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        Many of the faults you see in others, dear reader, are your own nature reflected in them.
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            Black Monster Cloud

          

        

      

    

    
      “And what about this, what are these colors here?” my Tia Lily said, then pointed to the yellow-orange glow around her.

      “That’s your light, Tia. It’s my favorite color of all, and your light shines brighter than any I’ve ever seen,” I said. We were sitting on the couch in her living room. My family was visiting her farm in Puerto Rico for the summer, and Tia was asking me about all the drawings I kept in my sketchbook. As soon as I told her about her special light, she wrapped both arms around me and gave me a huge hug. I loved my Tia Lily so much.

      “Can I have this drawing? I want to frame it and put it on the wall so I can look at it every day,” she said. My chest puffed up with pride when she said this. “Of course, Titi, I would love that.”

      That night, as the coquis sang in the tropical canopy that surrounded us, I overheard my mother and Tia Lily talking about my drawings. They were sitting outside on the porch, taking in the cool Caribbean breeze that floated up from the lake that was nestled in the valley below the house. Tia Lily was my mother’s sister.

      “Don’t indulge her, Lily. She’s ten years old now, and she needs to stop acting like she’s six. Last year, I had five different meetings with her teachers about how she was always distracted by imaginary friends and these lights she said she kept seeing. I even had her eyes checked,” my mother said, shaking her head and taking a sip of wine from her glass. “The worst was when she drew what she calls the ‘black monster’ on some boy in her class and the kids started making fun of her. They call her names, and she comes home crying. It has to stop.”

      She was right. The kids in my class called me weird after I drew that. But my mom forgot to mention that the same boy that called me weird smashed in the heads of iguanas and pushed around my best friend, Santi.

      I couldn’t just stop seeing the lights, and I couldn’t just make my dreams about the lights go away. When I was six, everyone called me la creativa—that means the creative one—because I drew people surrounded by balls of bright colors. Like Mami, who was always red; Papi, who was a dull bluish grey; and my brother, who was always green with a hint of red. But at ten years old, what was once cute and creative had become a problem.

      At the end of the summer, when we got back to Miami, I tried to stop. I began to draw unicorns and Care Bears, just like my friends at school. One day, I brought a family picture home to show Mami, with no balls of light, and she said, “That’s beautiful, my love,” with a huge smile.

      A few more months passed and my Tia Lily and Tio William came from Puerto Rico to visit us. While she was here visiting, she took me shopping and bought me a yellow flower dress. Then she took me for ice cream. When we were sitting at the table enjoying our favorite kind, chocolate with sprinkles, she asked me, “Mija, do you still see those lights everywhere,” with a smile. Her hair was a wavy golden brown and she had the prettiest almond-shaped eyes that always filled me with love when I looked into them.

      “Not as much as I used to, Tia. Only sometimes now, like when I am with you,” I said. She wrapped her warm arm around me and squeezed tight. I loved it when she did that.

      But that night I had the worst dream ever . . .

      I was watching the TV in my living room, and I saw an airplane flying over the ocean. My heart started beating fast when I saw lightning strike the wing of the plane and black smoke came from the engine. My eyes opened wide as I walked closer to the TV and placed my hands on the thick glass screen. This was Tia and Tio’s airplane! It was surrounded by a black monster cloud.

      I could now see inside the plane, and when I did, I saw Tia and Tio as they sat in their seats with panicked looks on their faces. Tia looked around anxiously as she heard the screams of all the people in her plane. She reached for Tio’s hand and held on to it tight. I felt the plane shaking as it shot straight down out of the air and heard loud bangs that sounded like they were coming from the outside.

      I watched as purses, bags, magazines, and cups shot up and around them. She seemed so scared. As the plane came even closer to pounding against the ocean, Tia looked over into Tio’s eyes. I saw her mouth move and even though I couldn’t hear what she said to him, I didn’t see any more fear in her eyes as she spoke. Instead, she looked peaceful.

      That night I woke up with hot tears spilling down my cheeks. I ran to my mother’s room and begged her not to let Tia get on the plane the next day. All she said was, “Go back to bed, Sasha. Everything will be fine.” I went back to my room and sat at my desk. I knew my mother didn’t want to see any more drawings but right now, I didn’t care. I grabbed a blank piece of paper and moved aside my Barbie dolls and miniature Care Bears to make room to draw something that would make her pay attention. I drew an airplane facing down into the ocean, with black and grey lines swirling around it.

      That morning, I showed my drawing to Tia while she was eating breakfast. Tia’s face became serious as soon as she saw the drawing.

      “It’s okay, nothing will happen,” she said in a calm, soothing voice.

      My mother was sitting next to my Tia at the table, and she quickly snatched up the drawing and crumpled it into a ball. “I told you not to draw these anymore. You are scaring everyone with this craziness. It stops now,” she said. She had no trust in me at all. What did I do to her? Why wouldn’t she listen?

      “But she can’t get on that plane, Mami! She will die!,” I yelled. I had never, ever yelled at Mami before.

      “Sasha, that is enough. Now apologize to your Tia,” she said, standing up from her chair as her eyes shot stones at me.

      I looked at Tia Lily, and I could tell from her eyes that she wasn’t mad at me.

      “I’m sorry, Tia,” I said. Lily gave me a quick wink while my mother was still looking at me, and as my mother turned away, I hid a smile. I knew my Tia would listen. I thought, she wouldn’t get on that plane, not after what I’d shown her.

      But I was wrong. They left for the airport while I was at school the next day. I didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye. My mother was in the kitchen as I ran around the house looking for Tia and Tio.

      “Where are they? Please tell me they didn’t leave,” I said when I walked back in the kitchen.

      “I told you to stop it, Sasha. You are way too old for this childishness. It’s embarrassing,” she said. I stomped off. When I arrived in my room, I threw my backpack on the floor and kicked my toys around.

      Later, the phone rang as we were having dinner. I jumped in my chair. I had been nervous all evening, wondering what would happen to my Tia. My mother answered the phone.

      “Hello,” she said. I locked my gaze on her holding the yellow kitchen phone against her ear. She took the cord in her hand and twirled it around her finger.

      “Yes, I am Lola Rivera,” she said, and a moment later she stood completely still. I watched as all the color drained from her face. She turned to look at me and her eyes narrowed into a look that was a mixture of disbelief and disgust. Then she turned her back to me and leaned her shoulder against the wall. All her weight seemed to be too heavy for her legs as she slumped all the way to the ground with a heavy thud. My father got up from the table and walked over to her. He put his arm around her back, and when she looked up at him, she grasped at the collar around his neck and all I heard was the sound of her gulping for air in between tears.

      “¿Qué pasó?” my father demanded as he held her close.

      “It’s Tia Lily and Tio William . . . Their plane went down in the Atlantic,” she said to him in a whisper.

      Even though I knew this would happen, I hoped I was wrong. But more than that, I’d prayed to God I was wrong. Now, Tia Lily and Tio William were dead because nobody listens to a ten-year-old. Especially a ten-year-old that dreams of things before they happen and sees all kinds of strange lights surrounding other people. Now that Tia Lily was dead, I hated my drawings. I hated my dreams. And I just wanted to be like everyone else.
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            Six Years Later

          

        

      

    

    
      One night after an average day of school and work, I closed my eyes and off I went. I floated, lifted away into a dream. I wrote the dream down in my journal as soon as I woke up the next morning, and it was the start of all the many dreams that came after.

      My feet felt heavy, like weights were tied to the soles of my shoes. Confused, I looked down and all I saw were my sneakers, no weights. So why wouldn’t they get off the ground? They kept me planted on earth even though I wanted to fly.

      Standing in my front yard, I knew I could get somewhere now. A little bit off the ground was all I needed, and I would take it from there. Yes! Yes! My feet were still heavy, but my will was greater. Up I lifted off the ground, floating. Six inches, then twelve, then two feet up in the air. I floated and willed myself higher and higher until I saw my house underneath me, small and getting smaller.

      When I looked down again, I saw an open field with my high school sitting in the center. I soared higher and the building appeared as tiny as a discarded toy. Whoa, I thought, as I looked at the clouds still way above me. I could really fly, and it felt like freedom. Do not look down, I told myself. There is only darkness down there.

      The next day, as the sun glared down from a cloudless sky, I found myself at the back of the football bleachers, smoking a blunt with friends. They were all talking about how they hated school and couldn’t wait for it to be over. Their grades were so bad they were sure they would have to drop out by next year. My grades were bad too. Sophomore year was a complete blur. Now, as a junior, the dismal monotony of the narrations of history and science, math and literature, recited among innumerable chairs and desks, seemed irrelevant and generic.

      Thoughts of any future impact, the need to charge through and do well as the means to an end, were absent from my reasoning. The buzz and bustle of football players and cheerleaders, track and soccer teams, cooking and photography clubs only served to remind me of what I should but could not or would not do. The kids that participated in all those activities had the promise of stability, and I had the promise of just getting through the next few years before I could be done with it.

      Nikki chimed in, “Look guys, don’t worry, the universe will provide. We have fresh air to breathe, blunts to smoke, and just about everything we need already. What do I need to go to school for, really? Anyways, I could get a job doing just about anything.” She coughed a bit after saying this, the weed starting to hit her.

      Nikki was my Cuban-American personal bipolar Buddha, occasionally spitting transcendental words of wisdom, then laughing and doing the exact opposite of what she advised. She played with the ideas of greater purpose and deeper meaning, while finding amusement in the confusion that seemed like black smoke clouding our adolescent brains from reason and logic. But with her cute smile and extra-large bra size, she got away with everything.

      Oh my god, I thought, she does not know what she’s talking about.

      Just then, a deep sinking feeling filled my stomach. Now completely nauseous, I shivered as chills ran through my body. My grades were awfully bad; I knew that. Had I fallen that far—had I failed already—or was there a chance still?

      “Yo, what’s the matter with you? Why are you so quiet? Dang girl, you look sick,” Nikki said.

      “Nothing. I’m fine. I have to go,” I told her.

      My mind thought only in expletives as I walked through the gym door. I kept repeating these expletives to myself as I marched down the long hallway to the main office. Once again, a strong curse word repeated inside, and one more time as my hands grabbed the door to the office and pulled it open. Right then I knew graduating was my only option. I admit that my timing was bad because I was high. And maybe they would be able to tell as much from the sight of my red eyes and aromatic clothes, but I didn’t care. I marched right into the counselor’s office.

      She greeted me with a short “Hello, what is it you need?” According to the nameplate on her desk, she was Mrs. Jones, and from her greeting I took it that her patience was thin.

      “Hello. I need to graduate next year. What can I do to make sure it happens?” I said quickly, getting straight to the point.

      Mrs. Jones was an attractive Black woman with short hair, glasses, and—judging from the donut on her desk—a sweet tooth. As she took me in, I shifted my stance and pulled my hair behind my ears. Feeling self-conscious, I wished that I had stopped in the bathroom on the way here to check my appearance and wash my hands.

      “Look, I have a lot of work to do. There are 1,200 students in this school and a lot of them want to graduate and have been working hard to do it. You need to come back later when I have time.” She shook her head sternly as she said this and began to turn back to her computer, but I wouldn’t be put off. I was desperate, and despite my impulses, I could not force her to pay attention to me. I lowered my head for a second to search for the right words, the best way to get her to sympathize, to believe in me. I looked back up.

      “I’m afraid.” I sighed in genuine desperation. “I’m very afraid that with my grades now, I won’t be able to graduate. I know I messed up, okay? I really want to make this right. I can take night classes, come to summer school. Whatever I need to do, I will do it.”

      Mrs. Jones turned back toward me now and stared. She tapped her pencil on the desk. She shuffled and stacked papers. She made me stand there without saying anything. Finally, when she looked directly at me, I could tell she was listening.

      “Okay,” she said.

      She softened a bit and turned toward the computer. Hastily she asked for my information and looked up my profile.

      “Just give me a few minutes,” she said, as she typed and read and typed and read some more. I placed my things on the floor and sat straight-backed in the chair in front of her desk. I watched as she removed a form from a folder and began to fill it out. When she was done, she said to me, “You are going to have to take a night class in English Literature. You’re lucky, because a class starts next week, and I can put you in,” Mrs. Jones looked—I don’t know—hopeful? This made me hopeful. What she was telling me, in other words, was that I had a chance.

      “Also,” Mrs. Jones continued, “this summer, you’ll have to take classes in Algebra and Physics, and get passing grades in every subject you take starting right now to the end of this year and all of next.”

      “Thank you so much,” I told her excitedly. “Sign me up for everything. The summer school classes too. Don’t worry; I will pass them all.” Ms. Jones gave me a skeptical, sideways stare.

      “Good luck with that,” she said, as her demeanor shifted back to blatantly impatient, as if she already regretted helping me. She handed me a printout with the schedule and went right back to the huge stack of papers on her desk without giving me a second look. Unshaken by Ms. Jones’s lack of faith, I was determined. There was a lot of work ahead of me, and it was all or nothing.
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      The meaning of my dreams continued to perplex me. I flew higher and got farther away in each dream, looking down at a growing darkness that I did not understand. One day, when Nikki and I were walking around in the mall, we strolled into a small fashion boutique. After scanning for store clerks and mall security, who occasionally dressed as civilians to throw us off, I slipped a silver ring with a turquoise stone into my pocket and watched as Nikki stuffed a nude lip gloss in her sleeve. Our next stop was a jewelry counter with a glass case full of gold and silver chains that I could not afford, which made them even more desirable. The kiosk also did piercings.

      “Maybe you should get your nose pierced,” Nikki said. My eyes opened wide, and I felt a shiver shoot straight down my back as she said this, because I knew exactly what was going to happen next.

      “What, Sasha? What’s that look? It’s not a big deal. Anyway, I’m going to do it,” said Nikki. I shook my head as the words I wanted to say stayed stuck in my throat like a mothball. Nikki took a sideways look at me, shook her head, and rolled her eyes as she put her hand on her hip and moved toward the counter.

      “Excuse me, can I get some help here?” she said to the attendant at the kiosk. She didn’t bother to check with me again for any signs of approval; she just went for it. I, however, was frozen in place, and when the attendant presented her with the different stud options that she had in stock, I stole a glance of myself in the mirror. Black, shiny waves of hair framed deep olive-colored skin. Emerald-green eyes, normally bright and carefree, stared back at me, confused.

      A few short minutes later Nikki, twirling a light brown curl around her finger, sashayed over to me with a fresh gold stud piercing on display on the top of her right nostril. “Fresh, isn’t it,” she said with a sly smile.

      “Um . . . yeah. Most def,” I said, without sharing in her excitement.

      “Seriously, what is your deal? I mean, it’s not your face. Why do you look so . . . shocked?” she asked.

      I wasn’t sure how to tell her what I was thinking and the immense sense of déjà vu that I experienced in that very moment. This feeling of déjà vu was also ominously familiar in such a way that my lip quivered and my hands balled into fists. I felt the urge to both fight and run at the same time. I shook it off, buying myself some time to figure out how I could tell her this.

      “I think I’m just hungry, and watching your nose get drilled into made me kind of nauseous on an empty stomach,” I put my hand on my stomach as I said this. “Can we go get something to eat?” I hoped she was hungry too.

      “Yes! Definitely. I think Carlos is working at Chick-fil-A. Let’s go see if he will hook us up,” she said with a smile.

      When we were sitting in the food court sharing the meal that Carlos slipped us when his manager wasn’t looking, I began to tell her about my dream from last night. It was one of the many dreams I had been having lately about flying, but this time, instead of lifting off the ground right away, I got curious about some shapes I saw faded in the background. When the shapes came into focus, I saw Nikki look at herself in a mirror, just as she did at the kiosk with the new piercing. In the dream, she also looked directly at me and said, “Fresh, isn’t it?”

      “Yo! You’re a psychic,” she blurted out, laughing.

      I didn’t find anything about this funny. “Yeah, right. It’s crazy, though. I saw it in the dream as clear as I saw it just now,” I said, shaking my head.

      “You know, my mom interprets dreams. She can help you figure out what they are trying to tell you,” she said, serious now. I could tell she wasn’t being facetious. Ms. Gabriel was something of a spiritual guide. She sold insurance during the day and read tarot cards and dabbled in astrology at night. As Nikki told me this, I wondered if I should talk to her about the dreams, since at this point they had not stopped; I was now having them every night.

      “Yeah, next time I’m at your house, I will talk to her,” I said as I stuffed a french fry in my mouth. Whatever this was, it didn’t feel right. Maybe it would be good to talk to someone about it. Someone that could help.
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Sibling Rivalry

      A few days had passed since Nikki pierced her nose, and I kept having the flying dreams. I was deep in thought about the previous night’s dream when I looked around campus and noticed all the other kids had been picked up and were on their way home. I seethed at the thought of my brother. The nerve. The absolute nerve. Where was Alejandro? His 1985 Mustang sat idle in the parking lot, so I knew he was somewhere on campus, but I had no idea where. Tattered leaves and discarded candy wrappers blew in the wind as I sat and waited all alone.

      This was not right. My handsome brother, Mami’s favorite, the golden child with light brown wistful curls and hazel eyes that could do no wrong, was doing me wrong right then. I knew she would not care. She would probably get upset at me for even telling her. What would his excuse be this time? Football practice? Studying? I expected that he may not even bother coming up with an excuse.

      I hauled myself up from the solitary bench and began the two-mile trek home.

      Resentment filled my inner narrative, bubbling up like lava. Those cheats. My mother kept a close eye on my bank account, and not in that honest-to-goodness wanting-to-help way. In her infatuation with my brother, Mami convinced me to give him the one thousand dollars I earned flipping burgers at Burger Shack, working for a pervert of a manager, so he could buy a dingy car that he was supposed to use to take us both to and from school and work. It took me months to save that much, and even though I paid for his car, he never took me anywhere. El dichoso even left me in the morning before school unless I was unavoidably waiting by the door when he headed out.

      As I began my walk, I noticed the wind that blew the leaves at school had also deserted me. The breeze withheld, the beaming sun’s generosity was unwelcome. Distant rallying cries pierced the silence as the girls’ soccer team blasted shots to the goal during practice. They were running drills. Feeling a pang of regret for never even trying out, I kept walking and heard the band practicing for homecoming, another place I did not belong. With my head dropped even lower, I walked faster and hoped that all the commotion would soon cease. It was then, in my brooding, that I heard someone yell, “Yo, B-girl!”

      At the sound of her voice, a spark of happiness shot through me like a current. There was my girl, Nikki. Seeing her was just what I needed. “What are you up to?” she said, oblivious that she had just saved me from my endless internal banter. As I told her what my selfish brother did, I was instantly relieved.

      “That sucks! Don’t worry, I can take you home from now on, okay? I’m glad I ran into you; I was just getting out of detention,” she said.

      “What were you in detention for?” I asked, no longer entrenched in hostility.

      “Right before class started, I went up to Valerie because she tried to push up on my man. I told her I knew and that she better back off, and she denied it. Can you believe it? So I got up in her face and told her she better not get with him again or I was coming for her. She started crying and the teacher overheard the last part, so she stuck me in detention today.”

      “That’s right.” I shook her hand, high-fived, and dapped her. “You gots to represent.”

      “Okay, so you want to hang out tonight?” she asked, since it was Friday, after all.

      “Well, I have to work. I kind of feel like just going home after,” I said.

      “No, you are not going home, you’re coming out with me!”

      Stuck in my head with all the frustration from earlier, I didn’t really feel like going out. But Nikki was just not the kind of person you could say no to. She did not hear no; she just kept asking. That day I wanted to avoid the discourse. Anyway, I figured I needed to go out and let off some steam.

      “Okay, sure, sounds fun,” I answered with hesitation.

      

      At nine p.m. sharp, Nikki walked up to my store just as I was closing the shop. “Hey girl,” she said, and we kissed each other on the cheek.

      “Dang, you look good! I love your skirt and that top. What is that, satin? It’s just so shiny,” I told her, admiring her ensemble. Nikki was stunning, with a slim figure, wide hips, and light olive skin. Her dark brown eyes and curly hair radiated as a beam of light through tempered glass. What she lacked in purity and innocence, she made up for in grit. I think that was what attracted me most to her. She was like me, on the fringes of the social circles at school, only she wore it like a badge of honor, while I was still figuring it out.

      “Oh, I so need to dance tonight,’” I told her, as I picked up my backpack from the floor and we strutted to the mall restrooms nearby.

      “Me too. I’m taking you to that new club in Ft. Lauderdale everyone is talking about.”

      “Sounds dope. I’ve got the perfect outfit!”

      I quickly changed into a tight strappy black dress, big gold hoop earrings and gold bracelet, red lipstick, and red heels. “Girl, you look fly!” Nikki told me, smiling.

      “Yes, I know. I lifted this dress yesterday from Maxx Rack and they almost busted me.” Nikki started laughing. Sometimes I wasn’t sure who was the bad influence in our relationship—me or her.

      “Roll this up before we go, so we can light up in the car,” she said, handing me a quarter bag of some fine-smelling Cannabis sativa.

      “Oh, heck yes, score!” I had to give her props for this one.

      We arrived at the club and sashayed our way past the long line outside the main entrance. The tropical humidity was palpable, filled with an electric energy that charged the air and gave us both the desire to move, to dance, to enjoy every sound and sensation. High off the weed and the night, we could hear the thumping Caribbean beats from the outside. We approached the front of the line that wrapped around the block with beautiful young men and women anxious to get inside.

      After measuring up the situation, we turned to each other and smiled because we both knew what we would do. Waiting in line was not our thing. Just as we had always done, we strutted right up to the bouncer like we knew someone important, or we were someone important. As Nikki had told me when we first started doing this, “You are what you believe yourself to be,” and right now, we believed we were VIP.

      We eyed one of the bouncers like he was the sexiest man alive, and he didn’t even look in our direction. He was there, chatting with the other two bouncers, doing his part to look arrogant and unapproachable. I never understood why they made everyone wait so much outside. Did it make the place so much more desirable to have a long line? Were people that gullible?

      The bouncer would not look over at us. I felt awkward, and we both grew impatient. After about a minute Nikki called out to him in her most alluring voice, “Hey boo, why don’t you come over here and talk to me for a second?” He just ignored her.

      As she said this, my cousin Angel appeared from behind the bouncer, dressed sharp in dark pants and a tucked-in button-down shirt that highlighted his handsome masculine upholstery. Standing just as tall as the bouncers, only leaner and more refined, Angel loved being in the spotlight. He was once a teenage model for Macy’s, and it was easy to see why, with my aunt’s straight black hair, complemented by a square jawline and soothing brown eyes that instantly drew you in. Angel was about five years older than I was and always hustling.

      He saw me right away and came over to give me a big hug. “Sashita??? Is that you?” He looked surprised.

      “Hi, Angel.”

      “Hola cariño, que gusto verte! Te ves belllaaaa . . . Wow, you are all grown up now!” He eyed me up and down as he said this; it made me feel a little like I had it going on, and a lot like I was a prized horse. We hadn’t seen each other in a few years.

      “Hola primo, tanto tiempo!” I said in a tone that was as buoyant and bouncy as a bubble. Where did that come from? Keep it cool, Sasha, keep it cool, I told myself.

      Like a good showman, Angel lifted my right hand and twirled me around in the front of the line. Even though I half expected he would put on a show, the whole thing made me feel like a young schoolgirl at her first dance recital. Heat shifted up into my cheeks, and silently I prayed my feet would be steady so I would twirl gracefully and not stumble.

      “Check it out—everyone is looking at us,” he whispered in my ear. “Watch this now.” As he finished twirling me, he took it one step further, grabbing Nikki’s hand and twirling her around too. Great, now we were both show ponies at the rodeo. My smile was forced, but Nikki’s looked genuine.

      Angel was older, and for as long as I could remember, he was always busy, running around town, driving nice cars, and flying to extravagant places. Apparently, he had a ton of connections and worked different nightclubs around town.

      “I work for the nightclub management company; I’m the promotions manager here,” he said without being asked. “You came to the right place. Come on, I’ll get you in.”

      When she heard that, Nikki gave a cool, confident smile, but I knew she was holding back an even bigger one. I couldn’t blame her; I was thrilled that I was the reason we got inside of this place. Who knew what other good things this night could bring? Angel turned to the bouncers and said in his thick accent, “Come on, vamos, let these girls in. They are my guests.” Angel looked serious for a moment, and stopped us before we continued in, “Am I going to get in trouble with my tia for letting you in here?” he asked.

      I had to sound very convincing now. “No, no. Lola knows I’m here and she’s totally cool about it. Don’t worry.”

      “Okay, but I’ll be watching you.” He smiled and gave a million-dollar wink.

      “Damn girl, if only your cousin wasn’t gay! I’d be all over that,” Nikki said to me, as he herded us in past the line at the ID check and cashier.

      “Follow me,” he said, grabbing my hand and guiding me past the crowds to a table near the bar that read Reserved. “You ladies hang out here; I’ll be back in a bit. Pero cuidate, okay?” He looked at me sincerely as he said this.

      “Claro!” I replied.

      I took a second to soak it all in. We were in an expansive Caribbean-style room with vaulted and exposed white wooden trusses, white columns, and tropical plants lining the background. The club wasn’t packed yet, but I could tell from the vibe that a truly lively party was about to go down. As we stood by our VIP table, three different guys tried to hit on us and got quickly dismissed, as many others followed our every movement with their eyes.

      Angel returned just a few minutes later with two Sex on the Beach cocktails. “Here you go, ladies. It’s good to know people, right?” He said this right before a gorgeous blonde came and told him something we could not interpret, and then he was off again.

      “Cheers,” we both said at the same time.

      Feeling the positive vibes, we danced to the pulsing dance hall sounds of Buju Banton and Bounty Killer. We whined to “Murder She Wrote” by Chakadimus and Pliers. We drank and laughed and flirted until Nikki nudged me with her elbow.

      “Hey girl, look over there, at the DJ booth. One for you, one for me,” she said.

      “Oh no, Nikki. Listen, I’m not trying to hook up with anyone, okay? I have got to focus on graduating. That is all I’m about right now.” I rolled my eyes. She grabbed my arm and began to pull me to the DJ booth. She found a space for us to dance with a direct line of sight to the two DJs. She started staring and smiling at one of them, and he waved her over. I stayed just where I was as she went.

      A few minutes later she returned, grabbed my arm, and said, “Okay, so they are asking us to come join them at their booth. Just come along, okay? They won’t bite.” She had to tug at my arm to get me to move, and I hesitantly walked up the steps.

      “Hey, I’m Shawn, and that’s my boy Omar.” Shawn pointed to the other DJ as he was working the turntables. Apparently, Nikki had quickly gotten acquainted with Shawn, because when he sat on the couch, she went and sat right on his lap. I rolled my eyes again. There was a bottle on the table and a waitress came over and served us each a drink. I drank it down in one shot. My feet felt restless sitting there doing nothing, so I got up and started dancing.

      I guess I had a little too much, because I didn’t realize it when Shawn went back to the booth and Omar stood behind me, moving to the merengue beat. He was exactly the kind of boy I needed to stay away from, but a little merengue wouldn’t hurt.

      Twenty minutes later, we were still at it, and I had worked up a sweat.

      “Thanks for the dance. You’re good,” I said, as I tried to find a way to not get drawn into his orbit.

      “You are too,” he said with a coy smile.

      “Okay, well, I am going to get going now. Nice to meet you,” I said, looking around for Nikki. Omar looked like a Latino version of Will Smith and was clearly a distraction. That smile was way too inviting, and all it said to me was trouble. Nikki was standing by a group of people chatting it up. I went over and spoke loud enough for her to hear me over the music.

      “Let’s go, please Nikki. Now,” I said.

      “Oh bummer, no, I don’t want to,” she said. “Just wait for Shawn to get off shift and we’ll all go get something to eat.”

      “No, we won’t, Nikki. I need to go. Please,” I said, with my eyebrows furrowed and my teeth clenched. She shot me a deadly evil eye and snatched her purse up from the couch. Like a child, she stomped out of the club. She barely said a word to me the whole drive home. When she dropped me off, she said, “Thanks for killing my buzz.”
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      Omar called me at one p.m. the very next day.

      “Hola, con Sasha, por favor,” he said.

      “Who is this?” I asked.

      “Omar. We met last night,” he said.

      “Oh, hi,” I said, as I melted into a blob from his accent. He had told me the night before that he was Colombian. Shawn was Jamaican. They grew up together and recently moved here on their own from New York.

      “Yo, so you are a really good dancer, you know that? I was wondering, with all those moves from last night, you must be tired today?” he asked.

      “I’m good—a little hung over, but I’m okay.” I tried to perk up my voice, excited to hear from him and feeling flattered he went through some effort to get my phone number.

      “Let me and Shawn pick you up and take you to the beach today,” he said.

      I wanted to say “Of course, come get me!” But I thought better of it.

      “The beach sounds fun, but I just woke up. What about Nikki?” I said, not sure why.

      He said, “Shawn has her address. We’ll get her, then swing by your house after.”

      I wanted to scream no. Tell him I was not interested in dating or hanging out with guys. That school was my priority. But I did none of that, and then the line was dead.

      They pulled up into my driveway in a brand-new Mercedes Benz C-Class sedan. I had never seen a car so expensive. When I got in, Nikki acted like she wasn’t totally rude to me the night before and said, “Oh heyyyy.”

      “Hey,” I replied.

      As we were driving, I whispered in Nikki’s ear, “How could two twenty-something DJs afford such a damn expensive car?”

      “I don’t know, girl, and I don’t care. Stop being a downer,” Nikki replied.

      Before heading to the beach, we stopped by Houston’s on the Intracoastal for lunch. Clear glass walls and a black oak floor highlighted the spectacular views of the bay. The young men were about to treat us to a meal worth more than I made in a month.

      Laughing, Omar asked me, “Why do you look so confused? You’re reading that menu like you’re studying for an exam.” I looked around the table, and now they were all laughing.

      As my cheeks began to flush, I said, “I just don’t know what I’m in the mood for.”

      “What about this?” said Omar, pointing to Steak and Fries.

      “Perfect! I’ll get that.” Excited and relieved, I put down the menu.

      They were all talking, drinking, and eating comfortably, but I had to force myself to be at ease. This new dining experience dawned on me all at once, and while I wanted to enjoy it, I just felt awkward. Luxury, comfort, and excess filled my senses through just one meal. The distant reality of MTV Cribs and Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous was now brought within my reach as a close spectator and not just some fantasy on the television.

      “People live like this?” I said aloud without realizing it.

      “Yes, they really do,” answered Omar, who was now alert to my awe.

      We didn’t even make it to the beach. Just after lunch, Omar got a page on his beeper and looked at me as though he was about to give me terrible news. “Love, I have to go. Something just came up for work.”

      He had just spent all that money on an extravagant lunch and never even made a move on me. I was sure he would. Pero el hombre no hico nada.

      “Okay, I get it, let’s go,” I said, at ease now that I did not have to pretend I belonged there any longer.

      

      On Saturday a week later, Omar invited me to his place, and of course, I asked Nikki to drive me. We had a pact—we never went anywhere alone. Following his directions, we arrived at a beautifully decorated townhome bachelor pad in a nicer neighborhood than I was used to. Well-groomed lawns greeted us throughout the drive, along with solid cedar doors with clean windows and walls. I wondered what it took to get to live like them.

      “Hello, love,” he said, as he opened his unscathed dark wooden door to greet me with those compelling eyes and slight dimple in only his right cheek. I peered inside, noticing that all the furniture was new, modern, chic. Feeling oddly conscious of my tight-fitting skirt and top, I smiled politely and slowly stepped inside. Nikki, on the other hand, pranced right by as if she had visited a thousand times.

      “Yo, I love your house. Dope,” she said, nodding.

      “Here, come in, sit,” he said. “Want something to drink?”

      “Thank you,” were the first words out of my mouth since I got there.

      “Did you find the house okay?”

      “Yes, your directions were perfect,” I said, eyeing the artistic metal dome of a chandelier over his dining table.

      “Good,” he replied.

      “Do you live here by yourself?” I had to ask.

      “No, Shawn and I share the crib,” he said with his head slightly tilted.

      Damn, I didn’t expect that answer. This home had more to tell, and I was not inclined to ask. What would the wall tell me if it could speak? That smooth, mysterious pale beige surface held the answers to my questions. What about the inverse—would the wall betray me to him, tell him that I do not belong here? That I am different and not worthy of him. Not enough as I am, from my littered and humble neighborhood. Now standing there, surrounded by his lofty, inaccessible privilege, would he think less of me? Would he believe I wasn’t at his level? My insecurity ensued and my discomfort was once again notable.

      “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” he asked, and didn’t wait for an answer; he just went on to say, “I know, you need to smoke some weed.”

      After a few deep inhales, my guard went down, and I relaxed my face and shoulders. When I was no longer worried about who I was or was not, he slid his arm around me, triggering unruly goose bumps to swarm up and down my body as we strolled out to the patio.

      “I like this silver necklace. It looks nice on you,” he said, holding the delicate diamond charm in his hands. When I looked down at it, he moved in a bit closer, and just as I looked up to tell him what I liked so much about my necklace, he went in for a kiss. It was then that I became distinctly aware of my convulsing knees. He had to hold me in place, or I would have fallen. A bit dizzy and rushed with excitement, I felt a warmth coming from inside as every hair on my body stood up. He moved his hand to caress my face. Just then, Shawn walked in the front door, and we stopped to look at him.

      Shawn quickly got the idea about what he’d just walked in on. “My bad,” he mumbled, then quickly returned out the door. “I forgot something.”

      My eyes met Omar’s again, my lips smiling without my help. He moved back in to kiss me and I felt the heat return, rising from my legs and up through my chest. He took his time, stopped, looked at me, and said, “You’re real cute. I can’t stop looking at your eyes.”

      I smiled back at him. “Thank you, so are you. I can’t stop looking at your dimple.”

      Taking me by the hand, he walked me over to his room. “Here we can get some privacy,” he said as he looked at me intently. I wondered if Nikki was nearby and if she was okay. He sat on the bed, and to my discreet delight, he pulled me toward him and sat me on his lap. Instead of kissing me, he picked up my necklace again, then used it to pull me forward. Drawn to him, I opened my mouth to kiss him. He did not return the kiss but left my mouth open, wanting more. We continued like this, intertwined.

      As we lay in bed afterward, without wanting to, somehow my mouth spoke the words, “I’ve got a chemistry report due for school tomorrow. I better go.” Determined to finish high school, I was constantly in fear of failing a test. There was just so much extra work needed to make up for the credits I’d missed. Another heated exchange of intimacy with this delicious man could take me away from the bigger, more important goal.

      Omar nodded. Could it be that it turned him off, either because I gave it up too fast or because I left too early? I wished I could read his mind as I stood by the door ready to walk out, watching as he came to me once more. His lips, then his chest and torso attended mine, so I could feel the connection, the slight pressure. Without uttering a word, I was reassured in knowing that he still wanted me. With tempered excitement, I reminded myself that if I stayed, I would have one drink, then another, then smoke, then drink another until I was radically spiraling in a substance-nurtured plunge of excess. Once I started, I could not stop.

      Well, I did know this about myself—I was relentlessly inclined to partake of elements that altered my perception of reality, those that allowed me to experience what felt like electromagnetic charges.It was like a kind of energy, surrounding me with new senses, giving me permission to explore my existence more naturally, without the confines of the rules that restrained me while at the same time protecting me. This excited me profoundly. It felt freeing, somehow. Like I was connected to something outside of myself, something that I could not put into words.

      Yet, indulging even a little more with Omar would lead me into a deep plunge where I could deviate from the plan. No, jeopardizing the test was nonnegotiable. My thoughts turned to Ms. Jones, my school counselor. I could not let her down. As tempting as he was, I stood firm and focused on the goal.

      “Nikki,” I shouted. “Let’s go!”
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      My father, the Vietnam veteran, struggled daily with what he saw in the war. If he would clean himself, brush his dirty-blond hair, and shave, he could be a handsome man of six feet two and strong build. The man that gave me my beloved green eyes fancied tattoos on his arm and bore a disheveled look about him. The unclaimed war brought him into dark, narrow places, and alcohol was his coveted remedy.

      After his almost-daily visit to the liquor store, he returned with a bottle wrapped in crisp brown paper, the magic potion—rather, poison—that bestowed upon him the gift of numbing the pain of his past and burdens of the future. Those empty, dreadful images slipped into the deep recesses of his mind. Quite simply, this meant that regularly, when he spoke to his kids, he made no sense. Any feeble attempts at connection led to my constant disappointment, and after so many years, I no longer tried. Where there was once affection, our relationship dissipated into tolerance, and then resentment.

      While my attempts ceased, Lola still held on. She was dependent upon his approval; he was the man she would never give up on and give everything up for. It was a slippery slope to invest in someone that did not have anything to give. The cycle never ceased, and had I not been so stubborn, I would have fallen into the same pattern. No, I vowed not to depend on a man to give me value because unwittingly, Lola did resent him. Her attempts at covering up resentment were weak at best.

      That day, after I arrived home from Omar’s, I went to the kitchen to prepare a snack, and afterward, I planned to get to my schoolwork. It was dim in the cluttered kitchen. There were dishes with old food piled around the sink and not much to eat in the refrigerator. Unlike Omar’s house, our house was in disrepair, with water stains on the ceiling and cabinet doors that fell off the hinges. The house was not necessarily messy, but it was unloved. The night brought the constant ringing of police cars, typical of our neighborhood, with neighbors either partying or yelling at each other and the occasional gunshot ringing out.

      I settled on eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. As I laid out the bread and began to smear the creamy peanut butter on a fluffy white slice, Dante strolled into the kitchen. Reeking of rum and Coke, he sported a white wifebeater with blue jeans. Such the stereotype. Following his Italian lineage from Puerto Rico back to Sicily, Dante came from a long line of blue-collar breadwinners. He worked a long day, from five in the morning until early afternoon, at the county electrical plant. He managed to function just enough to keep us surviving. After all, a job was a job.

      His dull, glossy eyes caught mine, and I soon sensed an ill-directed hostility. The tattoos that lined a muscular chest and forearms—thanks to regular bench presses with the weight set he kept in the backyard—looked particularly foreboding. Dante carefully filled his cup with ice, then approached the bottle of dark rum on the counter, pouring it gently over the ice. Delicately, he replaced the cap and set the bottle back down. With his glass now poured, he turned to me and slurred, “Who just dropped you off and where were you this afternoon?” He never asked me anything. Not about school, not about work, and not about my favorite flavor of ice cream.

      “What do you care?” I responded, instantly regretting the short temperament that framed my answer. His forehead wrinkled as he looked down at his hand and we both watched as he slowly curled each finger, one by one, and the hand turned into a fist. Clenched tight, the first started to move into a fully packed right hook that landed with precision on my left cheekbone. Dear father, no longer boxing in the ring, slammed into me so hard I flew across the room.

      Thrust backward, I banged my back on the kitchen counter and bounced right off, falling to the floor. This wasn’t the first time he hit me, but nonetheless, every time it was a surprise. I curled into a ball on the dirty tiles, where I sobbed quietly with not so much as a glance in his direction, so he wouldn’t call me weak. Dante paused for a second to contemplate me like a hunter would contemplate an injured deer. He then grabbed his cup with ice and rum and calmly walked away. Not sure where in the house he went afterwards, I was very sure I did not care.

      We went without speaking for what felt like weeks after that. He never apologized, but Lola told me I had to. In the weeks that followed, I thought a lot about the people in my life, the things that had happened. I concluded that the way TV portrayed a father in Growing Pains and Beverly Hills 90210 was not reality, boyfriends are a huge distraction, brothers will take your money, and mothers are victims to everyone around them.

      I would be different, I told myself. I would learn how to defend myself physically, and if I simply could not physically, at least I would emotionally. I would not build the proverbial emotional wall. Those were penetrable; walls could be demolished. Instead, I would fly.

      

      Again that night, I dreamt of flying. My feet were already off the ground, and my hands were in front of me, where I could see them. I was soaring. My home was just underneath me and got smaller as I soared higher and higher. I did not know where to go, I thought. I wanted to relax, to feel safe, but there was no safe place. I decided I would just keep flying until I saw something that felt right.

      I began to leave the city. Rooftops became scarce and I saw the woods farther out behind my house. My body was being pulled down. I began descending but did not want to . . . What was happening? There was a patch of land; I could see the ground now. My feet touched the ground, and I heard the crunch of leaves and twigs underneath my sneakers. Trees surrounded me, with vines and bushes that blocked my ability to see far. Yet there was a formless movement about fifty feet away.

      I shuddered when I saw the undefined and quivering Shadow that was fast approaching and inexplicably familiar. The Shadow moved as smoke or haze, and I could not look upon it, because my building fear was too great. Closer now, I demanded, “Who are you? What do you want?”

      The Shadow answered with the calm of a thousand whispering voices and an ominous tone. “I am YOUR shadow. You can try to fly, but I will always catch you.” The Shadow said this through a vibration that brushed against my very flesh, as if the sound itself was composed of physical matter, of souls and spirits that spanned centuries of time.

      My heart pounded as the Shadow hovered and started to envelop me. Wait, I can fly! I thought and lifted off the ground with the Shadow following me from underneath. It stayed beneath me until I reached my home once again. I entered my room, and chills riddled my body to wake.
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      It was late when I dwelled upon the darkness that spanned out over the tall and short city buildings, streetlights, and electrical poles as I waited for my mother to pick me up outside of the mall after work. Am I alone? I wondered. I sensed the presence of someone else and eerily recalled a vivid dark nightmare from the night before.

      A homeless man sifted through a garbage can about fifty feet away. A drop-top lowrider drove by in the otherwise empty parking lot, blasting the song “Me So Horny” by 2 Live Crew while a dark-skinned Latino popped his head out of the window and yelled out, “Que buennna . . .” as they passed. Out of the corner of my eye, I took note of movement in the background. What was that by the bay door? A chill prickled at the back of my neck as I peered cautiously around the corner with wide-open eyes. Oh, how I wished my mother would just hurry up and get here. Where was she?

      Arriving almost an hour after I was off my shift, Lola pulled up and greeted me with an unapologetic “Hola, cariño.”

      “Hi,” I replied, with relief that quickly turned to frustration because of her presence.

      “How was your day?” she asked, when I settled in my seat and we pulled out of the mall parking lot. I took her in just then—dark brown locks freshly blown out, her outfit complete with a plunging neckline and a soft hue of shimmery rose that accented her eyelids, topped off with cobalt blue mascara. So, this is what took her so long; she was getting dressed up for something or someone.

      “Mami, you were late. Don’t you realize that? I was starting to get worried,” I said shortly.

      Lola replied, “Mija, I’m sorry, okay? I was getting my hair done y se me fue el tiempo.” She rubbed my shoulder sweetly and said, “You going to tell me how your day was now?”

      Reluctantly, I gave in to her charms and answered, “It was fine. Not a lot of customers.” I paused and added, “But the new assistant manager is annoying.”

      “Pero . . . He might be annoying, but he’s very cute.”

      “Seriously? Steve? I suppose he is cute.” I shrugged. “He’s not that much older than me. I think he graduated about two years ago.” I had not given him much thought.

      “If I were you, I’d be flirting with him. Why not?” I saw what she was getting at, and I wanted to avoid that conversation completely. I found it weird to hear her talk about flirting, even hypothetically. Besides, he was not my type—at all. My type listened to hip hop, smoked weed, and did not play by the mainstream rules, just like me. This kid was too straight and narrow.

      “So, Mom, how was your day?” I said, trying to change the subject.

      “Bien, mija, ya tu sabe. All the girls at work were loving me in this dress. What do you think? I’m wearing it out tonight,” Lola continued. She had been going out a lot lately. I guess it made her feel good, since my father never paid much attention to her. Maybe she did it to make him jealous. Compulsively, I started changing the stations on the radio until I found the song “Together Forever” by Lisette Mendez and turned it up.

      “Don’t you want to know why I’m dressed up or where I’m going?” Lola said over the music that I was enjoying.

      Not really. The last thing I wanted to know about was her need to act like a teenager instead of a middle-aged married woman, but instead I decided to humor her. “Sure, where?”

      “We’re going to Monty’s with Mari and Janet. It is girls’ night, after all. You are doing grown-up things now, going out and stuff. Why don’t you come?” she asked sweetly. Was she serious? I was not hanging out with my mom. She stopped talking at that point and I got to enjoy my music.

      Once at home, I headed to my room and started to study for one of my tests the next day. I was on my bed, lying on my stomach, about to open the textbook and notebook laid out in front of me. The phone rang and I propped myself up on my elbows, then reached over to pick it up.

      “Hello?” I answered, and shifted into a comfortable position on the bed.

      “Hey girl, what are you up to?” said Nikki.

      “I’m about to start studying for a test.”

      “Damn, why are you always studying—especially now. It’s summer!”

      “I told you, I’m in summer school,” I said. Somehow, I managed to pass all my junior-year classes. The closer I got to graduation, the more motivated I was to do it.

      “I was going to ask you to come over. My mom scored a stash. But I see you are too busy.” I could picture her rolling her eyes right after she said that.

      “Listen, Nikki. I do love smoking with you, but I am too busy. I’m the only person that can get me that diploma, and I mean to do it.” Just a few months since my conversation with the counselor, I had elevated myself from someone with little hope of getting my diploma to now being in summer school, doing well, and tracking to graduate.

      “Yeah, I hear you. Not me. I’m dropping out and getting my GED. I think the rest of the crew is too. You are going to be alone as a senior. It’s easier just to get the GED. That’s what everyone else is doing.”

      “Well, I’m afraid if I drop out, I might not even go for the GED.” I knew I could not follow their way of doing things. “Listen, I’m getting a call on the other line. I’ll call you back.”

      “Okay,” Nikki replied.

      “May I speak to Sasha?” I recognized his voice right away—Omar. A surge of energy pulsed through me.

      “Hey,” I responded, surprised to be hearing from him.

      “What are you doin’?” he said in his most polite voice.

      “Studying. I have a test tomorrow,” I said, even though I had not studied at all.

      “All right,” he said.

      “Okay, so that’s it?” I asked, without intending to sound so abrupt.

      “What do you mean, that’s it?” he replied.

      Right then, I wanted to ask him why he had not called. Why did Nikki tell me she saw him making out with some girl at the club last week? I wanted to tell him not to call me again because I was focused on studying and he was obviously not really trying to have a relationship with me. So, I was curious, what did he want?

      But my problem, once again, was that I did not say any of this. I remembered his combination of honey-colored skin, tall muscular physique, and sharp jaw line that made him just so fine. On top of that, he made good money, and if he was calling, it was because he was still interested. For whatever reason, all these thoughts kept me from saying what I wanted to say. Get yourself out of this, Sasha, I told myself.

      “I mean, is there something on your mind? Something you want to talk about?” I said quickly, hoping to cover up any perceived frustration.

      “Just wanted to see if we could hang out. My friend is having a party Saturday. You could come.”

      “That sounds fun,” I said, as I sat up tall on my bed and twirled the telephone cord around my finger. “Can you pick me up after work? I’m done at nine.”

      “Yeah, bet.”

      After he hung up, a delightful buzz of excitement had me feeling like I’d just inhaled air from a helium balloon. Every one of my senses was lit up like a Christmas tree. His phone call meant that I was on his mind and he wanted to see me again! I threw myself back on my bed and looked up at the ceiling with wide-open arms. I closed my eyes and pictured him.

      It was in this stillness that I saw a little Shadow, like a black cat scurrying by, and I considered the possibility that he was playing games. We slept together and he didn’t call until two months later. Two whole months. As the weeks went by, I had regretted going to his house more and more. He was a distraction.

      I opened my eyes and looked at my white popcorn ceiling. What if instead, this was a chance for us to start something real? Excitement returned and I began thinking of the important things—starting with considering exactly what to wear that night.

      On Saturday, Nikki met me at the mall. She hung out at the store while waiting for me to be off, so Omar could pick us up and bring us both to the party. She was talking to Steve, who always asked a few too many questions. “So where are you ladies going?” He glanced at me.

      “To a party,” I said shortly. I did not want to go into details.

      “Yeah, a super dope party. Why don’t you come?” Nikki said. I shot her the deadliest of all looks. What was she even thinking? I did not want to hang with that douche. His energy shifted; his face seemed to be more expressive. I blinked a few times, because I thought I saw a flash of green light come from behind him.

      Then I realized I recognized that expression—Mrs. Jones gave me a hint of it when I asked her about graduating. It was . . . I don’t know, hopeful? He started staring at me strangely. I stared back because I saw green again, surrounding him. A blank, expectant look came across his face, waiting for me to say something.

      I realized I was staring. “Yo, what are you looking at?” I said to him defensively. “I didn’t ask you to come. Nikki did. And she should not have, because this party is by invitation only, so consider the invitation revoked,” I said with all kinds of attitude. His face became serious and, a split second later, casual again, as if what I just said did not bother him at all.

      “You guys are too funny. I wouldn’t go to a kids’ party,” he responded, and laughed as he looked away.

      “Yeah, whatever. I think we are the youngest people invited. These guys are ballers, okay? They have a nice crib, they are both super famous DJs . . . yeah, you know what, it’s going to be lame. You’re not missing anything,” I told him with my special combination of sass and sarcasm.

      “Well then, have fun at your lame DJ party,” he returned my sarcasm, and for once, I found him slightly less annoying. He had just earned himself a genuine smile. He returned the smile. Looking around, he said, “Go ahead and cut out early, Sasha; there aren’t any customers. I’ll cover for you.” I looked at the clock and noticed he was letting me off fifteen minutes early.

      With a bounce, I picked up my things from the locker in the back and we rushed to the ladies’ room to change. I tugged over my head a tight-fitting white tube top, then pulled up baggy hunter-green jeans, complete with a cheetah-print belt and laced-up burgundy Dr. Martens. Nikki was wearing a tank top and overall shorts with one of the clasps hanging loose.

      While we put on makeup and finished our hair, Nikki said, “Yo, about Steve. I meant to tell you before. You know Anthony that works at Monty’s? He saw Steve there, hanging out with your mom and her friends. He said they were grinding each other on the dance floor.”

      “Here, try this gloss over that color. It will work great with your skin,” I told her enthusiastically.

      She took the gloss from my hand and tried it out. “You’re right, it looks nice.”

      “It looks perfect! You can have it. Oh, check it. Omar just paged me that he’s outside. Let’s go. I’m so excited.” I put everything away, slipped my purse over my shoulder, and stood by the door.

      “What about your mom?” she asked.

      “What about her? She’s fine. No big deal, she told me all about her girls’ night out, okay? Tony is just trying to stir things up—you know how he is.”

      When we were satisfied with our hair and makeup, we rushed out and found Omar sitting in his car already waiting for us outside. As I entered the front passenger seat, his cologne took over my senses and sparked an instant attraction. He looked over at me, gave that big, sexy smile and said, “You look good, pretty girl.”

      His attention heightened my senses and brought a flushed feeling to my cheeks. Was my face turning red? I hoped not. All this time apart, and the allure of our last encounter lingered on within me, with every aspect of our heated exchange returning to my memory as soon as I saw him.

      “What’s up? Good to see you,” I said, smiling coyly as I leaned in to give him a kiss on the cheek. He turned his face precisely at the right moment to land a quick kiss on my lips. It caught me off guard, but not wanting to overthink it, I opted for indifference.

      “Aw, so cute, now where’s my kiss?” Nikki said, and when she leaned in to him, she was careful to kiss his cheek. Smart girl.

      “So, Omar, I haven’t heard from Shawn. Will he be at the party?” Nikki asked.

      “Yeah, mon. He was asking about you. He’ll be there too,” he said.

      Nikki had about three guys checking her right then, so it surprised me that she would even ask about Shawn. “Absence makes the heart grow fonder. I bet he missed me,” she said lightly.

      Laughing, Omar answered, “I’m sure he did.”

      We pulled up to a middle-class home in a more-than-decent neighborhood in Ft. Lauderdale. There were already several cars in the driveway, and dancehall music spilled out onto the street. My knees melted slightly as Omar placed his arm comfortably around my shoulder and we walked into the house together.

      Upon entering the surprisingly typical suburban home, I saw several people milling about, but the place was far from packed. On the plush grey couch sat some teenagers, with a few young adult men chatting loudly in the kitchen. Caribbean music was playing in the background, and I was still enjoying Omar’s arm around my shoulder, because it made me feel like he was still interested. My enjoyment was short-lived, though, as one of the guys got his attention and Omar slipped away without a word.

      I turned toward Nikki. “Hey girl, I think I smell some weed coming from outside. Let’s go check it out.”

      Nikki smiled. “Most def.”

      We found a place to sit under the fan on the patio, then we easily integrated into the smoke circle with a few other people we’d just met. Not too much time had passed when Omar appeared with his arm around a gorgeous Asian-Jamaican girl. My heart sank as though it was tied to a ten-ton anchor, and it dropped to my feet with a thick thud. I tried not to show the shock and disgust on my face, but it must have been obvious, because then Nikki nudged me. Nikki, knowing my temper, whispered, “Stay cool, Sasha.” Omar laughed casually as he focused his attention on that girl. He seemed unfazed by my reaction. She was probably a good friend, I told myself; it was no big deal. He was just flirting.

      After whispering in the diva’s ear, Omar looked over at me and stepped away from the beauty. He came to us and shooed away the Rasta teenager sitting next to me, then made himself comfortable. As he did, he put his hand on my leg as if he had every right, and this began to irritate me. I looked at his hand, then his face.

      I had to satisfy my curiosity. “Who’s she?” I asked somewhat intensely.

      “Who? That girl over there? Just a friend. A business partner. Come to think of it, you would like her. She’s got a sharp tongue just like you,” he replied, with a nudge and chuckle.

      “What kind of business partner?” I said.

      “The kind that makes lots of money for both of us. Now, let me hit that spliff,” he said, brushing me off. As he turned to talk to the Rasta sitting on the other side of him, Nikki looked at me with both eyebrows raised.

      “Did you hear that? He said, ‘The kind that makes lots of money.’ I wonder what she does,” she whispered to me.

      “Yes girl, I heard. There’s more to that story, and inquiring minds want to know,” I answered giddily. That spliff was starting to get to my head, after all, and Omar needed to know his little show with the new girl was not enough to faze me.

      A few hours passed, Nikki had disappeared, and I was talking about Buju Banton’s latest album with some of the people I’d just met. “Every song is just off the chain. Every single song,” I was saying, when Nikki came up and interrupted me.

      “Yo, come over here,” she said.

      “Where’ve you been?” I said lightly, and put my arm around her waist. She pushed it aside and looked at me seriously.

      “Yo, you know how we are always complaining about money. I’m so over it,” she said. It was true; we were always running some scam to get cash. Just yesterday we were at a gas station telling a story to a nice old man about how we needed gas money to get home, when all we really wanted it for was to buy weed. He went to pay the attendant for the gas instead of giving us the twenty dollars, and as soon as he began to pump, the tank overflowed.

      “Yeah, of course I know. Why are you bringing this up now?” I asked.

      “I found out what Omar’s business partner does, and we can do it too,” she said, smiling from ear to ear.

      “Okay, so tell me. I’m listening.”

      “Well, she works for this guy named Razor. She goes to Jamaica once a month, picks something up, and drops it off here in Miami. Easy.”

      “That easy, really?” I asked.

      “Yep,” she replied.

      “What the hell is she picking up that’s worth so much money?” I wondered.

      “Come with me and talk to this guy. He can explain it better.” She led me out of the room with a strut.

      We walked into what looked like a wolves’ den with the number of men sprawling around the room. As soon as we passed over the threshold, the smell of alcohol and smoke surrounded us. Two men sat at a small table; it looked like they were playing cards. She walked me closer to them and as we stood by, they kept playing as if we were not there.

      Nikki whispered in my ear, “That’s Shawn’s uncle; they call him Razor. No one knows his real name.” As she was still whispering, Razor looked at Nikki and said, “So you want to work for us now, do you?”

      Nikki answered, “Heck yeah, I want to make money like Lynn. We are tired of being broke.”

      He stared us both up and down and turned back to the cards.

      He played the ace of spades and won the hand, then he turned to look at Nikki again. “You got a passport?” he asked.

      We both looked at each other like this is getting real.

      “Yeah,” we both answered.

      “You know how to play Spades?” he asked.

      “Of course!” Nikki said. He dealt us both in and we joined him in the hand. After a few rounds, I was winning, and Razor finally took a second to look at me. This was the first time he’d set his eyes on me since I entered the room.

      “What you do for us is very easy, and you get to go on a nice trip,” he began casually.

      “You just need to bring something from there to here. That is it. We pay for everything, and we even pay you afterwards.” He made it sound so simple.

      “What are we bringing?” I asked.

      “Just something people here really want,” he said in his thick Jamaican accent, and tapped on a small square mirror laying on the table next to him with three white lines of powder on top. He said this in the same tone as if he was talking about bringing bananas home from the grocery store. “We take you to the airport, you fly there, my family picks you up, you stay in a hotel, and then you come back. Simple.”

      Now that did sound quite easy.

      Nikki and I looked at each other, and then she turned to him and asked, “How much will we get paid?”

      “Five hundred dollars,” he answered plainly.

      “We’ll do it for seven hundred.” I was sure there was risk involved, and five hundred just was not enough. Razor’s eyes began to pierce through mine with the intensity of a laser. I looked back at him without flinching. I heard someone get up and leave the room. Nikki shuffled in her seat and fidgeted with the cards in her hand. I felt a trickle of sweat on my forehead. Omar, sitting on the couch next to us the whole time, turned from the TV to look over at us.

      “Six hundred is the most I’ll pay you. Nothing more,” he said, and slapped down the king of spades on top of my jack.

      “Fine,” I answered, while slowly releasing the breath I was holding.

      “Cool. So, you leave on Friday in two weeks. Bring your passport and pack a bag for two nights,” he said, still without smiling.
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      Two weeks later, I was ready to go with Nikki to Razor’s house. As I prepared that morning, my stomach felt like I swallowed a bag of tiny needles and they were poking from all directions. I pressed on, packing a pretty summer dress, panties, shorts, and a T-shirt for sleeping or walking around, a bra, and a white bikini. Then I added a pair of sunglasses, tanning liquid, a hairbrush, toothbrush and toothpaste, and a Walkman to my purse. I did not need much more than that. It was early and my mother was still in bed, but I could tell she was awake when I gently opened her door.

      My voice was just above a whisper when I said, “Mami, I’m going to be staying the weekend with Nikki. Her mom is taking us to the Keys. I’ll be back on Monday.”

      “Okay. Call me and let me know how you are doing,” said Lola. She would be too busy out with her girlfriends to really notice how long I would be gone, and my father would be too drunk. I knew I didn’t really need to call her.

      Through the early-morning quiet of my neighborhood, I turned toward Nikki and confessed, “I don’t feel so good about this. We could get in a lot of trouble if we get caught.”

      “Yeah, only if. We will not get caught. Lynn goes every week and is banking. Stop stressing, okay? Don’t jinx us.”

      We stopped at Razor’s house before going to the airport. There were a few guys I never saw before playing video games on his sofa. Omar was nowhere to be seen. I had not seen or talked to him since the party. Once again, he’d just faded from my life. Razor appeared in the hallway and “Come with me” was all he said as he turned back around and walked into the kitchen.

      We followed right along and like two eager employees, we sat down on the chairs and straightened our backs, ready to listen so we wouldn’t miss a beat. Razor moved methodically to pick up a black duffel bag, and he brought it to the table. He reached inside and pulled out a large, oval-shaped ball wrapped in shiny beige duct tape.

      “This is what you will be bringing back,” he said.

      He showed us the size of the package we had to fit up there. My eyes opened wide—it looked over twelve inches long and five inches wide! I got a lump in my throat and my palms and forehead instantly moistened with sweat. I looked over at Nikki, her expression relaxed and demeanor unchanged. Wasn’t she as shocked to see it as I was?

      “Don’t worry, girl. You got this! It’s not that bad,” Nikki said reassuringly.

      “Can I hold it?” she asked. Razor handed it to her.

      “I . . . I don’t know. That thing looks huge and uncomfortable,” I said as I watched Nikki contemplate the thing. Nikki nudged me with her elbow.

      “What?” I blurted.

      “You are making a face,” she said under her breath, like she was my mother and this was a dinner party. “It’s fine,” she urged, and gave me a reprimanding look. I guess she wanted me to keep my mouth shut. I couldn’t.

      “I’m nervous. I don’t think I can fit that thing up inside of me,” I replied, now fidgeting with my fingers. Nikki rolled her eyes at me.

      Razor spoke with unexpected calm. “Relax, mon. Just try it out now. You will see, it’s not that bad. You can put some KY Jelly on it.” My stomach began to turn, and those needles started poking again. I did not even want to even try it, but I was in too deep already. They’d already bought my plane tickets, and if I didn’t go, Nikki would have to go alone. But more than any of that, part of me wanted to show them I was strong enough to do it. Prove that I was not weak.

      “Come, follow me,” he said. We left the kitchen, walked up and around the living room stairs to a bedroom. “Try in there,” he said, as he handed me the massive cocaine egg and a tube of KY. I closed the door behind me and took a deep breath before slipping off my pants to test my ability. After several tries and with sweat dripping off of my brow, I had to admit to myself that it was impossible. I had made a promise. I would keep my word and get on the plane anyway.

      “You good?” Razor asked as I walked back in the kitchen.

      “Yes, all good,” I replied.

      Several hours later, we landed in the airport in Jamaica and made our way to the arrivals area.

      “Well, that was easy,” I said to Nikki.

      “Yeah, smooth. Now where are the boys?” she asked, looking around.

      “I hope they are cute. Maybe they’ll take us out tonight to a dancehall party!” I said, feeling optimistic.

      “Yeah, that sounds fun. Can you imagine the parties they have here?”

      After a few minutes of standing and waiting, Nikki whined, “There’s no one here.” We wandered around the airport for over an hour not knowing what else to do. We weren’t given an address and we never asked for a phone number to call. With no calling card to make international calls, we couldn’t call Razor, so we took a seat at a nearby bench and decided to just wait.

      After two hours I was beginning to wonder if anyone would show up. If they didn’t, what would we do? That’s when I noticed an older man wearing a well-pressed bright red polo shirt, jeans, and the new Jordans begin to walk toward us. I perked up my head and elbowed Nikki. He came straight to our table and asked, “Razor sent you?”

      Nikki answered, “Yes.”

      He replied, “Let’s go.”

      We grabbed our stuff and followed him out, again like two new employees learning the ropes and following orders.

      Right after we arrived at the airport, the passport immigration officer asked me why I was coming to Jamaica. I answered, “I’m on vacation, visiting my boyfriend.” As I said this, I pictured a handsome, caramel-skinned, well-groomed young man waiting for me at the airport with flowers. I daydreamed that we would head to a beautiful bungalow by the beach for a romantic escapade. I pictured myself taking in tropical mountain landscapes accented by deep blue ocean waters. It was a harsh snap back to reality when this fellow did not even introduce himself or attempt to be pleasant.

      During our drive, we peered through the windows of his dirty pickup truck at our first views of the island. He drove through colonial Kingston, where the buildings were battered, sun scorched, and neglected from years of political corruption and government tyranny. Abandoned buildings were littered with street vendors selling to people milling about on foot or bike. The unkempt town was inhospitable to international tourists, and sightseeing around these parts seemed scary, so I didn’t even ask.

      We pulled up into a pothole-filled parking lot, just outside of a hotel with a sign that read The Oasis. There were only a few cars in an otherwise empty lot, and despite the look of things, I was relieved to be somewhere. The sun finished setting as we drove, shifting twilight to evening when we unloaded from the cramped seats in the truck. A rich tropical canopy decorated the path to the hotel rooms, also surrounding a clear blue rectangular pool, with what appeared to be brown and grey stains spotting the bottom. Lounge chairs with broken straps and rusted edges were spread about the patio.

      The man that barely spoke walked us to our room and opened the door, motioning for us to go in. “Cool,” Nikki chirped out, and glided right in with a smile. I followed, sans smile. The room had a funny smell, like dirty socks. As he turned, I stared after him. I wanted to tell him I was hungry and ask him where we could get food. I wanted to ask him if we could go somewhere tonight, do something fun, but all the words stayed stuck inside my throat. I could not get the words out even if I wanted to.

      As we settled in the negative-one-star room, I turned to Nikki. “We are finally here.”

      “Yeah, it feels good, right? I like it here,” she said. I wondered what there was to like, really, but instead of asking, I just said, “Uh-huh.”

      “Let’s go see if we can get some weed,” Nikki said enthusiastically, bouncing out of the room onto the beaten terrace.

      At the far-left corner of the rectangular patio, we saw a group of young men. From here it looked like they were playing dominos and smoking weed. We walked over, and as we got closer, I noticed Razor’s rude man with red sneakers sitting with the group. He got up as he saw us and started walking toward us. He motioned for us to sit at a set of chairs about twenty feet away from the guys playing dominos, who just kept right on playing while speaking in thick Caribbean accents. The speechless man handed us a spliff and a lighter, and as he turned away, I thought I heard him say, “Soon, you’ll eat.”

      Nikki gave him a huge smile from ear to ear and said, “Thank you.”

      When we smoked, we got even hungrier. “I’m so hungry, my stomach isn’t growling, it’s thundering,” I told Nikki.

      “Me too!” she said. “Yo!” she yelled in the direction of the roughnecks. “When are we gonna eat?”

      “Shhhhht,” I whispered through my teeth. “Girl, you can’t yell at them like that!” My stomach was growling, but I still was not hungry enough to stir up that crew.

      “Soon,” mumbled Red Sneakers without looking up.

      About another hour passed while we talked about everything we could think of to keep our mind off the hunger. Just when we were looking up at the sea of stars overhead, Razor’s man brought us the strangest food I had ever seen, a combination of sautéed vegetables served with rice and dumplings. I went to bed that night realizing how much I had overly glamorized this whole dreadful situation.

      Endless views of tropical mountains flooded my mind as I looked out from a high balcony of a luxury Jamaican hotel. As I gazed, soaking in the pristine sunrise, I felt a chill rising through the back of my neck. The chill got more intense, so I looked behind me and watched in awe as the hotel room shifted from luxury accommodations to the neglected one-star room I was actually in.

      With the shift in space came whispers on a bristly dark wind, shrouding the furniture in a dim shadow. Panicking, I looked for an exit, but then remembered I could fly. I turned away, ready to fly from the balcony, but I seemed to be stuck. I looked down and saw metal shackles keeping me in place, gripping my ankles tightly. Helpless, I began to tremble with the realization I could not move.

      I looked up through defiant eyes, ready to face my captor and attack. What I saw made my bones freeze where they stood. I faced a menacing darkness inching slightly closer with every breath. I yanked fiercely at the shackles, searching for an escape as the tiniest drops of perspiration dripped from my forehead. Within seconds, my hair became completely drenched in sweat.

      The cause was hopeless, and I cautiously looked up, only to see a forest of dark intertangled bodies reaching out to grab me with scarred and bloody arms, ready to pull me into a dark abyss. I curled into a ball as a single clawed hand touched the tip of my knee. My skin began to glow and sizzle, burning with the touch. Then I screamed with a combination of fear and pain that brought me to wake.

      Nikki was looking at me with sleepy eyes from her own bed. “Hey, you okay?”

      I touched my now-soaked lace tank top and looked around the room, searching for a dark shadow that I could not find. Once relief set in that I was no longer in the nightmare, I got up to change my shirt and wipe myself off.

      Nikki shuffled in her bed, and I heard her say in a soft voice, “Was that another one of your shadow dreams?”

      “Yes, it was,” I answered on my way to the bathroom.

      It was when I walked into the bathroom that I noticed my knee was hurting. It had a thin burn about three inches long on top of the knee cap. How was that even possible, I wondered?

      Nikki seemed to have fallen back to sleep by the time I returned to my bed. I lay awake, thinking about the shackles on my ankles. The burn on my skin. The strangeness of it all. This was not normal. I had been telling Nikki all about the dreams every time I had one. About a month ago, while we were at her house, she insisted that I talk to her mother to find out their meaning. She explained that dreams were just our subconscious way of processing all the things that happened to us, to help us make sense of it in our conscious life.

      Ms. Gabriel further explained that every element of the dream was a projection of a part of ourselves. She told me that our minds used images, symbols, and even other people to help us relate and explore the complexities we experienced in our waking lives. Essentially, she was telling me that the Shadow, as I called it, was a part of me, and I if I wanted to learn more about myself, I should learn more about what the Shadow represented in my dreams. As of right now, all I saw was fear.

      The next morning, I quickly jumped out of bed as the first rays of light entered the room. I felt lightness in my feet as I prepared my bag to fly home. Razor’s man knocked on the door and handed each of us the dreadful heavy paper bag. We knew what was inside. I took it from him, then set it on the bed with the KY Jelly we brought from home. Staring at our assignment, I knew I was prolonging the inevitable.

      Nikki lifted hers from the bag and said, “Hey baby, you are going for a ride. I’m going to call you Silver, because I’m going to ride you all the way home.”

      “Ha!” I laughed loudly and singularly, and it set off a round of uncontrollable nervous laughter.

      After a minute, she said, “Okay, let’s get on with it,” somewhat serious now. I watched as she casually lathered hers up and got situated, then I gave her some privacy and turned to my own. As I lay on the bed, legs wide open to work it up, I began to tighten and struggle. I did not want to do this. Not any of it. I wished I could just fly home, give Razor the money for the airfare, and forget about it all.

      “Nikki, I can’t do this,” I whined.

      She came over and lay next to me on the bed. “See, I got mine in, no problem. This will be over before you know it. You can do it!” I rolled my eyes and she replied, “Don’t give up, we’re almost home.” She moved in closer to hover over me, then helped me with mine. After some time and with her care, I was finally able to get it in. But I knew for sure I would never have been able to do it without her.

      Our focus shifted as we gathered our things and waddled around to get adjusted to the foreign object. I tried not to think about the seriousness of what we were doing, the pervasive threat to our freedom, the crime we were about to commit. Better to focus on how happy I would be to get home. We picked up our bags and exited the room.

      On the way to the airport, the car bumped, shifted, and curved, and every movement sent a shooting stab of pain through me. Each shift was a blister, each turn a scratch, and each mile an agony. A singular song came to me, which I sang to get me through.

      
        
        Me ayudo

        La brisa debajo de la media luna

        Me ayudo

        La magia de las hadas y la música de tu amor

        Me ayudo

        Mis sueños de tu sonrisa

        Que no fue ninguna ilusión

      

      

      “What are you singing?” Nikki asked.

      “Mis Sueños. A song my Tia Lily used to sing to me. I need to take my mind off these bumps.”

      “I hear you,” she said, and turned to the driver. “Yo, do you think you could take it easy? This ride is killing us.” The red sneaker man that reeked of hot summer sweat and ganja turned to us blankly. He then returned his attention to the road with no reply whatsoever.

      After what felt like an eternity, we arrived at the airport. The check-in was smooth, the plane was on time, and we were able to get our seats together. An hour into the flight, even though turbulence was light, I started to experience severe cramps. Heated drops of perspiration emerged on my forehead, hands, and neck. I felt confined in my chair and had the urge to stand up, go to the bathroom and yank it out, but I knew that would be detrimental. The pressure endured and I could not seem to take my mind off the pain. I looked at Nikki, who had started to look clammy herself. “You okay?” I asked her.

      “Yeah, never better,” she lied.

      “Yo, why do you think those guys were such assholes?” I said quietly.

      “Probably because Razor told them not to fuck with us and they are all scared of him.”

      “Makes sense. I’m scared of him too,” I said. “Yo, I’m getting some serious cramps. I want this to be done.”

      “Sing that song again, out loud,” she said, and turned back to the magazine she was reading. I began to softly sing while waiting for each excruciating minute to pass until we landed.

      “You have a beautiful voice,” said Nikki, placing her head on my shoulder.

      The long, miserable flight came to an end at Miami International Airport. We approached the immigration officer, who checked our passports. At this point my face was pale and my hands clammy. He asked me bluntly, “What were you doing in Jamaica?”

      I answered, “I was on vacation, visiting my boyfriend.” He stamped the page and told me to proceed, while I watched Nikki also get through with no issue. Every step I took weighed ten pounds as I realized that now we had to pass through customs.

      When we approached the customs officer, who seemed to be in his late forties, probably Cuban and seemingly proud of his job, he took my declaration form. He looked at it, then looked at me, and without a word he turned around and looked behind him. My attention shifted to what the alert officer was looking at. It was another officer approaching with a German Shepherd. My heart raced. My vision blurred instantly. This was it. Where could I run? Was that an exit nearby? Could I outrun these guys? Nikki grabbed my hand as I swirled in internal panic and this time, she was not enough to comfort me. Sweat dripped down my back and legs.

      As he stood up, the customs officer quickly muttered to us, “Okay, have a great day.” Then both officers approached the person in line behind us and I heard him say, “Step right over there, please.” The dog went crazy when it smelled the man’s suitcase. We did not hesitate. Suddenly my feet became five pounds lighter as we shuffled freely across the shiny coated concrete floor in tandem.

      We went directly to Razor’s house, where he ensured the immediate receipt of his package and we got paid. Once again, and to my relief, Omar was not there. Razor added a hundred-dollar bonus and told us, “Next time, your bonus will be bigger.”

      The money went straight into my bank account. A few weeks later, I got a phone call from Nikki. “Hey Sasha, Razor called. He wants to know if we are ready to go back to Jamaica.”

      “Hell no. I am never going back there!” I exclaimed. “You shouldn’t either. It’s not worth it.”

      “Are you kidding? Where else are you going to make so much money at once? Plus, it wasn’t that bad,” she tried to convince me.

      “Look, I’m not doing it, and I really don’t want you to do it either. The money is not worth it!”

      “All right, that’s your loss. As for me, I’m going. I’m moving in with my dad in New York at the end of the year, and I need the money.”

      “What? Nikki! No, you can’t go,” I said, without intending to sound so disturbed. She must be desperate. An intense pressure resounded in my head, and I felt like it was about to explode.

      “Yeah, my dad said he will pay for me to go to school. I want to study visual arts and filmography. My mother is completely broke. She wants me to go.”

      “I can’t believe you’re telling me all this, now—like this,” I said coldly.

      “Peace, I gotta go” was all she said before she hung up. She wouldn’t even listen to what I had to say about her rash decision. What was that? What did I have, if not her?

    

  







            June 1998

          

        

      

    

    
      My mother carefully set the timer on the camera, propped up just right on a stack of books on a table in front of the four of us. Feeling pretty in a mid-thigh burgundy halter dress that lay gently against my skin, I was more than ready to graduate that evening. Lola scurried back to the couch after she set the timer, positioned herself to the left of me, and warmly wrapped her arm into mine.

      “Everybody smile!” she said. As soon as the camera’s shutter clicked, my father and brother let out a grunted exhale. I gathered my purse, cap, and gown as I heard my mother yell that she couldn’t find the car keys and my father poured himself one more drink. A few minutes later, we loaded into the minivan.

      We arrived as everyone else did, and my brother quickly left to chat with friends that he found talking and mingling nearby. As I looked around, I began to wonder, was my skirt this short when I put it on? Did I get fatter on the drive over? I noticed that one else here had on the charcoal color lipstick I chose. The choker I was wearing looked cool at home, but now I felt it squeezing my neck. My high heels seemed completely acceptable in my living room, and now I realized I was the only girl in my class with such high heels on. As I slipped the smooth black gown over my shoulders, I exhaled and relaxed. Now I blended in. Clumsily I placed the awkward graduation cap upon my head. I had figured I would feel proud to be there, but having arrived, I did not.

      I scanned the room for my place in it as I left my family to find theirs. I saw so many familiar faces, but felt they were all strangers. They all huddled in groups, spoke with bright faces, and shared stories of this long journey together. But I did not take that journey with them. Somehow, we were in the same school, the same classrooms, the same hallways, and lunchroom, but I walked a completely different pathway. Without even speaking to a single classmate, I sat and barely tolerated the never-ending lecture by the school principal, who shared profound messages that eluded me entirely.

      But then I heard the principal say, “Sasha Lopez,” and it was my turn to walk on that stage to get the diploma. Just then I did not care how tight my skirt was or how much the velvet choker squeezed my neck. I did this. I got myself here and on the right path. Me. The stagnant emptiness in my heart was filled with an unfamiliar warm fullness as a confident smile creeped up and radiated on my face.

      After the ceremony, we were all soon seated at the dining table, ready to enjoy a home-cooked meal that Lola made in my honor. No matter how much she talked about who wore what and which mom looked better, or the fact that my father sat there staring blankly into space, I still had that feeling of fullness and warmth spilling over in my chest. As I poked at the food and sipped my honorary Coca-Cola, Alejandro gave updates on his football playbook to anyone who would listen. He had graduated the year before and had a football scholarship at a state university. He was always both lucky and smart.

      My mother said to me, “Mi amor, te celebramos hoy.”

      I smiled even bigger. Then Alejandro lifted his eyes and joked, “Enjoy your moment; we don’t know when something like this will happen again.”

      Lola did not so much as shake her head when he said this. It occurred to me that he was probably right. We could not know what I would do right next, if anything at all.

      I had achieved what was a massive undertaking for me, but for my peers it was just the expected course of events. My GPA was so low that only the local community college would accept me, and I didn’t have any money for school anyway. What was the point of doing all that work for a diploma if it would not really lead to anything at all? That full feeling in my chest was now gone, and it was back to the hollows once again.

      

  




Birthday Blues

      “What are you up to tonight?” I asked Roberto. It was two weeks after my graduation, and I had just dialed a very shady acquaintance of mine, one of my girlfriend’s cousins that I had barely gotten to know only over the past few weeks. After pacing my room in a rising boredom, he was the first person that popped into my mind. I had to do something with myself or I would soon explode.

      “Nothing, you? Want us to pick you up?”

      “Yeah, I ain’t got no plans. Plus, I turned eighteen today. Can you come now?” I answered, while I noticed how annoyed I was that no one around here even muttered the words happy birthday all day.

      “Oh cool, shorty, we get to celebrate with you tonight. We can be there like around nine. Meet us at the end of the block; I don’t want to pull up in your driveway.”

      “Okay, where are we going?” I asked.

      “We can go to my friend’s house. He’ll have some drinks, and we can chill,” he answered.

      “All right, see you then.” After I hung up, I realized I was setting myself up to hang out with a bunch of people I barely knew on my birthday. I called his cousin Olga to see if she wanted to come, but she didn’t answer. I hesitated before calling Nikki, still so upset that she was leaving to New York. No answer. At eight thirty I got ready to head out.

      Tonight, I am treating them to a good smoke, I thought. I knew these guys would appreciate it. So I hit up my stash and took out a half a pound of weed in a Ziploc and put it into my purse, along with papers and a lighter. One of my Jamaican friends had given me about three pounds of extra-dry ganja that he asked me to sell for him, but I knew it was barely worth anything at all because of how dry it was. It was okay to smoke, but no one would buy this junk off me, so I might as well bring it tonight and give it away to whoever was around.

      As I headed out the front door, I yelled behind me, “I’m going out.” Then I was walking down the block to a black 1989 Monte Carlo with bass booming from the back seat, with the sounds of Wu Tang Clan’s CREAM pumping and four young Latin men, looking exceptionally criminal, ready to welcome me into the car. After I said, “What’s up,” from outside, I realized how little I even knew Roberto, and I began to slow my pace as I approached the car. I stopped before opening the door and stared at the handle. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, I thought.

      From outside I heard their conversations and exchanges, and suddenly a strong ringing began to pierce my ears. It sounded like a high-pitched scream, but it quickly passed, and I opened the door and got in. The guy in the front passenger seat had gold teeth glinting from his huge grin. He gave me a sideways look and said, “What’s up, girl? How you doin’?”

      “Oh, I’m good, thanks. Today is my eighteenth birthday,” I said. Well, that sounded childish.

      “Well, then happy birthday to the birthday girl,” he said, as though it was a joke.

      “Thanks,” I answered.

      The Monte Carlo spurred to a start and had reached about ten miles an hour only a few feet from where they picked me up when we heard sirens behind us. We were being pulled over. I thought about the weed in my purse. My mind worked to figure out what to do with this contraband. If I dropped it in the car, Roberto would go to jail. If I shoved it in my pants, they might not search me or find it at all. I had literally just gotten in the car. It would be just my luck to get arrested on my eighteenth birthday. When I was sixteen, I got arrested for shoplifting and had to do twenty community hours at the local library, spending hours cataloging books while getting the evil eye from the librarians. I was charged as a juvenile, but now I would be treated like an adult if they found the dried-up worthless stash.

      One by one they lined us up on the concrete sidewalk. Mr. Gold Teeth was immediately arrested; apparently, he was in violation of his parole. The cop merely motioned for me to sit as he and his partner continued to question my companions. I waited on the rough cool concrete sidewalk aimlessly watching their footsteps—the slightest facial gesture and move of a hand—while the sounds of the nearby crickets pounded in my ears.

      The two officers were just standing there talking as one slightly heckled under his breath as if they were standing in front of a water cooler, when another police car pulled up. A female officer got out and nodded at the other officers as she walked directly to me. Any hope of getting out of this situation unscathed withered away when she said “Okay, stand up.” She continued, “Now place your hands out to your sides like this.”

      As I did, she began to pat me down. The closer she came to my crotch, the more I realized this would not be good. She began to smile when she felt the foreign object hidden in my thigh. “Okay, take it on out. You just wasted my time making me come all the way down here when you should have just ’fessed up from the beginning.”

      Without another word from any of them, the young male officer handed me a rectangular piece of paper and told me to walk home. I later learned this meant I had been arrested but released on my own recognizance and had to show up in court. When I got to the house, I walked straight to my room and balled up the stupid pink paper. I went to the cabinet and poured myself a tall glass of rum and Coke, which I drank while smoking a large blunt from the rest of my stash. Best wasted birthday alone ever.

      

      A few months later, I was hanging out with Nikki in the mall, just looking around and wasting time, when I got a 911 page from my mother. I called her back from the pay phone and Lola was frantic. “Sasha, te mato. I opened a letter from the city because it looked official, and it says that you have a warrant out for your arrest because you missed a court date?”

      My heart dropped. Suddenly everything around me sounded loud, and the mall seemed more crowded than it did before I got on the phone with her.

      “Oh yeah, don’t worry about that. It’s not a big deal. I’ll take care of it,” I said, doing my absolute best to sound nonchalant, sarcastic, and in control. The truth was, I had forgotten all about it.

      “YOU BETTER!” she yelled back.

      

      August 5, 1998

      The day of my hearing, I made sure to keep my makeup simple and wore a long apricot flowery dress with my hair neatly brushed. I completed the criminal court–day look with simple shoes. I arrived two hours early at the bus stop to get to the downtown courthouse on time. The morning air was still crisp when I left my house to walk two miles to the stop.

      When I arrived at the large greyish beige building of nine floors, I had to ask three different people where to go. When I arrived on the misdemeanor floor and entered the courtroom, I saw that it was packed full of minor offenders that day. The only empty chair was sandwiched between a brown Hispanic woman with thick black hair holding a large purple purse on her lap and a Black man, about fifty, with greying hair, a yellow collared shirt, and socks with sandals.

      The room smelled of a tart combination of soda cans, coffee, and potato chips. From the second I arrived, my palms began to sweat, and I looked quickly around the room, searching for details that could reveal what would happen to me next. When I arrived, there was a tall middle-aged Black man standing in front of the judge dressed in construction clothes, with concrete-stained boots and holding a bright orange construction helmet under his arm. The judge was speaking, and I heard him saying words like domestic battery and unlawful possession of a firearm as I shuffled to the empty seat.

      After a few short minutes, it was my turn. When he called my name, I sprang up out of my seat, ready to get this over with. The court adjudicator read my file: “The charges against Sasha Lopez include tampering with physical evidence and possession of marijuana. Lopez has no priors. She was set to receive a hearing on July 3 but failed to appear in court.” After he read my file, he raised his eyes blankly and asked me directly, “Why did you miss your prior court date?”

      “Sir, I never received the notification in the mail,” I replied. I may have received it in the mailbox, but I never got it in my hands. So, from my point of view, that was the truth.

      “I see. Now, because there are no priors on your record, we will be sentencing you to thirty hours of community service. Upon completion of your hours, these charges will be dropped, and the records sealed.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor.” It was then I realized I could breathe again. My eyes began to water as I walked out of the courtroom. After working through summer school and night school on top of my regular classes, I found myself right back to having to do community service hours. I believed then that there was never going to be any way for me to get ahead. Instead, I would always be working to merely get by.

      All the way home from the courthouse, I kept thinking about how I kept getting myself in these situations. Why did I always find a way to mess everything up? Why couldn’t my life be like those of the people on TV, or the kids I knew from school that had it all together?

      I kept wondering this when I arrived home and lay down on my bed. I was tired—after all, going downtown to the courthouse and getting sentenced was not something I did every day. I shut my eyes to sleep and when I awoke, I wrote down this dream.

      

      I found myself in a busy area of a huge public park. It might have been a national park or something. The family dog that died years before, King, was with me and I was taking him for a walk. I remembered how much I loved walking him and having some downtime away from the chaos in the home.

      As I walked him, I saw an opening into a sectioned-off part of the park that I really wanted to go into. In the distance I saw a group of jaguars lurking in the trees, as though ready to pounce on the passersby below them. Something about seeing that group of jaguars together intrigued me. As soon as I saw them, I heard whispers like a buzz, a high-pitched screeching of a thousand voices, changing in cadence and tone, faintly in the background.

      A modern older woman, a stranger with almost entirely grey hair, came to me and said, “You should not go that way. Those jaguars would love to eat your beautiful dog.” I thought that she was probably right, but if I did not go, I would not get to see the park. All those people walking by were not being killed, so why would we? So I went ahead anyway. The jaguars became alert to our presence and as I walked toward them, the sounds got louder.

      One minute it was bright daylight, and the next it turned to night. The jaguars lurked in slow, calculated movements as I walked down the path that went past their tree. There they crouched on branches while they studied their daring new visitors as we approached. From fifty feet away, I became instinctively aware that if I took one step closer to these animals, they would leap and devour both King and me.

      In an instant I turned and ran away, as fast as I could, back toward the gate at the entrance. When I reached the gate, the old woman with a knowing grin was there to open it. After we’d exited, she quickly closed the gate, and I realized the jaguars had jumped off the tree and chased us. They were directly behind the fence when the woman closed it. We were almost devoured.

      . . . . . . . . .
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      The day was unusually cold for South Florida, with thick grey clouds covering the entire sky as I scampered out of my house in a sweater, jeans, and sneakers. Before I got in the car, I took a deep breath of the surrounding fresh cool air. The day was such a contrast from the sticky, humid Florida heat I was used to. It had been six months since I had graduated from high school, and the Shadow continued to visit my dreams in one way or another.

      At times during the day, I thought I could hear its whisper. The same buzz ringing in my ear that unsettled my sleep fogged my thinking during the day. I desperately wanted it to go away, but I could not seem to figure out how to make it leave me alone. Sometimes I would picture myself leaving this town, the monotony of the day-to-day life in the same place. Maybe then I would not hear the sound or feel its presence any longer.

      I arrived early to work at the Surplus Wholesale Club, with aisles stacked to the ceiling and the smell of new plastic everywhere. A few days a week, I attended courses at the community college, but I still would get high in the parking lot before class. Whenever I did get to class, I could never grasp what they were talking about. Old habits die hard, and I was right back to doing exactly what I did to mess up in high school. My mother told me I was wasting my time.

      As the queen of tobacco at Surplus Wholesale, my job was to stack cigarettes in what we called the cigarette cage. Ironically, I felt empowered in the confined space. Although I much preferred smoking weed and doing the occasional ecstasy or line of cocaine, I did not mind profiting by helping others feed their addictions. I contemplated the massive investments these customers made to damage their bodies on a regular basis, and I could soon quickly distinguish the resellers from those buying for themselves. Something about this business fascinated me.

      On this refreshingly cool day I finished all the organizing inside the cage and looked the gate to catch the eye of a young man right outside the entrance to my section.

      “I don’t want to buy cigarettes, but I’d like to skip the line over there. Would it be okay if I paid for my stuff here?” asked Omar.

      I eyed him up and down. Why was he talking to me like a stranger and what was he doing here?

      My cheeks flushed and I let out a smooth chuckle, not expecting this encounter. As I was ringing everything up, I asked, “So did you miss me?”

      He laughed; I’d caught him completely off guard.

      “In fact, I did miss your pretty green eyes. I don’t even need to buy these socks. I just needed an excuse to come by here.”

      Oh, so he did this on purpose. I got it now. I felt myself simmer with petals of heat creeping up into my chest. Just when I had almost forgotten about him, almost moved on, he was back.

      He tilted his head to one side and said, “Nikki told me you worked here. She came over to see Shawn the other day.”

      “Lucky me,” I said, as I swiped his socks on the scanner.

      “Well, it’s good to see you. Want to hang out? We could go somewhere nice for dinner.”

      All I had to look forward to eating tonight was a frozen dinner in my mother’s freezer. “Okay, yeah. I’d like that,” I said, nodding. “Can you pick me up at nine thirty?”

      “Bet. See you then,” he said. When he gave me his one-dimpled smile, I knew this night had potential.

      When I got in his car later, he smelled and looked fresh, like he’d just taken a shower. We arrived at the restaurant and were seated at an outdoor table by the ocean, taking in the majestic views of Biscayne Bay.

      After some light conversation, Omar asked me, “So I heard you did a job for Razor. Is it true?”

      I looked off into the dark horizon and noticed that it was decorated with light grey clouds and the tips of the tranquil waves glowed silver. Then I returned my gaze to meet his eyes. I had to be honest with him. “Yes, it’s true. But I will never do anything like that again. It was awful. I had no idea what I was getting into.”

      “Good,” he answered sincerely while staring at me intensely. “Don’t,” he insisted. We never spoke of it again.

      We went out several more times and I began to think we were becoming a couple. He would pick me up from work some nights and sometimes he would just show up at my house unannounced. There were nights we would just hang out at his house, order in, and watch movies like Poetic Justice. But it was when we went to the zoo together that we really had something to talk about.

      As we arrived at the ticket booth, we were greeted by an older woman with straight white hair that looked incredibly familiar, but I could not exactly place her. She gave us our tickets and a map and mentioned, “I hear the jaguar is unusually awake and moving around today, causing quite a stir. If you fear cats, you might want to avoid that exhibit.” We both looked at each other and smiled, knowing exactly where we were headed.

      When we approached the jaguar exhibit, a group of about ten zoo visitors were standing by the viewing point, watching something inside the enclosed area. As we got closer, we saw the all-black jaguar pacing back and forth, back and forth. As I walked closer, I heard a sound—that screeching whisper I always heard in my Shadow dreams.

      Nervously my eyes searched the crowd, wondering if the Shadow that came to me in the night was nearby. I’d never told Omar about my nightmares, as I figured they would go away at some point. When I reached to grab Omar’s hand tightly, the jaguar stopped pacing. It sniffed the air and looked around. At first, I did not remember my dream about the jaguars, but then it hit me like a fierce blow of wind that comes out of nowhere.

      I let go of Omar’s hand and as if by reflex, I approached the bushes that separated us from the creature. The jaguar turned and roared loudly, exposing her four sharp fangs, as the crowd let out a nervous laugh. She flicked her deep emerald eyes toward mine and we locked in a gaze as it took calculated, lurking steps towards me. I sensed Omar watching this all take place in awe.

      For minutes, the jaguar and I both just stood there, staring at each other, its hair as black as mine, its eyes the same shade of green. Until the creature crouched down into what looked like the position they take when they are about to leap. Omar grabbed both my arms and swept me out of the area before I could blink my eyes.

      When I got home that evening, I called Nikki. “Hey, I need to talk to your mom about my dreams. They are coming true.”

      “Okay, are you high right now? What do you mean?” I explained my dream about the jaguars I saw in the tree and then what happened at the zoo. She yelled, “MOM! You need to talk to Sasha now!”

      Ms. Gabriel came to Miami as a teenager in one of the many Freedom Flights when Fidel Castro announced that Cubans wishing to emigrate, could do so. She then moved to California with her family and grew up around New Age spiritualists that introduced her to books like Marianne Williamson’s Return to Love and Real Magic by Dr. Wayne Dyer. This may have been why I found her so different from all the other Catholic and Jewish Cuban parents I grew up around.

      She listened carefully as I told her what happened and asked me questions like, “How did that make you feel?” and “What was going through your mind when you locked eyes with the big cat?” When I finished, she gave me an exceptionally long explanation, telling me I should open myself up to the possibility that I may have psychic abilities through my dreams. I felt my chest sink in and a haunted heaviness wash over me.

      “Ms. Gabriel, what are you saying, exactly?” I managed to mutter out.

      “I believe what you are experiencing is precognition, which means you have an ability to see events taking place in the future. It is not that uncommon, especially in dreams. Why don’t you come over tomorrow and I can balance your chakras to clear any energy blockages that are keeping you from being at peace. I can teach you how to do this for yourself too.”

      I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror. My eyebrows were furrowed at the middle, and my long black hair was slightly disheveled. My focus blurred as I saw my reflection, and where my face was, I began to see the black jaguar from earlier in the day. Its deep green eyes staring at me once again, the image burned inside my mind. With a cracked voice I told her, “Thank you. I can be there after you get home from work.”

      Ms. Gabriel received me at the door barefoot, wearing a long silk cardigan with an Asian-flower print, a white tank top and jeans underneath. I left my shoes at the door, as I always did, as she welcomed me in.

      “Nikki lay down for a nap just a little while ago. I didn’t wake her so that you and I could have some privacy,” she said, as she went to the kitchen, and I followed after. I watched as she poured what appeared to be hot water into a large mug. She picked up a string hanging from the cup and began to lift it up and down into the water. I moved to sit at the kitchen table.

      “Oh no, don’t sit there. Let’s sit on these,” she motioned me toward the large colorful floor pillows with mandala embroidery all around.

      “Now, I want you to sit with your feet flat on the floor and your back straight. Let’s take three deep breaths in through our nose”—she inhaled—“and out through our mouths.” She exhaled for what felt like five long seconds. We did this three times. She then walked me through a process of scanning my body, from my feet to the top of my head, and had me acknowledge any sensations I felt or did not feel. When all this was completed, she taught me about chakras.

      Ms. Gabriel explained that there are seven main chakras that relate to the energy we have in our bodies, and they each connect to a specific set of nerve bundles. It all sounded very hippie, but at this point, I was willing to give anything a try. I listened closely as she explained and even took notes.

      She said, “Each of the chakras is associated with a specific color, and a stone. The root chakra is at the base of our spine, it’s color is red.” She placed a red stone in front of me. “When this energy is flowing well, it will help you feel grounded and able to withstand challenges. The sacral chakra is located just below the belly button and its color is orange. It is intricately linked with your emotions and the emotions of others.” She removed an orange stone from a small cloth satchel and placed it next to the red one. “The solar plexus chakra’s color is yellow, and it is important for feeling in control of your life. It is in the stomach area and is responsible for self-confidence and self-esteem.” She placed a yellow stone on the table.

      She moved her hand to her chest and continued, “The heart chakra is in the center of your chest, near your heart, and relates to your ability to show love and compassion. Its color is green.” She removed a rose-colored stone and placed it on the table next to the others. “The throat chakra is all about how you communicate. Its color is light blue.” She removed a turquoise stone and gently placed in the line. Then she lifted her hand to her forehead and softly said, “The sixth chakra is the third eye chakra. It’s right here. Its color is Indigo.” She pressed lightly in between her eyes then removed a deep blue stone and placed it next in the line. “When this is open, you will have a strong intuition, enhancing your ability to perceive the more subtle aspects of our living reality and the movements of energy. And finally, you have the crown chakra, up here. Its color can be white or violet.” She touched the top of her head then placed a shiny white stone on the table. “When you open this up, you will fully connect with your spirituality. Now let’s clear all this blocked energy, shall we?”

      She had me lay down on the couch while she kneeled on one of her big throw pillows right next to me. She began to place the different colored stones on each chakra, starting with the root chakra, and as she did she asked me to hum a specific sound for two minutes each time. After the second hum, I began to move around my legs and fidget with my arms.

      “Sasha, what’s going on? You need to keep still,” she said.

      “Okay, okay. Just, how much longer are we doing this?” I asked.

      “You can stop now if you want. I’ve got other things to do,” she said, and sat back on her heels looking annoyed.

      “Sorry, um, no. No, it’s okay. I am sorry. I would like to finish,” I said.

      When we got to the heart chakra, a deep sadness swelled in my chest, and I felt the pain of Tia Lily’s death wash over me once again. After I lost Tia Lily, the relationship with my mother also changed, and I never truly acknowledged how much that hurt me until right at this moment. Warm tears released from my eyes and instinctively I took in a deep, calming breath. After a few of these, my entire body relaxed.

      Ms. Gabriel seemed to notice since she took her time now and moved more slowly into the third eye chakra. As soon as I repeated the sound she was making, I began to see bright colors everywhere. I saw vibrant flashes of electric purple, indigo, red, blue, yellow, orange, and green intertwined with whites and splashes of charcoal and black. It was like a fireworks show in my mind, and as I watched it in deep relaxation, the corners of my mouth lifted into a serene smile.

      We moved to the final chakra, the crown. At this stage, I felt my body and mind become as firm as the oak tree, standing tall during both storms and sunlight.

      Ding. In the faded background I heard the unfamiliar sound of a bell.

      “Now, when you are ready, you can open your eyes,” I heard her say off in the distance.

      Slowly I felt I was coming back into consciousness, and then I opened my eyes. I looked around the room and realized that I had never noticed the earthy décor of Nikki’s home. It was as if every statue, colorful vase, or macrame hanging on the walls had some deeper purpose, or a meaning behind it. Slowly, I sat up on the couch and gazed over at Ms. Gabriel.

      “Thank you, Ms. Gabriel. I already feel so much better,” I said.

      

      December 1998

      Passion drove my impulses, and I knew if it worked out with Omar, I could leave the tight, cluttered spaces of my parents’ home. That house was one place where I never felt at peace. The opportunity presented itself one night, when I had it out with my mother.

      “You need more money from me? Why, to buy yourself some more jewelry or what?” I yelled.

      “You’re over eighteen now and suerte tuyo that I still let you live here,” she said. “So, you have got to help out.” Dante stood up from his recliner as Lola laid it on me. He stood firmly behind her, giving me a sour look.

      “Oh, so you are taking her side. Of course. You know what, here’s fifty dollars.” I reached into my purse and took out the cash Omar had given me earlier. Carefully, I set it on the table. “I’m leaving.”

      I stomped over to my room and started stuffing clothes, makeup, and hair products in a duffel bag. I grabbed my bag, flung it over my shoulder, and stormed out of the house. The door slammed behind me. After about thirty minutes of walking under that brutal Florida sun, I arrived at a strip mall a few miles from my house and found a pay phone to page Omar. I found an old pack of cigarettes in my purse along with a lighter. I sat at the edge of the curb, lit one up, and took a deep inhale. After each inhale, I would turn the burning side of the cigarette toward me and stare as the fine strips of tobacco glowed bright orange and then withered into smoke.

      Brinnnggggg. The pay phone snapped me out of my rumination. I picked up the receiver.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hi, what’s going on, are you okay?” he asked. He was probably surprised I was not at home.

      “I need somewhere to stay. I just left my house for good,” I told him.

      Omar answered, “Really? Well, now’s not a good time. Go to a friend’s house and hang out for a little while, and I’ll page you when I am free.”

      Deep down, no matter what we ever went through, I knew I could count on Nikki. She came to pick me up after just a few minutes, and that night we stayed up drinking, smoking, and laughing at everything. The uncertainty of the moment was not something I wanted to face alone. I didn’t know what time we went to bed, but I knew I woke up around ten a.m. and my heart jumped when I saw Omar’s missed page at four a.m. A strange little thought jumped into my mind: what was he doing until four in the morning? And if he knew I was out on the street, why would he wait so long to check in on me?

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “About to have breakfast here at Nikki’s,” I answered.

      “Okay, I’ll swing by to pick you up in a bit,” he said.

      He brought me to his house and when we were settled and sitting comfortably on his couch with his arm around my shoulder, he said, “I want you to live here with me. You don’t have to go home.”

      I released a deep unsteady breath I did not even know I was holding in until right then. “Thanks, babe. I love you,” I said as I pressed my hand on his chest and curled further into his arms. He turned his head toward mine and we locked in a kiss.

      Later that evening, after I cooked a heavenly meal of rice, beans, and grilled chicken, Omar got up and started grabbing his keys and wallet.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “Cariño, I have to go take care of some things. You just relax here—in your new home.” He came and planted a kiss on my cheek. I picked up the dishes and occupied myself with the cleaning. Still, thoughts began to enter my mind about some other woman he could be rushing off to see in the night, but I shoved them down. I did not want anything to spoil my newfound freedom.

      Instead, I started to think more about the dreams I kept having. I puzzled over why they had not stopped since I opened my chakras, and I wondered if Nikki’s mom was right. What if I could do what she called precognition? And why were my dreams always so scary? My thoughts stayed with Ms. Gabriel and I remembered that during our chakra session, she also showed me how to meditate. She explained that mediation during my waking life would help me control my mind better in my dreams.

      After I finished washing the dishes, I noticed that unlike my parents’ home, where the sound of the TV was always blaring in the background, here I could not hear anything but soothing silence. I made myself a cup of hot chamomile tea. As I was walking toward the bedroom, I felt drawn to the sliding glass doors to the backyard. I slid the doors open to reveal a tropical garden sprawling with ferns, red ginger, and palm trees. The light, cool breeze that shuffled the leaves welcomed me as I stepped out onto the wooden patio and sat in an oversized wicker chair. This was where I began my first solo meditation.
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      There we were, lying in bed after making love early on a Tuesday morning. Neither of us had anywhere to go or anything to do. According to Omar, I did not need to work, because he took care of all the bills. After all, he was an entrepreneur with a flexible and unpredictable schedule. I blissfully looked out the window, where I watched the branch of a tree shifting lightly in the wind. Omar looked over at me and said, “Let’s get married.”

      I started to laugh. “Are you for real?”

      “Yeah. Let’s do it.”

      “Oh wow, you are serious,” I said, then shifted my gaze to meet his. His black eyes were concentrated and unflinching. “Well, since you are being so romantic, yes. I will marry you.”

      “All we have to do is go to the courthouse. They will marry us,” he answered.

      “Wait a minute. You mean just go and have them do it there, with no ceremony, no family or friends? You mean don’t tell anyone?” I asked.

      “Exactly. Just me and you. No one else matters anyway.” He stood up in front of me, exposing his lean, muscular torso. He then took a deep breath in that lifted his chest ever so slightly.

      My, my. This had the potential to piss a whole lot of people off. The girls that were still after Omar. My parents. Those of my friends who refused to believe he was really into me. They all might just think I was crazy. But would getting married like this mean that what my brother said was true? That graduating high school was the last thing I could do right?

      Or perhaps no one would think I was crazy at all, because none of those people really cared about me anyway. All I had was Omar. Yes, I thought, this would be perfect. I could become his wife and completely disappear from my previous life. Right now, nothing would make me happier.

      “You think they will be able to do it today?” I asked.

      “I think so,” he replied.

      “Okay, let’s do it,” I answered with a brazen smile.

      We headed down to the courthouse. I wore a short-sleeved beige sundress with light makeup, my dark hair down and loose with deliberate curls at the ends. He wore a button-down shirt with designer khaki pants and brown Cole Haan shoes. At the front desk, a woman that only spoke to us in Spanish told us to fill out some paperwork. She then gave us a number to be called.

      As we settled in our two plastic chairs in the waiting area, I looked around the room. My eyes fixed on another couple sitting together, much older than us. Then I noticed there were at least four other brides in the room with me. A few were dressed in white, carrying flower bouquets with family and friends around. There was another young couple wearing jeans and T-shirts, laughing and holding hands, with what looked like good friends surrounding them. Sitting next to Omar now, I noticed he was rubbing his hands together and not saying much at all. Was he nervous?

      “I can’t believe we are doing this,” I said, as I rubbed my hands against my thighs with my shoulders perched up.

      “Yeah, we are,” he replied, in a cool tone I could not read but desperately wanted to. I guess I was looking for excitement, happiness, something. I knew it was hard for a guy like him to show emotions, but at this point I could not read him at all. I decided to throw a card on the table.

      “I’m really excited. I can’t wait to be your wife,” I said, as I hugged his arm tightly and rested my cheek against his shoulder.

      Just then, he brushed me off as he got up, walked to the counter, and spoke to the clerk. When he returned, he said, “I think it will be another fifteen to thirty minutes.”

      Why was he acting like we were at a bank and not our wedding? Well, it was probably better this way—much less complicated, I told myself.

      It was our turn. The clerk called us to the counter and began our marriage process. We signed some more paperwork and the clerk asked us if we would take each other as our lawfully wedded wife and husband. When all that was done, the clerk turned to me and said, “You may now exchange rings.”

      My heart dropped when I realized we did not have any. Then I looked up into his ebony eyes, and all my insecurity washed away. I was not going to let a silly detail like rings ruin the magic of today. We both shrugged at the clerk, and she went on to say, “Well, that’s okay. I pronounce you man and wife.”

      “May I kiss the bride?” he said, looking directly at me.

      “If you want to,” the clerk replied, uninterested.

      Omar’s lips caressed mine and I felt like I would melt right then and there. He wrapped his arm tightly around my waist and pulled me closer. The clerk let out a soft cough to snap us out of our enthrallment.

      Immediately after leaving, we headed to eat at Omar’s favorite diner in South Beach. The diner was packed with people. Locals flocked to this place for the fried chicken and waffles; tourists came for the celebrity sightings. My cheeks felt permanently flushed, my heart light as a feather. Still, I was incredulous that I had taken such a large leap, made such a big decision, without anyone knowing. This marriage—it was mine. Now I could start a new life with Omar, a life that felt right.

      Omar took his time ordering. When the waiter approached the table, Omar said, “Bring us your best bottle of Pinot Grigio. We are celebrating.” The waiter obliged.

      Then he laughed heartily when I said, “I bet the clerk wanted to watch us have sex later tonight.”

      He replied, “I don’t know about the clerk, but I can’t wait to watch myself.”

      I felt myself fill with a flush of excitement as I realized that after today, we were husband and wife.

      “So, my husband, how was your food?” I asked.

      “It was delicious, my wife. How was yours?”

      I licked my lips slowly, searching for the syrup from the waffles, then said, “You want to know what this day tastes like? Just like candy.”

      Once at home, he reached for my arm as we entered the doorway and he stopped me from walking any further. He pulled me aggressively to him, then reached one hand up to my neck and held it in his hand. I felt his face close in on my neck, and with heated breath he slowly moved his face up until his eyes and lips met mine. He did not kiss me yet. He held his lips just slightly apart from mine and whispered through his teeth, “You are mine now.”

      Although this excited me, and it was what I thought I wanted, it felt dangerous now. Something felt wrong. There with his hand grasping almost too tightly around my neck, I was completely overpowered by his strong hold on me and unable to move, even if I wanted to. With all my impulsiveness in running off and marrying him, I still didn’t want to be his in the way it felt like he meant it now.

      I looked at him and did not speak. I did not move. But if he could read my eyes, he would know that I was beginning to question everything. He spoke again. “Tell me that you are mine. I need to hear you say it.”

      So much was uncertain. I was being forced to say something that a part of me just now realized I did not agree with. But I did just marry him. I did love him, still. Yet, in this very moment, I felt powerless. So I said it anyway. “I am yours.”

      What I wanted this to mean was that he would take care of me. Keep me safe, give me a home, a new life away from my old influences—a life with new, better things. If that was what it meant to be his, I would be willing. Yet that was not how this felt. This felt like I couldn’t breathe.

      He started kissing me, very slowly at first. Then his muscles tensed, and he started putting more pressure on me. Omar moved his hands down from my neck to my waistline. He picked me up so I would wrap my arms and legs around his body. He carried me to the kitchen counter, where he pushed against me. Despite a growing urge within me to get my things and run right out of this house, I reciprocated by caressing his face and moving my hands down to the outside of the front of his pants.

      His hands clawed at my back as he pulled me closer toward him, then released me from their clutches when he said, “Walk over to the couch and bend over.”

      Maybe this was not so bad. Maybe I could enjoy this a little too. I walked backward to the couch, slowly. I allowed myself to feel the sensuality of the moment and sashayed my hips as I walked, looking alluringly at him in the eyes as I did. If this was a game he was playing, then I would play.

      Turning over on the couch, bending my hips, and looking at him over my shoulder, I said, “Is this what you want?”

      I wondered if my confidence would anger him, or would it make him want me more? I believe it did a little of both. He came over to me quickly and callously yanked up the back of my dress and pulled down my underwear. He quickly put on a condom, opened me up, and shoved himself in. I cried out as soon as he did, and he placed his hand firmly on my lower back. He rocked back and forth, harder and harder each time. Too hard. The tenderness was gone. Just force was left.

      Finally, he finished, and he collapsed on top of me without a word. I felt small under him. Something had changed about him, about us, and I didn’t like it. Soon we returned to our bedroom for the night, and in my sleep, the Shadow returned.

      It was daylight and I was outside in a large open field. There were the sounds of aircraft above, of people talking and bustling about, but I could not see anything except for grass for miles. This would have otherwise been pleasant, if it were not for all the noise that just didn’t belong in this scenery. Something was not right. I had to leave. So I started to lift off the ground and get into the air.

      I had been flying in my dreams regularly. It was an easy thing to do, but this time I could not take flight. I was planted in place by a grab at my hand. When I turned around, I saw it was Omar. He was holding me down. I said, “Let go, I want to fly.” But he did not answer, instead grabbing me tighter. After struggling and squirming, eventually I broke free of his grasp. As I flew higher into the sky, I kept looking at him, wondering if he could fly too, if he could chase after me. Wondering if I was free.

      That was when I heard the whispers again. As I heard the insistent sound, I looked up to see the now too-familiar vague and formless Shadow approach rapidly from the distance. It was so perfectly uniform in its movement, full of mist and smoke, with a boundless darkness that filled the sky with night and covered the field in shadows. The indefinite mass crept toward me, faster than ever before, like a herd of thousands of black jaguars pounding the ground as they ran toward me.

      In all my angst, I floated higher in the only area of the field not completely engulfed in shadow. My senses now awake, my nerves keenly in control, I could sense a pervasive heaviness that felt like suffocation. I tried to fly higher, to get away, but then I remembered Omar down below.

      I had to save him! I dove down quickly, but as I got within a few feet, I noticed his eyes were empty, like he was in a trance. He was not my Omar. This imposter grasped at me until he held both my arms in place, and I could not move. “Let me go!” I yelled, fighting.

      “You must be still. You must listen,” the not-Omar form answered, in the voice of a multitude of beings speaking as one that I had heard years before, the first time the Shadow ever spoke to me. Trembling in my place, I stopped fighting him, for the sense of it all brought my fear to an absolute peak. At this point I could not muster even a word, and the once-loud space fell completely silent except for an indistinct murmur at the edge of the dark, wild abyss that encroached upon us.

      I dared gaze behind the figure of Omar, still holding me. Behind him I saw the Shadow become still within just a few feet, surrounding us in a tight circle. With convulsive movements, various shapes and forms were moving almost as one. Looking closer, I realized that these shapes were moving individually. “Look within. The more you look, the more you will SEE,” the thousand voices said in a whisper from the mouth of the face of Omar.

      I began to say, “I don’t want to see,” but I stopped myself mid-sentence when I caught sight of my Omar inside the Shadow. He was being arrested. As soon as I saw this, I wanted to yell out, to stop it from happening, but I did not. Curious, I stood still and observed. I remembered the meditations that I now practiced daily and intentionally noticed my breathing—once frantic, it began to slow. I noticed my heart—once pounding quickly, it became calm. And I noticed my mind—once locked in fear of this Shadow and what it would do to me, I began to trust that I would survive.

      .. . . . . . . . .

      That night, after I awoke from the nightmare, I was covered in sweat. I looked around the bed and noticed that Omar was not there. I hoped that he didn’t hear me yelling in my sleep like Nikki used to. It was too early to freak him out with my crazy dreams. I got up for a cup of water and looked around the house. His keys were gone. I took out my notebook from the nightstand and wrote down the dream before I tried to go back to sleep. As I did, my mind turned to Omar. I began to wonder if I really knew who I’d married.
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      A few months later, I went back to the club where Omar worked as a DJ. I had not been in a while; he didn’t want me there. But that night, I was completely sick of staying home and needed some excitement. Nikki had left for New York in December, so I went with Olga and we danced for a while before I saw Angel. When he saw me, Olga was over chatting it up with some guy, so Angel brought me to the bar and had the bartender pour me a Sex on the Beach. “Cuentame, niña, how are you?” he asked.

      “I’m good. Especially now since Omar and I got married,” I answered, with the smile of a happy new bride. Well, he killed my happy mood. Angel’s face dropped and his light demeanor completely shifted. He grabbed me by my shoulder and pulled me close enough to speak directly in my ear. “Niña, I am only telling you this because you’re my cousin. If you were anyone else, I couldn’t care less who Omar marries. It’s not my business. But listen, because I am only going to say this once. Watch out.” My throat tightened.

      “Watch out for what?” I asked, as my shoulders and back tensed. I thought, I can do whatever I want; who is Angel to warn me about my husband?

      “Watch out for yourself. I know you don’t have anyone looking out for you, okay? And I know I’m not that person either. But what I can tell you is he and his crew are up to no good.”

      “Got it.” I nodded my head to the side and began looking around the room, no longer interested in his presence. Really, I was done with this whole conversation. I mean, I assumed Omar was involved with drugs, but I had not seen him doing anything like that lately. He certainly did not get into the details of his transactions with me. He never told me anything about his work, except that he ran an import and export business out of the Port of Miami. And I did not ask for specifics.

      But what my cousin said stuck with me, because I didn’t want anything to happen to Omar or to me. When Omar and I were having lunch the next day, I told him all about my dream.

      “But, mi amor, you have to be careful. It was a wicked dream, and I don’t want anything to happen to you,” I said. He just laughed it off.

      “You don’t have anything to worry about, okay? Everything is fine,” he said.

      I smiled and gave him a little nod. I wanted to believe him.

      On Saturday, around eight in the evening, a few of Omar’s friends came over. Shawn strutted over to me with a wide grin and gave me a kiss on the cheek. He then went to the fridge and grabbed a Presidente. Excited to have company and chat for a while, I took a glass from the cabinet and was pulling a bottle of wine from the wine fridge when Omar turned to me and said, “Baby, why don’t you go to bed? Us guys want to hang out for a while.”

      A sour taste came to my mouth as he said this. My lips were pursed, and I was about to protest when I saw that look. That stern, dull look that warned he had little tolerance for disagreement. The look that he gave me right before he would grab me by the wrist and shove me against the wall when I made a snide comment. The look that came as he would wrap his hand around my neck and squeeze ever so tightly whenever I told him I wanted to see a girlfriend or go visit my parents. The look that was followed with gifts and flowers, with sweet caresses and apologies, as long as I played by his rules every time. In an instant that look would make me feel like I was eight years old.

      “Claro . . . claro, mi amor,” I mumbled, as I returned the wine glass to its place on the shelf. This was fine. I had plenty to do in my room. Omar had taken me shopping for new makeup and clothes that still had the tags on. Yes, I could try all those new clothes on, and even better, I could read a book and meditate.

      I found that I loved to meditate. As soon as I started in the habit of meditating, I would crave tea after each session. When I asked Nikki’s mother about this, she explained that meditation aligns your body with your mind and the needs of your body will be more clearly expressed. Apparently, my body needed chamomile tea with orange and spice.

      After entertaining myself in the room for a while, I began to get stir crazy. I am not a child, I told myself. He could not just keep telling me what to do and keep me from doing the things I wanted. I could do what I felt like. Who did he think he was, anyway? The room started to feel small, like the walls were shrinking in. The air felt heavy and hot. Determined to show him just how strong and independent I was, I went out to the kitchen to make myself a cup of tea.

      Upon entering, I saw two of his friends at the table hanging out, while Omar was doing something at the stove. I began to approach the stove to heat the teapot when Shawn saw me and got up from the table. He stepped in between Omar and me.

      “Hey shorty, what are you doing up?” he asked. Omar looked over at me from behind his friend.

      “I just came to get a cup of tea,” I answered, annoyed I was being asked questions like this in my own house, like I was a child.

      “Baby, baby . . . I’ll bring you some tea, okay? Just go back to bed,” Omar answered, sounding surprised. I turned and stomped off, closing my door briskly behind me. Was he cooking for the guys and not for me? The smell of cooked food was absent from the kitchen entirely. It was strange how Shawn was so quick to block my view. It was obvious that something was up.

      I awoke that night to Omar’s arms reaching for me under the sheets. His hands were full of lust as he moved them gently up and down, with my waist moving to his rhythm. Even when I was upset with him, my body would betray me to his touch. When I turned to face him, he reached his hand to my jaw, and sleepily I opened my eyes to his two deep dark pools. He kissed me gently and I returned the kiss, as I felt the pressure of his body weight pushing down on mine. He lifted his lips from our kiss and then whispered with conviction, “Never, ever come out of your room after I tell you to go to bed. You understand? Never disrespect me again.”

      My eyes opened wide at his demand, and I saw that look once again. He held my face with a grip on the verge of turning painful. The pressure of his body on mine intimidated me further. I knew it would be futile to argue with him now, even though I disagreed with him completely.

      “Okay . . . okay baby, of course. I would never disrespect you. Te quiero, mi amor,” I replied in the most sultry, submissive voice I could muster.

      “Dímelo otra vez,” Omar said.

      “I will never disrespect you. I love you,” I repeated, now with my voice serious and intent.

      Then he pulled aside my black lace panties and maneuvered himself inside me. This was his way of making sure the message was clear. Wrapped in my passion for him, my fear of him, and even my fear of what my life would be like without him, I succumbed once again.

      It went on like this for a while, where the guys would come over and he would tell me to go to bed and I would obey. And yet much of the time he just would not be around, and I was left for days and nights simply alone. I asked him about it one day, and he just said, “Nah baby, there’s nothing going on, all right? You have got to chill.”

      One afternoon I was home alone folding the laundry when the phone rang. I picked it up and heard an automated message, “You have an inmate calling collect from the Miami-Dade County Pre-Trial Detention Center. Do you accept the charges?”

      My heart sickened in an instant. “Yes,” I answered, and then was connected.

      “Hi baby, it’s Omar. Look, I’ve been arrested, and there are some pretty extensive charges on me.”

      “What are you talking about? Are you okay? What happened? I don’t understand.” My mind stirred and then a thousand thoughts rushed to my brain at once. Thoughts filled with anger, frustration, and fear of what was going to happen now.

      “Calm down. Everything is going to be fine. Listen, they have Shawn here too. He’s calling a lawyer for us both.”

      I took a deep, stilling breath. “What did you get arrested for?”

      “Drug trafficking, possession of an unregistered firearm, and aggravated assault,” he replied, and I gasped. “You know my hustle. Don’t act surprised. Now, I gotta go. I’m going to try to call you again soon, but I’m not sure when. The lawyer might be in touch before I can.”

      “Wait, when are you getting out? How am I going to pay the bills? I can’t even buy groceries!” I yelled in desperation.

      “I need you to be strong, baby. You got this. I love you,” he answered more gently than I could have expected.

      His lawyer stopped by the apartment a week later. The place was a mess, as was I, wearing one of his T-shirts that had a mysterious yellow food spilled on the front and a pair of sweatpants. I was not expecting anyone and had been too ashamed to tell anyone what was going on. I rushed to pick up the cushions and make the place seem presentable before opening the door. The lawyer looked like a thug in a suit. After he entered, we sat at the kitchen table and he began to explain Omar’s situation.

      “He’s looking at a fifteen-year sentence, and if I can get the charges reduced, it may be that he serves five of the fifteen. He could potentially get out on parole even sooner if he plays his cards right. They want some information from him that he is not willing to share, so he is making this harder than it needs to be. Maybe you can talk to him?” he asked.

      “Oh no, I don’t think so. When Omar gets something in his head, that’s it. There’s nothing you can do,” I replied.

      “Fine,” he said, annoyed. “Now we need to talk about my fees. He told me you would pay the retainer.”

      My eyebrows furrowed and I started shaking my head from side to side. It took me a moment to process what he was saying. “Wait, what? I can’t even afford to pay for rent. How can I pay your retainer?” My temperature was rising and my face started feeling flush.

      At first, I thought a look of concern showed in his eyes, but he was quick to snap out of it. “Look, Shawn already paid me part of my retainer. That was enough to get started, but to see their cases through, I need the rest. Have you searched the house? He might have some cash stashed somewhere. You better get to finding it before someone else does.” He grunted as he moved his thumb and pointer finger up and down the lining of his jacket, while scanning the room for I don’t know what.

      Of course I had searched the house for a hidden stash. It was the first thing I did. I had been eating mustard out of the container because I literally had no money for food. My stomach growled just then. Tears began to burn the bottoms of my eyes, but I would not let a single drop down spill my cheek. I suddenly realized I had to really face this thing.

      My despair was obviously making the lawyer uncomfortable, because he stood up and scooted his chair back under the table. He said, “Listen, here is my card. Omar owes me $2,500 for his portion. Call me when you have it. Either way, I will be by next week to collect.”

      After he left, I knew I had to get myself together. I began to look for work and quickly found a job as a receptionist at a nearby hair salon. The first day at work was someone’s birthday, so there was cake to be shared and I helped myself to three slices. Things were looking up.
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      Finally, after days of waiting, Omar contacted me to give me the instructions for a visit at the jail. I made sure to dress the part. I wore a deep burgundy long-sleeved blouse with matching cotton pencil skirt and black booties. Somehow the deep red color comforted me. When I walked into the waiting room, the coolness of the yellow tile walls matched the nausea rising in me, as the severity of the entire situation began to settle in.

      After waiting over an hour among scrambling children, girlfriends, and dead-faced parents, I was told to go in and have a seat at the partition window. Omar was already there, and as I saw him sitting behind that glass, he reminded me of a mouse behind the glass at the pet store. His beard was growing in a terrible way, his hair looked like it had not been combed for days, and his eyes were bloodshot. A little too bloodshot. Despite all of this, he still brought up in me a heat that rose from my sacral to my heart chakra. I smiled to myself, as in that moment I realized how much better I was at identifying my chakras with all that meditating I was doing.

      “Hey love,” he said, returning my smile with a smooth smile of his own as I picked up the phone. I couldn’t help but notice that his shadow was exceptionally pronounced for the lighting indoors, and I would be damned if I didn’t see it swirling about with its own independent movements as if it were alive. In fact, this whole pitiful place seemed alive with darkness and fury.

      “Hey baby, how are you doing?” I asked.

      “Good, shorty. Nothing to worry about. This will all be over soon.”

      “You think so? The lawyer came by. He didn’t make it sound like anything would be over soon. He told me you owe him $2,500,” I replied.

      “I got it covered,” he answered. His smooth smile had completely disappeared.

      “Okay, so tell me what I’m supposed to do now? I can’t afford food. The bills are piling up. I don’t know what to do,” I said.

      He started to shift in his chair, moving the receiver up and down as he did. “Don’t tell me you have it hard, okay?” He paused, then went on, “Don’t give me all these problems. I have it hard in here. I’m the one that’s behind bars. You are free! You get to do whatever you want. I am so sick of hearing your complaints, you BITCH!” With his last comment, he slammed the phone receiver on the glass. A guard came over and stood behind him while I stared, stunned into silence. Omar may have been controlling and aggressive with me before, but he’d never called me that. He mumbled something to the guard that I could not understand, then picked up the phone again.

      “Sorry, baby. I’ll call you later, okay? I love you,” he said. The guard motioned for him to hang up the phone and he was escorted out of the room. I was left sitting there alone as I went over what just happened. He was completely right about one thing—I was free, and I could do whatever I wanted.

      When I arrived home, there was a letter taped to the door: an eviction notice. We were given thirty days to vacate the premises. There was a contact listed on the letter, so I called to see if I could buy some time. They told me I was already on borrowed time, and that Omar had not paid the rent in three months. Well, surprise, surprise. My day just kept getting better.

      I opened the door and looked around the empty apartment. Anything of value had been pawned days before, thanks to my blossoming relationship with the pawn store in Hialeah. It was now almost completely bare, with just a few dining stools, a white leather sofa, and a chair. I walked into the bedroom closet, which had only about four shirts and pants on the hangers and a few items folded on the shelves.

      The reality was that I wasn’t willing to fight for Omar’s freedom. But I had nowhere to turn. I hadn’t spoken to my family or friends in months. I dropped to my knees on the grey closet carpet. The only thing I could do in that moment was pray.

      “Dear God, I’m sorry I have never spoken to you before, but I am so lost. I don’t even know if you are real, but I don’t know what else to do. Are you there, listening? If you are there, if you are listening, please help me. I don’t know who I am or what is right. I just know this is all wrong.” I closed my eyes and cried. I didn’t expect a response, but it was all I had.

      I sat there quietly in stillness, listening. I did not hear anything for a while, but a thought entered my mind. In the calm after the tears, I heard my own voice inside my head say, Tomorrow, when you wake up, find a way to file for divorce. You know you don’t love him, and you never did. Call your parents and ask them if you can move back in. You can get yourself out of this. All is not lost.

      This thought was nothing less than factual. Nothing more than simple terms, clearly understood with no deeper meaning. A simple to-do list that was easy to follow. I stood up and nodded my head in that closed-in closet space, all alone. Now I knew what to do.
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      I carefully put on a light taupe lip gloss in the bathroom. After I checked myself, I said out loud to the girl I saw in the mirror, “You got this. It’s almost over.” I stepped out into the hallway of wood-paneled walls and paisley carpets until I reached the waiting room. My lawyer stood up, and together we entered the judge’s conference room. The room was tight, the table too big for the space. The chairs were oversized leather seats that also seemed to make everything in the room seem denser. Michael, my lawyer, was in his early thirties and reminded me of Brad Pitt in Meet Joe Black. He was comforting to have next to me.

      I forgave him for not wanting to take the case at first. He turned it down when I told him I couldn’t afford to pay him any more than $250. I found him through an ad in the newspaper that read, Quick and easy divorce for $200. When I called and explained the case, he told me it would be more involved than just filing papers. Then, when we met in person, I guess he could see from my bloodshot eyes and ninety-pound, clammy pale frame that I was not lying about not having any money.

      There I waited patiently, not saying a word until the judge arrived. The judge walked in and greeted everyone. My shoulders dropped and I exhaled slowly—this would be over soon.

      “You are Sasha Lopez, the petitioner?” said the judge.

      “Yes, Your Honor,” I replied.

      “Where is Omar Garcia?” asked the judge.

      My throat tightened as soon as I heard the question.

      “He’s in jail, Your Honor,” answered the lawyer.

      I exhaled again. Michael looked at me with a crease in his forehead and compassion in his eyes. The judge reviewed the motions and the signed divorce papers that were served to Omar in jail. He said, “So the divorce is uncontested. This should be straightforward. Except, I do see you are in a great deal of debt. I order you both to split it fifty-fifty, and you are equally responsible to pay it,” said the judge.

      “Thank you, Your Honor, but most of the debt is from credit cards in my name. What if he doesn’t pay?” I asked.

      The judge simply answered, “You’ll have to figure that out.”

      After all the papers were signed and we left the courtroom, I gave Michael a great big hug. I realized then that there were people willing to help other people when they were at their worst, simply because it made them feel good. I took in his nice suit, trim haircut, and close shave, and for the first time I realized how handsome he was. Then I wondered if the only way I could meet someone like him—someone well educated, with a career, financial stability, and probably a wholesome upbringing—would be as a victim that needed representation. I considered this as I watched him walk toward his car on the busy sidewalk.

      For some reason, I didn’t want to say goodbye. I stood there, staring at him. I wanted to learn. To ask him questions like, how could I start doing things right, like him? How could I start living a better life? I knew I still had a chance to turn things around, but I didn’t know how. When he turned to face me, I guess he saw the question in my eyes, because he said, “Now, don’t go marrying any more drug dealers.”

      I answered, “Trust me, I won’t.”

      He turned to leave me, then turned back. I saw his eyes light up with a bit of daring in them. He said, “Do you mind if I ask, what ended up getting him arrested?”

      “Well, do you want the short or long version of the story? If you want the long version, you’ll have to treat me to lunch, because I am starving,” I said.

      “Well, let’s go, then. This should be interesting,” he said.

      We sat down at the corner diner. I ordered a Coke, onion rings, steak with mushrooms, mashed potatoes, and broccoli. He ordered a roast beef sandwich with extra mustard and fries.

      “You going to eat all that?” he asked.

      “Watch me,” I answered.

      Before the food came, I began. “I only know what I pieced together from the lawyer, police reports, and my own suspicions.” I took a deep breath. “Apparently, there was an undercover operation involving the DEA and the FBI. It seems they had been watching Omar for months. Somehow, he got involved with undercover agents that asked him and Shawn for a lot of cocaine and oxy. And Omar, of course, was all about the money.

      “Ever since I moved in with him, he kept telling me our place was temporary. We even went with a realtor to check out a penthouse in one of the new buildings downtown. He also said he would buy me the new Mercedes Kompressor, so I bet this is how he planned to pay for all the things he—I mean we—wanted.” The waiter set two waters and two straws down in front of us. I took the paper off my straw and rolled it up with my fingers, needing to do something with my hands.

      “They found an empty house in a nice neighborhood and picked it as their meeting point. I figured it was Omar that picked the place, because he knows those areas well. He used to get hired to DJ at parties over there all the time. Anyway, after he sold the undercovers the drugs, they told him he was under arrest. When he tried to run, they shot the car tires out, making it impossible for him to leave. He then lost his damn mind and took three shots at the police, injuring one of them,” I said. The little paper from the straw was now the tiniest little ball that I wished I could squeeze even tighter.

      “Do you know what neighborhood this all happened in?” he asked.

      “Yeah, Coral Gables,” I said.

      “My mother lives there,” Michael said. “I think I heard something about it on the news. It bothered me, because I wondered what criminals like that were doing there. It’s one of the quietest parts of town.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Probably that’s exactly why. That’s what makes it a good cover.”

      The food was served and the smell of grilled mushrooms and steak was intoxicating. As I ate, I completely forgot I was with Michael.

      He snapped me out of it when he said, “Well, you could be a good investigator. Maybe even a lawyer.”

      “You think so?” I said. “I don’t have the money for school. Not sure what I’m going to do with myself now.”

      Michael leaned back in the booth and looked at me. “You could always join the military. You’re what, eighteen? That’s the perfect age. My brother joined right out of high school and became a mechanical engineer. He’s pretty happy with it.”

      “How do I even do that?” I asked.

      “Listen, I’ll give you his number. You can call him and I’m sure he’ll be happy to explain it all to you.”

      After lunch, Michael got in his shiny Volkswagen Passat and drove off. I headed toward the bus station, not sure what to do next, but I had Michael’s brother’s number in my pocket, and at least that was something. I had been fighting for months to be free of Omar. It was my only goal. Now that it was done, I had a new beginning. As I stared into space in my seat on the bus the entire drive home, I knew I had to make leaving him behind worth it.

      I arrived at my old bedroom that I had once wished to never see again. I wanted to celebrate but could not. I wanted to go tell someone—anyone—that it was all over. That I just did this incredibly hard thing. But there was no one to tell. My mother wasn’t speaking to me; she barely let me back in the house. My father was just . . . himself. My friends had all moved on and forgotten about me. When I lay down that night and closed my eyes, I felt worthless.

      Exhaustion washed over me, but as soon as I began to drift to sleep, I remembered the Shadow. Night after night the Shadow would visit, and I would run at first sight of it. At first the Shadow lurked among the trees and bushes, creeping closer and closer. Ever since I decided to leave Omar, the nightmares got worse.

      The Shadow would completely envelop me, no matter how much I tried to escape. It was overpowering. Horrific scenes from inside the void would consume me, and I would be drenched in the agony of all the tortured souls within its depths. At times, the visions were so gripping that I would wake up and rush into the bathtub of the hallway bathroom. As I waited inside, the dark would still come for me. It made a deafening howl in the middle of the night that no one heard but me.

      My nails were chewed to stubs as I sat inside that bathtub, looking around the room and hearing the high-pitched whisper come closer every second. I lifted my hands to cover my ears and felt the sweat and oil on my hair making my skin itch. I searched the cracks around the door for signs that it was close, but there was nothing there yet. Bare feet slid on the scratched porcelain tub as I curled my knees into my arms, wrapped my hands together, and held on tight. My forehead touching my knees, again I waited for the midnight mist to come.

      
        
        Static in my ears. Screams and whispers. Forces pulling. Burns on my skin.

        Drip.

        Darkness all around. Tortured souls and howls.

        Drip.

        It comes in the night. It lurks in the day. It presses on my chest.

        Drip. Drip. Drip.

      

      

      I focused on the dripping faucet, listening to it. I struggled to move my arm, paralyzed with fear, from around my knees to touch the next drop of the water that dripped from the faucet. I only thought about this drop as the night’s dark torment began to surround me. The cool water moistened my finger and was not afraid of the Shadow. The water did not construct a thought about the destruction the dark wanted for me. It just went on dropping like there was no monster there.

      In the middle of the hurricane of wickedness that now surrounded me, I counted the drops as they fell. I was up to fifteen when the Shadow started to fade into the background. It slithered back and released its grip on my senses. This was the first time in weeks this had happened. Now I knew what to do. This is when I learned how to make it go away.

      It still came every night, and instead of running for the bathtub, I found a constant to focus on. I always heard the darkness before it came, and that was when I began my new ritual. I would focus on one thing in my room that I could count until it went away. One thing that was not created by the Shadow. Last night, I counted the blinds on my window. There were thirty-two. Another night, I counted the number of corners of every square or rectangle in the room. There were twenty-five.

      If the Shadow wasn’t gone by the time I finished counting, I used other tricks, like describing things. One night, I focused on my vanity. It had four drawers—three on the right and one on top of the open area where the chair slid in. It was a light pink color with a large rectangular mirror with a matching frame mounted on top. Modern in design, it had no curves, only straight lines. Then the sound stopped, and the Shadow faded away.

      Before I discovered counting things that night in the bathtub, I wondered if the Shadow would ever stop. I wondered if anyone else saw it, but when I tried to bring it up to others, I just sounded crazy. By then, I had stopped eating and weighed next to nothing. At one point I gave up trying to live with it. I swallowed a bottle of sleeping pills down with half a bottle of Don Q rum to make it go away. The next morning, I opened my eyes to the harsh reality that I would face this thing another day.

      After a few days of counting and describing, I began to sleep at night again, and when I did, my mind was filled with vivid lucid dreams. Dreams of a different life than I had now. Dreams of myself in different countries, in beautiful places, living a life I loved. Dreams where I helped people. Those dreams gave me hope.

      One day, after watching an episode of Doogie Howser and inspired by the scenes where he spent all night studying, I went to the library to research the Shadow. As I entered the brown building with outdated furniture and breathed in the smell of humid wood in the air, I felt safe. I did not hear or see the Shadow within those walls. I wanted to stay there forever.

      I made myself comfortable on the hard oak library chair, laid a stack of books on the matching shiny oak table, and began to take notes. I read about psychology, light, sound, and perception. I hoped I would find clues about myself and what was happening to me. I learned that the way the human eye processes light is a psychological phenomenon, and much of it is still unknown. There are areas of the electromagnetic spectrum invisible to the average human eye, just like there are sound frequencies the average ear cannot hear. Research even showed that some humans have ultrasonic hearing, which allows them to perceive higher frequency sounds than what is ordinarily audible.

      After about four hours sitting in that chair, I opened myself to the tiniest possibility that I was perceiving the world differently. That I saw parts of the electromagnetic spectrum that others did not see. That I heard sounds that the normal human ear could not hear. This presented a new realm of possibility. The smallest chance of hope that there was something more to my night terrors, something that meant I was not psychotic. And that if I could accept this, then I could adapt. I could find a way to compensate and still live a normal life. I had to believe this, or believe I was crazy. I would have to decide.
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      I remembered what I learned in the bathtub, how counting and describing things helped ease the fright away. Even still, the Shadow was relentless in its return. As I began to retake some control of my mind, I fought harder to escape by flying even higher in the air to gain distance from the wickedness below. I would then conjure up a memory of a faraway place I’d visited that the Shadow did not know, like the fruit farm in Homestead that my mother once took us to as a child, or my aunt’s house in Puerto Rico that I visited a few times over summers. The Shadow would not find me there, but I had to be lucid enough in the dream to shape my reality.

      One place I never wanted the Shadow to know about was my aunt and uncle’s house in Villalba, Puerto Rico. You could see the mountains from the balconies, spreading out across the horizon with acres of tropical trees, lakes, and farmland. Blooming fuchsia bougainvilleas, red flamboyant trees, and hibiscus flowers decorated the lush green landscape, and unlike the lower altitudes, in Villalba the humid air was always fresh and cool. They had goats, cows, horses, and other livestock on his fifty-plus acres, and during one of the few summers I visited, I found an abandoned goat shed. It was near the main property, but far enough away for me to find some refuge.

      One day, after deciding to escape the noise of the main house, I filled a backpack with a pillow, a blanket, and some snacks and headed off to the goat shed. I sat inside, reading a book, eating alcapurrias, and after some time I fell asleep to the sound of coquis in the night. When I returned to the main house the next morning, my mother and uncle interrogated me for hours. I didn’t want them to know about my secret hideaway, so I lied and told them I climbed a tree by the lake. I had never felt safer than I did in that goat shed. This was the one safe place that I had to protect from the Shadow.

      But the Shadow was on to me. It started coming in the form of a cloud over the horizon, covering the eternally bright blue sky. It rolled in steadily, slowly, shifting everything it touched to darkness. I could no longer fly, because I would run right into it. I could not hide in the open, because it would see me from overhead. Just as it did every night, the Shadow would swirl around me, whispering the thoughts I dared not think, seething with death and destruction in every twisted wind it spewed, and filling me with fury. Sleep was my enemy in those days, so I slept as little as possible.

      Until I could fight it no longer. My eyelids heavy, the day weary upon me, I could not stop until . . .

      Oh no, I fell asleep, I thought to myself, as I looked around and saw that I was in a busy shopping area in downtown Miami. This was where Nikki and I loved to shop for new sneakers! I looked around for Nikki. I missed her so much since she moved to New York. I missed her so much that I would not call her because she left me all alone and I was still upset at her. I was lost without her, once again. A familiar agony washed over me every time I thought about it. But when I looked in our favorite shop, there she was, checking out a new pair of kicks.

      I went right up to her, as I always did, and said, “Those are f-r-e-s-h.” She turned to me and smiled her big, beautiful smile. Yes, it was her, nose ring and all. “Let’s go get a bite to eat, Nikki. I’m hungry again.” After so many days of not eating anything but ketchup and mayo packets, all I could think about was food lately. Instantly, we were sitting across from each other in my favorite bodega, where they served the best Colombian arepas and coffee. I looked down, and the food was already there on my plate.

      Nikki snatched the food from in front of me. “You can’t have this; it’s mine,” she said with a glimmer of playfulness in her eye. But I was SO hungry. How could she be so heartless? Didn’t she care about what had happened to me? Didn’t she care about me at all?

      “That’s why I can’t stand you. I am glad you are gone. All you do is take and take and take, but when I need something, anything, all you care about is yourself. Everyone leaves me. Now what am I supposed to do, Nikki? I’ve lost everything. This food was all I had left!” I was yelling at her while hot tears streamed down my face. I reached over and picked up the arepa from her plate, ready to put it in my mouth, when I saw the Shadow creep in from the windows and the door, its smoke rolling ever so gently with the mist and whispers that accompanied the darkness swirling in its dreadful chasm.

      “Nikki, Nikki! We have got to go,” I yelled, but Nikki went on telling me a story that I could no longer hear—all I heard were the high-pitched whispers. The Shadow was inches away from Nikki, so I got up, grabbed Nikki’s hand, and started to pull her so we could run, but she was locked in place. Frozen. She grabbed me by the arm, and I looked into her eyes. All at once they had turned pale red with dark burgundy veins surrounding the cornea. On her arms, her thick veins were visible through the skin, blood pulsing through her now bluish-grey skin color. I willed myself awake, but it was no use. The Shadow had me now.

      “Sit down,” the not-Nikki form said, sitting in front of me. I sat, and it released its grip. “You are a tortured soul,” the form began, “blaming everyone for what you’ve done. The bad decisions you have made. Not taking any responsibility.” I nodded my head and listened. “Those are my favorite people. The ones that hide in the shadows of their own lies, creating complicated webs of destruction and deceit, as you do. I hide there, in those shadows.”

      I stared wide-eyed at the not-Nikki form. Her voice sounded centuries old, her shoulders were relaxed, and her demeanor was elegant and poised, unlike the rowdy Nikki I always knew. Just then, the smell of cooked food entered my nose, and I heard my name being called from somewhere far away . . .

      

      “Sasha, ven a comer,” I heard again, now clearer.

      I opened my eyes and looked around; I was in the bed in my old room in my parents’ house. My posters and art had been removed from the walls, but the furniture remained. I was covered in sweat, as I usually was after the Shadow dreams. But this one was different; the Shadow spoke to me through Nikki, just like it had with Omar. I quickly grabbed my journal to write down the dream.

      Then I went to eat my mother’s cooking. It was rare for her to cook breakfast; she must have been off work today. My brother was off at college, so it was just my father, her, and me at the table. We ate in silence until she asked me what I was up to, which was the first time she’d spoken to me since I came home.

      “I got divorced yesterday,” I said.

      “¿Aha, sí? I didn’t know you were married,” she said, rolling her eyes and pursing her lips.

      “Did you hear that, Dante? Our daughter is making us so proud,” she said. In that moment, I looked over at my father and my heart began to race. His eyes were bloodshot red, much like Nikki’s from the dream, but the red was more subdued. I looked around for the Shadow, and there it was—a slight haze was lifting from where the light was not hitting, in the faint shadow resting near his left arm and the back of the chair. I raised my eyebrows and scooted back in my chair, ready to run.

      “Sigue, what else is new?” Lola stayed my exit. She put her chin on her hand and eyed me again, sarcasm oozing from her expression. I could not believe she didn’t see this. How was she not afraid?

      I looked back at my father and saw that he was entirely back to normal. The Shadow mist had vanished. I shook my head quickly from side to side. It must be the lack of sleep, I thought, and the extreme hunger. I took a sip of water before answering her question.

      It came back to me. Words from the dream, like a soft echo that lingered in the air. Something about hiding in the shadows of my own lies. I didn’t want to lie anymore. “I’m going to join the Air Force,” I blurted out. I had no idea where that came from, but there it was.

      “¿De verdad? Ha! You’re lucky if they even let you in, with your history,” she said with a laugh. “What do you think of that, Dante?” She nudged him. He looked up at me now with the same deep green eyes I saw when I looked in the mirror every day. His expression was no longer that of a bloodthirsty demon, but with a slight furrow in his brow, he said, “I think that sounds really great, Sasha.” That was the first time he had spoken to me about anything of importance since I could remember. I breathed a sigh of relief, nodded my head, and ate even faster.

      I left the breakfast table, took a shower, and got dressed. I found the paper with Michael’s brother’s number on it, and by some miracle he answered my call immediately. We spoke for some time about what it was like in the Army, what he liked about it, and how to join.

      I told him I wanted to join the Air Force because I liked airplanes and flying in general. He told me the Air Force wasn’t the real military—that they had it easy. I realized later that was what every branch thought about the other branches, except for the Marines. Everyone respected the Marines. I looked up a recruiter nearby and went for a visit. They walked me through the next steps, and within a few weeks I was taking the ASVAB, the military’s entrance exam, short for Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery. This was the first of many abbreviations that became part of my daily vocabulary. The military does love its acronyms.
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      I found the test to be relatively easy, and in a few weeks, I would have my results. In the meantime, I ate enough to gain back a few pounds and my clothes began to fit me again. Every once in a while, I would get a collect call from Omar at the prison, which I would decline. One afternoon, a friend of his stopped by and began cursing me out. He told me what a sellout I was and demanded to know how could I leave Omar like that. At the end of his monologue, he punched me in the face and took off in his car.

      That was when I decided to start to get fit. I began running a mile a day, then two miles, then three, until I was up to six miles a day. After each run, I would do a round of sit-ups and push-ups, just like the recruiter told me I would need to do in boot camp. The exercise gave me an outlet for all the disturbing thoughts in my mind, helping me sleep more soundly, but still the Shadow dreams continued.

      The Shadow kept tormenting my nights but would not speak to me again, for now. I began to see the Shadow more during waking hours, in the rolling of the clouds overhead, in the shadows of others. I tried not to look, for fear I would be sure what I saw was real and would need to be admitted into a mental institution. I wanted it to stop but didn’t know how to make it. So I kept myself busy while I waited for the results of my ASVAB and the entry date into the Air Force. I got a job at the nearby hair salon, cleaning up the cut hair from the floor, doing shampoos, and making appointments. I saved everything I earned, and it was not much. Creditors called me daily and sent menacing letters, but I had nothing left to give them. And then I got the call I was waiting for.

      “Hello,” I happened to be home and answered on the first ring.

      “Hello, may I speak to Sasha Lopez?” the unfamiliar voice said.

      “Yes, this is her,” I answered.

      “Yes, well, this is Tech Sergeant Gonzalez, and I am calling from the Miami Air Force recruiter’s office. I would like to schedule a time for you to come to the processing station and discuss your entrance into the US Air Force. We have your test results, and I must say, they are impressive. Can you come by tomorrow morning?” he asked.

      “Yes. Yes, that would be great,” I answered. I was supposed to work, but would call in sick.

      “Great, see you at 0800,” he said.

      “Thank you,” I replied. I hung up the phone and nodded my head. This was my chance. I would take the seven a.m. bus to be sure I arrived on time.

      When I arrived that morning, I was thirty minutes early and no one had arrived yet. Ten minutes later, a six-foot-five broad-shouldered military man got out of his car, put on his hat, and greeted me with a nod, as only one side of his lips turned up in a half smile. I stood up from the curb when I saw him, wearing black leggings, a white T-shirt, and red Converse. I opted for black leggings over my ripped jeans because I thought it best not to dress too formal or too casual. It took me a second to take him in.

      He had a square jaw, kind brown eyes, and brown hair. His demeanor reminded me of Michael’s, somewhere between a box of Wheaties and fresh-baked pastelitos. He had me come and sit down as he got settled alone in the office. I waited as others in military dress trickled in. They poured themselves coffee and chatted casually as other civilians like me entered and were told to sit and wait.

      An hour passed before the six-foot-five sergeant called me over. With his paperwork now in front of him, he jumped right into it, telling me that I scored in the eighty-fifth percentile, and that meant I scored better or equal to eighty-five percent of all eighteen- to twenty-three-year-olds that took the exam.

      “So how did you get such a good score on the exam?” he asked, holding my paperwork. He continued, “I mean, your high school transcripts paint a completely different picture.”

      “Yes, well, I had a hard time in high school, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t learn anything,” I replied. He seemed to be taking me in. I looked around him for the Shadow and noticed he didn’t have it. I exhaled. He shuffled some papers around and then crossed his arms in front of him.

      “So, listen, because of your high score, you have some more choices when it comes to the career detail available to you. Each career has a different start date,” he said.

      “I want the soonest start date,” I said.

      “Well, aren’t we in a hurry.” He typed something into the computer, took a moment to scan the screen in front of him, then went on to ask, “Now, how many pushups can you do in one shot?”

      “Forty,” I said.

      “How fast can you run a mile?” he asked.

      “I’m at an eight-minute mile now,” I answered.

      “You’ll have to get that down to six by the time you join,” he said.

      “Okay.” I nodded.

      “How many pull-ups and sit-ups?” he asked.

      “Ten pull-ups in one minute and fifty sit-ups in two,” I answered.

      “Are you confident in the water?” he asked.

      “Yes, I’m a great swimmer. I don’t know my time, though,” I answered.

      “Okay. After you’re done with me, you’ll head back to do some mental and physical screening with the others. But for now, I still have some questions. I see from your application you speak Spanish?” he asked.

      “Sí, señor,” I answered.

      “So, here’s the deal. Since you are in such a hurry, there is an opening for a SERE specialist that leaves in a month. This is a career detail that is hard to fill because it is very physically intensive, requires a higher-than-average test score, like yours, and they show right now that they need a Spanish speaker. From what you explained, you meet the physical requirements. But are you up for it?” he said.

      If being a seer meant I would get out of here sooner, then yes, of course I was ready. I was already seeing things anyway.

      “I am more than up for it,” I answered. I wondered what a seer was but was more interested in getting away from here.

      “You don’t know what they do yet,” he said.

      “Oh yeah, good point. What’s a seer?” I asked.

      “It’s a Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape specialist. You will train others how to survive and escape in the most hostile and remote environments. Which means first you will need to learn how to survive and escape,” he turned his monitor to me and pointed at the description on his computer.

      “Oh, now I get it, it’s spelled S-E-R-E but sounds like seer. That is interesting,” I said. I never considered myself a survivor, but I would do anything to get out of here, and traveling the world sounded great.

      “You will also need a Secret security clearance. We can have that done in the next few weeks as long as you haven’t killed anybody.” He laughed, but I did not. Beads of sweat began to form on my brow. Would I be granted a clearance with my history? Of course not. I started to shift in my chair. I looked down at my hands, wringing them together. I just had to think.

      I wanted to run out of the room and disappear again. I would not lie again, would not deceive, would not add to the torment of my Shadow. But I could not stay. No one would accept me, broken as I was. I evaluated the Sergeant. So far, he seemed to think I had what it took to join. I stood up and started pacing, dark clouds filling my thoughts. No, who was I kidding? I would never be “wholesome.” It was time to go. I reached for the door, ready to run.

      The Sergeant stopped typing in the computer and said, “Hey, hey Airman, where are you going?”

      He just called me an airman. That is what the Air Force service members are called. I turned around; he had my attention. I walked back toward him.

      “I don’t know. I panicked. I’m sorry,” I said. No more deceit. “I got in some trouble over the past few years. I don’t think I’ll get that clearance.”

      “What kind of trouble?” he asked. I gave him the short version of Omar, the marijuana arrest, and shoplifting run-ins. He didn’t even flinch. I thought he would tell me I had to leave right then and there.

      “That doesn’t sound too bad,” he said. “Tell me, what’s your ex’s name?”

      “Omar Garcia,” I answered.

      He turned back to his computer and did some more typing.

      “From what I can see, your record is clean. That’s normal when you don’t commit a felony, charges are filed as a minor, and you comply with all the court’s requirements. As for everything with your ex, you did not get arrested, and were not implicated in any of his charges. I recommend you go forward with filing your clearance paperwork and everything else. Let them decide. To be honest, Sasha, I don’t think you have anything to worry about. When it comes to these clearances, we are looking for threats of espionage, drug abuse, sexual misconduct, and indications of certain types of psychological conditions. If you have integrity and can demonstrate your allegiance to the US, I’m sure you’ll be fine,” he explained.

      I sat attentive, with my back straight, my shoulders pulled back, chin held high, and my hands resting firmly on the armchair.

      “It’s worth a try. And if you don’t pass the clearance, there are still career details you could enter, easily. To be honest, you may not even become a SERE. Trainees receive job assignments during basic military training. It is not entirely about the career detail. It is about being of service and doing something greater than yourself. So don’t give up on yourself so quickly,” he said with an easy smile and nod of the head. “If you keep using those same survival skills that got you out of all those situations and brought you here, then you will do great in the field. I think you have got some real potential,” he said.

      I could not believe my ears. No one had ever told me that I had potential. I didn’t believe him, but I didn’t have to. I finally had a real chance to make something out of my life. I was going to take it.

      For the month that followed, becoming a SERE was all I could think about. I exercised almost every day to surpass the physical requirements, and whenever I could, I took the bus to the beach to practice my swimming. My appetite grew, and all the money I earned at the salon went to food.

      Finally, the letter came. I was accepted into the US Air Force and my enlistment date was October 1, 1999.

      Creditors still called and harassed me constantly, so as soon as I learned that I was accepted, I went to an agency that would consolidate my debt. It meant that more than half my salary would be taken to pay off my debt over the next three years, but at least I would improve my credit score and get them off my back. Half my salary to pay for things I did not even have anymore. Thinking about Omar and that whole mess just raised a fire in my chest that made me want to punch the wall. Pull out my hair. Scream. But instead, I would lace up my sneakers and go for a run. It always helped.

      The dreams continued, becoming a nagging companion. A constant headache, piercing the left side of my brain, then the right. Misty shadows appeared and disappeared during my waking hours on certain people, but not on others. In certain places, but not others. Whenever I saw them, I wanted to run away. To hide.

      Then the day came. I packed a small bag with essentials, just like the enlistment day instructions read. As I was in my room, zipping up the bag, my mother walked in.

      “Mamita, be safe. Do not get in any more trouble. Don’t come to me to help you clean something up if it turns into another mess of yours,” she said.

      I shook my head. “I know, don’t worry. I won’t be your problem anymore,” I mumbled through my teeth.

      “Here, take this,” she said, and handed me a tiny book. It was as long as my pinky and as thick as my thumb. “It’s the book of psalms, en Español. I know we haven’t raised you with much religion, but this might help you find your way over there,” she said. I took it in my hand and opened it to a page she had marked. I read out loud:

      Prov. 28:19: El que se esfuerza por trabajar con dedicación cosechará éxitos, pero el que pierde el tiempo en no hacer nada, cosechará miseria y se llenará de pobreza.

      “Sí, mami, I am dedicated. I hope you see that now,” I said, as I shoved the little book in the front pocket of my black jeans.

      “For now, yes. Don’t let yourself get distracted.” She placed her arms around me for a hug and said, “Mucho suerte, cariño.” After a few seconds, I raised my arms to join the embrace for a fleeting moment and let go. Being comforted was too close to being pitied, and I could not go off into this unknown new world pitying myself. Not now and not by her.

      “Okay, well, I’m leaving,” I said. My heart started to race; this was really it.

      She walked me to the door.

      “Want me to drop you off? I have time,” she asked, but I didn’t think she meant to.

      “No, it’s okay. I’ll take the bus,” I answered. I had to leave no chance for a sappy goodbye or change of heart. I wouldn’t give her the opportunity to share some deep emotions about some hidden resentment she had for me. I had to stay focused. I was too close to go back now.
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      “There she is, our beauty queen. I didn’t know they let sorority girls into boot camp,” belted out my military training instructor (MTI or sometimes just TI) at Lackland Air Force Base (AFB), Texas, as I ran past him during our morning run. It was my second week of boot camp and our TIs were constantly barking orders and humiliating us. The recruiters explained it as resiliency training, mental conditioning, and a way of teaching us to respect our superiors. What that TI did not know was how far I was from being a sorority girl or beauty queen.

      They never once heard me speak, and I’m sure they never bothered to check my file, so I took it as a compliment. I felt relief that without knowing me, my TI thought I looked like one of those “wholesome” girls that would even join a sorority. Even though I never saw myself in that way, it sounded good at the time. At least focusing on the TI’s perception of me helped to balance the slow-rising sense of panic I had inside every day I looked at one TI in particular, Tech Sergeant Grange.

      Those first days of training were all rainbows. During zero week, rainbows were what they called the squadrons of us marching around the base in messy formations with our civilian clothes while we waited for our uniforms to be issued. That week, it felt like I could still change my mind. Still go home and nothing would have been different. During zero week, I still was not being called a beauty queen. It was not considered week one, because we were still doing immunizations, weapons issue, initial physical training (PT) evaluation, and medical and dental appointments. Hell for me did not begin until the second week of training, during the first inspection.

      We were just returning from our morning PT, and the day’s exercise was particularly grueling in the forty-degree rain that pounded down on us from the heavens. My squadron was resilient, and we pushed through without so much as a grunt. We learned early on not to moan, grunt, or complain during the rigorous drills. As we climbed up the staircase, we were all eager to get inside, take the cold and wet clothes off, and wash up in a two-minute shower. We all rushed as we did, walking side by side up the steps and causing a bottleneck at the entrance.

      MTI Grange yelled, “Make a hole!” and we clambered to stand at attention, opening a space for the TI to pass through as we lined up with our backs against the walls. It took a moment for everyone to shuffle into place, and when we did, all was silent. The TI commanded, “Attention,” then proceeded to eye us, one by one, with peering eyes that searched for the slightest emotion in our faces.

      When he reached my face, he stared for what felt like forever. I fought to hide the mania in my eyes as I witnessed his normal face shift into the Shadow form, with bloodshot eyes, deep dark veins, and a pasty white skin tone. Goose bumps lined my arms and a fierce chill shot down my back. I had the urge to run and hide in the bathroom. A dark, transparent mist lifted off his arms and chest, and from the corner of my eye I could see the shape of the shadow he cast on the floor shift, opening an endless abyss to an even deeper realm that appeared to exist within. He had the black monster cloud.

      He must have caught a hint of my fear, because he said, “Now, would you look at that? This one’s got crazy in her eyes.” He laughed.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and put my head down.

      “Airman, you must be crazy, because I did not say ‘at ease.’ Now, you’ve got to get it together.” He smiled big and looked around the stairwell. Then his smile disappeared.

      “Or maybe you just find me annoying? Maybe you’re just in a hurry to get yourself a warm shower and breakfast right about now. In fact, let me find out.” He turned back to me and asked, “Are you hungry?”

      I avoided looking at his eyes and said, “No, sir.”

      “Well, that’s the wrong answer, Airman Lopez. Very much the wrong answer. In fact, you should be awfully hungry, considering the amount of exercise and energy you exert here in basic training.” He turned to the airman next to me and asked her, “I bet you’re hungry though, Airman. Aren’t you?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said.

      “That’s more like it. Honesty. Integrity. That is what we stand for in the Air Force, Airman Lopez. Now I want you to go in, take a shower, and get dressed. All by yourself. Then head over to the chow hall and get yourself some breakfast. While you do, the rest of your squadron will be here waiting for you. Standing exactly where they are.”

      I opened my eyes and looked at his wretched, rotting face and shook my head. “I can’t do that, sir. It’s not fair to them.”

      “It’s an order, Airman. Do it now.”

      “Yes, sir,” I answered.

      With my eyebrows raised I looked around at the other women. I hated doing this to them but was glad to get away from the fearsome creature standing before me. Rushing, I jumped in the cold water, rinsed, brushed my teeth, and combed my now short hair that fell right above my collar. I quickly put on my battle dress uniform (BDU) and stormed off to the chow hall, passing all the girls still standing dripping wet in the stairway. I felt their icy stares on me as I walked by. In the chow hall, I picked up one hardboiled egg, a piece of toast, and a half cup of water. I ate this in less than two minutes and was about to stand when the TI approached with a heaping plate of food.

      “Now, Airman, that’s not a healthy breakfast. Here, have this. After you eat every bite, you can head back to the dorm. And don’t forget your electrolytes. You need your strength, princess.”

      The plate was filled with a stack of three pancakes, three eggs scrambled with cheese, a fruit cup, two slices of bacon, and three glasses with yellow, blue, and orange liquid. It was more than I ate in a whole day, let alone at breakfast. My shoulders slumped for a moment, but I resolved to finish. I dug my fork in and got to work stuffing my face. After about five minutes, I was shoving the last bites of food in my mouth.

      In short, efficient movements, I began to head back to the dorm. People moved around me as other squads headed to the cafeteria, lining hallways and dormitories. I felt out of place walking alone from the cafeteria, as we always walked in groups. I kept a fast pace as I made the short trek back to our dorm. When I arrived, the TI was already there.

      He yelled, “At ease,” and instantly the girls breathed a huge sigh of relief and hurried to prepare themselves for breakfast. Two that passed me on their way to the bathroom were sure to shove me with their shoulders and give me the evil eye. I did not blame them. I would hate me, too. As I watched all the girls prepare for the day, several of them had Shadows like the TI, but none were as dark and seething. Their Shadows did not scare me like his did.

      The squadron, now cleaned up and in their BDUs, were lined up and ready to leave for breakfast when the TI shouted, “Everyone can go to breakfast. Except Airman Lopez, since you already ate, stay behind. I think you can help your fellow airmen get a head start on inspection by cleaning the showers.”

      “Yes, sir,” I replied.

      The silence they left behind in the dorm was quickly filled with the high-pitched whispers from the Shadow that drew upon the presence of my TI. I resisted the urge to look around at the darkness I could feel creeping in from every corner of the room, every place the light did not hit. The TI approached me as I stood at attention at the foot of my bed. I awaited his command of “At ease” so I could start cleaning.

      “Now, now, Airman. What is a pretty girl like you doing in a place like this?” he asked as he got closer. “You look like a nice girl, but I think you are hiding something. Now I can also see that you don’t have a whole lot of friends here. You certainly didn’t make any new friends today.” He sucked at his teeth and continued. “It’s only going to get harder, Airman, not easier. Do you want these girls to hate you?” he asked.

      “No, sir,” I answered.

      “Then why did I find this knife in your personal belongings? This will get you kicked out of here in a second,” he said.

      “That’s not mine, sir,” I said through gritted teeth, as my face began to turn red with fury.

      “And I also heard you made a pass at one of the other girls in the shower yesterday,” he said.

      My eyes opened wide with shock. What in the world was he talking about? I almost broke my stance but quickly pulled myself back together. Then I began to realize he was playing me. He wanted something. I softened my expression. He came even closer and was standing only six inches away from me, my eyes fixed on his chest as his six-foot-three presence loomed over me.

      “I might just cover for you. After all, you are new to this way of life. Some things can be overlooked. But I will need you to do something for me,” he said, as he reached his hand over my right breast and began to grope me.

      “Get to your knees,” he said.

      It was either get to my knees or get kicked out of the service. I was sure this man would make my life miserable until I was out of the military for good. I looked up into his red bloodshot eyes one last time, hoping I would see some humanity in them. All I saw was a monster. I bowed my head, slumped my shoulders and began to drop to my knees. Just then, we began to hear people moving up the stairwell. The TI gave me a crooked smile and said, “We will continue this later.”

      Two TIs came in as I began tucking in the bedsheets at the side of my bed.

      “Sergeant Grange, we need to coordinate today’s drill. We’ve got to cover for Sergeant Smith,” said one of the TIs.

      “Right. Maternity leave,” he said with a sneer and a glance back at me. “All right, let’s discuss this in my office.” The men retreated to his office, and the darkness that filled the room with howls and whispers followed him.

      As soon as he left, a silent tear fell from my eye, burning my cheek as it went. I wanted to scream, to tell anyone at all what happened, but no one would be able to do anything. They couldn’t help. They probably wouldn’t even believe me. In fact, I may have even imagined it all. After all, I was seeing things now—very scary things—all day, everywhere. Here, among so many strangers, it was getting harder to cope with the burden of the darkness that followed me.

      It occurred to me that I could be full-blown crazy, like schizophrenic or something. I had been hallucinating for some time, and if anything, my hallucinations were getting worse, not better. I stood up from the side of the bed and reached into my left cargo pocket to grab my tiny book of psalms. I held it in my hand and sent a silent prayer to God to keep me from losing my mind.

      As we continued with our day, TI Grange’s Shadow became something of a fascination to me. I counted our footsteps as we marched from the dorm to combat arms training to keep the feral thoughts at bay. We were on our way to the maintenance building to run through our weapons assembly. As we stepped in unison under the bright sun, I watched his dark companion bend and weave on the floor, while I heard the almost intelligible whispers emitting from its center.

      Averting my eyes, I focused on the back of the head of the person in front of me. Whew, no Shadow, I thought. Not even a glimmer. Strange—I imagined I saw it everywhere at this point. Okay, I told myself, just focus on this person. Yes, I felt that was a good idea. If I could just focus on this one Shadow-free person, maybe it would be my safe place during the day. We got to weapons training and I made sure I sat at the table behind her. This way, I could keep staring at the back of her head if I got spooked. When we were in position with our guns in front of us, I looked up at her again. Not only did she not have a Shadow now, but she was positively glowing. Damn it! What now?

      I looked around the room and saw that a lot of the girls were glowing. The whispery mist quieted in my ears, and the women were lit up. The energy felt positive and light. My heartbeat slowed. I could breathe again after the morning’s adrenaline rush and was finally able to concentrate on checking, loading, and unloading the weapon. I did it repeatedly until I felt Airman Cook, the woman I was staring at earlier, turn around and watch me. I looked up at her, and she smiled and said, “You’re fast,” in an adorable Southern twang.

      I returned the smile and said, “Thank you, can’t wait to get out and start shooting.”

      I stayed close to Airman Cook during our shooting practice.

      “You’re a natural,” she said, after watching me shoot precisely for almost all sixteen rounds we were given. “How did you get so good?”

      “Oh, probably just a lucky shot today,” I answered. I almost told her I counted the seconds it took me to get in position (thirty-five), the seconds it took me to aim (six), and the seconds it took to pull the trigger (three). Then the seconds it took to aim and shoot again (four). I did this every time, and every time I tried to improve my time. Focusing on the tiniest detail of any task in front of me was the only way to keep thoughts of anything else out.

      The TI came by to review our targets. When he got to mine, he came up to me and said, “I didn’t know they had target practice at beauty pageants, Airman Lopez. That’s quite impressive.” Covered with Shadow and looking like a diseased psycho, he leaned in to whisper in my ear, “Can’t wait to see what else you can do with a gun.”

      I fought to stifle the screams I felt rising in my throat every time the slithery Shadow came within my personal space. Again, I averted my eyes. I didn’t want to give away my madness, and the sight of that thing freaked me completely out. Instinctively, I looked toward Airman Cook, since I was not seeing the Shadow on her, offering hope that the Shadow did not contaminate every single space on this planet. Yes, she was still Shadow-free, I noticed. She looked back at me and then down at her gun.

      “What’s going on, Airman? Look at me when I’m talking to you,” the TI said, after inching back from his close proximity.

      “Yes, sir.” I unwillingly looked up at him again and told myself to just count the seconds until he was gone.

      He pivoted on his heel and walked away in ten seconds, ignoring me completely as he began to torment the other airmen. The Shadow released the grip I felt around my throat as he left.

      “That guy’s a creep,” said Cook.

      I looked up toward the clear blue sky and then back down at my gun.

      “Isn’t he,” I replied.

      “Victor Hugo once wrote that the ‘malicious have a dark happiness.’ I remember that whenever I meet people like him,” she answered.

      “You see it too, then?” I asked.

      “Oh, yeah. That man is savage.”

      “You know, you remind me of my best friend from back home, Nikki,” I said. It had been so long since I thought of her. The tightness returned to my throat as memories of her washed over me. Then a memory of my Tia Lily’s face flashed in my mind, with her surrounded by a bright yellow and orange glow.

      “What, is she dead? You should see the look on your face,” she said.

      “Oh, no. No, she’s not dead.” I shook it off and smiled. “I just haven’t spoken to her in a while. I really miss her,” I said.

      “Then you should call her when we get the next patio break.”

      “You’re right. I will.” I smiled at the thought of talking to my old friend again.

      The phone rang and rang with no answer. A small line began to form behind me at the pay phone, the other airmen wanting their turn making calls too. I had only made one call to my mother since arriving here. I was about to hang up when on the other end of the line I heard, “Hello.” It was her.

      “Hey, girl,” I said.

      “Yo! Sasha, is that you? Girl, I have been thinking about you so much. I spoke to your mom the other day. She told me all the shit that went down. I can’t believe you went off and joined the military. You are so freakin’ extreme. Why haven’t you called me, all this time?”

      I took a deep breath, not sure how to tell her how pissed I had been at her.

      Luckily, she went on. “You could have just moved to New York with me. I am doing all right. Guess my father had some abandonment issues, so he really hooked me up. I got a chill apartment, going to school, trying to break into video production and all that. Where the heck are you anyway?” she asked.

      Her words stung a little. My parents would have never paid for an apartment for me. Instead, they asked me for money. They never would have sent me to school. Instead, my mother told me I should have kept working retail. Never once did they talk to me about planning for my life after high school. All of that was left to how the wind blew.

      I considered hanging up with Nikki and walking away. I didn’t want to hear how great she was doing, because it just made me feel bad about myself. But it was good to hear her voice. I did miss her, and I didn’t want her to stop talking. Not knowing when or if I would talk to her again was enough to keep the phone plastered to my ear. I decided not to turn the conversation negative. I decided not to tell her that I thought I was going mental.

      “Hey, you still there?” she asked after a long pause.

      “Oh yes, sorry. I’m . . . I’m happy for you,” I said, trying to sound cheerful. I went on. “Things are different for me. I am in basic training now, should be done in about six more weeks. If I make it that long. I want to become a SERE specialist,” I answered.

      “A seer? That sounds like something my mother would want to do.” She laughed.

      “Ha, no, it’s just S-E-R-E, Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape specialist. Anyway, they won’t tell me until the end of training if I’ll get it, but I hope so,” I said.

      “Sounds cool, I guess, if you like all that. I know I don’t have it in me. But I know you do. You are tough, Sasha; you’ve always been tough. You’ll make it. For sure.” I pictured her, eyes intense with a warm smile, as she spoke.

      “How about those dreams—are you still having them?” she asked.

      “Yes, even more now.” My voice quivered at this point.

      “Oh, no. That sucks. Okay, well you know you can always call my mom. She loves you and can help you figure some of that stuff out. You always had the strangest dreams,” she said.

      “I would like to call her,” I answered.

      “Do it. My mom always said, our dreams are our greatest teachers. Something about the dreams themselves being our inner instincts and learning to navigate the world that surrounds us. Yeah. I remember now. She would say that dreams allow us to weave together the seen with the unseen parts of us that we hide, or just don’t understand yet.”

      “Are you smoking a blunt?” I asked. She sounded trippy.

      “Yeah, girl,” she said in one soft, relaxed breath.

      I heard agitated mumbling behind me and turned around. The misty Shadow was swirling lightly around the group, closer to some of the airmen than others.

      “I got to go soon; there’s a line of people waiting to make calls,” I said. “But one thing has changed about my dreams lately,” I continued, gripping the receiver tighter now, with both hands. Closing my body in, shoulders hunched over and head down, almost whispering, I said, “I see the Shadow when I’m awake, too.”

      “Oh, gurl, now are you high?” She laughed even louder. “What kind of drugs are they giving you in there? Ha. You got some military issue crypto weed?” She let out another chuckle. I laughed with her. At first it was a short nervous laugh. Then I just let myself go and laughed like she was right there next to me.

      “Right? Military issue weed,” I laughed again.

      “Seriously, how long has it been since you smoked?” she asked.

      “Forever,” I said, hearing more voices in the background complaining. “What I mean is there are shady people in here too, Nikki. It’s like I’ve got a dark cloud following me wherever I go, and I can’t shake it.”

      “Maybe you do, maybe you don’t. Then again, maybe it’s all just something you gotta go through. Life is like that, right? We need to experience certain things to get us where we are going. Look at all you’ve been through, and now look where you are. You graduated high school when none of us did; you left that asshole; you got fit and joined the military. Girl, you did a lot of things to get yourself where you are. Maybe you just had to go through all of that,” she said. “We’re all on our own paths. No two are the same.”

      I had never thought of it like that. I never once considered that I got myself here. Rather, it felt like I ended up here because I was running so fast, for so long. Every choice I made was to escape a worse situation that I saw unfolding before me. Not part of some master plan. Just survival. But she made it sound like I got some things right. At once my shoulders pulled back and I stood tall again, with my head high.

      “Okay, mama. Now I got to go. These people are getting restless. Thanks for the talk, my friend. Miss you,” I said.

      “Miss you too, boo. Call me again when you can,” she said.

      “I will.” I hung up smiling like I had not smiled in months. As I turned around, I saw the line of ten or so airmen behind me, the Shadow swirling around above them. Still on the high of speaking to my good friend, feeling positive and energized, I resolved to walk directly through the mist with my head held high. The unseen that became the seen.

      To my pleasant surprise, I observed the Shadow create an opening for me to walk through, parting in the middle and allowing me to pass. It didn’t reach out to envelop me like it had so many times before. It did not fill my ears and soul with the resounding whispers of what sounded to me like the eternally damned. This was new. And the only thing new about me was that I was happy—scratch that, proud—inside like I hadn’t been in a long time.

      Nikki made me feel like I was on the right path. Like I was finally doing something good in my life. I don’t know why her approval mattered so much to me, but it did. The seen and the unseen. It certainly was confusing, but there was something new I understood about it. This gave me hope.
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      The Shadow never stopped. It never took a day off. A cat-and-mouse game played in my mind, beginning as soon as I closed my eyes at night. In the minutes after lying down on the tight military-issue dorm cot and before the blanket of sleep fell over me, I prepared for what was to come. Intent on taking back control of some aspect of my unstable mind, I continued to recall fond childhood memories as I drifted, like my Tia Lily’s farm in Villalba, and I brought each tiny detail to the forefront so that when I fell asleep, I could go to that place almost immediately. But I ran out of those memories; I had only so many. And sometimes the Shadow would still find me.

      Before my enlistment date, I had begun to buy travel magazines and watch travel shows, taking in every detail of the places that interested me. I committed the architecture, streets, and landscapes to memory. I even imagined the smells of the places, all so that I could escape the Shadow.

      As the TI would turn the lights out in the dorm, I would begin to imagine myself in places like Casa Malaparte on the island of Capri, Italy, where the house seemed to grow out of the cliff where it was built. Draped with a thirty-step staircase that formed an architectural walkway, the staircase appeared to lead directly to the sky. The cliff jutted out from the land that surrounded it, making it only accessible after an hour-and-a-half-long walk from town or by climbing a ninety-nine-step staircase from the sea, once it was reached by boat. As I repeated these details over, sleep took its hold.

      I flew over the ocean, and down below I saw the curved, sloped white wall that decorated Malaparte’s rooftop. My feet touched down lightly on the red masonry rectangle-shaped roof, and after a brief walk around the barren space, I took a seat on the staircase, soaking in the expanse of the Gulf of Salerno and breathing in the fresh salt air. Time was not linear in this dream state, and at once I was in the past, present, and future. A menacing chill trickled down my spine as I noticed a movement in the distance. The dark clouds were rolling in. It found me.

      My instinct was to run, fly away again, head to my goat shed in Villalba where I knew I was safe—but this time I did not. Every day of training, we woke up at four a.m. and exercised. We carried hundred-pound packs for three miles around the base, ran obstacle courses, conducted weapons drills, and learned things like the Law of Armed Conflict. It had been weeks since the Shadow had gripped me with unutterable fear. I had somewhat forgotten the degree of dread the terrible darkness instilled in me, and in that moment of its approach, I mistakenly discounted its influence on me to barely a nuisance—one that I had to be rid of so that I could stop running. I would confront the thing and let it be known I was not its mouse to be chased.

      If I could reconstruct the goat shed in Villalba and the entire Casa Malaparte, then I could reconstruct my weapon. Instantly I was holding the military-issued M-16 rifle from my training. Now I was ready for whatever form came, and this time I would not run. The disturbingly familiar sound gripped me first, the high-pitched screeching of whispers from other centuries. The low, inhuman howl rose in pitch as the darkness overcame every visible space, and I was surrounded by the charcoal mist, save only the curved white wall on the rooftop that served as a protective shield for my back and sides. I stood in fighting position, ready for its worst.

      At once, the deafening whispers ceased, and it was completely silent. I couldn’t see anything, except the wall behind me, for what felt like an eternity. My impatience grew, and I peeked around the white wall at the staircase behind it. There, out of the Shadow, marched the TI. He approached me at full attention, and I aimed my rifle as I was taught. He saluted me stiffly.

      I said, “What do you want?”

      He looked at his saluting hand with his hollowed-out, bloodshot eyes and pale, veined skin. Then he looked back at me.

      “What in the world, Sasha?” said my not-TI in what I considered was a pretentious British accent. Nothing like the Southern twang of my actual TI’s voice. He completed the sharp salute and then relaxed his stance.

      “You thought you could escape me here?” He sounded concerned. “Surrounded by gates manned by security forces, tankers, ammunition, and fighter jets? It is, quite frankly, disappointing, and adorable at the same time, how naïve you still are. And I see you have a gun now. Go ahead, knock yourself out,” he said, opening his arms wide and multiplying into one hundred versions of himself.

      But something was different. As I looked closer at the faces of the multiplied TIs, I saw familiar ones. Omar was to his right. Nikki to his left. My father to the right of Omar. Then my brother. My mother was there too. The judges, the police officers, my cousin Angel, Ms. Jones—my guidance counselor. All of them were in the TI’s military uniform with stern expressions. My senses alerted to every movement, and I began to prepare for a battle.

      At once the torment of my older brother stared me in the face. I was back in my home in Miami, with my mother casting me aside and praising him for yet another win. Another moment of glory. As this unfolded, simultaneously I was being slapped by Omar, after showing up at the club that night after our wedding. When he treated me as property and not as an equal. In the same second, I was on my knees being arrested for marijuana possession, as Mr. Gold Teeth looked at me with what I now saw were eyes that would devour me. Yes, even the judge from my divorce was there, detached and unconcerned with my fate or anyone else’s.

      This time I became an observer of the events. I watched my emotions, the fear in my eyes, the depression that kept me from eating food that was right in front of me. The excitement of getting accepted into the military and of finding what I thought was a way out. Now I realized it was not a way out. Instead, it was sucking me in.

      As the multitude of TIs and torment stood before me, what I endured with this Shadow was insufferable. I would not succumb. I took position, aimed, and began shooting rounds into the chests of all the TIs in my line of sight. They remained unharmed and only continued to multiply with more faces. Those prisoners and guards from Omar’s prison, the airmen in my squadron, kids from my high school.

      Every single person who had impacted my journey in small and large ways was there, all of them threats ready to take me down. They multiplied until they lined the entire staircase on the roof of Malaparte. My hands became slippery from the sweat and heat of discharging the weapon and the burn of the bullet casings as they flew out of the chamber. All my shooting did absolutely nothing.

      “This ends here. This ends with me. Right now. No more,” I said, with the very core of me shaking and wishing I hadn’t just said that. I expected imminent death and wished it on myself if I couldn’t kill them all.

      “No, my dear, it never ends. Just look around you. This is your past. This is your present. This is your future. We will just continue to multiply,” he said.

      “This is bullshit. I want a normal life. What are you telling me—that you will follow me, spewing your dark venom all over me for the rest of my life? Possessing the people around me so they turn against me?” I looked around at all the faces in the crowd, wishing them away. “I want to do the right thing. I am doing the right thing, now, finally. And here you are, turning me into a crazy person,” I gasped in desperation, almost pleading now. “I am seeing you, while I am awake . . . everywhere.” I was breathing fast and felt panic rise in my voice.

      “You only see what you want to see, Sasha. And it is charming,” he said with the calm of a Buddha. “Stubborn little soul, aren’t you? Such a child. I expected you to be more like the god Thoth, who maintained a balance between heaven and earth. Yet, sadly, you are more drawn to avoidance than confrontation. You have all the answers in front of you. You should seize upon them, like when Isis convinced the sun god Ra to show her the source of his power.”

      I stared at him blankly. I had never heard of those gods before in my life. He continued, “But you aren’t clever enough to trick me. You are too riddled with your own fear, always running away. And even if you tried, I know those tricks well. And I am the keeper of the balance.” He walked casually toward me as he spoke, knowing my weapons could do him no harm.

      Still focused on defense, I began to imagine other things I could construct that might work. Maybe guns were not the answer. Maybe it needed to be something else. I thought of the glass case where the Beast from Beauty and the Beast placed his rose. I could shield myself in a protective case. So I did.

      “Oh, well now, that’s clever, Sasha.” He grinned.

      Nikki appeared, in TI clothing, inside the casing right next to me. Reeking of decayed flesh and looking like a zombie, she reached out and gave me a hug. I jumped back and shattered the casing. Do not trust the Shadow.

      “I hope you see, Sasha, that I do pity you. I am not your guru, chosen child, but I will tell you this - just because you look so wretchedly lost. You instead must be as the Cicones of Ismara in the time of Odysseus. As the dark expands, so will many be called to face it. And while many may be called, few are chosen. If you are not ready for the call, let’s just say I will have more friends to play with,” it said, changing its shape to that of a serpent. I appreciated then the timeless metaphor of the serpent that seduced Adam and Eve. At least this was familiar. There would always be a temptation, a sin, that we must stare in the face and chose at the core of it all, who we are in front of that sin.

      Then I watched as the hundreds of TIs surrounding him also changed shape to hundreds of serpents. At once, the serpents slithered down the stairs, then through the cliffs before they disappeared, leaving me alone on the still rooftop, looking out over a clear horizon.

      

      I opened my eyes in the safety of the cot, where I lay practically in the same position that I fell asleep in. With the wisdom passed down to us by previous flights of airmen, we all slept with our T-shirts for the next day and socks already on. This way all we had to do was throw on the BDU pants, shirt, and boots, winning minutes on the clock as we started drills in the morning. But now my shirt was soaked with sweat, and I felt the urge to change it. This was a dilemma, because each shirt was accounted for. We were allowed four T-shirts, but you only ever used two. We wore one and had one in the laundry, so that the other two were always in the locker ironed, folded, and ready for inspection. I checked my watch and the glow-in-the-dark hour and minute hands showed that it was 3:15 a.m. Reveille would blast in a little over an hour.

      The fifty women around me were completely silent; not a snore or grunt arose, yet the slightness of their inhales and exhales was comforting. I stared at the stark ceiling of dimmed fluorescent light panels and tried to make sense of my dream. So much had just happened. I felt a richness in my chest because this time I had not tried to escape the Shadow. This was the first time since the dreams began to taunt my waking life that I took a notable stand to try and stop the torment.

      And this time, the dream had not cornered me, put me in shackles, or burned me like it did in Jamaica. Why not? I wondered. All this time, I fully expected it would take my life to integrate my soul with the hundreds or thousands I witnessed among its depths. When I thought of the Shadow, I thought of death. But if it did not want me dead, what did it want?

      I so wanted to write down what it said in this dream. Fully awake and alert now, I remembered my journal. It was one of the few personal belongings we could bring with us, and it was right there in my locker. Barely moving my head, I searched for the dorm guard to see if she was making her rounds. I could not see her anywhere. Conscious of even the slightest sound, I lifted off my shirt while still in bed and stuffed it in the laundry bag hanging out on the side of the bed. The mattress spring creaked, and I froze in place.

      As I sat up, now shirtless, the cool air hit my skin and woke up my senses. When I saw that not a single person stirred, I stepped out of my bed with the lightness of snowfall. I moved toward the locker, opened the door, and slid out the notebook and pen. I visualized a feather as I retreated to the bed and exhaled in relief as there was not another creak from the bed springs. I positioned myself so the notebook could capture the emergency light that was always on in the hallway.

      I began to take notes. I pulled out the pen attached to the journal and jotted down the scene: Casa Malaparte. Then the unfamiliar phrases: The god Thoth. Isis and the sun god Ra. Cicones of Ismara, Odysseus. The serpent. Everyone was a TI. Everyone was an enemy. This is your past. This is your present. This is your future. This is too much. I underlined that last sentence.

      Where did all this come from? It’s not like I’d been watching TV or reading books in this place. I had no idea what any of this meant. But I did know it was all linked to the Shadow. I had been keeping track of the most significant of these dreams since they started a few years ago. They were all written in this very journal. Maybe if I reread some of my notes from earlier, things would start to make sense. So, I went back all the way to the beginning.

      In my first dream, I wrote down that my feet felt heavy but I willed myself to fly and I saw my high school get smaller and smaller below me. This was right when I decided I wanted to push myself to graduate. The Shadow was not in that dream, or at least, I didn’t mention it in my notes. I couldn’t remember whether it was there or not. It felt like a decade ago. But I did remember that this dream was like the Shadow dreams, in that it was noticeably clear what was going on and I had the urge to run away.

      This is when I learned how to fly in my dream. But I was not running from the Shadow back then; I was trying to get away from my life. From the people I was around. From the things in my life that weren’t working.

      I passed some pages where I had written other dreams. It was good to see where I came from, I told myself. Like the dream about Nikki getting her nose pierced. Searching for another dream, I read my notes about my desires to graduate, heartaches with boys, fights I had with Nikki. Then I came across the next significant dream. This is where I first saw the Shadow. It was right after my father hit me, again. The dream said to me, “I am YOUR Shadow. You can try to fly. But I will always catch you.”

      Now that the Shadow has become even louder, even more aggressive, I can see this was a polite introduction. It was not letting up, that’s for sure. So I had to accept that this was my reality. Other people may walk around having stable lives, but I would have to deal with a dark, oppressive Shadow for the rest of mine. A living nightmare. It was ominous and huge. It had depths that felt demonic. And it hung out with wicked people like my abusive father, my controlling drug-dealing ex, and the sexually harassing TI in broad daylight.

      At just the thought of it, the Shadow twisted my insides into knots. The only difference was that tonight, I faced it. I faced it even though it scared me. Wait, scratch that. I faced it because it scared me. I wrote a note next to my entry about this dream: “The struggle is real.”

      The airman sleeping to the right of me grunted and moved slightly. I held my breath and peeked over at her. She was still asleep. I turned the page to the next dream.

      I did not write for a while. The dates jumped. Oh right, I remembered. This was because I was doing night school for high school graduation. The next entry was the terrible dream in Jamaica, where I got burned. I still have a scar from that burn. It was bad. I racked my brain about that one. I wondered if someone snuck in the room that night and I didn’t realize it. But there were never any signs. The door had a double lock from the inside, and Nikki would have heard something, wouldn’t she? Why would the dream burn me then, and not again? It must have been trying to tell me something. But what? I furrowed my brows and clenched my jaw until I saw it.

      I had written a note next to this dream entry: The Shadow is real. It can hurt me. The memories came flooding in about the fear I felt when I fell asleep that night. I kept spinning over in my mind how terrible it would be if I got caught the next day. That my life would be ruined, worse than it already was. I did not want that for my future. Maybe the Shadow fed off my fear. I wrote another note, feeds off fear.

      I checked my watch; it was now 4:07 a.m. It would be almost another forty-five minutes until reveille. I had time. I fondly read an entry about my graduation. That day, I felt like I could do anything I put my mind to. That was good to read.

      The next entry was after I got arrested; I was feeling bad about myself. I could always tell when something was not going well because my handwriting went south. I flipped to the next page and it had little hearts and doodles all over it. I love Omar. Omar + Sasha = 4eva. Adorable, until it wasn’t.

      The next dream was bizarre. It was all about jaguars at the zoo. In fact, it was a group of them in a tree. I had later looked up that a sighting of jaguars together was extremely rare, and when you did see them, it was called a shadow. The dream was also about me escaping the danger of the jaguars devouring me, but only after I got too close to them. Too close to danger, like my arrest that was erased thanks to community service. Like my trip to Jamaica, and how I didn’t get caught smuggling dangerous amounts of cocaine into the country.

      Like my marriage to Omar that lasted only three months. But what did that have to do with jaguars, specifically? Maybe there was a connection with how infrequently they were seen together, and the rarity of what was happening to me with my Shadow. The Shadow said I was chosen, and I would be called. I mean, I had never, ever heard of anyone seeing deadly shadows that haunt their dreams and their days. Unless they were psycho. Unless they were hallucinating, like I was when I saw the jaguar staring back at me in the mirror. I made a note next to this dream entry: Shadows like these are rare. But they do exist.

      I knew what was coming next, and I had to take a breath before going there. I pushed some hair behind my ear and shifted my elbows and arms that were holding the notebook to brace myself. This next part was still too raw. I thought of Omar. His embrace. The security I felt in his arms. The security that turned to control, that turned into abuse, that was just smoke and mirrors after all. I did love him. My heart was still healing. A warm tear fell from my eyes. Why couldn’t he have been an honest man? Why did I ignore all the signs? Just the thought of having another boyfriend made me cringe.

      Then I thought of yet another oppressive man in my life—the TI—and the dark shadow around him. The dark shadow around Omar. The colors were different, now that I thought about it. The TI’s had green undertones that appeared in the veins in his eyes. At his shadow-worst, Omar had red-veined eyes and red undertones everywhere. I made a note before reading the dream entry: Omar – red eyes.

      Get it together, Sasha, I told myself, you are getting somewhere now. There is a bigger story this is all starting to tell you. Like the darkness expanding. That the shadow would have more friends. I read what I wrote about the dream in the field where Omar was possessed by the Shadow. It was an experience like no other, looking into the formless dark abyss that surrounded us, seeing all the shapes and forms moving and shifting, realizing it was endless, timeless, and full of tortured souls.

      A fresh chill ran down my spine as I recalled it all. I had to snap myself out of it. I read what I wrote: Look within. The more you look, the more you will SEE. Yes, I saw nothing but despair back then. Yet what I see now is not despair; it’s people. The hundreds of TIs with the faces I recognized. They represented or were somehow participants in the inner turmoil I faced with each situation. They symbolized destruction, and now resurgence, of all the challenges that led me here.

      “Look within,” I repeated out loud, barely a whisper. The seen and the unseen. After this dream, Omar was arrested, and I saw it happen in this dream before it happened in real life. A coincidence or part of this strange phenomenon? It had to be part of it, I concluded. Both occurrences were equally strange and out of place. There was no reason to dismiss one as unrealistic because the fact was, they both were beyond my sense of what was real and what wasn’t.

      I read the word trust in my notes, underlined and circled. He told me I was chosen, well being chosen is scary. I remembered how scared I was. Frantic. And how I calmed myself within the fear through the drip of the faucet. It had become something I practiced every waking moment that I saw that thing come alive all around me. It allowed me to appear normal and walk among the increasingly present Shadow without freaking out on a regular basis.

      I heard a door open. Movement in the TI’s office. The dorm guard whispering with someone. He must be just arriving. The day was about to begin. I felt my heart pound. I calmed my breathing to calm my mind and concentrate on learning a little bit more in the minutes that were left. I tried reading the rest of my notes, but this was all too much.

      My entries went south from there. Omar’s arrest. Our divorce. My financial debt. Returning to my parents’ home with a destroyed sense of self. Joining the service. Now this TI. I closed the worn beige notebook. That was all I could process for now. I turned around and laid on my back, placing the pen back in the notebook’s holder and gently laying it on my chest.

      So far, I realized that I had been running away since the beginning, and after tonight, I would not run any longer. This thing was real and had something to do with gods from other centuries, or something like that, which I would somehow have to investigate. This detestable thing was a part of me, and I was a part of it. Yet, in all its condemnation, the Shadow gave me an ability to see things I would not otherwise see. Things that were disturbing, yes. But it offered an unmasking of a hidden truth about each person it was associated with. Even about myself.

      I would watch the Shadow more closely. Rather than fight through my fears every single time I saw it, I would calm my mind and look for clues. Changes in color. Shifts of shapes. I would make it my secret project to learn more about the Shadow, and in doing so, learn more about myself. After all, I was the Shadow. And it was me. And apparently there were others, like me out there, somewhere.

      From this point on, I understood that everything that had happened before that very moment had led me there. I could not change my past. I did not know what would happen in the future. But I knew that in the present moment, if I had the will, I could change the course of everything. Like I did when I committed to graduating from high school. Like I did when I decided not to transport any more drugs. Like I did when I decided to get divorced. And just like I did when I joined the military.

      I was stronger now. The military made me stronger. Facing the Shadow head-on made me stronger. I was beginning to believe in myself. To know that I didn’t have to accept abusive men in my life. To know with certainty that no one would ever control me again. And that my future was entirely in my hands. After staring death in the face and hearing its voice as persistently as I had over the past year, I resolved that there were only two places left for me to go. I could succumb to my greatest fears, or I could overcome them. From this day forward, I would overcome them.

      Seconds later, at exactly 4:45 a.m., reveille sounded. It was a new day.
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      Four of us recruits were sitting silently, as usual, at our lunch table in the dining hall. We were not allowed to talk during mealtimes in basic training. This is your past. This is your present. This is your future. Words from the dream last night had been repeating in my mind since I woke up that day. I am more drawn to avoidance than confrontation. That was true before. But not anymore. You aren’t clever enough to trick me. What did that mean?

      I knew that Omar would be arrested before it happened, then everything changed. Was that how this thing worked? The Shadow showed me my future, then it happened? It was possible, wasn’t it? The airman next to me nudged my hand. “Snap out of it. Table one is about to get up, and the TI is watching you,” she said in a whisper, looking at her plate instead of directly at me. I looked around the dining hall. This was the center of yelling and discipline for the TIs. They would search the crowd for the smallest slip-up. An airman that chewed too long. A canteen hung from the side of the chair and not placed under it.

      The hunger and exhaustion of the hundreds of airmen in that room made for a prime time of mistakes and excellent TI humiliation hunting. The height of the yelling was geared toward all the airmen in week zero. Now that we were in week two, we understood what was expected and fell in line more easily. I, however, was still reconciling the events of the previous night and was completely off my game.

      The way it worked was that we had to fill in the tables in order. We sat four to a table, in the order that we left the cafeteria line, starting with table one. When the table before you got up, it meant you had to get up right after, because they were done eating and therefore you should be, too. And it was in this same order that we would file out of the dining hall. I was so lost in thought I hadn’t eaten. I grabbed a hardboiled egg and shoved the entire egg in my mouth. Then I grabbed the bread and, in a single bite, finished the roll. The table next to me began to slide their trays and stand. I still had three electrolyte beverages on my tray that I had to finish. It was required.

      My reviled TI eyed me like a hawk. He would want me not to make it. I could feel him searching for any opportunity to demonstrate his power over me. His Shadow lurked around him, searching for his moment. He started to walk over to us. I picked up drink one and guzzled it down in less than ten seconds. The airmen at table one, right next to our table, stood up. We were table two. I grabbed the second drink and finished it in another ten seconds. The airmen in table one shuffled out of their chairs and pushed them under the table. I grabbed the third drink and brought it to my lips. The airmen at my table disguised their anxious and excited looks with seriousness as the TI stood directly across from me, willing me to spill my drink.

      I gulped the drink down as they waited, knowing these extra five seconds I took to devour the beverage were a demonstration by my fellow airmen of camaraderie and teamwork. I knew full well these women should have been standing the moment the airmen at table one pushed in their chairs. I knew then that these girls had my back. With speed and grace, I set down my glass and did something I never would have even the day before. I looked directly into the TI’s eyes. He returned my stare, then sucked his teeth and made a sharp pivot to the right. It was a small victory that I would pay for soon after.

      As I placed my tray and dirty plates with the others and began walking out of the dining hall, the TI walked up behind me and told me to stop in my place. He said, “Turn around,” in a relatively normal tone. Not the normal hellish yelling the TIs usually used when airmen did things they considered wrong. I turned around to face him. He stared me up and down, and for a brief moment I wondered if he had the same dream that I had the night before. Was he as aware of the Shadow as I was? His decaying eyes told me no. He had no clue.

      “Beauty Queen, give me a 341 right now,” he slurred, like a snake.

      “Yes, sir,” I replied.

      I reached into my left cargo pocket and retrieved one out of a Ziploc. These 341s were little forms that were pulled by TIs for either positive or negative reasons. Once they were pulled, they were placed in the airman’s basic military training file. After hearing from some of the flights further along in their training, I was sure they were not a big deal, but you did not want them getting pulled for negative things too much. Too many pulled 341s could result in a dishonorable discharge.

      “This is for goat roping while everyone else was eating their lunch,” he said. “You’re dismissed.”

      I left the dining hall and walked right out into a bright, beautiful sunny day. To my pleasant surprise, my tablemates were waiting for me. We walked together to the flight formation. I was seeing a shimmering glow on many of the airmen, and it was beautiful.

      “You were goat roping, you know,” said Airman Speed, laughing. I’d never noticed her bright smile before. She was one of those tall, long-legged farmer girls I thought I had nothing in common with. Today I saw her differently. More clearly and surrounded by a deep magenta glow that seemed familiar.

      “How did you drink those down so fast?” asked Airman Cook, glittering in both yellow and orange. Something about these colors I was seeing reminded me of my childhood.

      “Oh, well, lots of practice chugging in drinking games back home,” I replied, and felt a comfortable smile warm my face. We joined up with the rest of the flight and waited before taking our places in formation. After the others finished lining out of the dining hall, we would begin to walk in formation to our classrooms. Air Force History was first, then Air Force Organization was next. We had a few minutes of downtime as we waited to go.

      “You guys didn’t have to do that back there. He could have pulled all your 341s along with mine,” I said with my shoulders high. “Thank you.”

      Since I began boot camp, the airmen around me were buzzing along like bees in a hive. I saw them. I heard them. But they faded into the background. They were blurry and could sting me if I provoked them; they could even turn against me. They were seen and unseen at the same time. But something changed that day, and I realized these airmen were humans. They were not enemies, my competition, or threats. Just now at breakfast, they were there for me. I didn’t even care that I had a 341 pulled. For the first time, I was not alone in this place.

      “If he pulled my 341, it would have been worth it. That TI is a complete douche,” said Airman Santos, radiating an opalescent blue. She had a thick New York accent and reminded me of my New York friends back home, the ones that had moved down to Miami from the Bronx. She was the one that bumped me with her shoulder after I made them wait in their drenched clothing in the stairwell.

      “Yeah, he is the devil. No joke. That’s the problem with the devil—he hides in plain sight,” I said.

      “Word. He gives me the creeps.” Santos lifted and shook her shoulders as if a chill had just run down her spine. I was beginning to think I had misread her.

      “I’ve seen the way he looks at you; it’s not okay,” said Airman Cook. “He looks at Santos like that too.” Santos looked away. I recognized that gesture. She looked like I used to feel. Avoiding. Running. And as she spoke about him, her color shifted from being a brightly lit blue to dull and flat, surrounded by grey. As I watched the hues shift right in front of me, I was sure then of what I had suspected earlier in the day. I was not just seeing the Shadow anymore. I had started seeing changes of color in people.

      The colors blended and shifted into other hues as I looked at each person. I studied them. While there were just a few in our formation who were almost entirely consumed by the Shadow, there were others where the Shadow was circling over. What did that mean?

      Ever since the Shadow became a regular presence in my life, I had lost trust in my grip on reality. My ability to comprehend how the world worked was shaken. Was I imagining the wretched things I was seeing? Was I living in an alternate reality from everyone else? Or was everyone else just ignoring the horrors that I was witnessing around us?

      At some point after getting burned by the Shadow in Jamaica, I concluded that I was living in an alternate reality from everyone else. And in this alternate reality, that I apparently was alone in, I had to survive. I had to find a way to make this all tolerable and make a life for myself. I pushed down feelings of self-pity. There was no time to ask, “Why is this happening to me?” or “Why can’t I be like any other normal human that doesn’t see soul-wrenching Shadows taking over the earth?” There was only time for me to figure out what to do now that I was here and take one more step forward.

      So I watched. I observed and absorbed while putting on the mask of sanity and composure, to the extent that I could.

      As we stood in a small group together in one corner of the outdoor pavilion, I noted to myself that the Shadow was not anywhere near these three women. They were bright. Colors illuminated, they were almost glowing as we stood together. I was acutely aware of where the Shadow was, lurking in the corners. Consuming the personal space of some more than others. Lingering seven to eight feet above their heads. Just as the Shadow parted in the patio when I finished my uplifting call with Nikki, the Shadow was now lifted from us.

      I also checked in with myself and how I was feeling. Despite being harassed again by our TI, I welcomed the feeling of trust I noticed as I spoke to these three women. In fact, after they waited for me to finish my drinks in the dining hall—as I subconsciously, or consciously, ended up challenging the TI—I knew I could trust them.

      “Guys, watch out for him. He cornered me the other day. Lied. Said I brought a knife with me in my luggage. It was not my knife. He used it to threaten me,” I said. Their eyes widened at this piece of information. They barely knew me. Why would they believe me? In an instant I regretted saying anything.

      “Threaten you? How?” asked Airman Cook.

      “It’s crazy. Guys, I feel uncomfortable even talking about it. Before we get into that, can I know your first names? I’ve been so curious,” I said.

      Santos went first. “I’m Andrea,” she said.

      “I’m Alexis,” said Airman Cook.

      “I’m Kierra,” said Airman Speed.

      “Cool. Cool. So, I’m Sasha,” I said, and took each of them in as I did.

      “You can tell us,” Kierra said. “He shouldn’t get away with that.”

      “He wanted me to go down on him. Yesterday, when I ate breakfast before everyone, and he got me alone in the dorms. He grabbed my breast and told me to get to my knees or he would report the knife he planted,” I said. I noticed that when I confided in them, it was empowering. My head was held high. My shoulders were pulled back. I wasn’t worried about what they would think; I was just hoping telling them would help keep something like this from happening to them. This was a moment of bringing light to darkness.

      “He cornered me too,” said Santos. I knew there was something going on with her.

      “How? When?” I asked. Just then we heard the call.

      “Line up!” yelled the TI. The Shadow was ever present with him now.

      As the day went on, we had no time to continue our conversation. There was too much to do, between preparing for our first inspection to finishing our classes and keeping up with our job details. But I had a lot of time to watch. I watched the Shadow and studied its movements. I saw the twisted, tortured souls inside its depths. I would not run from them. I would learn from them. Their centuries of torture, pain, and eternal suffering had lessons for me.

      I delighted in my ability to now see the light as well. The colors gleaming from several of the airmen surrounded me with a feeling of lightness. On the rare occasion of a joke or laughter, sparks would even fly around those enjoying the moment. Were these visuals here all along? Was I was so consumed with my hysteria that I had missed them? Or did I unlock some sort of ability to see them by confronting the dark? Either way, I appreciated that the contrast between the light and the dark was even starker now. I was glad to know there even was a light, because all I saw before was darkness.

      Finally, after our evening showers and chores, we were allowed twenty minutes of free time. This was the first time since we arrived in basic military training (BMT) that we were allowed free time at night. It was announced by the dorm guard, and the female TI that took the night shift was notably absent.

      Since I was finished with all my nightly preparations, I headed to Santos’s bed to finish hearing about how Grange had cornered her, but she wasn’t there. I thought she might be at another trainee’s bed chatting, but I couldn’t see her. I scanned the room and saw Airman Cook sitting on her bed. As I approached her, I overheard her telling the airman that slept next to her about how she missed her mom’s home-cooked food. I was glad I had my notebook with me.

      “Hey Alexis,” I said.

      “Oh, hey,” she said, looking at me, then at her bunkmate. Her bunkmate looked at me and turned away to sort things out in her locker, easily giving us some space to talk privately.

      “Okay, so I had a strange dream last night, and I remember you quoted someone the other day, something about the malicious and their dark happiness,” I said.

      “Oh, yeah, what about it?” she asked.

      “Well, how did you learn that quote?” I asked.

      “Oh, I’m a theater and arts junkie. I read a lot. Not reading is what I miss most about being here. Victor Hugo, the man I quoted, wrote some of my all-time favorites. I wanted to be an actress before enlisting.” She tilted her head to the side. “But things changed after I graduated. Anyway, why do you want to know?” she asked.

      “Because I need help understanding some parts of my dream. I thought maybe you could help me?” I asked. She sat up, her face glowing brighter than it had just a moment ago. Orange and yellow colors shimmered around her. I swear it was like I had dropped a hit of acid, the way everyone looked to me lately. I could tell she wanted to help me before we even started.

      “Sure!” she replied. To no surprise of mine.

      “Great, so I have a short list of things. Just tell me anything you know about any of them, and I will take some notes. Deal?” I said. She nodded her head, with her ears perked up and ready like we were playing a game of trivia.

      “First off, do you know anything about the god Thoth? Balance between heaven and earth?” I asked.

      “Of course. The god of knowledge and writing. He was the god of harmony and law, and judgment of the dead,” she said. I wrote it down.

      “Okay, so I did not expect you to know that. Amazing. How?” I asked.

      “That’s Egyptian mythology. A lot of literature and plays draw upon those ancient deities,” she answered matter-of-factly. Although I had a thousand more questions to ask—How did he judge the dead? How many centuries old was this god? How long did the Egyptians worship him? What stories could she tell me about him?—I knew I had to move on before lights out.

      “Okay, so what do you know about Isis and the sun god Ra?” I went on.

      “Of course. Everyone knows about Ra,” she giggled.

      “Sure, they do,” I rolled my eyes.

      “Ok, so just as you called him the sun god, he was said to be the most powerful of all the gods. But just as he was powerful, everyone wanted his power. His power lived within his hidden name. Only he knew his hidden name. But one day, Isis, an ambitious goddess that wanted his powers, tricked him. She turned his spit into a serpent that bit him. She tricked Ra into giving her his secret name so that she could take his power, making her his equal,” she said.

      The bright orange hue that glowed from her right now was almost blinding. I still did not know what all these colors I was seeing meant, but I got the feeling that now that hers was glowing brighter, it meant she was genuinely enjoying this little exercise. I made my notes.

      “Oh, one more thing about Ra. His biggest enemy was that serpent that bit him. He walked through the tail of the serpent every night and died, bringing the darkness. The next morning, he emerged from the mouth of the serpent young, fresh, and ready to shine his light across heaven and earth— What? Why that look?” she asked.

      “Oh sorry. I was just remembering my dream. There were hundreds of serpents,” I said. The death and the resurrection of Ra every night. The hundreds of serpents on the stairs of Malaparte. Their bites poisonous and filled with trickery, but in this story about Ra, they gave him life as well.

      “Okay, well, what else? We don’t have much time left,” she said. She was right.

      “This is the last question. The Cicones of Ismara in the time of Odysseus,” I said. She looked up and to the right and bit her bottom lip. “Hmm, I don’t know much about the Cicones. I know Odysseus was obviously the hero of the Odyssey, an epic tale about his journey and many obstacles on his return home after the battle of Troy. Cicones must have been one of the many chapters,” she said.

      “Five minutes to lights out!” yelled the dorm guard.

      I looked over at Airman Cook, her bright orange and yellow glow dimming as we both stood up.

      “Thanks so much,” I said, looking down at my notebook and narrowing my eyes. I was grateful to have some more information, but I still had to think about how it all fit together.

      As I got back to my bed, I saw Airman Santos leaving the TI’s office in the back of the dorm. Her head was down and shoulders slouched. The colors that surrounded her were pale grey and black, but I knew the Shadow did not have her because there was no depth to the colors—they were flat. And her skin and face didn’t look decayed, like the TI’s.

      I walked toward the center aisle to check in with her and let her know I wanted to finish our conversation about the TI tomorrow. She almost walked right past me, so I reached out my hand to get her attention, and she snapped her arm back before I could touch her. Her eyes lifted to meet mine and she looked at me like a caged bird pleading to be free.

      Her intensity softened and she said, “He won’t stop.” She shot a glance behind her and then turned and walked away. Just a short ten seconds later, the lights were out and I was in my bed.

      I kept my notebook with me and just lay there for a few minutes as the dorm guard would be making her rounds. My eyes were heavy, and the day’s activities weighed on me. I closed my eyes for a moment as I waited for the dorm guard to pass my bed. I could hear her coming around from the other bay. She was in no rush to finish, that was for sure.

      Do not fall asleep, I told myself. Well, maybe just for a minute . . . I heard her footsteps getting closer. She passed my bed. What a relief. I shifted to lie on my side and opened the notebook to the faint light from the hallway. I brought the strong images of the dream to the forefront of my mind and pictured myself talking to the TI once again. I was trying to remember what he said.

      He said he hoped I was like the god Thoth, maintaining a balance between heaven and earth. The god of knowledge and writing, harmony and law, and judgment of the dead. This was what the Shadow wanted me to be. But I wasn’t there. It was right. I was a hot mess. But this did give me an idea of what the Shadow had expected from me.

      This was all based on the wild idea that the Shadow was real, at least in my life, anyway. And I needed to find my own harmony with it in this life, or I would literally be admitted to a psychiatric institution. I was sure of it. So maybe what it meant by the god Thoth was that it would be enough for me to find harmony with the Shadow. At least at this moment. There was more, though.

      There was the way the Shadow lingered around some people more than others. The way it penetrated their very flesh and convulsed their eyes to resemble the zombies I had seen in horror movies. Something about that felt like judgment to me. I could not place it, though.

      I looked up from my notebook as I let this soak in, and as I did, I glanced toward the light in the hallway. The dorm guard was standing there, in the light, looking in my direction. I could not see who it was from where I was sitting, and I could not tell if she could see me, but from the way I was lying in my bed, I assumed she could. Whatever, I thought. I pushed her out of my head and tried to remember what the Shadow had said about Isis and the sun god Ra, that I had the answers right in front of me and should seize upon them like Isis convincing Ra to give up the source of his power.

      This statement was the one thing about the dream that made the most sense, that is, since I was fully entertaining the concept that this was all happening in real life and not some sort of delusion. And if this was all real, then this ability to see Shadows, and now bright colors on people, was actually a power like that of Ra’s. And it was something worth protecting, like with a secret name. As in, I should seize upon the power but keep it secret because—well, duh—I didn’t want people to think I was crazy.

      I giggled out loud and lifted my hand to cover my mouth as I did. How delighted I was to imagine that I was not crazy, but empowered. That I did not need to be checked into a mental hospital, but instead I had a unique gift. I shifted my hand to my cheek and rested my face there as I smiled to myself. In that moment, it was as though a very heavy rock was lifted from my shoulders. I wanted to stand up and jump up and down like a ten-year-old on her birthday.

      But what if it wasn’t true? No, I shook the thought away as soon as I had it. Right then, I decided I could no longer allow myself to believe that I was crazy. I had to stop telling myself this. Because even if I was crazy, telling myself so was not helping at all. It was creating a heavy burden for me to carry. I wanted to feel like I could do anything, be anyone, and make a decent life for myself. Believing in myself, and believing that this was all happening for a reason, was key to that. It was then that I made a deal with myself: I would stop doubting myself from this point forward.

      I did not hear the dorm guard walk up behind me; I felt her. I slowly turned around and saw that she must have walked all the way behind the other corridor to sneak up behind me like that. She was about eight beds away, so I had time to slowly close the book, lie down, and close my eyes. I knew she saw me do that, but as far as I knew, there was no regulation that said I could not lie quietly in my bed awake for a few extra minutes at night. I heard her footsteps approach and stop about two feet from the head of my bed. She was hovering over me. I snapped my eyes open and looked right at her.

      She looked down at me and winked with a knowing half-smile. It was Airman Speed. There was a soft magenta glow beaming off her when she whispered, “Week two is almost over. Only five more weeks to go.” I gave her a big bright smile and took out my hand to high-five hers. We were in this together. “Go ahead and read as much as you want,” she said. “I won’t say anything.” Then she slowly walked away.

      My heart began to feel warm as I turned again to my side and opened the notebook to the page I was on. The next thing I wrote was about the serpents. There had to be a connection between the serpent that bit Ra and those from my dream. Was everyone in my life evil? But not only did the serpent bite Ra, according to Airman Cook, it also gave him life. And for instance, there were Nikki, my mom, and many others that were not my enemies but seemed like enemies in my dream. Especially all lined up behind my truest enemy right now, the TI.

      I would have to figure it out, but I was getting drowsy. I closed my notebook again and decided I would go to sleep. I left it there in the bed, telling myself I would put it away the next morning. As I lay back and shifted my body into a comfortable position, I kept thinking about the serpents and the god Ra. I pictured myself with them on the steps and willed myself back there one more time. I still had questions for the Shadow, and I was hoping he would meet me in the building by the ocean to help me answer them.

      I awoke in the air looking down at the ocean. The day was sunny and bright, and I was flying very quickly over the water. Casa Malaparte was coming into view, and I prepared myself to land on the roof once again. My feet were covered in my black military boots and my legs had camouflage battle dress uniform pants on. I saw that I was in our everyday black T-shirt and I had a brown shoulder gun holster vest loaded with a Glock and a nine-millimeter. They did not issue these in basic training, but I’d always wanted to wear a vest like this, so I figured I would try it out today. I also realized this would do nothing against the Shadow, but it felt good anyway.

      I landed on the barren white rooftop, soaking in the limitless views all around me. Seagulls danced in the air around me, and it felt like an incredibly peaceful and serene day in this part of Italy. I paced and waited for the Shadow. I felt the same rapid heartbeat, sweaty palms, and jittery stomach pulses that I always felt at the start of my dreams. It seemed like my body still expected the Shadow to show up and torment me, even though I was coming to realize that wasn’t really what it wanted after all—or was it?

      While I waited for something to happen, I toured the inside of this magnificent structure. Everything was set in simple, straight, clean lines, and no one was home. In the library, I came across a gigantic bookshelf lined with only white books everywhere. I pulled one off the shelf and opened it, but all the pages were empty. When I put it back on the shelf and took a step back to turn away, I saw one book on the entire shelf was completely red. My hand reached for the book and pulled it out. On the cover, it had a word branded into the leather, not printed: Acceptatio.

      I guessed the book was in Italian, but when I opened the book and flipped through its pages, I saw that each page had only one word, each in a different language with different writing. I paged through the book, seeing Santosha, Accettazione, Acceptatio, Acceptare, 受け入れ, Pagdawat, Glacadh. And then there it was in English and in Spanish, so I could not be mistaken, Acceptance and Aceptación.

      I stared at the book for what felt like hours in the dream and read every word I could. Then I returned the book to its place on the shelf, and it faded to white. This was it, then. I had been right about believing in myself. All my questions for the Shadow tonight were answered with this one simple word. And this word, acceptance, was universal.
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            Devoured by Darkness

          

        

      

    

    
      I moved right through weeks three and four without any incidents with the TI, but I couldn’t say the same about week six. I kept my head down and focused on learning what they taught me while I studied the Shadow and the Light. The Light was what I called all the colors that I began seeing. There were times when the wind blew a certain way and even the trees would glisten with a golden glow. The Light was not just on people. It was everywhere.

      The Shadow lurked in the shade of the tree, moving about, screeching in a whisper, leaden souls telling their stories, eternally warning us about the perils of a tortured mind. The Shadow coexisted with the tree above it as the tree waved carelessly in the breeze, giving off electric golden hues. I wanted to only see the Light and live in the Light. But to do that, I would need to know not or care not about the Shadow, and it was impossible for me to ignore the penetrating sounds of the wicked.

      The Light promised balance to the bleak view of the world around me. A cadet would laugh, a TI would be teaching a subject with passion, or an airman would reach out their hand to help me up over an obstacle in one of our drills, and the Shadow would get quiet as the Light would shine. I was just as curious about the Light as I was the Shadow. What did the different colors mean? Did anyone else see this? Why did I see it? I hoped that someday I would learn the answers to all my questions. For now, I was studying what I did see in the tiniest of details: counting what looked like rings in a tree trunk that existed within the colors, noting any shifts of color, and describing everything I saw in my mind.

      There was also a distinct hum, a kind of buzz that I sensed differently for each color. It occurred to me because when the Shadow was near, whether in my dreams or circling around the TI, I heard whispers and howls that pierced my ears. When I began to notice the colors, I picked up on their own frequencies of sound. The sounds resembled the faint vibration of a soft violin, the notes I remembered from my early years of violin practice in the school orchestra. I wasn’t entirely sure, but I believe I heard the deep note of G all the way up to E, and I began to wonder if there was also a sound for each color.

      Last night I was talking to Airman Cook about the theology she studied back home, and I tapped into her yellow-and-orange energy just to test my theory. In fact, her buzz was different from both my red energy and the screeching claws-on-chalkboard sound emitted from my TI’s black shadow. Encouraged, I continued and tested Santos’s blue energy field, and heard what sounded like the violin’s D. I decided I would keep testing my theory on different people with the same colors to determine if I could define a pattern by color, or if the low-level buzz was unique to each person.

      I took notes every day, writing everything I could remember about my observations before I fell asleep. I made a list to try to identify any patterns I noticed in the Shadow and the Light. In the first column, I wrote the names of the airmen I noticed; in the second column, I noted the colors that surrounded them; and in the third, I tracked what was happening to them at the time. Airman Santos was blue with a grey outline, and every time I saw her, it was dull.

      On the other hand, Airman Speed had a bright indigo light, outlined in green. Airman Cook was mostly a subdued yellow and orange color until someone asked her a question or she had to explain something—then her light illuminated. After a few days of observing her closely, I noticed that faint Shadow-like tentacles crept into her yellow-and-gold hue when she was in the dining hall line getting food and while sitting down at the table. One day, I was in line behind her when I was compelled to take the risk of talking to her.

      Talking was not allowed at all in the dining hall, but still I asked, “What are you thinking about?”

      She replied in a low voice, avoiding eye contact. “I miss my mother’s home cooking. Every time I am in this line, I wonder what the hell I am doing here.”

      That is when I began to suspect that our thoughts had everything to do with the amount of darkness and light that surrounded us. The thoughts we had and what those thoughts meant to us were directly related to the Shadow and Light.

      The TI was always surrounded by the Shadow. It creeped in and around him, decaying his skin and rotting his eyes. He was rotten to the core, and I could see it. My theory was that he must be living, breathing, and acting out his horrible thoughts. That he must be allowing these thoughts and actions to consume his every waking moment, and that they controlled his very existence. He must be relishing the thoughts and finding his dark happiness within them. That was probably why he was so extremely immersed in the darkness.

      I could not identify anyone else that I came across that looked even as remotely devoured by the darkness as he was. Sure, there were some airmen, male and female alike, that had lower-light hues than others, and even more with darker hues than some, but their physical appearance did not show the signs of decay and deformity that the TI’s did. He reminded me of Freddy Krueger in Nightmare on Elm Street—only taller, more muscular, and in a military uniform.

      One of the male airmen had a very peculiar color to him that got my attention. He would shift drastically from one color to another, in short intervals. Once I timed it, and his color shifted from purple to red three times within ten minutes. Everyone else I watched held consistency in color most of the day, only getting brighter or duller depending on what we were doing or where we were. But his reminded me of a slow warning light, flashing on and off.

      He was quiet and reserved, and would not interact much with the people around him. During our afternoon drill, I approached him to see if I could make sense of what I was seeing. I went to sit down next to him during lunch. We were each handed a prepackaged meal, (or in military-speak, MREs—Meals, Ready to Eat) and our options were to either stand in the blistering hot sun and eat or sit on the blistering hot pavement and eat. He decided to sit, so I joined him. His name tag read Airman Blick.

      When I sat next to him, I could feel a certain electric energy, like a static charge, coming from him the closer I got. He had the look of someone that loved the outdoors. Strong jawline, sun-kissed bronze skin tone, sandy blond hair, blue eyes, tall and muscular in build. I pegged him for a surfer type from California.

      As I opened my sealed aluminum bag of food, I said to him, “Oh great, it’s mystery meat again. My favorite.”

      He laughed and said, “Oh yeah, my favorite too.”

      I wanted to ask him what he was thinking about, like I asked Airman Cook, but I figured that would just be weird. His colors kept changing. Purple to red. Red to purple. We ate in silence, pouring the food into our mouths with no fork or spoon, as we usually did on field days.

      “Looking forward to that Snickers bar for dessert?” I asked.

      “No, I don’t really like Snickers. You can have mine if you want,” he said, in what I decided was definitely a California accent.

      “Oh no, that’s okay. One Snickers is enough. I’ve got to watch my figure; these BDUs are revealing,” I joked. They were the opposite of revealing. He got my joke and gave me a chuckle. But his colors never changed. Still just purple, then red. I thought if he laughed the colors would lighten or shift in hue or balance out. But I was wrong.

      “So, we made it to week six. Only two more weeks to go,” I said, fishing for some more insight.

      “Yeah, it’s almost over. I wonder where we will all get stationed,” he said, looking directly at me.

      I looked back at him and saw something in his eyes. I couldn’t yet place it, but yes, there was something else there. There was a sadness, a darkness there, like I had seen many times in the green eyes staring back at me from my mirror.

      “No idea, but I’m ready to get the hell out of here,” I replied.

      “You see it too,” he said. My heart jumped and my pulse quickened. Could he know about the Shadow? I thought.

      “See what?” I asked, waiting for him to say more.

      “See the end of this daily boot camp torture,” he said.

      “Oh, yeah.” I let out a nervous laugh. “Yeah, of course.”

      “What career detail are you going for?” he asked.

      “I’m hoping I get to become a SERE,” I answered.

      “Me too,” he said. “That’s exactly what I requested. You are the only other person I’ve talked to in here that even knows about that detail,” he said.

      “Interesting,” I replied, and wondered if that mere coincidence between us was what I had picked up on. “Good luck,” I said.

      “Same to you,” he said.

      Just then, the TI announced we had five minutes to finish lunch and use the latrines. There was still much for me to learn about his colors. I guess I would have to talk to him later to figure it all out. My day went on like that, studying people, asking simple questions to test my theories, taking notes, and growing in confidence.

      We earned a patio break that day, and I knew exactly who I was going to call. I made sure I was the first in line at the phones. She answered on the second ring. I smiled when I heard she accepted the collect call charges.

      “Hi, Ms. Gabriel,” I said.

      “Sasha, it’s you. It’s been a long time, dear,” she said.

      “Yes, ma’am. I hope you are doing well,” I said.

      “Oh, I am doing very well, thank you. The real question is, how are you?” she asked.

      “I’m okay. Hanging in there. Every day it gets easier,” I replied.

      “I’m so happy to hear that. To what do I owe the pleasure of your call?” she asked.

      “Ms. Gabriel, you’ve always been able to explain things that no one else could. Especially when you helped me figure out my dreams. Everything you told me about the dreams helped me so much. And what you taught me about meditation and keeping my chakras open has kept me from losing it so many times. So there is something new happening that I wonder if you can help me understand,” I explained.

      “That’s wonderful! Not everyone is as open-minded as you are. I had no idea you were applying everything we talked about in your life. This makes me so happy,” she said. “Please, tell me what’s going on now?”

      “Yes well, now I am seeing these sorts of colors surrounding people,” I said, hoping I did not sound completely crazy.

      “What kind of colors?” she asked.

      “It depends on the person, and usually there are two colors that work together. So far, I have noticed greys, browns, blacks, reds, oranges, yellows, greens, blues, and different shades of purple. I’ve only seen one person with some white,” I explained.

      “Oh, that’s easy, sweetie. You are seeing people’s auras,” she answered.

      “Um, okay. So what is an aura?” I ask.

      “Auras are just energy reflected in the rays of color that flow around living things. The colors show someone’s mood, their emotions, and pretty much how they are feeling,” she said.

      She made it sound so simple. So obvious and matter-of-fact.

      “So, everyone has an aura?” I asked.

      “Yes, dear,” she said. My heart sank at that moment. I knew everything she was telling me already. It was part of who I was. It was who I always was and I was told to cover it up all those years ago. To hide who I was, what I knew and what I could do, because other people found it weird. Because my aunt died, and somehow my mother resented me for it. Because I resented myself for it.

      “How come I never learned about these before?” I said, trying not to let her hear how hard it was for me to speak when my mind was swirling in a thousand directions.

      “Not everyone sees them. Only mystics. So you, my dear, are a mystic,” she said, and I stood there realizing the painful cost of it all. She continued, “I would not be surprised if all that meditation and chakra alignment you have been doing opened you up to some psychic abilities and intuition. Any of us can do what you are doing. It’s just that most people are not open to it,” she said.

      “Well, isn’t that something?” I exhaled for the first time in what felt like months. I was about to tell her all about the Shadow, but as I thought of telling her, my throat tightened and I felt a pressure in the back of my neck. She would think I was crazy. No, I’d better not. That was too much for even me to explain.

      “Do you know what the colors mean?” I asked.

      “Yes, sure. I have a list in one of my notebooks. Do you want me to find it and read them to you?” she said.

      “Yes, please!” I answered.

      “Okay, hold on,” she said.

      The line behind me was starting to form, and I turned around to face them. To my relief, they were all laughing and relaxed. No dark shadow looming above or in the corners. I had time.

      “Okay, got it right here. Let’s see. White indicates calm and well-balanced, and is the rarest. Grey is skeptical; they see the glass half empty. Brown is selfish. Black is dark, pessimistic, and unkind. Red is when passions run high; they live by their desires. Orange is creative and brings peace to themselves. Yellow has high energy and is very optimistic. Greens are hardworking nature lovers. Blues are sensitive and self-expressive. Indigo is wise with an old soul. Violet shows spiritual awareness and is most likely psychic,” she said, as I wrote each one down as fast as I could on the tiny notebook that I carried with me in my side pocket.

      “Got it,” I said. “This is great. Now I can make some sense of some of the things I am seeing. Thank you, Ms. Gabriel. I have got to get going now and let the others use the phone. Please, if you talk to Nikki, tell her I said hi,” I said.

      “It has been wonderful talking with you. I am so glad to know you are well. By the way, I saw your mother at the grocery store the other day. She told me how proud she was of you,” she said.

      My eyes opened wide, and my chest filled with a big warm bubble. I looked down at my boots and shuffled them about. “Goodbye, Ms. Gabriel” was all I could say.

      “Goodbye, dear,” she said.

      I had spoken to my mother every other week since I joined. Our phone calls were short, and she asked the same questions each time. How was I doing? Was I eating? Would I graduate? Each time I answered yes. I gave her all the details about the graduation, and she said she would try to come. But I knew she could not afford the flight and hotel. In all the time that I have been here, I never thought she was proud of me. As I hung up the phone and turned around, I must have been smiling, because the airman that passed me flashed me back a big cheesy smile of his own.

      We still had twenty minutes left on our patio break, so I grabbed a snack and a soda from the vending machines and sat down on one of the benches next to Airman Santos. I looked up into the twilight sky, wondering what my mother was doing with herself now that my brother and I were out of the house. As I gazed upon the purple-and-pink evening canvas, I hoped Dante was not drinking too much and was paying some attention to her, but I doubted it. I took a bite of my Snickers; it was my favorite.

      “Where are you from?” Santos asked me right then, snapping me out of my daydream.

      “Miami,” I said. “But I was born in Puerto Rico. What about you?”

      “I’m from the Bronx,” she said. “Also born in Puerto Rico.”

      I was always doing research, studying people as I spoke to them, and learning—apparently from their energy. Slim, with a toned athletic build, Santos had very straight black hair that was pulled back in a bun and enviable dark caramel skin.

      Just as she was sitting there, asking me these questions, I noticed the tips of the grey outline of her Light—I mean aura—take on a menacing black color that slithered like snakes into the beautiful cobalt blue that made up most of the glow surrounding her. There it was—the Shadow creeping into an otherwise nonthreatening person. It made me uneasy, and I had the urge to run, but I knew that was not necessary anymore. The Shadow was not after me. But still, there was something menacing about it.

      “Listen, I know you probably don’t want to talk about this. But what did the TI do to you? You can tell me,” I said. After her reaction to me in the dorms, I expected she knew this conversation was coming. I wondered if she would avoid me and pull away, like she did in the dorm that day. But this time, she did not.

      She looked up into the sky and then down at the chips she was holding in her hands. “I have only ever been with one guy, my boyfriend from back home since tenth grade. We messed around, but we never ‘did it.’ We were waiting to get married. He joined the Air Force too. He started basic before me and graduates this week. We said we would get married after we both graduated. But now, nothing feels right anymore,” she said as she shook her head, then moved her hand to cover her stomach.

      “What happened with the TI makes my stomach sick. Now I feel guilty every time I think of it, even though I know it wasn’t even my fault,” she said. Her eyes were furrowed, and her lips were pursed tight.

      “But what exactly happened with him?” I asked.

      “Something I don’t want to talk about,” she said. “Something I only did once with my boyfriend.” She was obviously less expressive than I was about these things. I would have to be more direct. “Okay, so you gave him a blow job?” I asked. “Or you had intercourse? Which one?”

      “The first one,” she said, looking down.

      “Why don’t you say anything? Report him?” I asked.

      “Why don’t you report him?” she snapped back, shaking her head. “He told me the same thing he told you. But instead of a knife, he was threatening me with cocaine. You think I want to get thrown out of here? I need this.”

      “I need this too. I don’t have anywhere to go if this doesn’t work. This is my last chance to get my life together,” I said.

      Santos shook her head and said, “I guess we’re both fucked.”

      “How does he get away with this, flight after flight?” I wondered out loud.

      “Disgusting,” she said. “He knows how to pick us out. Those of us that really need this and can’t take the risk of going against him. Or maybe we all really need this and it’s just easy picking for him.”

      “I wonder if there are more like him. When we leave here, you know what I mean? Will we keep facing people like him?” I asked.

      “Probably. There are assholes everywhere,” she said, her Shadow aura getting stronger and taking up more space around her. All I could do was shake my head. We headed back to the dorms, our heads lower than usual, our minds distant and disturbed.
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      I closed my eyes that night with images of Villalba vivid in my mind. I needed to regroup. The once small and rotting goat shed that I would escape to was now bigger and built of the same cedar wood as the benches and walls of the patios at Lackland AFB. The place was now furnished with large colorful floor pillows, like the ones from Ms. Gabriel’s house, and a comfortable soft blanket that I brought from my room at home. Long white curtains hung from the ceiling and brushed the floor beside the two large openings overlooking the mountains and lake.

      I had recreated a spa I once saw on one of the travel channels, complete with two macrame basket lights hanging from the ceiling. I settled in on one of the blankets and closed my eyes to meditate. I had to take a minute to work out what to do about the TI. I could not stand the idea of him doing this to us again, doing this to other women and getting away with it. I began to say the mantra: So Hum. I had read some meditation books when Omar would not let me out of the house, and it taught me all about mantras. This one was simple and easy to remember, so I used it a lot. It just means I am.

      In my pleasant headspace, I spent a few minutes opening my chakras to make sure none of the discs were blocked. Aligning and unblocking these energy discs would open up the wisdom of each energy point, and it could even prevent physical illnesses. After I felt realigned, I began to concentrate on the TI.

      Still sitting in a meditative position in my comfortable cabana in Villalba, I recalled how his Shadow moved, clinging to the TI and expanding out from his center. Unlike the auras that I saw, which surrounded the individuals, his was more of a projection outward. I sent him wishes for peace and calm. I imagined him surrounded by a white aura, but as the white aura tried to penetrate his, it bounced back, rejected. I tried with the other colors, and one by one they were all rejected except for grey. There was no bouncing back, no clear rejection. But there was no acceptance either. Then I tried with black. That energy blended right in to his and there I was, in his inner world.

      His inner world was incredibly repetitive, reeked of rotten flesh, and sounded like a low-pitched slaughterhouse with subdued screams. Scenes of him sexually harassing women of all shapes, sizes, and races repeated in every energetic domain that surrounded him, in both civilian and military clothing. There were scenes of him carrying out his impulses when he was younger too. I assumed he was in high school, then college, in these perpetual reenactments.

      I tried not to create too much of a stir, as I did not want him to notice an intruder in whatever place this was. But honestly, it seemed he would never suspect it. The energy was toxic and alluring. I felt drawn to his obsession. I could not stop myself from watching, and felt overpowered by his impulses. The excitement he felt as he looked in the young women’s desperate eyes was now my excitement. The control and power he felt in getting away with carrying out his primal desires was now my power and my control. Control I had never had and very much wanted. Rather than become an intruder, I became an accomplice in the deviant acts he relished repeatedly in his mind.

      I kept watching, not sure what I was looking for, but curious still. I saw him as a child, maybe four, dirty in a filthy home, crying on the floor while a woman lay sleeping on the bed above him, immune to his cries. He fusses on the floor with a toy and throws it against the wall. She stirs in her bed and when she does, he gets up and grabs her arm. She swats him away, her wrist bent with no strength, and he yanks at her even harder.

      His bottom appears soiled, as a brown liquid oozes down his leg. He cries louder. She sits up and looks around now, then looks down at him and grabs his hand gently. She walks him into her dark, cluttered closet and closes the door. “Time for a nap, Mikey,” she says softly. The woman walks back to her bedside and sits at the edge of her bed. From the drawer of her nightstand, she takes out a syringe and meticulously fills it with a liquid from a tiny white bottle. She injects it in between her toes and lays back in bed, as Mikey’s cries turn to a soft whimper in the distance.

      I repeated the mantra, So Hum, and it quietly detached me from the gravitational pull of the scene in front of me and his alluring dark energy. I understood him better now—I knew how he thought and what his motivation was. But how could this help me? And then I caught a glimpse of myself, another me, across a dark room. It was week zero and I was about to do what he was asking me to do right before the airmen returned and stopped us. But this time I saw him grab my head hard and push me in toward him. This time I did what he wanted, and he did not care about the interruption.

      The energy around this image was different from the others. It was fuzzy, blurry, and dull. I could only imagine that the fuzziness meant that this was something he still desired. Then I saw Santos there with us, wearing her blue uniform. We were only supposed to wear our blues during the graduation week of training.

      She was sitting in the room with the TI and me as I was doing the disgusting thing that he wanted me to do. He pointed for her to kneel next to me. The energy surrounding me, the observer in the back of the room, began to shift from black to red, and I felt bolts of energy like lightning shooting out from my center. From a distance, the observer me yelled out, “No!”

      Everything stopped.

      I heard a sharp loud ringing in my ears. As I lifted my hands to muffle the painful noise, I noticed they were bright red. I repeated the mantra again, So Hum, and brought myself back to match the black energy of the room. He looked up just as I had completely faded back into the background. His face was bewildered, with the grimace of a tortured man, but he seemed more bothered that he was interrupted than he was suspicious. After all, who infiltrates dreams?

      He went back to what he was doing, now grabbing Santos’s head and pushing it into his crotch. Both of us took turns carrying out this dominant exploitation of our sexuality. That’s when I knew he wasn’t done with us. He would try to do this again, to both of us.

      I stepped backward as I continued watching, careful not to place my foot down too heavily and intent on remaining connected to the same low-energy frequency that belonged to the TI. I kept my pace steady, and I focused on the things I had in common with the monster, which were my desires for dominance and control and the idea of getting away with something impulsive in this stringent military environment. Like bashing his head in.

      It was clear to me now that this was where he and I were not so different. By focusing on what we had in common, I could penetrate his thoughts and dreams without disturbing them. But if I changed my frequency, rejected his desires, or tried to stop them, I would become an intruder and be exposed.

      I returned to the tranquil goat shed turned spa retreat and slowly opened my eyes. So I left a life dominated by a controlling drug dealer to now be controlled by men in uniform. This was not what I had in mind. So Hum, I repeated one more time as I noticed a fire rising in my chest. The burn of the fire ignited deep in my root chakra. This anger growing within me would not help me think. It would only cause me to act out.

      Lashing out at him, turning him in, or rebelling against him during the day were all tempting options on offer for me. But I knew no one would believe me—I had no proof. It was his word, a fifteen-year tech sergeant’s, against that of a newbie with a tarnished track record. Anything I did to him would lead to me being sent home, which was a thought I could not bear.

      I went for a swim in the lake behind the goat shed, working to clear my mind and cool the flames growing within. While I was wading in the crystal-clear freshwater oasis between the mountains, I felt a little calmer, but I was still unsettled as I thought about the TI. I stepped out of the water, completely naked and fully in control of this scenic realm inside my mind.

      It was never too hot nor too cold here. There would be no trespassers because it was designed with a sense of nothingness. No attachments, no expectations of any specific outcome, and no need to shut anyone out or let anyone in. It was in this state of allowing and lack of resistance that I was truly protected from the intrusion of fear, insecurity, and uncertainty. I was at peace. Remembering the rules that governed this serene harbor of mine, I simply allowed myself to be my true self, and shifted into a black jaguar.

      Remembering these universal principles calmed my mind, and I started back toward the still deep blue lake laid out in front of me, at home in my skin and at one with my surroundings. I crouched down as the black jaguar and peered over the water at my reflection. There was something different about my aura now—it was completely red. Usually it was red with an outline of purple, but this time, it was all red. After I’d watched for about a minute, it flashed completely purple. Just like the sun-kissed airman I had spoken to earlier in the day.

      There must be a reason for this, I considered, as I lifted my gaze from the water to the horizon. At this moment I was projecting the same energy he was. My thoughts turned to him, Airman Blick. Concentrating on him and attaching any emotion to what I was experiencing would block rather than open the alignment of our experiences. Again, I would allow the connection to present itself to me, rather than be the one to chase it down or force its meaning to present itself.

      With the grace of the jaguar, I stood from the side of the water and returned to the goat shed. The path from the lake was wide and covered with a soft black mulch that cushioned my steps along the way. It was lined with decorative rocks, orchids, and other tropical flowers. One could hear the soft music of the coqui among the surrounding foliage in the dusk of the evening, while the sky was painted with purple, pink, and yellow.

      As soon as I entered the shed, I was back in my human form, my body cloaked in a long white embroidered dress that fell to my knees, with a drawstring waist and a flounced hem. I returned to my meditative position on the large mandala cushion in the center and closed my eyes. So Hum, I repeated, as I envisioned my reflection in the lake. My mind worked best with facts.

      If I concentrated on one detail that I knew to be absolutely true and not just what I wanted to believe to be true because it made sense to me, more facts would reveal themselves. This truth had to abide by certain universal rules, just like this peaceful harbor. To know something to be true, I had to have witnessed it with my own eyes and any related details could not be guesses or suspicions, only concrete facts. I had much more success in helping my mind make sense of what I needed to understand this way. This was how I got through my darkest days when I began seeing the Shadow and I thought I was completely crazy.

      I recalled the memory of seeing my aura flash from red to purple, with my face in the center. Then it flashed back, from purple to red, and as it did, Blick’s face replaced mine in the center of the red aura. I was looking directly at him from one side of the mirror, as he was looking at himself while shaving in his dorm latrine. I watched him wipe down his face with a white towel, turn off the faucet, then walk away from the mirror. As he did, his image faded, so I moved my energy through the mirror, attaching my red energy to the red around him, just as I had attached the black energy to the black around the TI.

      If it worked for the TI, it should work for Blick—and it did. I became a part of his process and saw everyone was settling down for bed in the male dormitory. I could observe him from a distance as I joined with the other red energy of the room. It appeared to me now that the colors I saw around people also lingered in currents in the surrounding environment, streaming between the other bright colors that matched auras and the dark Shadows. What I saw greatly depended on where I focused my energy. I saw the energy stream I was focused on and I had the urge to bounce into other energy streams to see what they felt like, but I snapped myself out of that idea to remain focused on Blick.

      I felt the environment around him as part of his own energy field within the red spectrum. I watched the blurry, fuzzy image unfold as he started to pull the bedding for his cot back. He was about to climb in when the dorm guard approached him and said something. I only heard muffled words come from the dorm guard, but I could tell from the look on Blick’s face that whatever he was saying was not good.

      Blick started shaking his head back and forth as his shoulders hunched over and his hand clenched into a fist. With his head down, he went to his locker to grab his boots. He slid them on and laced them up. Then he followed the dorm guard into the TI’s office. His TI seemed much more reasonable than ours and he sat there with a softened look on his face, eyebrows raised, and a slight tilt to his head, a look I was not used to on these usually stone-faced warriors.

      The TI motioned for Airman Blick to sit down and as the TI started to talk, I still heard only greatly muffled voices. The TI’s colors were green and blue. I focused on these colors and began to shift mine slightly to match his TI’s, and it worked! I could hear him clearly.

      “. . . they think she won’t make it through the night, and they want you to come home. We booked a flight for you to leave tomorrow at 0640, courtesy of the Red Cross.” Blick’s TI shifted his body from sitting back in his chair to leaning forward with his elbows on the table.

      “Look, you are one of my top cadets. You have aced academics, the physical training, and have shown us all you are a disciplined, stellar airman. If you can make it back by this Friday, I already cleared it with the base commander that you can reintegrate into this flight and graduate with the rest of the squad next week. This is not how we normally handle these kinds of emergencies; we normally recycle the airman and make them start with the next available flight. But because of your performance, we can make an exception. If you need more time while you are there, that is okay, but you won’t graduate with this flight,” he said.

      I silently pulled away from the TI and went back to matching the red energy surrounding Blick. I wanted to understand what was going on in his mind. I saw flashes in his memory, scenes of a loving embrace by a woman with beautiful long blond hair. She was wearing a green maxi dress in what looked like a perfectly manicured, lush green backyard with modern patio furniture. There was a pot roast at the center of the table, with other family members filling the chairs.

      A streamer nearby read Good Luck. It seemed like a going away party for Blick. I turned my attention to another memory, where the woman was sitting in one of the patio chairs next to him and they looked like they were playing a card game. She could have been in her early or mid-fifties, maybe his mother. Then I saw the same woman lying in a hospital bed, alone with tubes in her mouth and her beautiful blond hair plastered and flat on the pillow.

      “Okay. I will try my best to be back by Friday,” he said.

      “Good plan, son. Wear your dress blues,” replied the TI.

      “I will,” he said, shaking his head slowly and looking down.

      Part of me wanted to stay and keep listening, but I had no idea what I was even doing there. This had gotten too personal too fast, and I knew it was time for me to go. I began to disengage my energy ever so slowly, so as not to cause any disruption in the energy field around me.

      It was easier to retreat from Blick than it was from my TI, maybe because I was not trying to match his red energy, as that came naturally for me. I did not have to look for things in common; they were already there. We had the same passion for making it out of basic, the same drive to do something greater, the same feeling of accomplishment for getting as far as we both had, and all of this resounded in the red energy we exchanged freely.

      Still in the safety of my lucid dream, I opened my eyes right where I was sitting on the huge cushion of the goat shed. I began to contemplate what I saw and why. One thing that stood out to me about the visualization with Blick was that the TI said Blick could still graduate with the rest of the squad next week. His flight was our brother flight, and we were set to graduate together, not next week but the week after. So did that mean that I just saw the future? As I tried to make sense of all this, I thought about what my Shadow TI had me and Santos doing. I decided that was either a sick fantasy or it was the future because it had not happened yet.

      This visualization just now with Blick was not as straightforward. The fact that he was much nicer to look at than the TI was certainly refreshing, but I did not know him, and this personal situation of his had nothing to do with me. I was even more confused than when I started, and I was getting nowhere. I closed my eyes and allowed my mind to drift into deep sleep until reveille.
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      Another day, another drill under the San Antonio sun. The days got shorter and cooler as winter began to creep in. We had just finished the one-and-a-half-mile obstacle course that now took us all half the time to finish compared to the first time around. We were all much more in tune with what we needed to do, physically ready for balancing on the ropes, climbing inverted walls, and sliding through the military crawl.

      While hanging upside-down on the double pullover bars, I saw Airman Blick on the rope climb, the obstacle right after mine. There he was, hanging from the first knot at the very top of the rope, about to touch the wood frame. I had to catch up with him. I had already reached the higher bar and placed my knees on the lower bar. I reached over the top bar to grab the lower bar with my palms outward. From this position, I released my knees and hung from the lower bar, then I dropped to the ground.

      I bolted to the rope climb and reached the top in record speed, touched the wood frame, and tried not to slide down the rope too fast to avoid getting rope burn on my hands. As I reached the bottom, I searched for him on the next obstacle, the log wall. I watched as he placed his elbows at the top of the wall and began to pull himself up. There was no one next to him and room for me to make the climb right there. I raced and jumped like a grasshopper, reaching the top with both hands in one easy sprint.

      He glanced back at me from the corner of his eye as he made his way over. I took the same approach with my elbows and lifted my legs up and around behind me. I was over the wall in just seconds and landed to the right of him at the bottom. He looked over at me and gave me a half smile. I gave him a quick head nod and we both looked out ahead of us at the last obstacle, the military crawl. We approached the barbed-wire-lined mud pit together, and at the same time, we both got on our stomachs to grind through the next three hundred feet.

      By this week of the training, we had learned that this was not the time to slow down, just because we were almost done and lying on our stomachs. The trick was instead to push harder to finish strong. We pushed the insides of our feet into the ground and rotated our knees out so that our hips hugged the ground as closely as possible. As we moved in sync under the sharp tips of the barbed wire, he would sneak a glance from the corner of his eye and meet mine, and I would give him a smirk. This was a ridiculous way to connect with a hot guy, but there I was, covered in mud and feeling flush. We reached the end of the obstacle at the same time and emerged together from the muddy pit.

      “That was impressive, Airman . . .” He searched for my name on my name tag. I looked down and saw it was covered with mud. I used the back of my sleeve to wipe off what I could. “Lopez.”

      “Yeah, that was my fastest time yet,” I said, looking at my watch.

      “Let’s get some lunch,” he said, “my treat.”

      “It’s a date,” I said.

      We washed our hands at the cleaning station nearby and each grabbed an MRE, a Snickers, and a Gatorade from the table set up at the course entrance. He and I were among the first five airmen to complete the course, which gave us more downtime than the others, considering that ninety percent of our flight was still out on the course. Around the course, there were plenty of logs and benches neatly lined up, giving us a more suitable place to enjoy all the fine dining that the MREs did not offer. Well, the food may be horrible, I told myself, but the seating is an upgrade from the floor.

      Now that the race was over and I was not so laser-focused on beating my own time, I took a moment to observe his aura. I wanted to know if it would flash red then purple again, and in fact, it did. Trust your instincts, Sasha, I told myself. This was something I repeated quite frequently, because the alternative would be to believe I was hallucinating—that all of this was some big, convoluted delusion—and that just was not an option for me right now. I had come too far just to doubt myself. Funny how being in the presence of this model of a chiseled sun god would bring up my insecurities again.

      “So, what is today’s mystery meat?” I asked, picking up the aluminum bag and searching the side for the description.

      “Chicken marsala,” he said.

      “Oh, sure. That explains the mushrooms,” I said, laughing. “I don’t know why, but right now I am craving a pot roast.”

      “My mom makes a killer pot roast,” he said, with a smile that quickly disappeared.

      “I bet you can’t wait to take leave and have it again,” I said, prying and searching—for what, I still did not know.

      But all he said was, “Yeah.”

      “I’m Sasha, by the way,” I said, holding my hand out to shake his.

      “I’m Trent,” he said, taking my hand in his. I felt the electric charge as soon as he took hold, and fought the urge to snap my hand back from his. He was silent as he finished the rest of his meal-in-a-wrapper. I poured some in my mouth and then picked up my Gatorade. I took a sip to help wash down the aftertaste of vacuum-sealed processed meat.

      More airmen were finishing the course and starting to sit on the logs around us. Santos was among them; she looked over at me and winked as she saw me chatting up Mr. Sunshine. I winked back, but I knew my time with him was going to come to an end soon and wondered how I was going to get him to tell me more about his mother without sounding pushy or annoying.

      “Well, my mother has never made a pot roast, but she makes a mean carne asada,” I said.

      “That sounds good. I don’t think I’ve ever had carne asada,” he said. I smiled at the funny way he pronounced those two words. He did not return my smile. I was losing him. I focused in on his red aura and began to send my aura out wider to merge mine with his. I wanted him to feel like he could trust me.

      He said, “Sorry, it’s just . . . my mother is fighting cancer. She has been for years. I almost didn’t join because I didn’t want to miss any time with her, but here I am.” He shook his head as he said all this. I was in awe of my newfound ability, if it even was an ability. I mean, I had to wonder, was he telling me this because I joined my energy with his now, in my waking life, or was he naturally opening up to me?

      Just then I remembered that in my visualization last night, he would be informed that he is going home to visit his dying mother, then coming back. And I remembered the visualization I had just before that, where the TI did those awful things to Santos and me, and how we could not accuse him of anything because no one would believe us.

      “I totally get it. I have been struggling with something of my own, while here,” I let slip.

      “What do you mean?” he said. I couldn’t believe I said that. I must have been too caught up in his energy. It felt safe, like I could tell him things. But, I thought, there is no way I can tell him this crazy shit going on with the TI, or can I?

      I began to pull back my energy from his, not wanting to expose the corruption I knew existed. Feelings of guilt washed over me. He would probably think I brought this all on myself. Just when I was trying to pull myself together, I looked back into his eyes, which were fixed on mine with a slight tilt to his head. He looked like a combination of a comforting sunrise in the morning with the smell of warm muffins in the oven. I caved.

      “Well, there is a certain TI that harasses me and some of the other airmen in the female dorm. He threatens to plant things like cocaine and knives in our personal belongings to get us to do what he wants,” I said, hoping this dude could handle the level of reality I was dropping on him.

      Since my energy was still woven in among his, I could feel a black shockwave of rejection flash outward from his center. I slowly transitioned my energy to white to offset the inner turmoil he was feeling, and to my surprise, he received the white and allowed himself to be wrapped in it. His face went from having a wrinkled brow to a softened forehead. Just then he raised his hand over his mouth and parted his lips slightly behind his fingers.

      “Whoa, that’s intense. Sorry you have to be dealing with an asshole like that,” he said, shaking his head. “I have this one TI that is an extreme bitch; we all figure she’s overcompensating because she is a female. She makes our days hell. But the guy TI is all right.”

      “Thanks. I just wish there were a way to stop him. Some way to bust him for good. I thought if I had a video camera or a voice recorder, we could record him while he’s saying all these perverted things to us. We know the other TIs won’t believe us. I just don’t know what else to do,” I said.

      “Yeah, there’s no way to get any of that kind of stuff in here,” he said, taking a huge bite of his Snickers bar and chewing while his eyes and face shifted up and to the right.

      “So you do like Snickers?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Oh.” He laughed and looked at the bar in his hand. “I love them. It just looked like you really wanted another one that day,” he said, smiling.

      Watching our auras connect like this, both of us covered in a blanket of white, gave me a lot of insight into Blick’s character. He had to be capable of possessing white energy to merge with mine. Otherwise, it would have been rejected. So, in a sense, all I was doing was enhancing what was already inherent within him. That was fascinating to me and soothing in a moment when we were talking about something so disturbing that it rocked me to the core.

      “Five minutes!” we heard a TI yell in the distance.

      “Listen, don’t let that TI get away with it. Don’t do anything he says, and if you have to, kick him in the balls,” he said, as he began to stand up and get going. I nodded my head and smiled.

      “I will,” I said, standing tall next to him with my shoulders back. I had come too far to be held back now.

      We marched in formation with sweaty uniforms caked in mud. I tried to keep my mind focused on the achievements of the day and the countdown to graduation that was just around the corner, but my mind drifted back to Blick. When would I see him again? Would he be getting the news about his mom tonight or tomorrow? I thought it had to be tonight, because it was Monday.

      That would give him Tuesday, Wednesday, and some of Thursday back home to return to base by Friday like the TI said in my meditation. This was assuming my visualizations were real. But it could still happen tomorrow night, and he would have a full day and a half at home. Either way, I had to trust it would happen, and I wasn’t just hallucinating these things. Since this would be so much more of a coincidence, I was extremely curious to find out if my ability would be validated.

      “Your left! Your right. Your left! Your riiiight . . .” I heard the TI call out cadence, snapping me back to the moment. Hearing his voice reminded me about his role in all this. I sent a silent prayer that he would leave us alone forever. But I knew that was unlikely. If my visualization manifested, then I hoped that he harassed us after Blick was back from visiting his mom. And while I was sending out prayers, I thought, Please, Blick, bring me a recording device of some kind.

      After such an intense day on the obstacle course, I fell asleep on my cot the second I hit the sheets. I tried to get to the goat shed and meditate my way into Blick’s energy field, but my body and mind were not having it. I awoke the next morning with my muscles sore from the previous day’s intense physical activity. Wishing I hadn’t been so tired the night before, I searched for Blick the very first thing at formation.

      Since everyone was in uniform, this presented the unique challenge of searching for subtle differences in height, weight, hair and skin color, and shapes of heads. It was incredible how quickly the human mind could adapt visually to become more efficient in detecting even the smallest details among us.

      When I could not find him with this approach, I decided to use color. I looked for his red-to-purple flashing aura. I had been developing the ability to tune in or out of the energetic fields I wanted to see. If I wanted to see auras, I had to feel and see my own aura first by tuning in to each of my chakras and being highly aware of every physical and emotional sensation occurring in my body.

      Was I anxious, calm, or happy? Did I feel any sensations in my fingers? In my toes? And as I deeply connected with my own sensations and emotions, I identified where my mind was at that very moment. Was I thinking about home? Was I worried about making it to graduation? Was I telling myself I was a good airman and feeling at home among these like-minded strangers or was I missing home and doubting my newfound abilities? It was when I was most attuned to what was going on within my own consciousness that I could observe a whole new dimension of consciousness among others.

      But this approach did not work with the Shadow. The Shadow was always present, whether I wanted to tune in to it or not. Whether I aligned with my inner world or ignored it. No matter how much I meditated or how much I opened my chakras, the Shadow lingered with a menacing screech that I simply got better at pushing to the background. I just had to accept that there was nothing I could do about it.

      But I did know that seeing this Shadow was somehow the gateway, the opening, of a whole new dimension of Light that I would never have known about unless I accepted, and faced, the depths of the darkness. This was the gift of the Shadow that I understood along with the burden of its terror and inner noise.

      We began the short march from the dorms to the dining hall, and I still had not seen Blick. In formation, we could not turn our heads and look around freely like a civilian would, so in my impatience I tried to feel his energy.

      We arrived in the dining hall and lined up to get our trays. I could not find him with any of my senses.

      “There’s no maître d’ here, Beauty Queen,” the TI slurred from behind me. “Looking for Airman Blick?” he said, covered with the now familiar but still unsettling dark abyss. Immediately upon hearing his voice, I stood at attention and did a left face in his direction. I forced myself to keep my eyes from widening with surprise as I thought, How could he know? He must have seen me talking to Trent on the patio yesterday. There was a slight stinging under my arms as I began to sweat at the thought that this monster could know anything personal about me.

      “At ease, airman. Get your breakfast,” he said, and turned away from me.

      The day continued like this. I searched for Blick and could not find him. At weapons training, I saw the dorm guard that spoke to Blick in my visualization. There was a space at the table next to him, so I brought my weapon over to it to inspect and assemble before qualification practice.

      “Hey,” I said, as I set my things down. He gave me a blank look. Of course, this was the first time I had spoken to him in the six weeks we’d been there.

      “Uh, hey,” he replied. I wasn’t sure how I was going to get him to tell me anything, so I figured it couldn’t hurt to just come right out and ask.

      “I haven’t seen Airman Blick today. Is something wrong?” I said.

      He blinked a few times and looked back down at his rifle.

      “He’s dealing with a personal issue,” he grunted under his breath. I got the vibe that he was trying to ignore me.

      “Is it his mother? Is she okay?” I asked, with my eyes down on my rifle. He looked up at me now and his shoulders relaxed, his eyes finally meeting mine.

      “Oh yeah, so he told you about her. She might not make it through the night. He went home to visit her,” he said. I found my breath and exhaled. “But he said he could come back and still graduate with us if he made it back by Friday.”

      “It will be rough for him today,” I said out loud, without meaning to. I felt for him; he seemed to love his mother. Then I froze. My hands tightened around the rifle I was holding, and I forgot what to do next. I had disassembled and reassembled my weapon now a dozen times. Today we would be qualifying on these weapons and my mind was completely blank. I must have freaked out the airman I was just talking to, because he said, “Hey, you okay?”

      “Oh, yeah. Thanks, yeah. I am okay. I’m fine,” I said, shaking my head slowly. It had dawned on me that this was all real. I had the ability to see things beyond myself. Really see things. Like tell the future. And it was not speculation anymore; it was an absolute fact that I could prove to myself. This wasn’t like when Nikki’s mom said I had “precognition abilities.”

      I mean, now I knew she was right, but back then there was not enough proof. It was just that I’d dreamt of jaguars, then I saw a jaguar at the zoo. Who knows, maybe we’d talked about going to the zoo and I forgot, and that idea got planted in my brain. And Omar going to jail—well, anyone could have guessed that would happen sooner or later, with all the stuff he was into. No, this was entirely different. I picked up on his unbalanced energy, followed him around, energetically speaking, and saw something very personal about him.

      Just then it occurred to me that I needed something from Blick. I needed him to bring me that voice recorder. Oh yes, tonight I would do my best meditation ever to get to him and somehow make sure he brought me what I needed to take down the TI.

      In my mind I saw a flash of the red book with the word, “Acceptatio.” This was the word that I had to remember when it came to where my life was right at that moment. Acceptance. With this proof, would I be able and willing to accept the fact that I had a unique ability to read people, situations, and circumstances? Could I allow myself to be certain that I was not crazy, only that the world was not the world I thought it was? There was so much more that I could see now.

      There was a whole new dimension that others did not know about at all. Maybe some knew, like those who taught Ms. Gabriel what she showed me. There must be some sort of connection between those teachings and the ability to see these forces of light and dark so much more clearly. Whatever it was, I was grateful for it. The mechanical process of reassembling my weapon returned to me then, and I was ready to qualify.
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            “Kick him in the balls”

          

        

      

    

    
      Spirits were high in the dorm that evening as we all settled down for the night. The entire flight qualified on our weapons and aced our academic exams, outperforming all other week six flights. We achieved “exemplary performance,” according to our TI. I thought about Trent and hoped he would get a chance to qualify on his weapon as soon as he was back.

      Lights out was supposed to be at 2100 hours, but it seemed they were giving us extra time to chat among ourselves and enjoy our accomplishments. Unlike the others, I resented the extra time because I wanted to get to my goat shed. Some of the other airmen tried to talk to me, but I brushed them off, in no mood for all this celebration. I had an agenda and was ready to get to it. Twenty long minutes later, lights were finally out, and I was already settled in my bed waiting for the hustle and bustle to end so I could get into zen mode.

      It was not working. Ten minutes passed, and I could not find myself in the goat shed. That was when I realized my shoulders were tense and my face was all pinched up like I just ate a lemon. I was still annoyed at the extra time they gave us, so I was taking even more time to get settled. I had to remember the rules that governed the energetic field of my visualizations. It was nothing. I could not feel annoyed or happy. Not frustrated or attached to finding out anything about Trent.

      I could have the intention to achieve a certain goal, but no expectation that it would actually happen. By knowing now that my premonitions were in fact real, by being frustrated at the extra time and only caring about getting to bed instead of flowing with the evening, I had unwittingly set myself a huge expectation that I would learn something important by going into my realm tonight. All of this overthinking would set me up for failure. Let’s try this again, I told myself.

      I took three deep breaths and scanned my body from top to bottom, just like Ms. Gabriel taught me. I acknowledged any sensations, and any non-sensations. And I thanked my body for all it did for me. There, I could see the thoughts passing through my mind. There was the worried thought about what Trent was doing and the uncertainty about whether or not he would help me. The thought about the TI and whether he would try something with me again. Then the thought about my family, and whether my mother would be proud when I graduated. I saw that I had so many expectations and worries.

      Okay, Sasha, I thought, time to detach from these thoughts so I can get into the VIP room in my mind. One by one, I visualized a string connecting each thought to me. I held a huge pair of scissors that I then used to cut each string. As I cut the first thought, it scurried away like a ferret running into a bush. I cut the second thought-string, and this one floated off like a balloon into the sky. And so they all went, with me cutting strings of thoughts and the thoughts vanishing—poof—into the abyss whence they came. My mind was now clear, and the VIP room awaited.

      I opened my eyes within my lucid dream and saw the shed’s peaceful white curtains that gently swayed in the tropical breeze. So Hum . . . Here I was, staring out upon another dusk evening with clouds painted golden, pink, and purple over the green mountain range sprawled out before me. Palm trees rocked in the distance, and the ever-present coquis sang out all around.

      It was easy to forget why I came and just sit there instead. For a while, I did just sit there and take it all in. If this were all there was, it would be enough. Then, after a few minutes, I heard a muffled cough and remembered I was not here, inside the goat shed. I was in a meditative state inside a dream and I had something I needed to do.

      I brought images of Blick to my mind, from our conversation just the day before, but nothing happened. I couldn’t see anything. Then I recalled the images I saw of him with his mother out on his patio. I gave it a little more time, but that didn’t work either. I decided I would retrace my steps from the night it did work.

      I took a dive in the still lake and swam around for a little while, doing my work on thought detachment so I would not rush the process and instead allow thoughts to flow freely. I stepped out of the cool water onto the fern-covered soil so that I could lean over the water and look at my reflection. There I was, droplets of water dripping from my glossy black hair that covered every inch of my face and body, surrounded by a red aura that shifted to purple. I watched as my green eyes glowed in the reflection of light. The moment I shifted to purple, I saw him.

      He was sitting by her bedside, holding her hand. His mother’s face was turned in his direction, pale and wrinkled beyond her years. Half her head was shaved, and I could see stitches on the side. Clear plastic tubes were keeping her alive for what were now surely her last minutes. There was no fuzz, no blur in the image the way I saw the premonition the other night. This was either happening right now or it had already happened. If true, it would be utterly amazing, I thought. Enough of that, Sasha, I told myself. It is true and you are amazing.

      Now that my visualization about Blick’s mother had materialized, I could only expect that what happened with the vile TI would also manifest. I felt for the guy, I really did, but I had a purpose here, and it was to make sure Blick brought me back a recorder of some kind. I searched around his energy field, trying not to cause a disturbance, but looking for clues of what would come next. It was a mess in there. Lots of sorrow, hurt, and frustration. He was angry at himself and I could see it. It was hard to sift through these strong emotions and find anything that was not about his mother.

      I sensed myself getting tense again and had to consciously let go. No attachments, I reminded myself. As he sat there, eyes filled with water and fighting back a big ugly cry, I knew what to do. I shifted my energy to white and began to penetrate theirs. She was easy to envelop; her aura was almost entirely gone anyway. Only a faint silver light glimmered out about a half inch from her skin, whereas a normal aura surrounded a person up to about six inches out. As soon as the white merged with her silver, her face softened, and I could see the corners of her mouth turn ever so slightly upward. She knew I was there.

      On the other hand, Blick’s aura glowed a fierce red and black. Lightning bolts of red sparks shot out from the center. His grief was full of anger, and it was so strong it rejected the white energy instantly. Okay, so let him be, I thought. He had the right to be angry. It was like a hurricane within his energy field. I tried to search for blurry images, like the ones I suspected told the future, but I could not see anything but the rage.

      I focused my energy back on his mother. I felt the vibration of her energy get stronger when I returned and wondered how I would let her know who I was and what I was doing there. She was standing now, in a long white dress with her hair flowing as though she’d just come from a salon.

      “So, I am guessing you know Trent from basic training,” she said. So now I was seeing spirits?

      “Yes. How do you know that?” I asked.

      “I can see it. I can see a lot of things I never saw before,” she said with a serene smile. “What is your name?” she asked.

      “I’m Sasha,” I said, feeling a bit rude for not introducing myself. “Are you dead?” I asked.

      “No, dear, but my time is close. I am ready,” she said. I felt her energy extend out to mine, connecting with it like an electric blanket, as if her warmth came to surround me. I wanted to reject her warmth but remembered the red book of acceptance.

      “I know this might sound strange, but I wonder if you can help me. I need Trent to bring me back a voice recorder, to basic training. It’s really important,” I said.

      “Well, it won’t come as a surprise to you when I say I can see that. In the same way you see things,” she said.

      My eyes opened wide, shoulders pulled back, and a hopeful smile crossed my lips, “So you see things too! Finally, I am not alone in all of this. How does this work? Will you help me, then, to understand?”

      “I don’t know any more than you do, dear,” she said, then looked back at Trent. I felt her attention focus on him; she wanted to get back to him. I looked down, fidgeted with my hands, and thought that these two needed their time alone.

      “Will you tell him to help me?” I asked. I could not believe I was asking a dying woman for her final act on earth.

      “I will, but for my own reasons as much as yours. I want him to go back and finish, and I don’t think he will unless he has a good reason,” she said.

      Just as she said these final words, the colors suspended in the air that held her energy dissipated into nothing. On the bed, her head turned toward Trent and she slowly opened her eyes. Trent was wrapped in his own fury as she looked over at him. When he noticed that she was awake, his eyes softened, his expression lightened, and the blasts of rage stopped shooting from his core.

      “Hey, Mom,” he said.

      “Hi, Bear,” she replied in a scratchy, faint voice. He picked up a cup of water from the table and placed the straw right at her mouth so she could take a drink.

      “Honey, I’m okay. You should not be here. You need to finish your training,” she said, with eyes that searched his face for compliance.

      “Mom, I need to be here now,” he said in one defeated breath.

      “No. No, you don’t. No matter what happens, you get on that plane and you graduate, okay? It’s what I want,” she said. His forehead wrinkled in defiance, but then he nodded his head slowly and placed his other hand on top of hers.

      “Listen, I don’t know how to tell you this, so I am just going to come out and say it,” she said before coughing a few times. “You have a friend in basic—her name is Sasha, I think—and she needs your help, okay? She needs you to bring her a voice recorder,” she said, squeezing his hand tight.

      “What in the world are you talking about? How could you possibly know that?” he said, shaking his head slightly and letting go of both her hands.

      “Honey, it’s hard to explain. I don’t know how this works.” She closed her eyes and tilted her head back with a grimace of pain on her face. “All I know is that you have to help her. It is really important.”

      “I barely know her, and I could get in a lot of trouble. What—did she call you? This is nuts,” he said now, standing up and pacing.

      “It’s not nuts. You remember your great aunt May? How she used to read the tarot cards and got them right every time? And how she could talk to your dead uncle Stevie? This girl can do things like that. She knows you are here, and she came to ask me for your help. She’s here now, by the way,” she said.

      His face turned to stone. His lips parted, and his eyes widened in disbelief.

      “What do you mean, she’s here now?” he said, eyes scanning the room in confusion.

      “Her energy can travel through time and space,” she said.

      I felt completely naked and exposed watching this conversation unfold. I was crazy two days ago, and now I’m a time-traveling psychic? Blick is probably going to hate me now, for meddling with his mother. I was certainly crazy to think he would help me; I was nobody to him.

      “She’s incredible, Mom,” he said. “She beat all the guys on the obstacle course the other day; none of us could believe it. She caught up to me from way in the back. She is like GI Jane with hair. You would like her,” he said, smiling.

      I had no idea he even noticed that I did that. My chest swelled with pride.

      “Oh, I do like her, Bear,” she said, her voice fading and eyes drooping.

      His smile shifted into an intent stare and he sat back down in the chair, taking his mother’s hand once again. He seemed to be studying her, turning her hand in his and caressing the back of it gently.

      “If you want me to help her, I will play along. It all sounds loco to me, but I remember that time Aunt May asked Uncle Stevie how to reset the sprinkler system and I watched her do it step by step.” He laughed. “Knowing how bad she was at everything mechanical, I knew Aunt May wasn’t joking with me.” He paused, then said, “Okay, Sasha, if you are listening”—he looked around the room—“I’m coming back to base tomorrow, and I will bring the voice recorder. Our code word is Bear,” he said with a smirk of uncertainty. “Call me that when you see me and I will know this is all for real,” he said.
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      “You all think you are ready for graduation next week?” the TI belted out as we lined up in formation that Tuesday of week seven. The heat from the sun graced my back and the air was fresh from a morning rain. As we prepared to head to combat training, I spotted the familiar red energy floating around Blick a few rows up and to the right of where I was standing.

      “Yes, sir!” we yelled in unison.

      “Today, we are headed over to CATM for Combat Arms Training. All airmen will engage in hand-to-hand combat with pugil sticks. This is where I will get to see if you are ready for the field. I expect to see you all hold your ground. Now, where are my road guards?” he asked.

      I was the first of the four of us that ran forward and stood in a line at attention directly in front of the TI. The road guards were responsible for stopping traffic by holding our palms up as the formation marched to the destination. I loved the rush of breaking out of the mold of rows of airmen all lined up nice and neat. I also wanted to get a good warm-up before getting into combat. Peeking out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that Airman Blick was standing just to the right of me. We were all standing straight at attention with eyes front, but I could tell he noticed me too. Two road guards would take the back of the formation, and the other two would handle the front. I was relieved we would be the two at the rear.

      “Ten hut!” we heard the TI command. Everyone locked in attention. Over the past few days, I had studied the depths of the TI’s Shadow, getting whatever intelligence I could from the movements within the mist that surrounded him. I attempted to penetrate the Shadow during the day, by turning my own aura black with the darkest thoughts from Jamaica and by recalling my sadness and desperation after Omar’s arrest.

      This all required too much concentration, and whenever I tried, I would be interrupted. I was also worried that my practice would be exposed. There were simply no times during the day when I could just sit and meditate alone. There was always some place to go, some training to have and some people around. But I could tell that the TI was getting anxious and was searching for the right opportunity to get me alone. He was like the jaguar, lurking and ready to pounce.

      “Right face!” the formation pivoted sharply to the right in unison, and Blick and I took our positions as rear road guards. The TI began to yell cadence and moved to the front of the formation.

      “Welcome back,” I whispered when the TI was out of earshot. We were several feet from the back of the formation and far enough from the other airmen not to be overheard. I wanted desperately to say, “Welcome back, Bear,” but the word would not come out of my mouth. What if I said Bear and he didn’t know what I was talking about? Would he think I was crazy? I wished I did not have to bring him into any of this, but I did need his help desperately.

      I could sense that the TI’s frustration with not conquering me by now was getting to him. Every time he looked at me, it was more intense than the last time. With the days of basic training coming to an end, I had to be ready for when he would take his next chance at getting what he wanted. I was surprised he had not tried already.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      We marched on like this, taking our positions blocking traffic and moving in stride. I wanted to just blurt out Bear about five different times, but every time I tried, my throat tightened up as though rocks were stuffed inside. When we arrived at combat training, he turned and looked me directly in the eye before we entered the building. His eyes were liquid blue with green speckles in the center, and he stared back at me with a wildness, like a caged animal that knew there was no way out. Tiny shocks of fury shot out from his core and I could tell he was still hurting because he had to leave his mother. I learned later that his time with her was the last time he would see her alive.

      In combat training, I was paired with Airman Speed. We were dressed in protective gear and given our pugil sticks. After our instructional overview we began warm-ups. This we did while holding the heavily padded sticks, taking light blows at each other, and using nonaggressive techniques for a few minutes until we were called to the center mats. When the TI announced for the first pair to begin, the whole room shot up with bright colors.

      Even the TI transformed before my eyes, from the harrowing zombie-monster I was used to seeing. His skin went from decayed to smooth, his concrete jaw less square and more welcoming. He had a straight, hawkish nose, with the Shadow around him subdued and settled in a haze of blue. I could only guess that the Shadow subsided to the joy everyone felt, even him. We watched the other airmen take their blows at each other, then it was our turn up.

      “You ready?” I said.

      “For sure,” she replied.

      Her magenta glow shone even brighter. She stood a few inches taller than me, at about five foot eight, and weighed a good twenty pounds more than I did. She told me that back home she had worked on the farm every day since she was little. Her muscles were refined over years of physical labor, and from what I could tell about her energy, she was sure she was going to take me down in a second.

      “Start!” yelled the TI.

      We stood apart for a few seconds before beginning, and as we did, I watched her aura. She moved her stick forward at the right of me, but before she did, her aura shot out in the same direction. Next, she did the same thing on the left side, and I watched the magenta glow move to the left before she took a step. I responded with an uneventful push of my stick at her.

      Speed took a decisive step at me on my right, and as her magenta glow shot out in front of her, I knew she would come at me strong from that side, so I stepped left. We repeated this little dance for a few steps, so that every time she came at me, I simply avoided contact. But we could not go on like this, and I could tell she was getting annoyed.

      “What’s wrong, Beauty Queen? Didn’t they teach you how to fight in the pageants?” yelled the TI as he stood right behind me. He then laughed heartily. I furrowed my eyebrows and leaned into my stance. The next time she came at me, I moved my stick to her opposite side and brought it hard into her right shoulder. We exchanged blows, and despite her larger size and frame, I was excited when I noticed that she kept backing away from my blows. This meant she was tired, but I noticed that I was not.

      “Halt!” yelled the TI. We went back to our places and took off our gear for the next cadets to use.

      “I did not expect that,” breathed Speed as she removed her helmet, panting heavily.

      “Oh, yeah. Me neither,” I replied with steady breath.

      I saw Airman Blick standing by the equipment bins and walked over. His was the only aura that was not bright in excitement, as the rest of us relished the chance to take some stress out on each other. Feeling the pressure of time passing, I knew I needed to move on the chance to catch the TI dead in his tracks. I pushed past the sense that this was all so awkward and incredible and went for it.

      “Hey, Bear.” There, I said it. Then I placed the helmet, harness, and stick back in the bins.

      His eyes softened and he bowed his head for a second. He looked back up at me and blinked with acknowledgment of our code word.

      “Are you in on some kind of sick prank with my mom?” he asked.

      I twisted my mouth and crossed my arms.

      “Of course not. Look, I know this is super weird. It’s strange for me too. But I need to know, are you going to help me?” I asked, my eyes shifting down and away from him. I stood at rest to his right, so I would not appear to be talking to him. Casual conversations in instructional spaces were completely off limits.

      “Yes, I have it. I’ll bring it to you at dinner formation tonight,” he said, and gave me a side-eye up and down. A rush of energy shot up from my legs to my chest. That recorder was my insurance policy.

      “Did you remember to include batteries?” I asked. He laughed, then shook his head.

      “Now, that would suck if I forgot. Lucky for you, I remembered,” he said.

      That night I held the voice recorder in my hand as I laid in my cot, ready to go to sleep. Blick handed it to me before dinner, and I slid it in my right cargo pocket. He said he had no trouble bringing it in with him. It was small enough to fit in the palm of my hand, silver and thin. He explained that this was a new model that did not use a cassette tape, but instead it had an MP3 digital sound recorder. I tested it out a few times, and it worked great.

      He told me he snuck it through in the lining of his suitcase, and I felt a huge weight lift off my shoulders when I knew that he got away with it. I would have lost my mind again if he had gotten caught and in trouble for bringing it in. The thought of him messing up his chances of completing his training—which was the one thing his mother wanted for him—wrung my nerves right out. I quickly shook away that thought, grateful that was not the case.

      Reveille sounded at 4:45 a.m., and I was still holding the recorder in my hand. I must have been exhausted, because I fell right asleep without the chance to travel to the goat shed. Upset at myself, I looked in the mirror as I tied my hair in a bun at the back. It had grown a few inches since I cut it all off in week zero, and was now out of regulation in length. Funny, I thought as I looked into my green eyes, something about my jaw line was firmer, something about my cheekbones more set, and something about my eyes said I was not crazy. I finished getting dressed for PT.

      Then I felt it. I could always feel the Shadow before I saw it. My mouth filled with the taste of metal and I had the urge to scratch myself all over, as a frigid chill shot down my spine. These were the signs of the Shadow at its worst. It was the start of week eight, and we would find out sometime this week where we would go from here for technical school. This meant I would know if I would become a SERE.

      Everyone had left for morning PT except for Santos and me. We were told to stay behind because the TI would be issuing our orders to us each individually. Dressed in our grey Air Force T-shirts and blue shorts, we both sat outside the TI’s office, waiting to be called in. Santos looked over at me with eyes that revealed a teeth-chattering scream lying somewhere within. She knew exactly what he wanted with her, and I knew what he wanted with us both.

      “Enter, Lopez,” he called.

      I had the recorder placed just inside my pocket. I thought about putting it between my breasts or securing it behind my bra strap, but I was worried he would grab me in one of those places before I had the chance to catch something incriminating on the audio file. I had tested the sound recording quality from my pocket and it was slightly muffled, but it worked. It would have to do.

      I slid the button on the recorder to the on position. My body felt double my normal weight as I tried to stand up from the chair, and when I tried to move my feet, it was like they were being held down by twenty-pound weights. I took a few painful steps forward and looked back at Santos for motivation. She would not lift her gaze from the floor.

      I looked at him from the other end of the office and felt my stomach twist and turn as I saw him sitting there staring at the paperwork he held in his hands. The cloud of darkness that surrounded him parted, opening a clear view of his wretched face and rotten hands. I took a deep breath and approached his desk, feeling my heartbeat pound in my chest with every step.

      He met my stare and said, “You are full of surprises, Beauty Queen,” he slurred, as only a demon could. “When this assignment came across my desk, I must say, I hesitated. The training is ten times tougher than boot camp. But then I looked at the bright side. We will be seeing a lot more of each other, because the training starts right here at Lackland.” He smirked. My face burned. I was hoping I would be far away from him by the end of next week.

      “So, you ready to know what it is?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir,” I said, removing any emotion from my tone.

      “Okay, but first there’s something you should know. It requires my recommendation. They need to know if I consider you physically and psychologically ready for the demands of this assignment. It is a good assignment. In my opinion, one of the best. The things you’ll learn will prepare you for anything,” he said. He was trying to pique my curiosity as I tried not to flinch while watching a piece of decaying skin dangle from his face.

      “Enter, Santos!” he yelled out of nowhere.

      Her energy was dim as she entered, shoulders dropped, and her face held the look of a stone Greek statue. I cringed a little with each of her steps, knowing what she had endured and believed she would endure in another encounter with this disturbed man.

      “Now Lopez, I think Santos can help you understand something important. Santos, tell Airman Lopez the magic word,” he said.

      “Compliance,” she said, void of emotion.

      “Yes, that’s it. Compliance. What I want—no, what I need—is for you to comply. Like Airman Santos has complied. This is how we all get what we want.” I swallowed what felt like a sparrow clinging to the lining of my throat with sharp fingernails as it went down. “Come here and stand at attention.” I did as he said. He stood up from his desk in front of me. “Now, get down on your knees,” he said. I stared into his amused eyes as I ground my teeth in defiance, but I complied. He reached down and unzipped his pants in front of me, revealing that pitiful part of him.

      “You just going to stare at it? Santos, come over here and show her how it’s done,” he said.

      “I-I can’t do this,” I said. “I don’t want to.”

      “Now, that’s fine. You don’t have to. And I don’t have to give you my recommendation,” he said.

      “Santos, has he made you do this before?” I asked, my eyes pleading with her to speak the truth. “Has he asked you to give him a blow job?”

      “Yes,” she said, returning a glare that burned with rage. “He made me.”

      My right hand clenched into a tight fist, so tight my knuckles turned white.

      “Now, don’t make me out to be such a bad guy, Santos. You girls like it too. Even though you would not want to admit it. Now, let’s get this party started,” he said. “Santos, kneel down here and show Lopez what to do.” Santos kneeled and reached for him.

      Right before she took him in her hands, I pulled my tight fist back and slammed it into his pitiful parts. He screamed out a deep “Ahhhhh,” clinging to himself as he did, curling his body over and falling to his chair. I linked my arm with Santos’s and pulled her up. She stumbled backward, and I had to steady her.

      When we were both standing, we looked down on him sitting in a fetal position, warped in pain. His Shadow spun off into three or four separate tornados around him, wringing out their high-pitched whispers. I shook out my right hand, the sting of the punch reverberating in my knuckles, and then I slid it into my pocket, making sure the recorder was still there. Santos looked over at me with desperation in her eyes, shaking her head and saying, “Oh no,” several times over.

      “Ha, Airman Lopez. What have you done?” he choked out as he tried to regain his composure.

      “Sir, I had nothing to do with this, okay? I can’t get kicked out,” Santos looked at me, shook her head, then looked at the TI.

      “Not only won’t you be getting your orders, but you will both be kicked out for insubordination,” he said, his face no longer contorted with pain. His Shadow tornados were no longer spinning around him but now regrouped behind him, small and contained. I had never seen his shadow so meek; I could see the faint glow of his natural blue aura lingering around. I would have expected the opposite—that it would grow with fury.

      My thumb touched the cool silver metal of the recorder in my pocket as I ground my teeth and wondered what to do next. A loud voice in my head told me to replay the recording right then and there. This way, Santos would know I had him. He would find out that he was screwed, and I had it all on audio. I wanted him to know, so badly, that he had no chance of kicking either of us out and that he had it all wrong—it was his career that was over. But I couldn’t do that, because if I did, he would do whatever it took to take this recorder from me. No, I had to get away from him and share this with someone I could trust.

      “You have been harassing Santos and me since the beginning. I don’t know how many times you’ve had Santos in here, and this is now the second time you’ve tried this on me. How many women have you done this to over the years? Is it dozens? Hundreds? It seems you have this whole routine down, manipulating us, threatening us with drugs and weapons. This has to stop, right now!” I yelled, hoping someone would hear us. But we were still all alone in the dorm; none of the other airmen had returned. Time was slower now. The clock above his desk had stopped moving and the walls began to warp ever so slightly.

      “There is something I think you are having trouble with, Airman Lopez, and it’s acceptance. You needed to accept that this is the way around here. All the other girls before—and yes, there have been dozens—accepted what they needed to do to get what they wanted. I helped them get their assignments. I took care of them, like I am going to take care of Santos. This is how things work around here, and you, well, you’ll just crawl back into the little hole where you came from,” he said, moving his fingers as though he was swatting away a fly.

      There was a rumbling, a faint gurgling under the surface as his rage subsided and then was restored. The Shadow caved into itself—it had just about disappeared—then I watched with bewildered eyes as it slithered out of his arms, chest, and legs like snakes. They started small, insignificant, and then began to grow in both size and shape. The deepest parts of the Shadow were as dark as midnight, the shrieks I heard within imperceptible to anyone but me. My mind became agitated again, with thoughts of a severe mental disorder that must have driven me to this point. The Shadow began to speak with a husky tone.

      “You must have completely lost your mind, Airman. Now you are under arrest for assault and battery of your superior. You will be court martialed, and with Santos’s testimony, you will be convicted of a felony,” he said, and I heard the words he spoke echo in the dark energy field that surrounded him. I looked over at Santos.

      “Santos, don’t do it. It is going to be all right. We can get through this, together,” I pleaded as the recorder burned with the desire to be free of my hot and stuffy pocket. Santos looked at me, then looked down at her hands and began to fidget. Tiny beads of sweat started to form at the very top of her forehead.

      “That’s right. Santos is a witness that you assaulted me when I wouldn’t recommend you for SERE training,” he said, as he stood even taller and moved toward the phone. He picked up the receiver, placed it on his ear and dialed. The room became devoid of air, and my chest pulsed as I tried to find my breath. I pulled my hands out of my pockets and wrung my fingers together with the same cadence as the churning in my stomach. I watched in awe as his Shadow condensed tightly back into him as he spoke on the phone. Its presence was almost entirely diminished while his skin and face still looked pale, unnatural, and vile.

      What if there was no Shadow, but only my twisted mind? What if I assaulted him for the very reasons he just said, and none of this was true? I searched Santos’s face for an answer, but she avoided my eyes. I reached in my pocket once again for the recorder. If it was still there, it meant I was not making this up. The recorder meant that not only was I experiencing everything I thought, but that even someone else believed me.
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      I barely had time to acknowledge the news about the SERE training assignment when the security police arrived to take me away. It was the assignment I had wanted, the future I dreamed of, and yet it was all fading right before my eyes. The security police pushed me up against the wall like an armed criminal and patted me down. They found nothing in my pockets or on my body. I was placed in handcuffs and escorted out of the dorm, minutes after all the other airmen had arrived and were preparing for showers and breakfast.

      My eyes stung from the fury of the Shadow as I was being arrested. They began to tear from the smoke, like they did whenever I got too close to a campfire. I bowed my head and squinted my eyes tightly as I was escorted out, unable to look at any of the airmen or read their faces.

      This did not feel vindicating and empowering, like the night I confronted the not-TI Shadow form at Casa Malaparte. No, this felt like something entirely different. Finally, I did to this monster what he had coming, and yet I was the one in handcuffs being taken away. All credibility was stripped from me, along with my aspiration and hope for a meaningful future.

      The TI walked behind us, his footsteps clamoring on the floor along with the others. The sound of the metal door opening, followed by the thumping of all our feet, reminded me of the many days I spent in the bathtub after Omar’s arrest. That was when I listened and waited for heavy hell to come.

      When we reached the downstairs patio, I felt a blast of fresh air on my face, which helped me open my eyes again. I saw the TI speak to one of the sergeants, a few feet away and out of earshot.

      “He’s lying. Whatever he is saying, he’s lying!” I yelled, as the airman that held my arms back tightened his grip.

      “That’s enough,” he said.

      The TI shifted his gaze and gave me a cold stare as the security police shoved me into the vehicle.

      “Looks like you’ll be headed to the brig soon,” said the driver. His voice was light and peppy.

      “That’s where they send all the female prisoners, especially once the JAG gets a hold of ya,” he finished, his country drawl evident with each enunciation. I stared blankly out the window and realized that from this point on, I had no control over what would happen.

      For several hours I sat there, in the box of a room of worn white bricks enclosed with a metal door. The room was decorated with a grim wooden bench with initials and illegible words carved by what I assumed were fingernails. The silence was the only thing about that room that I found refreshing—no, it was invigorating. In that room I could not hear the constant hum of the Shadow’s whispers or see the torment it wished to bring upon me.

      All I had were my thoughts, and I had gotten good at slowing those down. I would watch as my brain would throw me a thought like, You are crazy. You just got kicked out of here. I would see the thought and disconnect myself from it. I was not my thoughts.

      You are going to jail for a long time, and now your life is ruined, my brain tried to tell me. As I saw those thoughts, I sat and meditated. “So Hum,” I repeated my mantra. This calmed my mind as I tried to not get caught in a slippery slope of negative thoughts that would summon the Shadow even closer. I attempted to refute any thoughts that were not positive. I focused on the good things that I could. I was still alive. I was safe. No one could hurt me right now.

      I remembered one of the universal principles was that it was important also to focus on the present moment. Although harm might come later, now, I was safe. Another thought came tumbling in, but this one was a voice that spoke directly to me. You thought all this happened for a reason. You thought you went through this deep, trying time in your life to lead you right here. To take down this bad guy. To do something greater than yourself. When the truth is, all you are is crazy and destructive, and nothing about you ever mattered.

      The growing rage inside me was only calmed until then. Until that thought. My rage did not want to be calmed. I wanted to be upset with the TI, with myself for being so uncertain, so unstable since the beginning. The rage within spoke to me and demanded that I fight.

      The whole idea about meditation, chakras, and reading energy was just a distraction for my ever-disturbed mind. The last thing I wanted was to visit the goat shed now. There was no way to achieve this impossible demand of nothingness required by the VIP room. The fire burning within was too great to expect that. Sometimes I had to just let myself be angry, and this was one of those times. Out of habit, I tried again. I sat on the bench with my legs crossed, my eyes closed, and my hands open on my thighs, yet I could not get to the place of nothingness.

      The T-shirt I was wearing suddenly became itchy, the pits damp with sweat, and my hands began to feel clammy. I imagined myself in front of the commanding officer when they started to question me. “Let’s see, sir, I would say, I regularly see a dark, ominous Shadow around everyone creepy, especially the TI. Everyone else has a colorful glow of an aura unless they are in a bad mood, are getting reprimanded, or thinking unpleasant things.

      “For the record, this is how I knew the TI was a bad person. Then, he tried to sexually assault me, but we were interrupted, so nothing happened. But I believe he did sexually harass Santos at some point; she even told me so. Or at least I thought she did. I may be hallucinating, so I can’t entirely be sure any of the conversations I’ve ever had really happened. But I knew the guy was bad news when I had a lucid dream, where I dream-walked into his sick mind and watched as he fantasized about Santos and me performing a lewd act on his private area.

      “After I saw that, I knew he would try something on me again, so with my incredible ability to read people’s energy, I tracked down another airman that I learned—through another lucid dream that let me see the future—would later be flying home to visit his dying mother. I used another lucid dream to travel to her hospital bed, where I convinced her to tell him to bring me back a voice recorder when he returned to base, so I could record the whole thing and expose the TI for the sick pervert he really is.”

      I laughed out loud at this point. That kind of wild, unbelievable laugh people had when they saw magicians do magic tricks on amateur night. This would all sound perfectly believable to the commanding officer, who would then proceed to ask me for the voice recorder, and I would tell him I did not have it. I would then be committed to an insane asylum for the rest of my life and required by law to take psychiatric meds that turned me into a zombie. My knees met my chest and I curled into myself on the hard wooden bench.

      “Airman Lopez.” I barely heard the call after I had drifted to an unrestful sleep with my back against the hard brick wall.

      I lifted my head slowly and blinked a few times. Within seconds, the security police at the door came into focus.

      “The commanding officer will see you now,” he said.

      I uncurled my body, placed my sneakered feet on the floor, and stood, unprepared to make a case or have anything compelling to say. I was escorted into what looked like a conference room. Several chairs were placed around a dark metal table, and a large rectangular mirror loomed on the wall to my right. I was told to sit down, and there I waited. This was an interrogation room. I recognized it from television shows.

      As I drummed my fingers on the table, the door swung open and a woman about my height walked in. She had short brown hair that was trimmed tightly around her ears and toward the back. It was longer at the top, so that her straight bangs could be whisked up so as not to cover her eyes. Her dress blues uniform was crisp and impeccable. Judging from the faint wrinkles around her brown eyes and high cheekbones, I guessed she was in her fifties. She held a stern gaze and said, “Hello, Airman Lopez,” immediately upon entering. This cut my daydreaming short, and when I noticed her rank, I stood at attention and gave a stiff salute.

      “At ease,” she said. She took a seat. The way she held still as she walked, sat with precision, and gestured for me to sit down demonstrated decades of military conditioning and discipline. I, in comparison, must have appeared unremarkable and a mess sitting across the table from her.

      This woman had to earn her designation with commitment and sacrifice, as she wrangled with the deepest of the Shadows in the defense of our nation’s civilians. She had to make tough calls decisively, in a way that earned the respect and recognition of her peers and supervisors. I swallowed another sparrow down hard in my throat as I considered my fate in the hands of this decorated colonel. To think that I could meditate away my mental imbalance and create a fulfilling life for myself seemed beyond naïve and completely absurd at this point.

      “Airman Sasha Lopez,” she said, reading from the paper in front of her, then lifting her gaze to meet mine, “I’m Lieutenant Colonel van Holst and the commanding officer of Lackland Security Forces. You are now under my command, Airman Lopez, and I am responsible for you,” she said.

      I nodded my head slightly, searching around her for a sign of the Shadow. Her energy glowed deep indigo and green, but there was no Shadow to be found. I exhaled for the first time in what felt like hours.

      “How are you? Have they been treating you well?” she asked plainly.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I answered, not sure why she cared if I was okay. Upset at myself for before, when I assumed she would be a he.

      “First of all, let me start by saying there are a good number of personnel investigating this case right now. We have made it our top priority to understand what exactly happened,” she said.

      I nodded my head robotically, because that was what was expected of me. Everything felt numb now. Even the tips of my fingers that lay flat on my thighs had lost sensation.

      “I am not going to ask you how you got that recorder in because of how damning the evidence is, but I will ensure that part of the story remains confidential for the time being, considering all the circumstances,” she said.

      I was still numb, nodding my head, unable to understand why she was talking about the recorder.

      “I must tell you, Airman, your bravery in this situation is remarkable,” she said, as she leaned in, placed her elbows on the table, and squinted her eyes a little. She went on, “I feel compelled to tell you that you are not alone. I know what you are going through.” She searched my eyes, and when she did, she snapped me out of my cerebral coma.

      “In my position, I have seen this kind of thing happen way too many times. Sexual assault, like what happened to you and Santos, is incredibly hard to convict because of the burden of proof. With this recording, and Santos’s testimony, we were able to immediately arrest MTI Grange and press charges,” she said. Now the colonel sat back in her chair almost unnoticeably as she relaxed her shoulders and tilted her head to the right ever so slightly.

      As soon as she finished talking, the silence in the room pounded in my ears. I was frozen, staring at her with wide eyes and my mouth gasping. I rushed to shut my mouth and avoid eye contact. I did not want her to know how far, how deeply, I had doubted myself. I was ashamed of my own doubt, just as much as I was relieved. My eyes began to tear uncontrollably, and the salty drops spilled out without my permission. She would see me being weak with emotion, right when I should be proud and vindicated.

      “It’s okay. I get it. I brought these,” she said, and handed me a small pocket pack of tissues. I wiped my tears away before meeting her eyes once again. She laid the back of her right hand on the table now, with the palm lifted and facing the ceiling.

      “There, take my hand, please. It really is okay,” she said.

      I placed my hand in hers, and as I did, I was able to lift my head higher, pull my shoulders back and ease my mouth out of a frown.

      “I-I can’t believe it. It’s over?” I said.

      “Yes, Airman,” she said. We slid our hands back and I felt full, for what felt like the first time in my life. I felt validated. It was as though my heart was sliced in five different pieces before this moment, and now each piece was joined together, whole again within my chest.

      “I understand you are assigned to SERE training,” she said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said.

      “That’s wonderful. The first fifteen days of the year-long training will be held right here, at Lackland AFB. After reviewing your ASVAB, basic training test scores, and overall physical performance, I think you are an excellent candidate for this program and will ensure you receive my recommendation,” she said.

      I was doing my best to control the exaggerated smile that wanted to spread across my face, and made sure she only saw a normal-sized professional smile.

      She went on, “If you are interested, I would like to mentor you in this start of your Air Force career. I believe I can help you, and from the looks of things, maybe you can help me too,” she said.

      “Of course, of course,” I said, as I acknowledged my excitement and tried to control it. “That would be wonderful.” The past twenty-four hours had been an emotional roller coaster, full of twists and turns and jagged edges. This would be the start of a career. I did not have to look my mother in the face and tell her I had messed up once again. I would be doing something with my life now.

      To know there was something more to all that I experienced was beyond my belief. There was more to who I was and what I was able to do—that I could trust and believe in. And equally important was that that monster TI would no longer be harassing future airman cadets.

      Who would have thought a girl like me, with all my poor life choices and questionable behavior, would be on her way to becoming an Air Force SERE specialist with a decorated lieutenant colonel as her mentor? My world went from chaos to courage in a matter of minutes as I sat in front of this compassionate human that believed me. Maybe as her mentee, I could ask her questions like, did she always believe in herself? Did she always know the right thing to do? How do you know the right thing to do?

      I wanted time alone, to settle my freshly wrung-out nerves and calm my excited mind. It was as though she read my mind.

      “Okay, Airman. We are just going to take your statement and then you can join me in my office, where I will personally ensure we get some lunch brought in. Then we will figure out when you can get back to the dorms and reintegrated into the flight. You’ve got work to do,” she said with a warm smile.

      “Thank you, Colonel. But there is something I really need to know. What’s going to happen to TI Grange?” I asked.

      She shifted slightly in her chair and interlaced her two hands on the table in front of her. “He will be facing multiple charges of sexual assault with the judge advocate general. This is a developing investigation, and we will go through due process of interviewing all possible witnesses, collecting evidence, and interrogating TI Grange. With everything in order, he could be court martialed; stripped of his rank, pension, and pay; and prosecuted for up to thirty years in military prison,” she said. I wanted him castrated, but this would have to do.

      Before I gave my statement, I asked her for the favor of speaking to Santos in private and she agreed to it. In my statement I omitted any mentions of auras, energy, the goat shed, the Shadow, Blick, the recorder, or my lucid dreams.

      “Thank you again, ma’am, for everything,” I said.

      “You’re welcome, Airman,” she said, and nodded once. We both stood, and I was proud to salute her. She returned the salute and turned. I watched as she closed the door softly behind her.

      I tried to go over everything I went through that got me here, but it was still a jumbled mess. When giving her my statement, I was able to disconnect the unseen from the seen and base my statement on facts that applied to the accepted, shared view of our physical world. I realized my view of the world was fundamentally different than everyone else’s, and it occurred to me now that this might not necessarily be such a bad thing.

      My thoughts turned to Santos and the recorder. When TI Grange was on the phone with security police, I took two steps to my right to face her. I grasped both her hands in mine and as I did, I felt all strength was drained from her body. I tried to meet her gaze, but she would not look at me. As I pressed the smooth metal rectangular recorder to the inside of her palm, she raised her eyes to meet mine.

      “Listen to this,” I whispered low, as I heard TI speak into the phone. “Then take it to the TI of our brother flight, Sergeant Smith. I believe he will help you,” I said.

      During our daily drills and classes, the TI of our brother flight would take over sometimes. Both TIs shared responsibility, depending on whose shift it was. They never told us whom to expect, but by now we had all gotten to know the schedule. I sensed I could trust this TI, based on the way he treated Airman Blick when he had to go home. His energy felt honest.

      She looked away, then back at me, and snatched her hands away along with the recorder. I watched her slide the recorder into her left pocket as she tightened her lips. She fidgeted with her hands for a second, then stood still, at rest. She stared blankly at the wall in front of her. If I just went off her expression, I would not have been able to read her. But I watched as her aura turned a vibrant blue.

      At the time, the vivid color was not enough for me to hope that she would put herself at risk to follow through. It was not enough to believe that the reality I lived in was one I could trust. She held my future in her hands, and up until an hour ago, I had no idea what she would do with it.

      The door to the interrogation room opened slowly and I saw Santos standing in the doorway. Her blue aura was still radiant and her face bright with possibility. She stepped toward me and smiled. I returned the smile and said, “Yoooo, your fangs were out, Airman!”

      “No, yours were.” She laughed and joined my open-armed embrace. We wrapped our arms around each other and squeezed tightly. We would forever be sisters.

      She stepped back and looked at me. “That was amazing, Lopez. I can’t believe we got that bag.”

      “We did.” I smiled back at her.

      “I saw him come in while I was in the waiting room. He was a mess, crying like a baby and going ballistic. It was embarrassing and I loved it.” She laughed again. “But what I need to know is how you did it. How did you get the recorder? How did you know when to have it with you? That was FM,” she said. FM was Air Force slang for fucking magic.

      “It was all FM. Let’s not talk about the recorder, okay?” I said, as I looked up and around the room with the subtleness of a baseball catcher at the plate. “So, what’s your assignment? Where are you going after this?” I asked.

      “I’m going to do exactly what I came in here for, Cyber Systems Operations. My boyfriend was assigned the same,” she said, as she placed her hands on her hips.

      “Bet. You deserve it,” I said. She nodded and then shoved me in my shoulder lightly.

      “By the way, you got a thing for Blick?” she asked.

      “Umm, no, what are you talking about?” I replied.

      “I can tell when people are crushing on each other. He was standing right next to the TI when I asked to talk to him privately. You know how the TIs are, always short and impatient with us. So I had to show him the recorder so he would take me seriously and give me the time. Blick saw it, and you should have seen his face. It was like he saw a ghost,” she said.

      “And . . . what happened?” I asked, as I worked hard to keep my face from flushing red.

      “Well, the TI told me to give him a minute while he went to tell someone to take over for him, and Blick started asking me questions about you. Like where were you, why weren’t you in the drills, what happened. Yo, he was seriously concerned,” she said. “I told him I couldn’t talk about it and that I was trying to get you out of serious trouble. Then when the TI came back and pulled me away, he insisted that he come with me. He heard the whole thing,” she said.

      My eyes must have given me away, because she gave me a sideways, knowing smile.

      “Oh, hello, you two are hot for each other. I can tell,” she joked.

      “Whatever. He’s nice,” I said.

      “And nice to look at,” she teased.

      “Yeah, that too,” I said.

      
        
        ONE WEEK LATER

      

      

      The sun was a glowing mandarin in the sky and the clouds decided not to make an appearance. We felt a cool breeze blow from the west as we kept cadence with one another on our enlisted Air Force graduation run. I saw my mother there in the stands, waving. Lola stood out in the crowd, with her thick black hair, slim figure, and bright red lipstick.

      I couldn’t wave back, but I was sure she didn’t expect me to. She gave me a bright smile. I had been curious all this time if she would have the same red aura I remembered seeing as a young girl. Then when I saw her in the stands, I knew that in fact it was a flaming red, just like her personality. Our flight ran around the field holding our flags, and I still could not believe I had gotten this far.

      Many times, I wondered if the world spoke differently to all of us. If what I considered to be the absolute truth of anything we see or experience could be completely different than what someone else considered to be true. I wondered if my life and the way that I saw the world, no matter how strange and twisted, was not a defect, a mistake, or a mental disability, but instead a gift.

      A gift that allowed me to not only help myself but help others too. Others like Santos, and all the future women the TI would have assaulted in the future if we had not stopped him. With the new measures that Colonel van Holst planned to implement, we probably helped even thousands more.

      After our run, we returned to the dorms to change into dress blues. We received our certificates on the grassy field and afterward were joined by our visiting family members. My mother ran up to me and gave me a big hug. “Mi hija, cuanto orgullo me siento por ti!” she said after releasing her tight grip.

      “Gracias, mami,” I said, and returned her beautiful smile.

      As we were walking off the field, I noticed Trent’s energy to the right of mine.

      “Congratulations on being the honor graduate,” he said.

      “Thank you. Congratulations to you for being the male honor graduate,” I said.

      “I’d like to take these two honor graduate families out for dinner,” said Blick’s father, beaming.

      I felt a surge of electricity jolt through the left part of my body and had to calm it back down so as not to lose my cool.

      “Sounds good,” I said casually. “It will be great to start to get to know each other better, since we will be spending a lot of time together.”

      “Yes, we will,” Blick said, standing closer than he ever had in the past. For the first time in eight weeks, we were officially off duty. In a few minutes, we would be driving out of the base gates for lunch in downtown San Antonio, among civilians. And in a matter of days, Blick and I would begin SERE training together, and our lives would never be the same.

      With more access to the outside world, I was hopeful to learn more about my own darkness and light. To learn what the Shadow meant by the Cicones of Ismara in the time of Odysseus, because Airman Cook never could explain that. And I was even more excited to become a Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape specialist. What I was sure of was that everyone had to face their own Shadows. I saw it happen every day.

      “You ready?” Blick asked.

      My eyes wrinkled at the sides as I gazed into his.

      “Yes, let’s go,” I said.
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