing look. He had been with a girl from out
of town over spring break a year ago and swore the chic had
given him some kind of flu that he couldn't shake. It was a
one-time fling he refused to discuss with anyone other than
me and Juan but lately, he'd been talking about it a lot.

Carlos had set them up but he didn't want Carlos to know
anything about his little misadventure. He lost his virginity to
the sleazy gal in the back of my father's van of all places. I
haven't looked at it since without thinking about Raj and his
once-coveted virtue. It seemed a pity that he had to give the
gal his virginity when he'd only known her for a few hours.
Worse still, he never saw her again or wanted anyone to say
anything about it. Can't say that I blame him. Raj was a kid
himself when he let someone pop his cherry. Okay, blonde
moment. Let it go.

Davina must have caught the looks we exchanged.
"Anyone want to spill the juice on why Raj acts so distressed
anytime Carlos mentions mono? Apparently, I'm left out of
some big secret." She seemed to be waiting for an answer.
She wouldn't get one. Raj made us pinky promise, for my
benefit more than Juan's, that we wouldn't say a word. A year
or more had passed and I would not be spilling the beans to
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Davina or anyone else. Being sworh to secrecy was serious
business and a pinky-promise was golden.

Raj stripped off his shirt. When he let out a moan, there
wasn't any doubt of the effort the task took. After he caught
his breath, he smiled as he peered at Davina. "Ah, now
darling, you know I can't share the intimate details of my life.
I would have to demonstrate my skills if I told all and I'm
sure Carlos would get jealous."

Everyone laughed as Raj searched for a landing spot.
Planting his butt on the ground, he leaned back on a rock and
threw his arms behind his neck. Snickering, he carried on
with his mischief. "So you two, are you a couple yet or what?
I'm just dying to know."

Raj knew Davina would love nothing more but her
infatuation with Sevier County's number one marijuana
consumer wasn't a relationship holding a lot of promise. She
knew it and apparently, everyone else, including Carlos, did
too. Still, Raj didn't mind teasing them about it.

Coughing sounds flooded the bank of Douglas Lake as
Carlos took his final puff off a dwindling joint. "Anyone want a
hit of this before it's all gone?"

We all seemed to stare at him in disbelief. He had smoked
the whole joint by himself, which was typical of Carlos more
and more. Shaking my head no, I started to get on my
soapbox ready for a lecture when Juan jumped in. "Anyone
going swimming?" He must've read my mind.

"Not me. I'm too high." Carlos stated the obvious as if
anyone had any doubts. Guess he thought his glassy eyes
never tipped us off.
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"Well, at least you haven't killed off all your common sense
cells yet." Davina disapproved of everything Carlos did, yet
her heart only beat for him. Okay, so it may have skipped a
couple just to keep things interesting.

"Common sense cells?" I glanced over at Juan who was
already giving me his 'don't you dare ask' look. It was
another passing blonde moment. One I decided needed to
move on along without my further acknowledgement.

Juan started again. "Sure is a nice day to swim..."

"I'll go." Davina hopped off the car and within moments
showed off her cute petite figure sporting a candy apple red
bikini. With a disapproving look at Carlos, Davina asked me to
keep an eye on him. "You know, eventually the angels are
going to tire of keeping him safe so maybe he'll have you or
Raj to look out for him. I'm getting tired of it." She wasn't. It
just sounded good, but I knew Davina better than she knew
herself. She was probably just trying to hide the fact that she
was disappointed. Again.

Raj was already taking in the sun. He had his eyes closed
but opened one long enough to catch the view of her backside
running toward the water. Shaking his head, he pulled a ball
cap down over his brow. "I'll love her till the day I die."

I spread out a quilt on the flat rocks above Raj's head. My
high buddy stretched out like an eagle without any hesitation.
"Hey, now! Bring your own next time. I don't like to share!" I
flipped him with two fingers but he didn't budge.

He was already slaphappy stupid so he just giggled without
any attempt at speaking. I silently wished we could find his
little stash and set fire to it. Maybe even use it to roast some
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marshmallows or something. The day would be better spent if
he could join us with at least half of a functioning mind.

The afternoon was perfect all-in-all. The sun was blazing
hot but the wind moved across the grass with just enough
movement to keep the shaded area near the rocks cool and
tolerable.

Laughter filled the air. Davina and Juan ran into some kids
from school who wanted to chicken fight so he kept her
steady on his shoulders as they battled it out with our
classmates. Splashing water and other sounds of a frisky wet
romp drifted toward us as I pulled out a book to read and Raj
slept.

Occasionally, Carlos would sit up. He'd muse over the
water activities and search around for a cigarette, smoke a
puff or two and then lean back on his elbows again to take it
all in. I watched in awe when my eyes weren't skimming the
pages in front of me. We'd been friends for a long time. He
was Juan's cousin by marriage and I'd known him for almost
as long as I'd known Juan.

All the girls thought he was handsome, a real player, but I
knew or thought I knew, he only had eyes for Davina. They
were soul mates, if there really was such a thing. Whenever
he wasn't high or drunk, he treated her like a goddess, which
probably ruined her for a better suitor during her high school
years.

Out of nowhere, Carlos started talking to me in a serious
voice. It would later haunt me but I guess when you're
young, you don't always analyze the things you should.
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"I love her. I really love her." His ramblings were soft but I
heard him the first time.

"Then why don't you tell her?" I asked him pointedly,
eager for his answer.

"It's complicated."

Raj opened one eye and glared at Carlos. It was a scolding
look but one that would speak volumes to me later on.

"Good reason." I went back to my book ignoring his
stupor.

Acting as if he wanted to get something off his chest,
Carlos reached into a cooler and took out a beer. "Want one?"

"Are you kidding me? Give me a break. No, I don't want a
beer." I was snappy with him because truthfully, it pissed me
off that he had to be the only one in our bunch high.

Raj was quick with his wit. "Does she look like she needs
anything to sharpen her mind? Help us all if Abbie begins to
follow in your footsteps, the level of intelligence she would
possess would be nothing short of remarkable. She might
even be cool like you, Einstein."

Carlos was right back at him. "Yeah? Really? Then, hey,
let's fire up another one just for Abbie!"

I smiled. My lack of being on top of their sarcasm kept me
from joining in. They fired one quick-witted comment after
another. Both guys found it funny so I guess I was at least
smart enough to keep my mouth shut when I didn't
understand what they meant.

Davina and Juan had encouraged me over the last year to
smile sweetly when I didn't know the meaning of a word in
use or when I didn't understand what everyone was talking
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about. Since I wasn't sure why my intelligence would be
comparable to Einstein's brain, I kept quiet. I listened as the
two fired back and forth for a few seconds more.

Juan had also been working with me on improving my
vocabulary. This proved to be a dangerous thing sometimes
because I would use words in the wrong places and if I
realized it too late, I'd just grin and bear it.

Carlos still had the cold beer in my face. "Just cause your
dad's a no-good alcoholic doesn't mean one sip of beer will
turn you into his spit-n-image."

"He's not a no-good alcoholic." Raj came to my defense
from under his cap without so much as a movement.

"What do you know?" Carlos and Raj had unspoken
animosity between them at times. I thought it was because
he was the only boy Davina had ever made out with other
than Carlos. He was her first boyfriend and when Carlos was
high, he seemed to remember it long enough to bring it up.

I looked back at my book. Funny, later I wouldn't be able
to recall what I was reading that day but at the time, I
remember being very involved in the story, almost anxious to
turn the next page.

"I know Abbie's father loves her and he has some good
traits." Raj said. He was such a loyal friend.

"Yep, Raj. I would agree with you there. He has the best
moonshine in the county so I know all about his good
qualities." Carlos chuckled at his own words. Whenever he
was stoned, he thought he was the funniest guy on earth and
he didn't seem to care if he hurt anyone's feelings which is
why he easily provoked Raj ninety percent of the time.
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I slammed my book closed. "Thanks Carlos, I appreciate it.
Raj, don't say anything to him. He's stoned out of his mind
and stupidity needs a chaperone but not company." I stood
up looking for a place for my anger. When I didn't find it, I
kicked a nearby rock. My toe hurt afterwards, but I guess my
mind didn't think before my leg made a swift move into it
again. The "ouch" fell from my lips before the second stride
met the rock causing both guys to look at me bewildered.

I pretended not to notice. "You know Carlos, you are just
about as bad as my parents. The drunk and delusional at
least are one or the other. You're both—you're delusional as
well as stoned or drunk whichever the case may be. I'm not
even sure which is which with you anymore."

Raj laughed. "Go Abbie!" His smile widened as he sat up
straighter.

Carlos must have been dumb-founded. He moved his
mouth as if he wanted to figure out what I'd said but
remained silent. I guess that meant he gave up.

"Man. I believe you've been politely told off." Raj seemed
all too happy about that fact.

Carlos stood scratching his head for a minute or two but he
didn't move much more than a scratch here or there. His face
showed some disappointment.

I was still boiling. "Light up another one Carlos, I'm sure it
will come to you." I headed toward the water when he
grabbed my waist pulling me down to the blanket with him.

"Give me a kiss and I'll let you up." He never could stand
for any of us to be mad at him.

"Get off of me Carlos." I was firm with the request.
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"Kiss Abbie. I want a kiss." He started tickling me. "You
aren't going to stay mad at me."

Carlos wasn't going to kiss me and both of us knew it. In
fact, Raj was so convinced I was in safe arms, he stepped
over us both and headed for the water.

Gouging him in the ribs, I batted my eyes. "Move your
skinny butt over and let me up now or I'll scream rape."

Slowly, he moved. "Rape? That's funny. Davina can tell
you, that's not even possible."

I didn't dare ask. I really didn't want to know.

His tone had turned serious again like it had been earlier
so I didn't dwell on his confession.

"Abbie, why won't she let me take her out on a real date?"
His forehead was crinkled up. I could tell he'd pondered the
reasons more than once or twice.

I studied him for a second before I answered. "She can't
and you know why."

"Because I'm from the wrong side of the tracks or because
I'm not a Christian?"

"Both and then again, neither." The truth had a way of
pouring from my mouth before I thought about it. Looking
back, I wish I could've said something different that day but
I'm not sure it would've mattered in the broad scheme of
things.

I think he tried to comprehend what I was saying through
eyes stained with red streaks. He spoke with a slur in his
speech and so slowly that I almost went to sleep waiting for
him to finish a sentence.

27



Friends Unlikely
by Susan Smith Alvis

"So ... she'd date me if I was a Christian or ... she'd date
me if I wasn't Latino or ... if I was rich? Maybe she'd date me
if I made straight A's in school. What do you think?"

"She'd probably date you if you weren't a pot-head." My
kinder spirit was in no mood to tiptoe around him. He needed
to hear the truth so he could play around with a dose of it for
a while. Slurp it down real good. Digest and deal with it.

"If you were someone she could take home to her mother
and father with pride, she'd likely go out with you. Dr. St.
Clair is a reasonable man and you know it. He wants his
daughter happy. If you could light up her world, he'd probably
accept you just like you are without any questions."

"Yeah, right."

I was suddenly filled with possessiveness. "Yeah, right.
You know, if it wasn't for your cousin and the St. Clair family,
there would have been many nights when I was younger that
I would have gone to bed hungry. Dr. St. Clair used to pick
me up and take me home from school when I had band
practice and dad was too drunk to drive me home. He never
questioned it. He never said to me, 'Abbie, call a cab cause
your white' or 'I'm sorry, white Catholic girls should call their
priest if they need a lift home from school'. He isn't
judgmental.”

Carlos seemed to be in deep thought before he found the
words he wanted to say. "Yeah but I'm not you. I'm the guy
who would like to date his daughter.”

"So? What point are you trying to make or better yet, do
you even have one?"
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"My point is, you got morals. You have religion. I don't
even know who I am so how can I have any morals or
religious beliefs? Davina says this is important to her and very
important to her mother and father."

"Yeah ... well, you do too. I don't know about your morals,
only you know whether or not you have a soul or a
conscience. As far as religion? Well, you have religious beliefs
alright. It's called the religion of self-destruction and I don't
know how to tell you to walk away from it."

I don't know what got into me that day but I guess we
were all getting a little tired of Carlos and his drug use.
Before he started smoking pot, we all had a lot of fun. Maybe
it was because we could be kids without having to worry
about being busted for keeping the wrong company. I'd dealt
with substance abuse and I knew the devastation of it. I
couldn't get it across to Carlos and I guess, I should've tried a
little harder. He was worth the extra effort but on that
particular day, I wasn't interested in taking up the cause of
saving Carlos. Like most teenagers, I just wanted to have a
fun time at the lake.

Little did I know, he was hanging in the balance of life and
death by only a shoe-string to separate the two. Pot wasn't
the only thing he smoked. It had just become the accepted
drug he could use in the company of others because we
allowed it. Maybe if I'd known, but— all I could later say was
... I didn't. No one could've seen into the future we all faced
and if any of us could have, maybe things would've been
different. Maybe we could have set up detours along the
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contaminated road he was determined to travel. Who knows?

I guess none of us ever will.
X 3k Xk Xk

I left Carlos on the banks of the lake to take a swim. While
I was swimming, I revisited our youth in segments trying to
figure out when Carlos became not just a dope head but also
a real dope. I came up empty-handed. I couldn't peg it. I
knew he was getting high more and more but what I didn't
know was why or how to stop it.

When I walked back toward him, I noticed he seemed alive
with energy. It wasn't typical Carlos behavior because Carlos
was lazy. The more marijuana he smoked, the lazier he
became. I also remember a chemical-type smell that I later
figured out was Meth but at the time, I couldn't put my finger
on it. Since it was the first time I'd ever smelled it, I didn't
think much of it but still, I knew something was noticeably
out-of-character with Carlos.

"Everyone's hungry. Help me get the cooler out of the back
of Davina's car." Someone could have knocked me over with
a feather when I didn't have to ask for help twice. Generally,
we had to crack a whip or two to entice Carlos to just move
his legs. Before I could get to the rear of her car, Carlos had
popped the trunk from the inside, and had practically plowed
over me to get the cooler out.

"Wow, I didn't know you could move that fast but Carlos,
let me tell you a little secret. There isn't any beer in there." I
couldn't help laughing.

30



Friends Unlikely
by Susan Smith Alvis

He winked at me and for a split second, just a tick in time,
I saw what Davina and many other girls saw. Carlos wasn't
just hot but he was smokin like nobody's business. His rugged
good looks were enough to drive those who didn't know him,
past the point of crazy.

"Mrs. St. Clair made chicken salad, ham sandwiches and
lots of goodies. You must be starved if you are running me
over like a race horse." I intently watched him and for a
second, thought I might even be smitten with him myself.
Loyalty, Abbie. You are a loyal friend. 1 shook off the sixty-
second crush and remembered all the faults he had.

"Nope, just helping out a friend, that's all." His eyes
danced with mischief so somehow I wasn't buying it.

After I set up the makeshift buffet on the tail of the S10
truck Carlos drove, he whistled for the others to join us and
we sat around enjoying the day, good food and easy
conversation. It wouldn't necessarily be the last of good times
but it would be the last of days together without the
complications of life always threatening to pull us apart.

Davina looked beautiful and happy as she indulged in the
sudden Carlos-transformation. He was attentive, chatty, and
full of life. He held her hand, smacked kisses on her cheek
and showed her plenty of adoration while we all looked on.

"So, buddy. When js the axe going to fall?" Raj turned to
the only person standing in between him and Davina. He
seemed to wait for a come back.

Davina leaned her back into Carlos as he wrapped his arms
around her waist. With quite possibly the coldest eyes I'd ever
seen, he decided to answer him. "I don't know what you're
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talking about." The look was displaced. It was kind of like
Carlos had lost his eyes to another spirit or something. His
demeanor changed in a fraction of a second and he was
instantly stone cold.

When Juan and I exchanged glances, I had a feeling all the
guys knew what was going on while leaving the girls out but I
didn't have time to question it. Raj seemed ready to take up a
sword for preserving Davina's happiness when suddenly he
started to weave. He was losing his balance.

"Raj, man, are you okay? Have you been sneaking a hit or
two on my glass pipe?" Carlos had moved Davina aside as he
reached out to steady him. Raj and Carlos had a very strange
relationship. Something none of us seemed to understand.
One minute they were ready for a knock down drag out and
the next minute, they were ready to lie down and die for the
other one.

Before he could answer, Raj hit the ground hard. No one
had time to ask about the reference to a glass pipe. Out like a
light, Raj lay face down in the grass. Everyone seemed to
move at once and whatever happened from that moment until
we reached the hospital with him was a complete blur.
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ER CONFESSIONS

"He isn't breathing damnit!" Carlos screamed out to no one
in particular. "Drive faster! Please drive faster!"

I couldn't see what was going on in the rearview mirror
just a blur of passing cars as we sped toward the hospital. It
didn't occur to me that I had been the one to drive us all to
the medical center until we pulled in. Seriously, how we made
it there alive could be anyone's guess. I remember the ear-
piercing shouts of terror and Carlos telling someone, to drive
faster. I also recall hearing him yell at God to make Raj
breathe while Davina gave him mouth to mouth following
Juan's instructions.

The slam of the car door jarred me into reality. I sat frozen
behind the wheel of the car with my hands locked on the
steering wheel. I watched in disbelief as Carlos pulled Raj's
lifeless body from my backseat.

I'll never forget how Carlos picked Raj up like he was a
weightless feather and sprinted into the emergency room. His
voice echoed into the open corridor as his screams for help
told medical personnel they had a real emergency on their
hands. "I need help now!!! Move your ass people!!!!l Help me!
Please!!! Help us!!"

Raj was quickly taken behind swinging doors by one group
of the medical team while a Physician made his way over to
us. Carlos was pale white with eyes glassed over in a haze.
One look at him and it was justified for the attending
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physician to ask a lot of questions. We all stood in front of the
doctor ready to answer and eager to help.

"Who is he? How old is he? Can you call his parents? Has
he been using drugs? Has he had anything to eat or drink
while you've been with him?" When the doctor finally stopped
for a breath, he had to notice the confused and terrified looks
on our faces. With a deep sigh he said, "I need one of you to
call his next of kin." Davina was already dialing the phone
trying frantically to reach Raj's mother when she handed her
cell to the doctor. He walked away from all of us as he talked
to her.

When the doctor returned a couple of minutes later, he
handed the phone back to Davina and directed his
conversation to her. "Mrs. Hussain is on her way. I didn't
realize you were Dr. St. Clair's daughter. She would like for
you to call your father and ask him to meet you all here. We
would've called him anyway." He paused a moment to
observe us. "Kids, this is serious. I need to know if your friend
is on drugs. This could be a life or death situation here and I
have to know."

We all started talking at one time. "No. He'd never used
drugs. No. Absolutely not. There was no way. He'd been sick
for a long time. He was diabetic. Insulin ... he was on insulin.
The flu ... he had a paranoia of sorts about the flu. Of course
it was a flu bug or something. It had to be."

I think I was the one to mention the flu or a virus several
times before the man in front of us held up his hand. "Alright.
If you think of anything I should know, please speak to the
nurse over at the station behind me." He pointed it out as if
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he thought we wouldn't be able to locate it. "We'll do
everything we can to help him."

We were directed to the waiting room down the hall by a
nurse who seemed to watch our every move, yet we didn't
budge. Davina was already on the phone again barking orders
at her father. She wanted him to come to the hospital
immediately. The whole time, Carlos stood in front of the
swinging doors as if he thought catching a glimpse behind
them would suddenly make everything okay. There, doctors
were working frantically to save Raj's life and the commotion
behind them could be seen from the two tiny windows at the
top of each door.

I approached him cautiously with Juan who reached out
and patted him on the back. "He's going to be alright man."

Carlos shrugged him off. "You don't know that!" His voice
was raspy and he appeared to fight back angry tears but
something else was there too. Something I couldn't put my
finger on. Was it regret? I didn't have time to figure it all out
but when I did later, everything made such perfect sense to
me.

I watched Davina as she walked away from us. She
continued to talk on the phone and kept a keen eye on us.
I'm sure she probably didn't understand why Carlos stood out
as clearly frantic.

"He's going to be fine." I tried to reinforce what Juan had
already stated while shrugging in Davina's direction.

"Did you get a phone call or something from one of those
angels Davina is always carrying on about? Hmm? Is that why
you think you're in the know? If so, tell me now because if
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he's going to be just fine, I'd much rather be in the car with
the stereo blaring and a cold beer in one hand and a nice
looking chic in the other."

Juan and I both stared at him with an Oh-no-you-did-not
just say that glare. Carlos didn't talk about girls in front of
Davina and by the look on her face, even though she was still
on the phone, there wasn't any doubts that she'd heard him.

"Knock it off Carlos! Go sit with Davina. We'll know
something soon. Standing here throwing your negative
energy around isn't going to help anyone." Juan seldom
crossed Carlos but when he did, his cousin typically listened.
Typically being the choice word.

Before Juan could have possibly known what was going to
happen, Carlos had him pinned to the wall. "You go sit with
Davina damn it! I'm going to stand right here until I know if
he is going to live or die alright?" His words fell through
gritted teeth as he held the collar of his cousin's shirt.

Both guys locked eyes but Juan came right back at him
with a calm voice. "Carlos, man, let me go. This is nuts. I just
thought you could sit down out of the way. You're acting like
this is your fault. This, whatever this is, isn't your fault."

Carlos released his cousin before anyone needed to break
them up. Davina started toward us but made a u-turn when
her cell started ringing.

Carlos paced. Juan scratched his head. I prayed. I didn't
care if I was praying to the angels or to my God, who I
happened to believe was also Davina's God. It didn't matter. I
was praying as hard as I could. Behind the doors that had
swallowed Raj whole, our friend was fighting for his life. We
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knew it by the way the medical staff rushed around and by
the codes that kept coming over the loud speakers of the
emergency room.

A few minutes passed before Juan tried to console Carlos
again. "Why are you blaming yourself man? This isn't your
fault. Abbie had to practically drag Raj out of the house this
morning. He hasn't been feeling well for a long time. For
some reason, he didn't want anyone to know but since I'm
always with Abbie when she picks him up, I've known it. He
coughs all the time and has no energy. You act like this is
your fault or something. I'm telling you, he's just sick and
needs a good antibiotic and he'll bounce right back. I know
you think that everything that happens to all of us centers
around you but man, he isn't in here because of you. He's
back there because he wouldn't go to the doctor when he first
found out he was sick. It has nothing to do with you."

"Really?" Carlos was sarcastic.

"Of course not. He isn't lying back there because of
something you did. Do you think he's back there because of a
broken heart over you and Davina? If so, you're a real piece
of work man, a true legend in your own mind. He's happy,
she's happy. He's moved on. You and Davina have moved on.
Everything is way cool. Think about it. He even nailed that girl
you set him up with on Spring Break last year..."

My mouth fell open. I couldn't believe he revealed the
secret Raj specifically asked him to keep quiet about. Juan
and I made a pact years ago not to go between Carlos and
Raj. They always kept things from one another. We decided
we were going to stay on common ground between the two
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because it was hard to say when they were at odds or when
everything was all-good between them. Juan had just broken
our self-inflicted code. He had told Carlos something that Raj
wanted kept in confidence.

An unexplainable panic-ridden expression took form across
Carlos' face and told a story none of us wanted to read. I
noticed his breathing became labored and what little color he
had in his cheeks quickly drained.

Juan pointed back toward the admitting area of the ER.
"This has something to do with the girl you set him up with
doesn't it?"

Carlos didn't say anything.

"Answer me man. This has something to do with that girl,
doesn't it?"

Carlos looked away from him as he dug into his shorts for
a cigarette and light.

"You can't smoke in here." Juan stated the obvious with a
jaw set in determination.

Giving him the best no-shit look I've ever seen, Carlos
tossed the cigarette into his mouth and headed for the exit
with both of us right behind him. I caught a glimpse of Davina
on the way out. She was still on the phone.

Once outside, Juan continued. "Does this have anything to
do with that chic you set him up with or not?"

Carlos inhaled the cigarette smoke as if he was smoking
pot. He was such a pot head, that I thought he probably
drifted in and out of a fantasy world almost believing he was
smoking a big fat joint even when he wasn't. Another drag or
two and he decided to give Juan a nod.
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Juan's face reddened. "You knew her?"

"Her cousin. I knew her cousin. Her family comes here
every year at Christmas and Spring Break so we hang out
some."

"What's this got to do with Raj man?" Juan looked as if he
anticipated the worst. I know I did.

"Not much." Carlos took another drag and shook his head.
"Maybe everything."

"So what? What are you trying to tell us? Did you set him
up with someone who made him sick? Did he catch something
from this chic? Is that what you're trying to tell us?"

Carlos shifted from one foot to the other. He lit another
cigarette soon after the first one was out. I think he liked the
idea of lighting a cigarette. Maybe he thought it looked cool or
something because he rarely finished one. He wasn't talking.

"Man, if you think Raj's is sick and she's the reason, you
better go tell the doctors what you know. I mean it man. This
is serious stuff. He's been sicker than a dog."

Carlos shook his head. "It's cause he's diabetic. He's
always going to have health problems. I've just been worried
about him and he looked like he um ... well ... "Carlos
struggled for the right words before continuing, "It scared me
because he stopped breathing in the car. Davina will tell you.
He stopped breathing."

Juan squinted his eyes and sighed. "Carlos, Raj has been
getting sick and not like he does when he's having a damn
problem with his blood sugar. It's something else and two
weeks after he was with that little honey you set him up with,
he was sick all over. He even thought she might have had
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something like Mono." Juan walked away from him and came
back. "Damn it. Do you know something?"

"Carlos, think about it. He has been sick almost since the
day he met her. He's lost over thirty pounds.”" I thought back
to when I first noticed Raj as being sick and it all started right
after Raj's big date with the world's most sexually aggressive
teenage girl. The one who was capable of dragging someone
she didn't know into the throes of passion in record time. I
almost lost my lunch thinking about it.

Juan's eyes seemed to plead with his cousin. "He's in a bad
way man. A really bad way." If someone overheard Juan
talking, they'd swear he was a drug user because of his lingo
but Juan was far too smart to let drugs empower his ability to
be generally stupid. Unlike our Carlos.

Filling his lungs full then blowing out a puff of smoke,
Carlos threw the cigarette down and started back inside. I
could tell he knew something. Maybe he couldn't find the
words he wanted to say.

Reaching out, Juan stopped him before he stepped into the
cool air-conditioned lobby. "He's our friend man. If you know
something, you gotta tell it."

Carlos took a deep breath. "If he slept with her, and you
say he did..." He seemed to have trouble wrapping his mind
around the idea. "I don't know man. There's no way he did.
He couldn't have. That's not Raj. He's not one to sleep
around. He was so young too. He just told you that to make
himself look big or something.

"He told me too and they even did it in our van." I
confessed and yes, broke the pinky-code when I did.
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My confirmation must have been needed because Carlos
finally gained the courage to spit it out, "That girl I set him up
with ... he slept with her? He slept with her?" His eyes darted
back and forth, with angry words ready to spew from his lips.
"She's dead! She died two months ago. Wanna know how she
died? She died of AIDS." He wiggled out of his cousin's grasp
and slipped through the door with his head hung low but not
before yelling over his shoulder. "Now, what were you saying
about it not being my fault?"

In that moment, the whole world came to a screeching
halt. I couldn't believe what we had just heard. Carlos had set
one of our best friends up with a girl who was passing
through with her cousin and their family. I didn't know
enough about AIDS to know the seriousness of the disease at
that moment but I would soon discover, what a deadly game
my friend had played when he wanted to play around with the
gal who was a little older and more experienced. The only
thing I knew was Carlos had set up Raj on a date with death.
It didn't make any sense. I had to believe he didn't know.

Tears formed in Juan's eyes as he reached for me drawing
me in for a tight hug. My tears came slowly maybe from the
shock of it all or maybe because they belonged on my cheeks
long before Juan's hug drew them out. I thought about the
deep cough Raj had kept for weeks and how it almost
sounded like a bad case of bronchitis so I told Juan not to
Worry.

"It could just be a bad case of pneumonia. You know his
mom kind of thought he might have bronchitis and even
made an appointment for him to see the family physician."
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Juan stroked my back and then whispered. "Yes, Abbie. It
probably is a case of pneumonia. It's something you see a lot
in patients with HIV. I've read some about it."

I felt like I was smothering as Juan hugged me even
closer. Whispering, he confided in me. "I remember seeing
sores on Raj's back when we were in the locker room. He just
said it was a scrape he must've gotten from his grandfather's
farm when he was out riding four-wheelers. Abbie ... sores or
lesions are something commonly found on people with HIV or
AIDS."

Dr. St. Clair walked up on us and we broke our embrace.
"Abbie, honey, are you okay? Juan, what's going on?" Dr. St
Clair was a big man. Big, in the sense that he could take you
on if you crossed him but he had kind eyes and an even
bigger heart.

"I'm okay." The tears I'd fought back with force streamed
down my face once again as he hugged me.

"Now Abbie, I want you to pull it together. I've been on
the phone with the ER all the way over here. Raj is stable and
we're going to get to the bottom of what caused this. I'm sure
there is an explanation.”

Maybe he was right. There was probably a good reason. A
clarification other than the one Carlos had given. Besides,
what did Carlos know? He could've been stoned out of his
mind when he heard the news about the slut Raj had been
with. I immediately felt guilty for tagging a person I didn't
know with such a label. Well, there was no nice way to think
about her. Even though I'm sure, I could've come up with one
or two other words, I just didn't have it in me.
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Dr. St. Clair stood in front of Juan with his hand on his
shoulder. "I'll check on Raj myself and make sure he gets the
best of care. It could be anything. Just because he passed out
doesn't mean he has something life-threatening wrong with
him. He'll be fine. I know it."

"Okay."

"Are you okay?" He studied Juan's face.

"I'm fine sir. Just fine." Juan didn't sound believable.

"Alright then, I'll go check on Raj and let you know how
he's doing."

"Dr. St. Clair?" Juan wanted to say something more.
Something helpful. I knew him well enough to know that he
wanted to tell him everything he knew.

"Yes?" He turned with curiosity written across his face. He
had to know there was something more just by looking at the
worried faces of two teenagers that he had known for a great
number of years.

"Never mind." Juan's voice sank to a whisper.

He nodded and continued inside with both of us on his
heels. When he approached the nurse's desk, Juan just
blurted it out. "He needs an HIV test."

Dr. St. Clair turned around slowly. He must have been
shocked by Juan's words because I know I was surprised too
when he'd blurted them out. He had enough experience with
Davina's friends to know we wouldn't tell-all so he didn't
bother asking too many unnecessary questions only those we
probably wouldn't want to answer. "What? An HIV test? Why?
What makes either of you think he may need an HIV test?"
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Juan wasn't as confident in his speech after he had the
good doctor's full attention. "I think sir .. that he um ... may
um ... need the test." He stuttered over each syllable.

Dr. St. Clair seemed more agitated than shocked. He
turned his back to us again briefly, as the receptionist at the
nurse's desk gave him a stack of messages. Taking a step
closer to Juan, his voice was low. "Is this something you feel
is warranted?" His words were directed at Juan but his eyes
glared in my direction too.

"Yes sir, I do." Juan looked him squarely in the eyes.

"Do you want to tell me why?" Persistent as ever, it
became clear that Davina's father wasn't going to order a test
without just cause.

"No sir, no I don't. I hope I'm wrong but if you can't find
anything wrong with him, then, test him for HIV."

"Juan, regardless of whether or not we find anything
wrong with him, we need to test him if you think he has been
exposed to the HIV virus. Would his mother know anything
about it?"

I jumped in. "No! She wouldn't know at all I don't think
and he wouldn't want her to know."

Dr. St. Clair shot me a disapproving look. One of those I
just hated. "Abbie, if he has HIV and you think he needs to be
tested, his mother is going to know. I'll speak to Raj but Juan,
I'll ask you again. Do you think this is something that we
need to talk to Raj about? Do you think he has been exposed
to the virus?"
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Juan was honest. "Yes, sir. Yes sir, he has. Well, I don't
know how much of an exposure he had but yes, I think a test
may be needed."

Dr. St. Clair nodded and worked his way toward the back
station to read over a few charts. Davina approached him as
he read over what I assumed was Raj's chart. We stood
within earshot hoping he would tell his daughter something
he might not be as willing to reveal to us.

"Hi Daddy." Her voice wasn't full of mischief and the
enthusiasm typical of Davina.

"Hi sweetie." He smacked a kiss on her forehead.

"Thank you for coming."

Barely looking at her, Davina's father patted her arm and
disappeared behind the swinging doors without saying
anything more.
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THE SINS THAT FIND YOU OUT

Raj was sitting up in his bed when we all went in to see
him. His color was good or at least, better than it had been
when we brought him in the day before. When I said as
much, Carlos was the one to take his blonde shot. "Well,
Abbie, I see what you mean. Golly darn, who would've
thought he could look better with some level of consciousness
rather than with his face down in the dirt?"

Everyone laughed so I joined in too realizing my blonde-
moment had been a bit of an icebreaker even though I really
thought it had been the appropriate thing to say to him. He
did look better. My guess was he felt better than the previous
day too!

Raj was in a good mood and stopped laughing long enough
to tell us about the crummy food. Then he had to take
another minute to tell the guys about the beautiful nurses.
We all laughed hysterically as he described the things he did
to try and win their attention.

My favorite Raj-caper was the one where he called for the
nurses and once two of them arrived, he stood to show them
that his gown was ripped in the back. I rolled when I pictured
it. I could see Raj standing up to show off his bare behind just
to tell the nurses his backless gown had left him exposed
which was the word he used when he complained to the staff.

He seemed to be back to himself with high spirits and a
quick wit.
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I noticed that Carlos was still on edge. He was wound up
tight like a clock pacing back and forth with sweat beaded on
his forehead. Raj must have noticed it too. "You don't seem
like yourself today Carlos. Anything wrong?"

"Uh.... no. Why?" He spat the words out.

"Are you sure? You can tell me. Remember, we're all
friends here." I could tell Raj couldn't resist poking some fun
at Carlos and his teasing was ready to rip before Carlos could
prepare himself. "Now, come on Carlos. It can't be that bad.
What? Did someone run off with your stash or was it the
pipe? Come on. Tell us what's going on in that brain we all
like to call mush."

Carlos laughed. "Raj, better watch yourself over there. I'm
not the one with the lovely nightie on after all. By the way, it
looks stunning on you."

"Thanks Buddy. I appreciate the compliment. It's so the
women can check out my sexy legs." He let the lower half of
his leg hang from the bed showing us his calf.

Juan let out a whistle. "Whoa! Now, that's one hot leg.
Quick, Davina and Abbie, close your eyes! They've never seen
something quite so ... hmm ... so skinny?"

Raj started laughing so hard that tears came to his eyes
but soon a cough took him back to a calmer demeanor. I
watched as his look of concern took us all by surprise.

Ignoring Raj, Carlos made an excuse to get away from the
uncomfortable silence. "I gotta get a smoke."

Raj sat up and asked the question that I am sure we were
all dying to know, "Is it a doobie or a Camel?"
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He didn't look back over his shoulder. "Shut up Raj or else
I'll find one of those beautiful little nurses and make sure she
brings in the longest needle she can find filled full of a
laxative."

Raj's smile returned as his eyes followed Carlos out the
door and then moved back to Juan.

He started talking about Dollywood. We all worked there
part-time in the summer. Davina worked on one of the show
sets and the rest of us worked the rides. It was a good place
to work and we all liked working together even though we
rarely saw one another.

Juan started telling us about the work being done on
Dollywood's Blazing Fury. We were happy to hear about it
because it had become our favorite. On occasion, we had
hidden in the park until it shut down and watched for security
to leave the area so we could have one last thrill. It was fun,
just our crazy group of friends riding together, hoping we
weren't caught. It was always entertainment at its finest with
the guys making sure to hop on and off as the carts moved
throughout the set. Hollywood would have loved to have had
these guys!

We had just started to get into the business of asking Raj
about his hospital stay when Raj's mother, Dr. St. Clair and
another doctor came into the room. Davina's eyes locked
firmly on her father but I noticed he didn't look at her. He
didn't look my way either. We had barely acknowledged them
when we were asked to leave the room so they could have a
word alone with Raj.
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Raj asked if I could stay with him. His mother reluctantly
agreed. Juan and Davina left as I moved to the corner of the
room. What happened next was nothing I could have ever
prepared myself for.

It's strange, but I remember everything and nothing about
that day. I knew what news he was going to receive. I knew
from the moment Carlos said the ugliest words I'd ever heard
on the day before. I knew then. He had said them with
mindless passion. "She died of AIDS." Now, my friend was
going to meet a similar fate. I knew it before I heard it. I saw
the words come before they ever met the lips of the physician
whom I later discovered was Raj's family doctor.

Since no one in the room paid any attention to me, I
looked out the window. I saw my friends standing on the
sidewalk. How ironic. They were there with us without even
being in the room.

"Raj, honey," his mother's voice shook, "there's something
I need to tell you..." Her words drifted off. I looked harder for
something to focus on outside. Heaven, that's what I'll do. I'll
look up toward heaven. Pray. I'll pray for a little bit. Bargain.
Let me bargain with you God. Don't let them say what I think
they are going to say ... I'll do just about anything....

As if on cue, God let it rain. I guess the angels were
starting to cry. Maybe they were pulling for Raj from the
beginning. On earth, my friends didn't move. What idiots, I
thought to myself. Move. Just go inside. I already knew the
words that were going to be spoken and with everyone
outside staring up at me, well, it just didn't make any sense
at all. It was as if they were going to suffer outside because
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they knew what we were facing inside. They didn't go. They
wouldn't budge. Instead they stood there in the rain watching
me, as if something told each of them I needed them there.
Raj needed them there.

My mind wanted to drift and I guess it did because beyond
Mrs. Hussain's initial words I heard nothing. The next words I
remember hearing from her were the ones I couldn't bear for
my friend to hear. They came anyway.

"Raj, when you went to the doctor a few weeks ago, I had
them run some blood work. Do you remember?"

He grinned. "How could I forget? The woman drew so
much blood I swore she was feeding vampires at home."

The laughter he apparently tried to share wasn't met with
enthusiasm by anyone else. The tension could've been sliced
and diced and still been as thick as a slab of meat. Raj called
to me, "Laugh Abbie, laugh. That's funny, by the way."

My smile was forced but I tried to give him what he
needed in that moment or two. "Yes, Raj. It's funny. baby
vamps. Ha."

It's weird. I believe Raj had his fate hit him with the truth
all at once. I saw it on his face. It was like he was ready to
listen to what those in front of him had to say. In that
moment, I realized the true cruelty of the disease that would
lead my friend down a hopeless trail. His face told the tale all
on its own. He was sick. He knew it. He only needed to hear
it. I guess the confirmation of it made it real to him.

I looked at a cloud moving rapidly across the sky and then
looked down to see Davina return below with an umbrella. My
gaze had moved from the window for only a moment so I
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never noticed she was gone. We all needed to be where we
were at that point in time. Raj needed me and I needed them.
Even if they were standing in the rain. I could see them and it
brought me a little peace.

"So, I had some blood work done. Okay, I'll just tell you
Mom. I probably caught something from this chic I saw once
over Spring Break last year. A kissing disease or something.
In fact, I mentioned Mono to Dr. St. Clair." Grasping at
straws, always grasping at straws. Did he really believe that
those around him would believe Mono had him down for over
a year?

Mrs. Hussain didn't look amused. Her frown and her voice
must have told Raj all he needed to know and that was, she
wasn't buying his story. "Raj," her tone was firm, "Evidently,
son..." Tears streamed down her face before she must have
decided there wasn't any escape route from the truth. "Son,
we both know you did more than kiss that girl you met. We
have reason to believe that she died of AIDS."

I heard Raj gasp and watched the emotions cross his face
as he sucked in the realization that when he met body to
body with someone he knew nothing about, he had
essentially locked palms with death. His eyes widened as they
held onto mine. I couldn't look away. I couldn't retreat to
those who waited below wanting to know but scared to see
the reflection of bad news hanging above them.

It seemed like time just slipped away in that hospital room
as I waited for someone to say something. Relief flooded me
when Dr. St. Clair spoke. "Raj, do you know about HIV, the
virus that causes AIDS?"
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He nodded then turned to his mother. It was almost as if
he granted me permission to look back to the outside world
and share his heartache with the others. I moved in front of
the window ledge that held a lone plant.

Before my eyes drifted below, I cheated time for as long as
possible looking again at the sky while watching a cloud run
from the building. Finally, I fixed my gaze on my friends. I
guess I wanted to be certain that they knew before I moved
away from the glass. The news was what we had been afraid
it would be. I looked first at Davina and nodded then Juan
and finally Carlos. Before turning back to face Raj, I saw
Davina and Juan hug as Carlos tossed a cigarette in his
mouth and started down the sidewalk alone.

Raj moved swiftly into denial. "Mom, whoever told you that
nonsense doesn't know what they are talking about. I didn't
even know that girl. I ... I met herand I.... I..."

Dr. St. Clair cut him off. "Raj, the girl you met was Camilla
Stevens."

Raj's face was beet red. He was stuttering and clearly
agitated when he threw back his bed sheets. He started to get
out of bed but probably thought better of it. He reached
around to close the back of his hospital gown. "Yes, with all
due respect Dr. St. Clair, I know her name." His frustration
spewed from his lips.

"I imagine you do." I know Dr. St. Clair didn't mean to be
arrogant but it came across like ice.

His words were matter-of-fact and for a minute or two, I
was mad at him for his choice of words They were
inappropriate.
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"We have confirmed that Camilla Stevens, the girl you
met, did in fact, die of AIDS." Well, if Raj wanted verification,
he'd just had it delivered to him bedside.

My own tears came. Raj's followed with a stifled cry for
understanding. "That can't be. She didn't look sick. She
couldn't have been sick. There's just no way."

Raj's mother took his hand and I walked up to stand
behind her resting my open palm on a weary shoulder as if
that could begin to console her. I couldn't bear to hear more
but was forced to wait with them as Raj's condition was
explained in more detail than I wanted to know.

Dr. St. Clair explained that Raj had tested positive for HIV.
He would be in the hospital for a few more days. Necessary
tests needed to be run and Raj needed to become familiar
with his medications as well as HIV and AIDS education. "Raj,
this isn't the disease it once was. We are far more advanced
and equipped to help those with HIV and with education, I
think and your doctor thinks you can live a very productive
life."

Raj looked weak and sick. I'm sure his soul and his heart
ached. He swiped away another tear and found just a few
words to snap at his medical team. "Yes, that is a life without
children and a life with hands in medicine bottles and on
schedules and just—"

His mother interrupted him. "You should have thought
about that, son, before you bedded down with a girl you knew
nothing about." She didn't appear to look sorry that she'd
said it but that was Mrs. Hussain for you. She never showed
her true emotions.
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When everything that could be said, had been, Dr. St. Clair
turned to me. I think he tried to find something to say that
would ease the pain he knew I was in. I stopped him with a
request. "Can I talk to you a minute Dr. St. Clair?" He nodded
and I followed him into the hall.

Davina, Carlos and Juan joined us. His words seemed to
slice them in half too just as I'd expected. "Raj does have
HIV. His mother requested a test recently from a family
doctor and we found out those results just an hour or so ago.
Kids, I'm very sorry. If you have questions or need some
information, do not hesitate to ask me. I can even arrange for
some counseling if you'd like and would be willing to go with
you to the sessions." His words were piercing but I had to
remember that when we were in a medical building, he was
always going to be professional. He was treating us like the
friends and family of any other patient only I imagine he gave
us a bit more compassion.

"Daddy, he's going to die isn't he?" Davina was clearly
overwhelmed as she openly cried.

Carlos took a deep breath and just walked away. I knew
he didn't need or want to hear an answer.

I don't remember what Dr. St. Clair told her, how he
answered when asked pointedly. I've thought about it a lot. I
wanted to know later. What did he say to his daughter when
asked a direct question? Did he lie or did he tell her the truth?
I wanted to know, but I could not remember what he said.

Before he walked away, I asked him for more information
on HIV. Within minutes, he had handfuls of material for us.
"Kids, what I'd like to see you do is become familiar with this
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disease. Raj is going to need you. He's facing the battle of a
lifetime. Your support can make a difference in the quality of
life he is able to lead and we all need to talk to each other
about what you're feeling and about questions you have. I'm
going to help Raj and each of you get through this. You can
count on me."

Davina, always the prolific one, had to add her own
personal observations as she thumbed through the literature
her father handed out like everyday forms. "Isn't it sad that
today people are still getting infected with HIV? So much
research has been done on a disease with such a little name.
Millions, yes it's really in the millions, have lost their lives to
AIDS."

Her father nodded. "Yes, Davina, but there's still a lot of
hope for a cure. You can't give up hope. When people are
sick, they have to hang on somewhere."

You can't give up hope. Dr. St. Clair's words seemed
optimistic but his expression told a different story. It gave
everything away. You can't give up hope. I guess when you're
dying or a loved one is dying, the only thing you can cling
onto js that prospect. So, if hope is all there really is when
death is beating down your door, then we'd have to do it. Raj
would do the same for any one of us.

I looked at my friends for answers. They didn't have any
and why I bothered looking at them is beyond me. Maybe it
was for comfort. My voice broke as I started to turn my back
to them. "Well, if we're going to buy into this positive
affirmation stuff, then I hope God will change his mind and
those damn tests you ran on Raj are wrong." The tears came
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and I tried to outrun them before anyone could see them fall.
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EVERYONE COPES IN THEIR OWN WAY

Raj had a hard time with the news. I guess anyone in his
shoes would have a difficult time dealing. I wasn't surprised
when his mother came out and told us he would have to see
us the following day. I could hear his cries and screams. It
sounded as if he was slamming doors but later I would learn
he threw a few chairs up against the wall. Who could blame
him.

"Can I go in and say goodbye?" My words were snubbed
out through choked-back tears.

Juan shot me a not-a-good-thing-to-say-Abbie look. So
when Mrs. Hussain shook her head, I understood. I had a
reputation for saying or asking the wrong thing at the wrong
time I guess.

"Tell him ... tell him I ... I..." the tears stood in my way of
saying what I wanted to say.

She nodded as if she knew anyway. "He knows Abbie and
he loves you too child."

I couldn't offer her a smile or even a hug. I simply nodded
in robotic fashion. When I turned to face the exit, the faucet
from my eyelids spewed moisture once more. Carlos was
already waiting for us outside the door. Davina had gone to
say good-bye to her father while Juan lingered behind to talk
with Raj's mother.

Even though I walked right by Carlos on my way out of the
hospital, our eyes never met. I just couldn't face him so I
turned my back on him and watched the cars passing by us
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on the nearby street. I watched each make and model.
Thought about the people in each vehicle and even wondered
about their lives. No one looked over in my direction. Not one
solitary person.

For some reason, I was mad in that moment because no
one seemed to notice me. I wanted everyone on the planet to
see my pain. Sometimes, the world just swallows people up
whole. Everyone gets so involved in their own lives that they
don't have time to stop and smell the flowers or to push a
swing for a child with short legs, unable to meet the ground.
It's as if most people just float through this world and don't
bother to stop and appreciate the life we have until it seems
threatened with an ending.

My thoughts never left Raj. He was getting ready to face
some kind of journey. Even though I was in my own little
secluded world in his tiny hospital room, I gathered the
seriousness of the disease. I'd heard a lot about HIV and
AIDS but it had been years since any of us had attended an
awareness class in school about it. I remembered watching a
movie back in elementary school and then that was it. No
further information was given and no other mention of it.

There wasn't a doubt in my mind. My friend was going to
die. However, the information I overheard while the doctors
spoke to Raj suggested a patient's life span had greatly
improved for those with HIV. Still, the stigma alone carried
such sadness. Here he was. Rajesh Hussain. A young man
who had overcome the fact that he was carrying around a
name viewed as taboo right after the events of nine-eleven
and then he had to face a stigma of a different sort. HIV, the
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virus that causes AIDS. What a torch to carry. At that
moment, I really wanted to blame someone. Carlos looked
like a likely target. He must've sensed it. If he'd been smart
enough to keep his mouth shut, I wouldn't have been so
determined to tell him exactly how I felt, but Carlos was
never high on the honor roll.

I could hear his lighter behind me. Flick. Flick. Flick.

"Damn. Can't get a light around here either. No one
smokes in this place. You'd think this sorry facility would at
least have a smoking patio."

I turned to meet him head on. Maybe I wanted him to see
the anger. I guess I thought it would make a difference if we
faced one another and just had it out. Whatever was racing
through my head, it was moving too fast to keep it trapped
inside. I had to get it off my chest. Get everything out in the
open once and for all.

"You're worried about a light? You are concerned about a
damned light and Raj is up there in that hospital bed?" I
pointed up toward the sky rather than back toward the
hospital.

He raised a brow at me and it only made me more
agitated. "Answer me —right now! With everything going on
inside, you are worried about lighting up a cancer stick so you
can stand here looking cool. Is that right? Impressive. I know,
at least, I'm impressed. Very much so. In fact, I might just
light up one too. After all Carlos, why not introduce me to an
early death. God knows you couldn't wait to help Raj find one,
so whose next?"
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"I might as well smoke. I sure as heck can't do anything to
help Raj! You should have told me about him you know. You
could have told me about the one-nighter. 1 would have told
you. Think about it. He's been sick for a while. You couldn't
put two and two together? A little too tough for you, was that
it?" His anger marched across his face with reddening patches
as his voice raised an octave.

"Okay..." My heart started to race and I couldn't think as
quick on my feet as I wanted. Calm down Abbie. Calm down.
He's going to make this all your fault just because he was
kept in the dark about it for so long. You know this. 1 told
myself to be calm but the thing about these conversations I
have with myself, the bad Abbie usually wins out over the
good one.

I shook my head. I felt like I belonged in the psych ward of
a state facility. I'd become quite accustomed to having
internal conversations with myself. As annoying as it could
be, I decided it was much better to talk to myself than to a
stoner. At least, I could talk back. Someone high couldn't
manage that much sometimes. Okay, in defense of all pot
smokers in the world, if they feel real froggy, some can get a
slurred word or two in. An occasional sentence formed that
would impress the one speaking far more than anyone who
would hear them.

"Okay? Okay, what Abbie? Did one of those light-colored
hairs get trapped in your vocal chords?" Armed with anger he
was ready to move into a war of words. I understood his fury,
but why was he directing it at me?
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I took a deep breath and tried to count backwards from
fifty so I wouldn't say something I would later regret. It would
have worked too but I couldn't remember what came after
five because the resentment had started to move through my
veins like venom. The magical number of five stumped me.
Five friends. Five best friends. We'd always been five. The
thought consumed me far more than counting backwards.

"Carlos, I understand you're upset but think about Raj.
Let's stay focused on him. Is that possible or do you need to
go get high in order to focus on the important people or
things in your life?"

"Yes, let's think about Raj. Let's think about the fact that
he came to your house and asked for the key to your dad's
van. Let's think about the fact that you knew long before now
that he slept with that girl. Let's talk about the real reason he
is up there in that bed right now trying to wrap his mind
around the idea that he is going to die!"

Madness ran rampant and grabbed me specifically. The
only thing I knew with any certainty was that I would be
forever grateful that I didn't have something to throw in his
direction. My quick tongue reloaded and spat with weapons
meant to destroy. "You of all people have some nerve! Laying
the blame on me would make you feel a little bit better
wouldn't it Carlos? Let's be honest here. Okay? Can you do
that? Or have you smoked so much Mary Jane that you
honestly don't know the truth when it hits you in the face? I
guess when everything is exposed, it's hard to see when
there's so much fog and smoke to further cloud your ability to
reason!"
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Little did we know, Carlos was hurting far more than any
one of us would ever suspect until much later on and I just
kept digging in for more. I wanted him to hurt. I wanted him
to feel something. I wanted him to know pain like the rest of
us.

"You're stupid Abbie. Shut up! You're running in last place.
You can't win this race when you're mind is lagging so far
behind. It's not possible so zip it!"

"Carlos, I'm getting pretty sick of the stupid blonde
comments and the outright poor, dumb Abbie jokes. I may
not be as smart as Juan or Davina or even Raj but one thing I
know without any doubt, I am far more smarter than you are.
You're the dumbest mother..."

"Abbie! That's enough! This isn't helping anyone!" Davina's
outright screams prevented me from saying something I
would later regret. I'd already said too much.

Carlos laughed at me. "Far More Smarter? Abbie, you can't
even insult someone using correct speech so I understand
why you don't share in the responsibility that Raj is here. You
don't have the ability; the capacity to even begin to
understand any of this so I'm not going to be like Juan and
Raj and try to teach you something you can't begin to learn!"

Maybe he was right. I'd heard it so much I'd started to
believe it. I missed out on a few brain cells when the baby
designer was giving them out upstairs. I was probably over to
the side crawling around with someone like Carlos, which
would explain why Carlos was missing a few too. Well, no,
that's not right. His ignorance was most definitely self-
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inflicted and only on those occasions when he was totally
plastered.

"Carlos, don't make me say it. Don't make me say what I
really want to say to you." I paused and looked at him. At his
arrogant smirk, I lost it and continued, "If you were the kind
of friend you should've been, you wouldn't have set Raj up
with someone you knew nothing about."

"No, Abbie. It isn't going to help things to blame him."
Juan walked up and wasted no time jumping right in He was
forever the sensible one but in this case, had no idea that he
was wrong at least according to my calculations.

"I wasn't blaming your precious cousin, Juan. He was
blaming me." The truth was that we were blaming each other.
I watched as Juan stared Carlos down as if to send him a

telepathetic message to shut the hell up. When I thought he
had safely retreated to his respective area of space, I went in
for the Kkill. "It's your fault Carlos. What kind of person sets up
a friend with a girl who has one foot in the grave? Hmmm?
How's that for directing blame? Raj is lying in that hospital
bed because you set him up with death when you introduced
him to that two-bit slut..."

"Abbie! That is enough!" Great. Dr. St. Clair came from
behind me with his hands waving in the air and a frown I
thought was meant to show everyone in the parking lot how
I'd disappointed him. "This is exactly what Raj doesn't need.
He needs friends to stand by him. This bickering doesn't solve
anything whatsoever. Raj needs you guys. Placing blame isn't
productive and it isn't going to help him at all. Abbie Davis,
I'd better not hear another thing like that come out of your
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mouth or I'll turn you over my knee." He wouldn't dare and I
knew it but I also knew he was definitely mad to have said
such a thing.

Carlos walked away from us and Davina caught up with
him. If things would have been different, Dr. St. Clair might
have noticed the affection in his daughter's eyes and
recognized the fact that she had strong feelings for Carlos. He
was focused on me so he didn't see what most would.

"Juan, would you excuse us for a moment please?"

He nodded as Dr. St. Clair pulled me to the side. "Abbie,
this isn't the behavior I expected from you." His voice proved
he was disappointed but his look is what broke my heart.

I looked down at my feet and noticed an ant crawling
across the toe of my shoe. That pissed me off. I was so mad
at everything around me that an ant even made my anger
boil. I followed it until it was on the surface again and then
tormented it with a slow kill. I first tapped the end of its body
with the same shoe it had invaded and then as it struggled for
one last taste of life, I squished it.

"That's irony." I whispered the words.

Dr. St. Clair rambled on scolding me. When I said
something about irony, he stopped in mid-sentence. I guess
the observation was misplaced based on what he was saying.
"What are you talking about?"

"That ant."

"Abbie, what ant?" His frown showed further disapproval.

"The one that ran across the toe of my shoe." I pointed at
the ground.
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His brow wrinkled as he studied me "What about it? Are
you feeling alright? Do you feel like you need to talk to
someone?"

"I am talking to someone. I'm trying to talk to you!"

"About an ant? That's err ... interesting Abbie. Very ... uh
... interesting. While I'm trying to talk to you about your
friend, you are talking about an ant."

"You don't understand. I am talking about Raj."

"No, you were talking about an ant." He shook his head
and studied me.

"Okay, it's weird. You don't get it. Never mind." My eyes
were watering and I could feel the moisture threatening to
puddle in the corners.

"Abbie, tell me about this ant. I'm all ears. Honey, I'd like
to know what you mean. Tell me. I am listening." He took a
deep breath extending his arm to place his palm on my
shoulder.

Oddly enough, I wanted to talk about the insect that chose
the wrong shoe to cross over. "I hate all bugs. You know how
I despise anything that can crawl on me. While you were
talking a second ago, the big ugly one there crawled on my
shoe." I pointed to the dead ant remains at my feet. "It
seemed to just take its own sweet time crossing over the
leather. So, I watched it until it hit the ground again. I
wanted it to suffer and pay the ultimate price for doing it."

Davina's father looked at me like I was most definitely
losing it. "And you had time to think about all of this while I
was talking to you?"
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I hesitated only for a minute as I tried to determine
whether Dr. St. Clair was paying me the attention I wanted
from him. He appeared to be listening so I continued. "Yes. I
squashed the back part of its body as a penalty for being at
the wrong place at the wrong time. Watched as it fought for a
little more time, a little more life and then I decided, I
decided it had reached the end of its rope. Then and only
then did my foot rise slightly almost on its own and smash it."
I didn't even sound like myself as I described the
assassination of one of earth's little creatures.

The man who had taught me to be loving and kind was
slow to speak. "That's real interesting Abbie."

"Don't you see Dr. St. Clair?"

"No dear. I'm not sure I comprehend what it is you want
me to understand about this ant."

I took a deep breath. Sometimes even doctors were a little
on the dense side and through the years; I'd learned to be
patient with the man who had stepped into the role of my
surrogate father. Physicians had a lot of book smarts but
sometimes they were left out in the common sense
department. I guess a beautiful mind could only process so
much. "You don't get it?"

"No Abbie, I can't say that I do. Tell me what you want me
to read into that little story. I want to know why murdering
the ant made you feel better."

Murdering the ant. Okay. I'll take it. "The whole ant thing
is @ comparison to what Raj is going to face. The stupid bug
chose the wrong shoe. With a thousand feet walking into that
hospital every day, the bug chose my shoe! With hundreds of
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thousands of people coming into this area every year, Raj
chose the wrong girl to ... well, you know." I paused for a
second to look up at the window where I had stood only an
hour or so earlier. "Dr. St. Clair, I hate ants and I hated that
girl from the moment I laid eyes on her. When they came
over to my house she was just so ... so..."

"Abbie," he cut me off with disapproval in his tone. He had
to know what I wanted to say. I wanted to discredit her
beyond repair.

He continued with caution. "I've taught you and Davina
both better than that. We don't hate our brothers and sisters.
You know I don't like to hear you say things— that are
negative about another person.”

"Just listen to me. I'm telling you why this all makes sense
to me. Raj chose the wrong girl. That little bug? Well, it chose
the wrong shoe as I've said. I took my time claiming its life
and HIV will do the same thing. One minute, we'll think
everything is going to be okay. He'll be in pain; we'll see it
and watch it, probably experience some of it too."

"What does this have to do with the ant? Go on and find
your point."

"Oh yes, that. The little varmint thought it could just crawl
away unnoticed and everything would be okay. I stepped on
the back part of its body. After the first shock of pain swept
over its tiny legs, it squirmed to try and get away from me
but it couldn't." My voice broke before I continued. "See, Dr.
St. Clair, we're going to watch Raj struggle. We'll see his
health just slowly disappear. There will be times that we will
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all think everything is going to work out and then bam, he'll
be sick again."

"Yes Abbie, his health will slowly decline even with the
medications we have today. You are correct but dear this
could go on for a great number of years if he's lucky so with
this disease, he isn't going to decline rapidly if he takes care
of himself and makes his health a priority. This isn't the
eighties. What many people don't know about HIV is that
now, those with it can still live very productive lives."

"But won't he get better at times, worse at others?" My
emotions were all over the place. My eyes would water up
and spill a few tears and I'd swipe them away and then
manage to choke back more of them as I waited for Dr. St.
Clair to give me an answer I wanted.

"Yes, I'm afraid so." Dr. St. Clair knew there were many
factors involved and it would start with Raj and how well he
cared for himself as well as how willing he was to make an
overall lifestyle change. He shrugged. "Abbie, time is going to
be telling and right now, the answers you want, I can't give
you. How I wish I could but honey, I can't."

"So, it's like a yo-yo. We think he's doing better and then
his health gets worse, bad tests come in to confirm it and the
whole thing repeats over and over right?"

His eyes were moist. "Yes, honey. I'm sorry but that's right
for the most part, but that is what you see in the more
advanced stages usually. I am optimistic that Raj won't start
experiencing such a decline until he is much, much older."

"And that's where the suffering comes in." I was still
focused on my ridiculous story. "I wanted to punish the ant
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for being on my shoe. Raj is being punished for his choices.
It's a slow, cruel way to go. HIV is going to deal Raj the same
fate I gave that stupid bug."

"Well, not exactly." Dr. St. Clair started to say something
but I cut him short.

"This disease is going to hand Raj over on a silver platter
to AIDS. Do you know why? Because it's already been
decided. Just like I decided to kill that damn ant. Raj made
the wrong choice and HIV is going to decide all sorts of things
for Raj now. Do you understand now?"

He studied me for a long time. I didn't realize Davina was
behind me.. She cut in. Dr. St. Clair turned his attention to
her. "He will die of AIDS won't he?"

"Girls, I'm supposed to give everyone hope and believe
me, there is hope. Still, because you are my family, I just
can't candy coat this for you. The facts are in front of us.
AIDS claims lives. The good news is that even with a
diagnosis of HIV, patients are living longer than ever before.
It's common to see a person diagnhosed and then watch in
amazement as they live out their lives productively for many,
many years. So, even with HIV, Raj has a chance for a longer
life than you may think. He's not going to die tomorrow or
next week or even next year."

"Daddy, you don't know that."

"No, I don't. No one knows what tomorrow or the next day
or the day after that holds. You never know Davina. You just
live today and you live it the best way you can. Try to make
your life count and touch those around you in a way that can
make their lives a little bit easier, happier even."
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"Abbie, I think you have an interesting way of seeing this
disease. I want you ... all of you ... to read up on HIV and
AIDS. It's important that you know more. It helps to have
knowledge girls." His pager went off and he smacked kisses
on our foreheads. "I have to go. Abbie, stay with us tonight
and we'll talk more later."

I nodded and watched as he disappeared back into the
hospital.
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BAD TO WORSE

Davina and I started to move toward her car. I kind of got
the feeling she was still pissed off at me for talking down
Carlos. Wow! I was getting good at noticing things. Chalk one
up for Abbie the progressive dumb blonde in motion! Unlike
Carlos, I was smart enough to keep quiet. Well, at least, in
the beginning.

"I don't know where the guys went." She didn't look up as
she unlocked the car and slid in behind the wheel.

"Me either. I was so busy talking to your dad that I didn't
notice they had left."

Davina took a deep breath and let it out. "Abbie, I want
you to please ease up on Carlos. He's in a bad place right
now. He does blame himself." Davina rubbed her temple with
two index fingers. "I have a splitting headache and I hope you
can understand this. Carlos is..." Before she could finish, her
voice broke and she cried uncontrollably.

When she began to sniff back more sobs, she asked me for
patience. "Please Abbie. He isn't all bad. I know you know
that. I just want him to be okay and right now—he's not
okay. Please try to be kind to him."

"He wanted to blame me." How dare Davina throw off
Carlos and his problems on me.

"You know and I know it isn't your fault," she started to
defend him and shot me a look daring me to interrupt,
"Carlos is fragile. He's a ... I don't know how to say it exactly
but he's..."
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"Davina, face it. He's turned into a no-count pothead. I still
care about him but I don't like substance abuse. He's using
far too much weed and Lord only knows what else." I stood
my ground with her looking straight ahead refusing to give an
inch.

"Abbie. I love him. Now, enough Carlos-bashing for one
day. Listen, you know nothing about what he's going through
right now. He's beating himself up something terrible over
Raj. He knows he set that girl up with Raj and he is carrying
all the blame. His spirit seems to have blown away into the
wind and left behind a body without a soul. It's really weird. I
never thought he cared about one of us as much as he does
but he sure loves his friends and believe it or not, he's a truer
friend to Raj than I ever realized. He's loyal and that's a great
characteristic. Give him a little break."

I was quiet for the rest of the drive. Davina wanted to stop
by Dollywood and get our schedules for the coming week so I
agreed. I couldn't care less about when I worked next but for
some reason Davina decided work was what she needed. She
told me the worst thing I could do would be to lose my
summer job and she had a point. I needed the money
because my father had long since had the reputation of
drinking up everything he made and typically went through
my mother's money quickly too.

As soon as we walked into the park, her cell phone rang.

A panic-stricken look swam across her face. "Where? Tell
me where?" She started to sprint through the park screaming
over her shoulder. "Come on Abbie. Hurry. It's Carlos!"
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I followed behind her unsure of what was going on but
having enough dark roots in my blonde head to know it was
serious. I stayed on her heels as she ran into the amusement
area. She headed straight for the Ferris Wheael.

There pretty as you please was Carlos.

He had climbed in between grooves making his way to the
center of the ride. I don't know how many feet up in the air
he was but he was there nonetheless. He was perched on a
bar made perfectly for his skinny little butt. He appeared calm
but of course he had the birds-eye view and I was just going
by the fact that he wasn't screaming for help. His legs
dangled freely as he waved to us. "Come on up! You'll enjoy
the view."

"Carlos! Get down from there now!" Davina yelled up to
him with more contempt than concern. I guess she was
already thinking more about what others would think rather
than the real possibility that Carlos might actually jump or
something.

The park was closing so no one was in the amusement
area except employees. We knew all of them. Juan was
talking to the security guards and had convinced them to hold
off the 9-1-1 call until we tried for a few minutes to talk him
into returning to solid ground.

I stretched my neck every-which-way but loose trying to
figure out how-on-earth he had gotten up there. When I
couldn't find the way I thought he'd gone up, I began to
worry about the way he could get down but I didn't want
anyone to hear concern in my voice. "Carlos. Get down. This
is ridiculous. Quit fooling around. We've all had a long day
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and don't want to deal with your drama. We want to go
home, get something to eat, and then get back to the hospital
to start it all over again tomorrow."

"Abbie? Is that youuuuuuu down there?" The words slurred
off his tongue.

I knew instantly he was stoned out of his mind. My heart
suddenly thumped faster as the realization hit me dead on. If
he was out of his head, he was probably in danger and maybe
unable to get down safely on his own. "Davina, he's messed
up."

"Abbie, what else is new? You didn't think he went up
there without being high did you?"

"OH ABBBBBIEEEEE!'''" Carlos began to taunt me.

"Yes Carlos?" I called back up to him with my hands
cupping my mouth as if he wouldn't hear me any other way.

"Abbie." His voice was sober. "I ... I'm afraid of heights
you know." He started laughing out loud as if his proclamation
was much funnier than it actually was.

"Yes. I know this!" I yelled back up.

"I had to come up here though." His voice was heavy.

"Why Carlos?"

"There's something here for me." His body swayed and we
all gasped.

Davina tried to coax him. "Yes, honey. We're all here for
you."

"No, you stupid bitch! There's something up here for me."
He tried to stand and weaved back and forth when he did.

Davina's eyes glared straight ahead. He'd called her a bitch
and he'd done it in front of everyone. Her heart must've
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splintered into a billion pieces. I patted her arm trying to
console her and called back up to him with growing anger.
"Carlos. That's just about enough. You get down here this
instant and apologize to Davina. Explain yourself to security.
Apologize to everyone here and let's go home!"

His laugh was wicked. "Home? Home you say?"

"Yes Carlos. Home." I had my hands on my hips as I yelled
with growing irritation.

"Now why would you want to go home?"

"Just get down here now and we'll talk about it!" I cupped
my hands over my mouth again hoping to carry the words up
to where he was perched.

He seemed to be satisfied with where he was because he
didn't make a move to climb down. He lit up a joint and
began to sing at the top of his lungs. "On a dark desert
highway ... Welcome to Dollywood's Hotel ... Okay, so the
words changed significantly from Hotel California to whatever
lyrics Carlos wanted to include. Still, he had the tune down to
an art. He was pretty good in fact for a lunatic swinging from
the interior cavity of a Ferris Wheel.

Juan had to be exhausted from dealing with him and it was
showing in his voice. "He's been there since we got here. 1
guess I'm going to have to let them call 9-1-1."

Davina was angry and let her hostility flow when she called
up to him again. "Okay, have it your way! Security is going to
call the police. You've left them no choice. Do you want your
family and your little cousins to see you acting like a drunken
monkey?"
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He seemed agitated at her comparison and he started
mumbling. We could barely hear him at first but then he
screamed out. "Drunk monkey? I'll show them. I'm not a
monkey. I'm one cool cat." Carlos began to move across a
few bars. Since he really was afraid of heights, I imagine he
held on with a death grip probably grabbing onto anything he
could find. I knew he was apprehensive when he began to
move to a tighter area and then gasped loudly before he sat
back down on a thicker piece of wood. He pulled something
out of his pocket and popped it in his mouth.

"Davina, is he taking pills?"

"Of course not." Juan jumped in and walked over to
whisper in my ear. "Remember who you are talking in front of
Abbie. If these people think he's on drugs, he'll lose his job."

For once, Juan said something really stupid. "Did you
forget he just smoked a joint in front of them?" There was no
doubt he was going to lose his damn job and he deserved to
lose it.

Juan turned away from me but I saw the hurt in his face.

Davina threw her hands in the air as she shrieked out the
obvious. "Well why on earth would people in this park think
something like that? Drugs? Oh! No! Of course not! It takes a
sane person to act like him!"

"Shhh! Davina, please!" I tried to warn her. It was bad
enough already without us nailing his fate shut for him.

"JUAN! ABBBBIIIIIEEE!" Carlos didn't acknowledge Davina
again after calling her a bitch.

"Carlos, man, I'm running low on patience here. Low, real
... real low." Juan's voice dropped an octave much like a
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baritone would do. I guess it was for effect but it was
anything but effective.

Laughter bellowed throughout the park and then the
strangest thing happened. Something I couldn't explain and
didn't understand. Carlos turned to his side and started
talking to thin air as if someone was seated right next to him.
We couldn't hear what he was saying from the ground
because it sounded like rambling. Davina dropped to her
knees and started praying.

"Juan? What's going on?" I was puzzled as I watched what
unfolded. I'm sure security thought we were part of some
larger plan maybe even members of a cult. To my left, I had
my best friend on her knees with her hands in prayer
position, silently praying. Above me, Carlos carried on a most
intense conversation with absolutely no one. He used his
hand for gestures as if to drive home a point.

Security tapped Juan on the shoulder and informed him
they were calling the police. I can't say I blamed them
because the whole Carlos-show screamed out for some kind
of sensible intervention. We were not it. Juan held up a finger
to indicate he wanted one more chance.

"Carlos, get down from there right now. You have thirty
seconds to start making your way down here. The last thing
we need is for Raj to see this kind of fiasco on the news
tonight. If 9-1-1 is called, the cameras will come in right
behind the call. You don't want that man. I know you. This
isn't you man."

There's something about a person's mind on drugs.
Depending on the drug, the mind can do various things.
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Trickery seems common. What I didn't know then was that
Carlos was battling Meth and all its many friends. See, Meth
rarely travels alone.

What we were witnessing was something so bizarre. Meth
comes into a person's life with loads of company—primarily
demons and hallucinations. Someone addicted to the drug can
see them at various times. Their personality changes and can
flip in an instant. Before that day, I only knew of one choice
drug Carlos used—marijuana. However, it appeared he had
another one or two as well. I seemed to be the only one left
in the dark. The person I knew couldn't smoke weed and
climb anywhere or at least, I didn't think so. I was in shock
watching him in action yet I got the feeling Davina and Juan
had witnessed similar shows.

I was just about to begin thirty seconds of pleading when
he did something even stranger. He extended his right hand
into a handshake movement as if he was shaking hands with
someone. I couldn't see his face but I could still hear the
rambling. Obviously, no one shook back but he thought they
did and when they did, they apparently said their good-byes.
Now I was beginning to reason out what Carlos was doing.
Apparently, we'd all visited the loco side of the park and
joined in with our friend. Gees.

Carlos turned to make his announcement. "I got what I
came here for. I can go home now. They said it would be just
fine to go ahead and leave." He began his descent chattering
a bunch of nonsense as Davina rose from her knees to watch
in disbelief. When he started down, I held my breath but as it
would turn out, he made his way down with ease. He moved
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like he was walking down a flight of stairs. He wasn't careful
and he didn't take his time. He just trotted on down like it
was no big deal.

Once he was on the ground safely, the guys in security
pulled him aside to have a long talk with him. He, of course,
would lose his job or at least, they told him they'd
recommend it. There were many other employees who had
gathered around and witnessed his apparent cry for attention.
The park security officers pointed out that one small detail I
had overlooked. Once they had given him a piece of their
mind, they allowed him to leave with us.

Juan and Carlos had started to make their way through the
park and Davina and I stayed for a moment longer to thank
those who could've turned the whole event into a media
circus. Davina made excuses for him like she always did, as
she told about a friend who was ill and in the hospital. "Carlos
isn't coping well." Her attempt at providing an explanation
washn't working if the expressions of disgust on the security
guards faces were any indications.

One of the younger security guards didn't allow her to
simply dismiss Carlos' behavior as inappropriate. "He's on
drugs." He said it matter-of-factly. "Make all the excuses you
want for him but it doesn't change the facts and it will not
save his life. The guy needs some kind of help."

Davina smiled a sweet I-don't-owe-you-an-explanation
look and started up the hill toward the main park area. Left
behind, he began to work on me. "She said your friend is in
the hospital but it appears you may have another one there
soon if you don't get him some kind of help."
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"Thank you for your concern." I shook the three guards'
hands that remained in the area and started walking quicker
in an attempt to catch up with Davina.

By the time I reached her, the guard who wanted us to
hear him out had caught up to us as well. "Girls, look. I know
this guy. He's bad news. I know what drugs he's on and
where he gets some of them. My guess is he's in a place
where you can't go now. If not, you'd better get him some
help and help him fast because he'll soon be joining half the
kids on this stuff and once he does, there's no turning back."

Before we could say anything, he was gone. I guess he
just wanted to say his peace and move on. It wasn't his
business. Davina wasn't saying anything and well, I wasn't
able to comprehend everything I'd just witnessed. I didn't
understand this kind of behavior. I'd seen a lot of drunken
moments with my dad so I should've been very used to it but
coming from the Carlos I knew, this was way out of the realm
of normal even for him.

I wasn't sure what he was doing or how far gone his mind
was—how quickly I would learn precisely what the security
guard was trying to tell us. Sadly, I'd later learn he knew
exactly what he was talking about.
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YOU CAN ENABLE OR YOU CAN HELP

After an impossible evening, orchestrated by Carlos and
his invisible friends, we all returned to Juan's house. His
parents were out of town and he wanted to stop by and feed
his dog before going over to stay with Carlos and his family.

When we got there, Davina walked from the foyer to the
patio in record time while I helped Juan pack up a few things
to take with him. He was quiet and withdrawn. I knew
whatever was going on with Carlos, no matter what it was;
Juan had a good idea about the details.

"What's he taking? He's not just smoking pot because I
saw him put something in his mouth when he was at the
park. I tried to pretend like I might know more than I did and
took the approach cautiously in hopes I could find out the
seriousness of his problem.

"What do you mean?" He didn't want to answer me that
much was obvious, so he danced around it. I could accept
that most of the time. However, when it came to one of our
own, I wanted some answers and he would give them to me if
he wanted to avoid bodily harm.

My hands rested on my hips. "Don't mess with me Juan. I
want to know. What is he taking? "I ground out the words
through clenched teeth. "That little stunt back at the park
wasn't the pot talking. Heck, it wasn't Carlos talking."

Juan rolled his eyes.

"Do you care that he now has imaginary friends that he
shakes hands with while slapping them on the back?" I
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shouted. I searched for some way to try to understand before
I continued, "Let's put aside the fact that he does all of this
from way up in the air hanging onto thin bars within a turn
cage of a Ferris Wheel!" I ended with a shriek. Taking a deep
breath, I took a step back and glared at him.

I could see the hurt in his face as he tried to decide how to
tell me the truth. "Oh Abbie. I didn't want you to find out like
this. Not like this. Not now. Not with Raj and your parents
and..."

"What? What is it?" I couldn't stand for him to make
excuses. I didn't want to be protected. I wanted the truth.

He walked over to me and without warning, grabbed me
around the neck. He kissed me hard on the mouth. I think his
forward actions shocked as much as my eager reaction
because I kissed back. When he broke away from me, which
wasn't quick enough in my opinion, I was breathless. "What
was that?" My heart was racing and I'm sure everyone in
Sevier County had to have heard the thump, thump, thump
as it beat loud enough to draw attention.

"I've wanted to do it for awhile I guess." His voice broke
and with trembling fingers, he swiped a stray hair out of my
eyes.

I stood a little taller. "Juan, now is not the time for this
kind of nonsense."

"You're right. I ... I ... I'm not sorry, but next time I'll tell
you to pucker up!" His humor broke through the
uncomfortable moment we'd just shared.
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I think I may have laughed for a second. "Okay, you do
that." I was relieved he made me laugh because I really just
wanted to cry.

"Will you pucker?" His grin was all-boy right down to his
devilish dimples.

"Maybe. I'll have to think about it and then we'll play it by
ear." What the heck was he doing? I couldn't deal with
anything more. He just brought on something I had no idea if
I wanted but after the fact, it seemed like it might be a good
idea at another time.

He sat down on the edge of his bed and patted the spot
next to him. I sat down waiting for an explanation of the
unexplainable.

"Carlos is using Methamphetamines." He took my hand as
he said it.

"What?" I didn't need a lot of explanation. Crystal Meth
was destroying families and claiming lives all around the
world but our community had been hit hard with rampant
users.

"Abbie, please don't ask me what it is. You know what it is
so now isn't a good time to start with the dunno and don't
understand bit. Okay?" His eyes were watering as he spoke.

"I'm not. I'm just shocked. Crystal Meth? He's using
Crystal Meth?" I couldn't believe what I was hearing. "Where
does he get that? Is he making it himself? When did he start
using it? Are you sure he is using Meth? Maybe it is coke. A
lot of kids in school use coke and it is much easier to treat in
rehab facilities they say. I'm sure it isn't Meth. It can't be.
Meth? No. It's gotta be something other than..." I just
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stopped trying. I knew better. My gut told me Juan knew it
for sure because he would know these things. He was with
Carlos far more than me or anyone else. Add in the erratic
behavior of Carlos and there wasn't anything to question.

"Yes. He is." He had no doubts. I knew Juan well enough
to know that much.

"How long?" I barely spoke the words and wasn't even
sure if I spoke them or thought them.

"I don't know. It's been a while, I think. My guess is he's
been doing it on and off for a few years." Juan looked
defeated as he told me. His hunched shoulders and drooping
head told of his shame in keeping the secret.

"There's just no way!" I shouted in disbelief as I tried to
understand more of what I knew to be true. I wanted to put
my hands over my ears and drown out the truth. No matter
how hard I tried, the honest example I'd withessed earlier
wouldn't go away "Carlos is using Meth. The words swam
around in my head and a single tear ran down my cheek.

"Where's he getting the money?" I asked still shocked.

Juan looked at his hands for a long time. They were
clasped in front of him. He got up and went to the dresser in
front of the bed and stared into the mirror locking eyes with
me behind him. "I think I know but I'm not sure."

"Davina?" I was afraid to hear his answer.

"No, I don't think so. At least not yet."

"Well I have to tell her about this." He had to know I'd tell
Davina.

"She knows." Juan said quietly.
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"She couldn't know! Davina would never put up with that
and she'd never keep a secret from me about one of you at
all." I shook my head as if that would make him take back the
words that I couldn't bring myself to believe.

"Honey, what you don't know is that she has put up with
more from him than his own family will tolerate. She has a
love for him like ... like ... I just can't explain it." He said in a
tone of gentle understanding. Tears ran down my cheeks, I
couldn't speak. My heart suddenly ached for her too.

Juan continued, "It's an unconditional love. I know. I've
seen it. Maybe it's because we've all been such good friends
for so long or maybe it's because he's just been there for so
long. I don't know what it is but today when he called her a
bitch, I thought she was going to die right there on the spot.”
Juan stood and began to move throughout his room gathering
stuff he wanted to take in a duffle bag. "Truth is Abbie, she
has heard worse."

"I doubt it. She isn't one to put up with that sort of thing.
You've known her about as long as I have. Davina is stronger
than that. She isn't going to take his crap." I was mad. It was
an emotion that I was beginning to know well. Damn him for
doing this to himself and to us. Damn his timing and damnit it
all, his inability to care about anyone but himself or his drug.
Yep, Raj was sick because Carlos had to set him up with one
of his friends from the other side of the tracks. Probably did
drugs with her too. The thoughts just ran together and made
no sense. The only purpose served was the empowerment of
full-fledged anger.
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"Okay, I'm just going to shoot straight with you here. I'm
not going to spare your feelings or keep any more secrets on
this matter. I think by covering up for him, Davina and I
stood by and watched him get worse." Juan's eyes dropped to
the floor as if he couldn't look at me when he said what he
had to say. "Abbie, it's bad. It's very bad. He's an addict and
Davina has taken so much verbal abuse from him when she
should've just walked away. Raj and I have too."

Carlos stormed in the room and tackled Juan. They were
always wrestling around and his addiction didn't stop him
from the occasional rumble. They rolled around on the floor
for a minute like two wild turkeys before separating.

Juan spoke first. "Man, knock it off. I've had enough of you
for one day."

Carlos couldn't possibly know he'd been the topic of our
discussion. He flipped his shoulder length hair that I just took
a moment to notice had gotten longer, not to mention
greasier, than his typical style and shot me a grin.

"You have? Well that's too bad cuz, 'cause I'm just getting
started." He pulled out a glass pipe and scooted his back
against the wall in Juan's bedroom. Davina walked in and
sighed so hard her cheeks swelled with air and she stormed
back down the hall.

Juan slapped it out of his hand. "No you don't. You aren't
smokin' that stuff in my house. I don't want to breathe it and
I don't want Abbie and Davina subjected to it either."

"Then I'll take my little girl outside." Carlos said with a
smile as he rubbed the outside of the pipe tenderly.
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I squinted in his direction. Maybe it was out of curiosity
over his chosen description of the pipe he held in his
trembling hand.

Once he had left the room, Juan jumped up on his dresser.
"Now that you've seen the new and improved Carlos, do you
have any questions?"

"Yeah." I was still in shock from being told the truth.
"What little girl?"

Juan let out a forced chuckle. "One thing I've learned
about this drug is that these guys and gals that get hooked
on it have a love for it like what Davina holds for Carlos."

"An unconditional love? That's a little dramatic." I said not
understanding the true depth of Carlos's addiction.

"It's a dose of the truth is what it is. With Meth, they get
so connected to it that it's like a personal relationship. I've
read a lot about it. When a person becomes addicted to Meth,
the drug becomes their new best friend. What's even worse,
they hear voices and see things. In the beginning, they have
a lot of energy and seem to be on top of the world but then it
takes their soul and their ability to reason. Before you know
it, the only thing that matters to them is their drug."

"He couldn't be to that point yet Juan because I saw him
with Raj. If he was at that ... that place, then he couldn't
have been so terrific yesterday." I said the words forcefully. I
just couldn't believe Carlos was slipping away from us. It
can't be as bad as he's making it out to be. He's just being
dramatic. I tried to console myself since no one was
apparently around to do it.
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"I think he may be battling this thing out. We've seen him
when he was perfectly normal and thought he wasn't using
only to find out later he was and then we've seen him when
he seems to be in withdrawals only to find out he's strung
out. It's hard to tell with this drug. It's one of deception that's
for sure."

We heard a lot of noise on the patio and ran outside.
Carlos was on his knees picking up tiny pieces of glass and
Davina was on a bench crying. Her hand was at her cheek.

"Davina?" I knelt in front of her but she refused to look at
me.

"Carlos, did you hit her?" It was obvious and my question
really wasn't needed, but I asked anyway. I was enraged,
"Carlos, did you hit her?" I stumbled across each word
enunciating each syllable so he would realize how damn mad
I was.

He peered up at me and then started babbling to his
imaginary friend. "I know. I know. I shouldn't have. You're
right. I shouldn't have taken my eyes off the prize. You're
right."

"Who are you talking to?" I tried to get in his face but he
moved away from me.

His sneer was enough to make chills run down my spine
but I didn't back off. I didn't know why Davina and Juan were
letting him get by with this stuff, but it didn't fly with me. I
moved over to Davina. "What happened?" She just shook her
head as Juan handed her an ice pack.

I turned on them all. "Juan? Are you going to let your
cousin hit a girl?" When he didn't answer, I turned to the
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injured. "Davina? You are letting him hit you now? What on
earth has happened to us?" I turned back to the addict with
the real problem. "Carlos, you are nothing more than a..."

Before I knew what had hit me, he stood up ready for the
confrontation. With a shove, he started yelling at me. "Come
on! Give it to me! I know you have it. Give it to me!" His
voice was creepy as his hands started to search my jeans
pockets. I tried to get away from him and couldn't. Why Juan
was standing by and letting him basically feel me up was
something he would pay for later. Probably the next time he
said, "pucker up" unless a more appropriate time presented
itself.

When he couldn't find whatever he was looking for, he
turned on Juan. "Go get it or I'll kill you."

"That is about all I am going to take from you buster!" I
yelled as I turned my back on him and marched inside. Within
a minute I had 9-1-1 on the phone. Carlos was on me like an
attack dog with Juan right behind him. This time their
wrestling wasn't fun and games. They rolled on the floor as I
screamed trying to break it up.

I never heard whether or not the 9-1-1 operator asked if
we had an emergency. I guess she finally decided it was safe
to assume that we did with all of the yelling and screaming in
the background.

"Damnit! Juan, I told you. I told you not to mess with my
stuff. I don't want to hurt you but you can not take things
that don't belong to you." His hand struck Juan a couple of
times across the face like a gentle but taunting slap. "Where
is it? Where is she?"
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Juan tried to keep from fighting back and I continued to
try to pull Carlos off him because his eyes were focused in a
fixated glare. They didn't blink or look from side to side just
straight ahead. Davina backed in a corner appearing to be
afraid of him and I knew she'd seen so much more than what
she'd ever tell me.

By the time the cops arrived, the boys had separated and
while Carlos ranted and raged like a lunatic, Juan dabbed at
the corner of his mouth wiping blood away by the second.
Carlos was bleeding and never swiped away the first drop. It
was like he didn't notice.

When the police came to the house, Juan knew the police
officer who knocked on his door.

"Juan, is everything okay? I hear there's some kind of
domestic dispute?" He peered over his shoulder.

Juan stepped outside with me on his heels and began
talking with the officers. He explained to them that Carlos had
been fighting addiction and tried to down-play it as a few pills
and a no big deal but the cops didn't buy it once they saw
Carlos. The county reeked of too many folks like Carlos and
they could spot tweakers a mile away.

Juan asked the officer he knew to talk to Carlos but
pleaded with him not to arrest him. "Officer, we're going to
get him some help. Please, if you could just talk to him and
calm him down..."

The cop was direct. "I can't do that son. I'm sorry. We've
had several complaints on your cousin. We've been waiting on
a call like this one so we could haul him in. He's reckless and
he needs to be in our custody until he decides he's going to
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act like he belongs in the community rather than in a zoo full
of wild animals."

Reluctantly, Juan let them in. He shot me a look of disgust
and we all followed behind three officers. The crack pipe was
still on the patio in a bunch of pieces. One of the officers
pointed to it. "What's that?"

My guess is that they all knew what it was but also knew if
there was too much evidence some very innocent people
would pay a big price. Juan's parents were well known in the
area and his father spent a lot of time with the local police
because he was a fireman. He spent a lifetime building a
stable future for his family and that wasn't something that
could be easily replaced.

Carlos pranced around everyone oblivious to what was
going on. The first officer who walked inside the house tried
to talk to him fully aware, at least that was my first
impression, he was dealing with someone on something more
than Juan's claim of pills. He tried to approach him with that
good ole' southern boys attitude.

"Man, do you know who I am?" The officer asked.

Carlos walked around him in a circle. It seemed he was
checking him out like he was scouting out prey. "I know who
you are. You're the one that took my pipe."

If the situation was a laughing matter, I would have
congratulated Carlos right then and there for being so
generous and making the police officers' job so much easier.

One of the cops looked out on the patio again and nodded
in the direction of the broken glass but none of them went in
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for a closer observation. "Yeah, that's right man. I did. Do
you want to go with me to get it?"

Carlos grinned. "Why sure. Are you're going to give it
back?"

"You betcha." The officer nodded at Juan and another
officer.

"Why would you do that?" Carlos had a distant look on his
face and his brow wrinkled when he must have decided the
man wasn't shooting straight with him.

"I take care of my friends man." He was trying to build a
rapport with Carlos and almost had it sealed.

Carlos turned around with his arms spread wide. "I have
plenty of friends. See them. They're everywhere. Let me
introduce you to them."

Davina pushed by him to introduce herself while Carlos
ignored her. She must've known the far away look in his eyes
wasnh't a good sigh so she stepped in trying to protect him.
Leave it to Davina. She'd go to bat with him if she had to face
the devil to do it. Truth be told, she was dealing with the
devil's child and didn't even know it.

Carlos wasn