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1.
“Ty honey, I’m getting married!” His voice was strange, almost like when he was drunk, except he didn’t slur his words.
“You are? To who? Dad, where are you?”
How was I supposed to feel? Relieved he was alive? Angry he vanished and called to tell me he was getting married?
“Vegas, Baby! I met this great woman and I love her so we came up here for a vacation and decided to get married. Isn’t that a hoot?”
“Yeah Dad, a real hoot. What about the apartment and the bills? I’m barely hanging by a thread here. When are you coming back?”
The silence from the other end was impacted by the constant ringing of bells and rolling slot machines. Someone won big and a group of people yelled. Finally, Dad broke the silence.
“I don’t think I’m coming back, Ty. Marlene has a nice house out near Springfield and I’m going to live there with her.”
I noticed pretty quick that he didn’t expound on that bit of information. “What about me, Dad?” I tried not to cry. “Where do I go?”
“You can stay in the apartment. I’ll send you an allowance every month to pay the bills. You’ll be fine.”
I couldn’t keep my voice from breaking. “But why can’t I come with you?”
He sighed loudly on the other end like I was forcing him to do something he didn’t want to.
“Ty, Marlene has three kids of her own and she just doesn’t want any more in the house. You can’t come with me. Besides, you have all your friends and high school to worry about. You need to finish out school there where you know people. Move back in with your mom and do all the things teenagers are supposed to do.”
My tears became angry. How could he do this to me? “What friends Dad? What high school? You disappeared and I had to go to work full time to pay the bills. Thank God I get to eat at the restaurant or else I would’ve starved to death! Mom won’t even talk to me when I call or go over there. And now you’re getting married to some woman I’ve never heard of and never coming back?”
I had to gulp in air and fight to breathe. My anger squeezed my chest like a vice.
“Ty, you listen to me. Marlene makes me happier than your mother ever did. I’m not going to give up this chance because you think I owe you something. You’re a stubborn headstrong kid who thinks she knows everything. You’ve always been that way. You’ll figure out how to take care of yourself. I have to go now. They’re calling my name for the wedding to start.”
The line went dead before I could even reply.
I slid down the wall and sat on the floor with the phone still in my hand. At my age, I was supposed to be out with friends, going to the movies, hanging out, gossiping with girlfriends, talking about boys, dating, and going to high school. Instead, I sat alone on the floor, surrounded by furniture bought at second-hand stores.
Life changes so fast, even when you’re only sixteen. Maybe it changes even faster at that age. All I know is that in a matter of a few months, I went from a nice house in the suburbs of Independence, Missouri to a tiny apartment in Kansas City. I went from having two parents who I thought loved me to having no one. I went from high school to the working world, and it just got worse from there.
Mom divorced me just as much as she divorced her husband. There was no custody battle. Mom took the four younger kids and Dad took me.
We moved into a tiny two-bedroom apartment in the worst neighborhood I had ever seen. The first few nights, I stayed awake all night; shivering and scared of the noises I could hear through the walls. Dad said it was all he could afford since he paid out most of his check to Mom so she could support the other kids.
I still went to high school, for what it was worth. I didn’t learn anything there. My grades plummeted from straight A’s to D’s. I didn’t really care. I stopped going to the debate club meetings and the high school football games. Instead, I worked waiting tables at a steakhouse after school. Somehow, in the middle of everything, my seventeenth birthday came and went without fanfare. Even I missed it. It was just another day of working.
Dad lived in the apartment with me for a while even though he was rarely there. His new passion after the divorce was to spend as much time as possible at the bar. Sometimes he came home laughing and would dance me around the living room. He tripped over the furniture, stumbling, falling, and taking me down with him. Other times, he would sit in the darkened living room and cry. He didn’t even know if I was there or not.
One day, he stopped coming home at all. This monumental occurrence had little effect on me. I was already paying all of the bills since those pesky notices threatening disconnection didn’t faze him. I got tired of taking cold showers in the dark. Around that time, I stopped going to school so I could work full time. Like I had any choice.
Then the phone call came from Dad.
And I cried.
I cried for my torn up family and for my lost youth. I cried because I missed my brothers and sisters and my parents. I cried because I knew there would never be a prom or graduation or college. All of my silly little girl dreams died with that phone call.
At least Dad was right about some things. I was stubborn and I would find a way to get through this. I got off the floor and sat on the faded flowery couch, my checkbook on the table in front of me.
Maybe I could find a roommate and split the costs of the apartment. I already walked the rent up to the front office in cash. The receptionist always gave me such sad looks since my father was working so much. Or at least that was the story I told her. I mailed the checks for the other bills. As long as I put the account numbers on the checks, the utility companies didn’t care that the checks said Tysan Reynolds instead of Frederick Reynolds.
Along with rent and utilities, I had a thirty-year old car that ran but sucked down gas. Dad bought me the car so I could get to school and work since he wasn’t home much. Some friend of his had it sitting in his barn for years. Dad snapped it up for a few hundred dollars and presented it to me like it was a Porsche.
“They don’t make cars like this anymore Ty. This baby’s a classic. Built like a tank.”
It looked like one too. A tank that had been through a battle and lost. Huge rust spots ate through the back fenders of the old Plymouth like a starving parasite. The seals around the windows leaked every time it rained and puffs of black smoke billowed from where the tailpipe used to be. At least he paid for a year of car insurance before he disappeared. A copy of the policy resided in my dresser drawer along with the rent contract and other important papers. I placed my checkbook in the drawer next to the insurance papers and the bills. I didn’t have enough clothes to fill the dresser so the entire top drawer was empty except for the papers defining my life.
I left my room and wandered across the hall into the room my dad used to sleep in. I hadn’t really noticed before that he didn’t have anything in there. The dresser was empty except for a few holey socks, some rumpled shirts and a ton of losing lottery tickets. The closet didn’t look much better with a pile of trash on the floor and a bunch of old work shirts hanging up. I flipped off the light and went to bed, falling asleep with tears on my pillow.
The next morning, I stood in the bathroom wrapped in a towel. I used another to wipe away the steam condensing on the mirror. Through the clear streak, my light brown hair and round face came into view. Despite the baby fat still lingering on my cheeks, my eyes looked older than they should have. They portrayed the age I felt instead of my real age. I was too young to be old and too old to be young.
I combed my long wavy hair out and pulled it into a tight bun at the back of my head. No loose hairs strayed out to get caught up in the customer’s food. I applied makeup, an art I only discovered a year earlier. I still thought I looked funny with makeup on, but I needed to look old enough for the patrons at The Country Steakhouse to decide that I deserved the tips they gave me.
I scrutinized my appearance. Brown eyeliner did set off my hazel eyes nicely. A pair of jeans, a western shirt, the dreaded boots, bandana around my neck, and I was ready for work. I threw my winter coat on over the whole thing and pulled the hood over my head. Taking one last look around the empty apartment, I locked the door and walked through the snow to the Plymouth. At least I got to park right in front of my door since we lived on the lowest level.
I unlocked the doors and got in the freezing car. On the third try, the engine caught and roared to life. Okay, so maybe it didn’t really roar to life. It hiccupped and gurgled to life. I breathed into my hands to try to warm them. Soon, I would have to break down and go buy a pair of gloves to keep my hands frostbite free. Midwest winters were unforgiving and didn’t care if you could afford gloves or if your car didn’t have heat.
Maybe I really shouldn’t say it didn’t have heat. Heat poured off the engine and raced into the front seat through the vents. It smelled a lot like oil, but at least it was warm. I sat in the car for fifteen minutes while it ran and the engine warmed up. I used the pliers on the seat next to me as a handle to roll the window down slightly to let the fumes out while I waited. I didn’t dare let the car warm up while I stayed inside the apartment. If I did, someone would steal it for a joyride.
The engine settled to an inconsistent rumble and I dropped the shifter into reverse. After a quick stutter forward, the car decided it would do as I requested and it lurched back, finally realizing the gear it was supposed to be in. I let off the brake and coasted backwards out of the parking spot. I put the car in drive, and after another pause, a lurch forward told me the car was ready to move that direction now. The parking lot was a huge sheet of ice. Salting it or plowing it was too costly for the cheap bastards who ran the place, so tenants took their chances in the parking lot. There were lots of fender benders and cars sliding the wrong way. Thankfully, I had never slid into anyone yet. My tank would easily flatten any modern tin can car in its path.
The city streets weren’t as icy as the parking lot, so the ride smoothed out once I got away from the apartments. I drove past homeless huddled together in back alleys and muddy snowmen in front of shacks passing as homes. At a stoplight, a man with a squeegee walked past the front of my Plymouth to attack the windshield of the SUV in the lane next to me. The driver tried to wave him off with a look of disgust. Knowing he wouldn’t be getting a tip for his effort, the vagabond walked around the front of the SUV to the safety of the sidewalk, and spit on the windshield as he went. The driver cursed him and opened the door of his truck. The light turned green and he drove off instead. I pushed the gas and Tank took a minute to decide it was okay to actually go.
Arriving at work, I parked in the back with the other employees and used the cowboy boots like ice skates to slide to the back door. The snow was falling as fiercely as snow can fall without a strong wind pushing it. I shook the snow from my hood and coat as I hung it on a hook and turned to say good morning to Mark. He ran the machine that washed the dishes. It was his job to make sure everything came out clean and ready to use.
Light brown hair fell over his eyes as he nodded at me before tipping his head back to throw the hair out of his face. His adam’s apple protruded from his too thin neck. One hand sprayed specks of food off dirty plates and the other threw the plates machine-gun style into the rubber racks to run them through the dishwasher. They came out at the front of the machine and Mark stacked them into slots in the wall that separated the kitchen from the dishwasher. Despite his proximity to the back door, Mark stayed warm from the heat rising from the hot water of the machine. It was pointless to try to talk over the noise in this section of the kitchen when the machine was running. I grabbed a clean apron from the stack at the door and walked into the kitchen.
I started working here the week after I turned sixteen and now my eighteenth birthday is less than two months away. I’m no longer a new employee, but most of the staff accepted me as one of their own right away. The people here were the closest I had to a family now. The only stability I knew.
Brian Phillips was the morning cook, but everyone called him Chop because somewhere along the way, he missed while cutting vegetables and lost the ends of two fingers. As the story goes, he was showing off his culinary skills to a group of pretty women at a party. He had been drinking a bit. Okay, a lot.
When he cut them off, he actually busted out laughing before passing out. It all happened before I ever met him, and his fingers healed up a long time ago, but he loves to tell the story of how he lost the fingers and gained the nickname.
Chop was frying steak and eggs in one pan and an omelet concoction in another as I walked through the kitchen, tying the apron around my waist as I went.
“Miss Ty! Good mornin’ to ya young lady.” Always cheerful and exuberant, Chop expertly flipped the steak and filled the omelet without missing a beat. His hands moved non-stop despite the relaxed expression and his wide grin. His girth proved his love for food and his calm demeanor showed his love of life. Nothing ever got Chop down.
I paused in the walkway at the end of the row of ovens and open flames. There was a strict rule that if you didn’t cook, you didn’t walk down the rubber matted aisle where the stoves were. He only had the new grill fired up. The old grill at the end sat cold. That meant the dining room was busy but not so bad that I was going to have to jump out there and start racing from the tables to the kitchen.
“How’s life today, Chop?” I couldn’t help but smile as he winked at me. His black eyes shone with mischief, one hand rested on his ample belly.
“Darlin’, I’m a big black man livin’ in a tiny white world. What could be better? Life is always good!”
He said something similar every morning, and every morning, I laughed.
“Good to hear it. Be careful with those knives today, okay?”
I winked at him and he laughed with me, just like every other morning.
I started walking down the walkway to the front of the kitchen as Chop called out, “May God bless you today with lots of tips to fatten your pockets, Ty!”
I gave him a thumbs up and pushed through the swinging door to the waitress area, which ran the length of the front counter. At the other end of the area was another door to enter the kitchen so no one ran into each other coming and going. I made sure all of my hair was still secure, smoothing any unruly tendrils trying to escape as I surveyed the front dining area. There were two party rooms off to the side of the restaurant. Both were closed at the moment because breakfast was never as busy as dinner.
Sheila McKee was the only waitress on duty from the time the restaurant opened at five o’clock in the morning until I got there at six. She spent twenty of her forty years of life waiting on other people. If she wasn’t waiting on people in a restaurant, she was waiting on her husband and kids. She liked it. Taking care of everyone else made her feel good. She was useful and needed. She explained it to me many times.
“How’s it going Sheila?”
“Been a typical morning, hun. All these grouchy old men making demands on me.”
The frown and disapproving look on her face was obviously fake and given away by the smile in her brown eyes. She pulled a pen from over her ear, barely disturbing the wavy, brown-from-a-bottle hair that framed her face. It was probably naturally brown when she was younger, but the gray crept in over the years.
Appreciative chuckles rolled out of the men at the counter. No one made Sheila do a thing she didn’t want to do. There were a couple of old timers sitting at a table near the window, and seven customers lined the counter, most of them talking to each other or Sheila. These were our regulars. It was too cold and snowy for new patrons to be wandering in. I waved and smiled at them as they acknowledged my presence.
I grabbed a pot of coffee and made my way down the counter, automatically refilling every cup before heading to the table at the door. Crocker was the old man sitting closest to the door and his friend’s name was Bill. They lived in the retirement community down the street from the restaurant and ate almost every meal here. Both were widowers and old enough to be my great grandfathers.
“Little girl, every mornin’ I tell you to get your butt out of this restaurant and get back to school, but every mornin’, you show back up here.”
Black coffee poured into his cup as I gave him my most innocent smile.
“Yes Mr. Crocker, and every mornin’, I remind you that you didn’t even finish the fifth grade and you did just fine in life.”
Bill smiled and I winked at him as Crocker tried his most fatherly tone on me. “Girl, you know things was different then and you can’t use that as an excuse!”
Despite the gruffness of his aged voice, Crocker cared about my welfare and I knew it.
“Things are the same as they have always been Crocker. People still need to eat and pay bills, even little girls.” I walked away with the coffee pot as Crocker just shook his head. They would tip me well. They always did.
2.
I worked through my shift with a smile on my face despite the worries nagging at the back of my mind. The lunch rush came and went in a blur. Sheila cast worried glances my way when I fumbled a plate or stumbled over my own feet. I would just smile at her and give an innocent look.
“Growing pains,” I muttered as I passed her in waitress alley behind the counter.
She made a disbelieving noise, but we were too busy for her to try to mother me at that moment. I didn’t discuss my personal problems with anyone at work, but somehow, it seemed as if some of them knew anyway.
After the lunch rush died down, Sheila and I cleaned up and prepared for the dinner crowd around the customers that still trickled in. The snow was almost blinding against the windows. The streets outside became undefined as the snow covered the sidewalks and streets in a uniform layer.
Only one of the evening wait staff, Shawn, actually showed up on time and that’s because he walked from a few streets down. Anyone who drove to get to work called in and said they couldn’t get through the snow. The radio in the dishwashing area carried news of the blizzard and Sheila and I took turns going back there to listen.
One of the evening cooks showed up an hour late and the other one didn’t show up at all. Chop went home but Sheila and I stayed past our regular time. We couldn’t leave the restaurant understaffed.
Normally, we would have three cooks, a dishwasher, and six servers to handle the dinner shift. Today, we had one cook, one very tired dishwasher, and three servers. My feet and back ached and I sat down at the counter with Sheila as much as I could. The few local customers who came in didn’t seem to mind that we weren’t busy. At four o’clock, there was only one lone customer and he was just having coffee.
“Sheila,” I leaned against the counter next to her. “Go home to Mike and the kids. You’ve been here long enough.”
She patted my hand and smiled her motherly smile at me. “You’ve been here almost as long as me. What about you? Aren’t there child labor laws or something that says you can’t work this long?”
“I won’t tell if you don’t. I don’t have anyone at home waiting on me and I know Mike is worried sick about you. He’s called here three times since two o’clock wondering when you’re going home. Go. I’ll help Shawn and I’m sure we’ll close up early.”
She still looked doubtful about leaving me. Shawn was a good guy, but he really screwed up a lot. I think he spent too much time sitting by the dumpster smoking pot. I tried again.
“Besides, you have a lot farther to drive than I do and the storm is just getting worse. I can actually sleep in the break room if I can’t get home. It’s okay.”
Finally, with a sad nod, Sheila agreed. She came out of the break room with her coat on and her hand searching in her purse.
“Ty, have you seen my keys? I had them this morning when I opened the door, but I don’t have them now.” She patted her pockets again, setting her purse on the counter.
“I haven’t seen them. Walk through what you did this morning,” I suggested.
She stepped to the kitchen door and repeated her morning routine. “I unlocked the back door and came in. My keys were in my hand. I put them in my apron pocket and started the coffee pot.”
She walked back over to the pot. “Then I went and opened the front door. Oh!” She spun around. “The apron had a hole in the pocket and my keys fell out. I picked them up and put them on the front counter while I went to get a new apron.”
We both hunted for the keys with no luck. She finally called home to have someone bring her the spare set. It took nearly an hour for Sheila’s son David to show up with the keys. The drive from her house would have taken about twenty minutes in good weather.
David was wonderful to look at – tall, dark, and handsome. He had a dimple in one cheek and thick wavy hair. He smiled at me and said “hi” as he gave his mom the keys. They didn’t stick around any longer. Sheila was anxious to get home before the storm got worse.
With Sheila gone, Shawn headed back to the dishwashing area to listen to the radio with Mark. I poured myself a cup of hot coffee to warm my hands and sat in a bar stool on my side of the counter. A customer came through the door, and I jumped up. He removed his hood and smiled as he took a stool at the counter.
He was in his mid-twenties, his black hair long and windblown but not unattractive. His deep eyes were as black as his hair. He ordered coffee and a slice of pie.
“Weather out there’s getting bad,” he said as he sipped the coffee. “I thought it might ease up a bit if I just wait it out.”
“Sit as long as you want,” I said, smiling the waitress smile. “I’ll keep your cup filled for you as long as you don’t mind my sitting down for awhile. It’s been a long day already.”
I could feel his eyes on me as I stared at the brown swirls of cream and sugar dancing in my coffee.
“Sounds like a deal to me.” He paused. “You’re a little young to be working here aren’t you?”
I put on my practiced waitress-of-the-year smile. “Of course not. I just look young.” I leaned forward, “It’s just good genes.”
He smirked at me, one corner of his mouth lilting slightly. “You aren’t even old enough to use the meat slicer are you?”
I was too tired to play it off anymore. I slumped back, my winning smile replaced by a more relaxed grin. “No, I’m not. You have to be eighteen to use the slicer.”
His smirk turned to a grin, showing a row of even white teeth. “So you work here after school?”
“Yep, after school.” I was never good at lying, but the truth wasn’t any of his business.
He saw right through me.
“Not true huh? You aren’t in school?”
I didn’t answer, choosing instead to become mesmerized by the handle of my coffee mug.
“Okay, then. You’re a child prodigy who graduated from school at an early age and you work here because it’s a family business. You’re just helping out until you get accepted at the college of your dreams.”
I shrugged and looked up at him. “Sounds good to me.”
His eyes shone with amusement. “No. Okay, how about this?” Leaning forward, his eyes searched mine, the warmth within them replaced by something else.
“Your mom can’t stand the sight of you. Your dad walked out and left you. You’ve been on your own for awhile and no one knows how bad it really is.”
Neither of us moved.
I stared into the deep black pools of his eyes. I couldn’t even discern a pupil in there, just endless black. The unbelievable words he spoke echoing through my head like he read my mind. I snapped to reality and sat back with a jolt as Shawn rumbled through the kitchen door.
“Damn, it’s cold out there.”
Too late, he saw the man sitting at the counter. Shawn turned redder than he already was from the cold. “Sorry. Didn’t know anyone else was here. You wouldn’t believe how nasty it is outside. There ain’t nothing movin’ anywhere. Radio says this is the worst blizzard this area has seen in more than thirty years.”
The man at the counter pulled his attention from me and focused on Shawn. I felt like a rubber band released my body and I slumped back in my chair, suddenly exhausted.
The man’s voice was a low soothing rumble. “Don’t think ya’ll will be pulling in much business tonight. Might as well close up and go on home.”
Shawn nodded eagerly and looked at me like I was in charge. I sighed. I refuse to be responsible for closing down the restaurant when we aren’t supposed to. I decided I better ask Gene, the night cook on duty. Rising from the chair, my feet protested when I put weight on them. My calves ached with each step I took down the length of the counter and through the swinging door into the deserted kitchen. I dragged my feet as I walked through the room and into the dishwasher area, brushing stray tendrils of hair back from my face. Mark and Gene were sitting at a table playing Go Fish. They both looked at me expectantly.
“Anyone want to give the approval to close up and go home?” They looked from me to each other and then back to me. Gene sighed loudly, rubbing his hand over his balding head, leaving the few strands there to stand straight up in the air.
“I guess I have to make the decision since I have seniority, huh?” He looked at me like I could decide for him.
“I’m the new kid, Gene. I don’t want Johnson ticked off at me.” Myles Johnson was the owner and manager. He was a nice enough guy, but he was also running a business. A fact that he shared with his employees on a daily basis, except lately since he was currently in Hawaii on vacation. There was no one to call. This was Gene’s decision and he would have to deal with it when Johnson found out. Mark and I waited expectantly.
“Fine. I’ll put my ass on the line. It’s a crisis. Due to weather, we’ll close down. We ain’t had a customer in a couple of hours. Let’s clean up and get out of here.”
Mark didn’t need any further instructions. He snatched up the cards and shoved them back in the box, then turned to close down the machine and wipe the working areas. I headed back the way I came, my stride slowing as I came through the kitchen door into the dining area. Shawn was eating a piece of pie and the strange customer was gone.
I grabbed a cloth and started wiping down the counter. “Shawn, take the dish tub back to Mark and grab the vacuum so we can close up. We’re going home.”
He finished his pie and put his dirty plate in the tub. At the door, he spun around and placed the busser tub back on the clean counter.
“Oh! I almost forgot. That guy left you a nice tip.” He pulled a twenty from his pocket and put it on the counter. “He said you probably didn’t make much today with the storm and all.”
He grabbed the tub and went to push the door open with his back. “And he said the weirdest thing too. He said to tell you not to worry about everything. It is what it is. Everything happens for a reason.” Shawn shrugged as he pushed the door open and disappeared into the kitchen.
I shuddered involuntarily as a chill passed over me. I suddenly felt the cold swirling around outside. Quickly, I wiped down the tables and counters, and then refilled the salt and pepper shakers and condiment bottles while Shawn vacuumed the dining room. I locked the front door and we helped Gene finish wiping the stainless steel grill before we grabbed our coats to make a mad dash out the back door. Mark was long gone, and Gene offered to give Shawn a ride home since he was going that way anyway and I lived in the opposite direction. They sat in Gene’s pickup with the engine idling and warming while I attempted to get mine started.
The first three times I turned the key, the engine refused to catch, making a sickening whirring noise instead. Gene opened his door and got out of the truck, coming to assist me as I pumped the gas and the engine finally caught. I waved at him and he waved back, satisfied that I would make it home. With the truck nice and warm, Gene drove off.
I waited with my hands pulled inside my sleeves for Tank to start idling normally. The gassy warmth from the engine didn’t warm the interior much and my hands shook as I finally dropped the car into reverse to back out of the parking space. I shivered all the way home as I drove below ten miles per hour on the nearly deserted streets. I tried to concentrate on where the road should be, but my mind kept wandering to the mysterious inky eyes of the stranger in the diner.
Finally reaching home, I dragged my exhausted body into the comparative warmth of the apartment. A hot shower washed away most of the cold and I dropped into bed, burying myself under the blankets. I quickly fell into a deep sleep full of mysterious Indians riding through the night on stallions of death.
I awoke in the dark to the shrill sound of the phone ringing. My back still ached as I reached over to the milk crate posing as a nightstand, the clock glowing as a barely recognizable blur.
“Hello?” I snuggled lower into the blankets, taking the phone with me.
“Ty? It’s Sheila.”
I’m not sure if I snored in her ear or not, but the sound of her voice brought me back around.
“Sheila? What’s wrong? It’s only…” Blinking at the clock helped to focus the numbers staring back at me. “Ugh. Four in the morning.”
“Nothing’s wrong. Have you looked outside?” She laughed at herself. “Silly me. Of course you haven’t. Not only did a heck of a storm come through, but everything is iced over. I called Johnson this morning and told him what was going on. We aren’t going to open the restaurant today. He said it would cost more to pay us to be there than he would make.”
No work meant no paycheck, no tips, and no breakfast. I was quiet too long and Sheila’s voice came back over the phone.
“Ty? Did you fall back to sleep?”
“No, I’m here. Thanks for letting me know.” I tried to hide the tense tone of my voice, but nothing gets past Sheila.
“Are you okay, hun? Do you need anything? Mike can stop by if you do. He’s still going to work and you’re on the way. School is canceled so David can come by and get you or bring you something.” The offer hung in the air. We both knew she worried about me being alone so much.
“No. It’s sweet of you to offer. I need to clean the house and do some things.”
She didn’t buy my lame excuse, but she let me off the hook anyway.
“Okay, then. I’m just a phone call away if you need me.” We hung up so she could call the other employees who were supposed to work today.
I wouldn’t call for help. These were my problems, not hers, and I was in no hurry to face those problems. With a groan, I turned off the alarm clock and pulled the blankets over my head.
Sleep eluded me so I threw on sweats and a heavy sweater and stumbled to the kitchen. I flipped on the TV while coffee brewed. Drinking too much caffeine was a bad habit started back when I still went to high school, worked, and actually studied. Back when I had hope.
The morning news covered the storm in detail but I still looked out between the metal blinds to see for myself. Only a light snow fell at the moment, the flakes adding to the mounds already covering my car. Dangerously thick icicles hung from the power lines and tree branches.
Opening the fridge, I took inventory as I brought out the carton of milk to pour into my coffee. Cream was a luxury I enjoyed only at work. The nearly bare shelves held three very old eggs, half a tub of butter, a slice of day old pie from work that I put in there a week ago, and condiments. At least the milk carton was still half full and a week away from expiring.
The lone pair of cabinets over the counter held a canister of sugar, flour, cereal, spaghetti noodles, and a box of macaroni and cheese. I brought down the sugar and added a couple of scoops to my coffee. My hands warmed as I held the cup and sat on the couch to watch the destruction around the city. The apartment was cold. Heat costs money so I kept the thermostat at a brisk fifty-five degrees. I could always put on more sweaters to warm up. I owned three of them.
Most streets were encased in ice despite efforts of snowplows and salt trucks working through the night. Many businesses and all of the schools were closed. Those who did dare to venture out were sliding uncontrollably into each other and anything else in the way. The weatherman warned that there was a snow chain advisory for the rest of the day, but the snow should stop later in the evening.
I traded the noise of the TV for the noise of the radio on my alarm clock and went to clean the room my father slowly vacated without me knowing. First, I stripped the sheets and blankets from the bed and dropped them into the canvas bag I would carry to the Laundromat at the end of the row of apartments. Laundry could wait until the end of the week unless a roommate dropped into my lap before then. The holey socks, lottery tickets, and mess from the closet went into the trashcan.
It’s sad to be over forty and still not pick up after yourself. Why does a grown man throw his trash on the floor or keep it in his dresser drawer? Pulling out a few pages of a forgotten newspaper from the corner of the closet, I discovered an old pair of beat up work boots. I picked them up to toss them in the trashcan, but one felt heavier than the other. I held the boot away from me upside down and dumped the contents onto the floor. No family of rats fell out so I breathed a little better and picked up the item from the boot. It was something heavy and wrapped up in a sock. Curious, I tossed the boot in the trash with its mate and sat on the edge of the bed with the sock and its contents still in my hand.
Please let this be money. I grabbed the toe of the sock and slid the contents out into my hand. It wasn’t money. It was a gun.
Dad always had guns when we were little. I remembered him showing me how to shoot a shotgun at a coffee can sitting on a fence. The recoil of the gun knocked me on my butt every time, but I managed to hit the can somehow. I had a healthy respect for guns. Dad went hunting periodically with some of his buddies and I knew what a hunting rifle was capable of. This little gun wasn’t a shotgun or a hunting rifle. It probably only held two bullets, and it was small enough to fit in my hand completely. I took it to my room and stuck it under the edge of the mattress. I would figure out what to do about it later. Maybe give it back to Dad the next time he came by.
The phone was ringing when I turned off the vacuum, so I ran back to my room to answer it, hoping the call wasn’t a solicitor or a survey taker.
“Hello?”
“Hey, Chicken Legs.”
I couldn’t help but smile at my sister’s laughter and the silly nickname.
“Hey, Monkey Face! I’m so happy to hear your voice!”
Monika laughed again, even though she hated her nickname as much as I hated mine. I wasn’t quite three when she was born. When I tried to say the new baby’s name, it came out sounding more like Monkey than Monika. I can’t help it if the name stuck. When she was old enough to realize that my name sounded just like a company that makes chicken products, Monika jumped at the chance to label me with my own irritating nickname.
My glee at hearing her voice ebbed. “Monkey, does Mom know you’re calling me?”
“Yeah. She wouldn’t do it herself, so I told her I was going to call you. She’ll pout for awhile then get over it.”
She was so matter-of-fact about the whole thing. Monika could sway Mom a lot easier than I ever could. Even if we did the exact same thing, it always seemed like in Mom’s eyes, Monika did it perfectly, and I did it horribly.
“Anyway,” she continued, “Christmas is in two weeks. You’re going to come aren’t you?” Her tone was more of a statement than a question.
“I don’t know. I don’t want to be in the way. Mom will find something to complain about and we’ll get into a fight. It’ll be a lot more peaceful for you all if I’m not there.”
Fifteen-year-old girls don’t hide irritation very well. Monika’s sigh carried the weight of the world. “Ty, you will come for Christmas. You aren’t going to come for yourself and you aren’t going to come for Mom. You’re going to come for the rest of us. I’ll be a buffer to derail Mom if she starts in on you.”
My stomach turned. Monika had to live with Mom and putting herself in the middle of one of our fights wouldn’t end well. I couldn’t afford to support both of us if Mom threw her out too. Mom would think Monika was taking sides against her unless Monika agreed Mom was completely right and I was completely wrong.
“I’ll see if I can make it. I’ll let you know. I might be getting another job so I may have to work Christmas day. Besides, I won’t have any money for presents.”
She snorted. “What do you think you’re gonna do? Get a job at a convenience store? Everything else is closed Christmas day. Besides, did I ask you to bring anything? All I want for Christmas is for you to be here with us where you belong.”
Her voice cracked. I don’t know if her confidence slipped or if she just missed me. Either way, I was in a tight spot. Do I hurt her now? Or wait and ruin her Christmas? In my family, Christmas miracles didn’t happen.
“Monkey, I’ll see what I can do. I’ll let you know, but I’m not making any promises, okay?”
“You’ll be here.” Her confidence restored, Monika laughed. “You won’t disappoint us.”
I sighed loudly for her benefit, admitting defeat. “You know I hate you, right?”
“Yeah, right. I hate you too.” Her laughter made me smile while my heart broke.
3.
I returned to work the next morning along with the normal staff and the regular customers. Mark nodded to me as I came in the back door, quickly pulling it closed behind me. In the warm room, my frozen hands began to thaw. My stiff fingers fumbled with the apron strings as I pushed through the door into the cook area.
“Mornin’ Miss Ty!” Chop waved a spatula at me as eggs sizzled on the flat grill.
I never put on a practiced smile for Chop. I saved those for the customers. Chop always deserved the real thing. “Cold enough out there for you, Chop?”
“Baby Girl, after standing in front of this stove all day, it feels pretty damn good to step out that door! May God bless you today with lots of tips to fatten your pockets, Ty!”
Laughing, I pushed through the swinging door into waitress alley behind the front counter. Sheila was busy ringing up an order and making small talk with the customer.
As I refilled coffee cups and cleared tables, I could see through the front window as cars slid by on the icy streets. The rising sun after the storm reflected against pristine white snow banks and highlighted the dirty gray slush along the road. After several distracting glances out the window, I realized I was waiting for a particular dark haired stranger to pass by or walk through the door. How could he know anything about me from a short conversation?
Sheila talked to a customer at the counter as I cleared dishes and wiped down a corner table. Sheila knew I was on my own. It’s hard to hide something like that when you’re seventeen and work the morning shift during the week when other kids your age were in school. She asked the right questions and I told her the truth. Johnson knew the truth. I had to tell him when I asked to work full time. I couldn’t imagine Sheila offering personal information about me to someone I didn’t know. No one knew my dad called me this week and told me he got married and was never coming back.
I put the dirty dishes in a tub behind the front counter and started a fresh pot of coffee. Sheila leaned against the counter as the last breakfast customer left.
She yawned. “I think it’s going to be slow today.”
I poured coffee into two cups and gave one to her before adding cream and sugar to the other one for myself. “I guess so. That was a pretty weak breakfast rush and lunch is still a long time off.”
She thanked me for the coffee and took a sip, using the cup to warm her hands. “Supposed to be another storm moving through. I think that’s keeping people inside.”
We both turned to look out the front picture windows. The sun was shining now, but over the tops of buildings, clouds threatened to move in and crowd out the sky. I leaned against the counter next to Sheila and pulled bills out of my pocket.
“Six dollars and thirty-nine cents and five of that was from Crocker and Bill. Lunch better be a lot better than that or I won’t be able to pay my electric bill.”
Sheila counted her tips too. “Seven dollars and sixty-eight cents. I gave more than that to David this morning for gas money. And with Christmas coming…” She shook her head. “I’m just glad Mike got a nice Christmas bonus at the beginning of the month.”
She suddenly stopped talking like she wanted to say more and thought better of it, her eyebrows rising quickly before her face relaxed again. I could almost hear her chastising herself. She laughed and looked at me quickly before staring back out the front windows as the rays of sun spreading across the floor retreated.
“That was just rude on my part. Here I am talking about Christmas and you’re worried about keeping the lights on. Sorry.”
Her face brightened as the moment passed like it never happened. Her comments didn’t bother me at all. She should be thinking of Christmas for her family. I smiled and patted her hand as she gave a relieved laugh. “Don’t even worry about it.”
She suddenly became serious, her smile fading while her brows knit together. “What are you doing for Christmas? We would love to have you come over on Christmas Eve. You can spend the night and have Christmas with us.”
As I flashed her a smile, I weighed my options. An uncomfortable Christmas with my mother where I will be blamed for everything wrong in her life, or playing the part of the poor orphan girl and the fifth wheel at a family Christmas. Monika’s disappointed face flashed through my mind.
“It’s very sweet of you to offer, but actually, I am going to my mom’s for Christmas.” My eyes strayed back to the picture window. Any glimmer of sunshine was only a distant memory. The sky over the buildings turned into an angry gray mess.
Doubt clouded Sheila’s voice. “Well Ty, the offer stands. Come by anytime you want to. You are always welcome at my house.”
The phone rang and Sheila reached under the counter to answer it, saving me from the pity party in my honor. I escaped through the swinging door into the safety of the kitchen where Chop was cutting up salad mix on the prep counter.
“Tysan!” Chop’s voice bellowed through the room. “I am honored to be graced by your lovely presence.” He bowed with a flourish, the chopping knife in his hand waving through the air.
I curtsied, jutting out my chin like arrogant royalty. “You may rise, my humble servant.”
Our laughter echoed from the stainless steel surrounding us. The knife returned to slicing through lettuce at breakneck speed. Pieces flew through the air, most of them landing in a heap on the chopping block.
“What’re you doing back in my lair, girl?”
“It’s getting dark again outside and business is totally dead. I don’t have any saltshakers left to fill so I thought I might take a break and have a late breakfast. Will you make me an order of pancakes?”
I batted my eyes for good measure even though Chop would cook anything I asked. We were supposed to pay half price for meals, but Chop and Sheila refused to let me put any money in the till.
Soon after my dad left, my uniform started getting loose, the fabric hanging from my frame. One day, Sheila put a plate loaded with a burger and fries in front of me and refused to let me go back to work until I ate it. She said she wasn’t about to let a girl starve to death on her watch. Chop usually fixed me more food than I could eat in a whole day, much less at one sitting.
He used the knife to slide the shredded lettuce off the cutting board and into a huge storage tub.
“Anything for you, your majesty. How ‘bout a nice thick steak to go with it? You could use some meat on them bones.” He motioned towards me with the blade of the knife, lettuce remnants stuck to the edge.
“No thanks, Chop. Pancakes will be plenty.” The batter he poured onto the griddle popped and sizzled as I walked back to the dining area. Snowflakes brushed against the front window. Sheila was helping herself to another cup of coffee.
“Dana just called. Her little boy has the flu so she can’t come in and close tonight.” Sheila warmed her hands around the cup and sighed before taking a sip. She looked more tired than usual. “And of course I called everyone else and no one can come in on such short notice.”
I perked up. “I’ll take the shift. I need the money.”
She looked at me with relief and concern. “You sure honey? That’s a long shift and you haven’t closed before.”
“It would be an even longer shift for you if you stayed. Besides, when I was still in school, I worked until closing. I just didn’t stay to actually close. You can tell me what to do.”
“Are you sure?” She squinted like she could actually see into my mind if she tried hard enough. “It should be safe. Shawn will be here for his shift, but he has to leave at nine o’clock to go to his other job. There will be a cook and dishwasher here until they finish closing their area. Either ask them to stay and wait for you or make sure you’re done before they are so you aren’t here alone.”
I nodded, eager to pick up the extra hours. Part of me was ashamed for hoping Dana’s son remained sick just a little longer so I could snag her shifts for a few more days. The rest of me was relieved I might have a chance at getting enough base pay to pay my rent. Servers usually work for a base rate that is about half of minimum wage and they are expected to make at least minimum wage once they add in their tips. The only way to make up for the lack of tips was to work as many hours as possible and pray a generous customer dropped some extra bills on the table when they left.
“Order up!” Sheila and I both jumped, startled by Chop’s voice. That booming sound was great when the restaurant was full of noisy patrons, but it was just freaky in the empty room. An order of pancakes sat under the heat lamps on the metal serving counter between the kitchen and waitress alley. The plate with the pancakes also held a double serving of scrambled egg and four sausage links. A smaller plate of toast appeared next to it as an ample hand disappeared back into the kitchen.
Sheila laughed. “I get the feeling he thinks you’re too thin. I don’t even know if my Mike could eat all of that!”
She was still snickering as I sat at the end of the counter with the mass of food in front of me and a glass of water to go with it. Usually, employees were banished to the tiny break room off the kitchen to eat meals, but I didn’t feel like being in there alone. Nobody came in while I was eating.
Most of the food still sat neglected on the plate as I watched snow paint the window. I stopped taking the leftovers home because I never ate them. Like the leftover pie sitting in my fridge, at some point I just throw it away. I felt bad dumping the food in the trash and putting the plate in the busser tub. In that one act, I threw away enough food to feed me for almost a week. I wasn’t on the schedule to work for the next two days since most of the high school kids who were still in school took the weekend shifts.
We passed the time by getting out the heavy-duty cleansers and scrubbing every surface of the dining room. Chop and Mark performed similar tasks in their areas. By noon, the entire building was spotless on the inside and coated with snow on the outside. We all sat at the front counter, playing cards and bored out of our minds. Mark’s radio sat next to us, news of the storm and the devastation it was causing throughout the area occasionally interrupted by rock music. Another good thing with working a sixteen-hour shift was the storm might be over and the roads drivable before I left the restaurant. It was safe here and I wasn’t alone.
The front door opened, and we all turned our attention to the man who walked in. None of us moved, stunned at the sight of another human being. We almost forgot other people existed. Sheila was the only one who budged as she filled a white ceramic cup with strong black coffee and placed it on the counter.
“Here you go, Sam.”
Grateful, the mailman dropped a stack of mail on the counter and took the cup in his gloved hands.
“Thanks Sheila. Days like today make me wish I had a job where I wasn’t outside so much. Even just rolling down the window for five seconds to stick mail in a roadside box keeps me from getting warm.” He sipped from the cup, letting the steam warm his face.
Sheila put a microwaved slice of apple pie on the counter in front of Sam. He finally removed his gloves to enjoy the treat. “You spoil me. You know my wife won’t let me have pie too often. High cholesterol and all that. She wants us to grow old together. I told her we’re already old together. We might as well eat what we want and enjoy life.”
Sheila and I smiled and exchanged glances. Sam usually stopped in to have a snack and a cup of coffee in the winter and tea in the summer. Many times, he would stop in with his wife on his days off. They were a wonderful couple, married for more than thirty years and still very much in love. Too bad they weren’t my parents.
I would take Sheila and Mike as parents too. They had three sons, the oldest one, David, was about six months older than me. I had a crush on him the first year I worked here. Then my dad was gone all the time and I put thoughts of David away with all of my other childish thoughts. David was a senior this year like I should be. He was smart, strong, and popular. He lived the life I wanted.
Only a couple of other customers stopped in on their way about doing other necessary tasks, and that was it for the lunch rush. Sheila left a little early to head home, wanting the extra time to maneuver through the streets and still get home before her husband. I played cards with Chop and Mark until Gene and Manny showed up and took their places. All the other employees who should have been in for the Friday night dinner shift were called and told to stay home. Diners brave or foolish enough to be out trickled in. Shawn and I had no problem keeping up and the customers were a nice break from the boredom.
Half an hour before Shawn was supposed to get off work, only a table full of teens my age remained at the back corner booth. They fit into the foolish crowd. Loud and irritating, with nothing to do on a Friday night but go to the movies and out to eat. Four girls and three guys filled the seats at the booth they had occupied for the last hour and a half. All they ordered was sodas and French fries and they shared them. I didn’t expect much of a tip.
Two of them were obviously a couple, their attentions to each other bordering on obscene. One girl looked to be no more than twelve or so. She was probably a little sister tagging along at a parent’s insistence and a teenager’s horror. The remaining four may have been just friends or part of the “group”.
Shawn left to go to his second job as a guitarist in a punk band at a club. Before leaving, he changed his appearance by letting his long hair out of a ponytail and spiking it up in all directions. The pink underside of his black hair was now standing on top of his head instead of hidden under the thick waves of black. His cowboy attire turned into solid black leather and chains, all of it hidden under a heavy trench coat. The other members of his band picked him up at the back door and I was left alone to take care of the spoiled children at the corner booth.
All of the closing preparations were already done even though it was an hour and a half until closing. The corner table was entertaining as I hung out in waitress alley, rolling silverware into napkins as slowly as I could to make the task last as long as possible. A round of laughter rolled from the corner table. I kept my jealousy in check as I made my way over to refill their glasses.
“Refills, guys?” I picked up the glasses and stated their soda choices from memory as I went. “You had a Coke right?”
I looked at the boy sitting on the end of the booth seat. A blonde sat very close next to him. He stared at me with a direct gaze that made me uncomfortable. Patiently, I waited with my free hand out, ready to pick up the glass. Three half-empty glasses already filled my other hand.
“So, what’s the deal with you?” His question was not the absentminded nod or simple ‘yes’ I expected. Dropping my hand, I straightened my back defiantly.
“Excuse me?”
“What? You deaf? What’s your deal? Friday night in a snowstorm and you’re working here? You’re kind of pretty, so it’s not because you’re a dog who has no social life. Boyfriend knock you up and split or something?”
The entire table was silent, watching for my reaction. I pasted on my waitress smile and giggled for him.
“No honey, nothing like that. You want a refill?”
He wasn’t bad looking, blue eyes, and light brown hair with natural blonde streaks despite summer ending months ago. He reminded me of a surfer. Too bad his attitude made him ugly despite his appearance. His interest in me didn’t waver.
“Yeah, Coke.”
I scooped up the glass and went behind the front counter to fill them up, making mental notes of which glass belonged to which person and what drink went into which glass. I placed the glasses in a line on the counter in the same order the customers were sitting. As I turned to fill the first glass, movement behind me in waitress alley caught my eye.
“I’m sorry, sir. You really shouldn’t be behind the counter. I’ll bring the drinks to you at the table.” The surfer leaned against the counter, ignoring my suggestion as he watched me. I glanced through the serving hole into the kitchen. Gene must have been in the back with Manny playing cards because the kitchen was deserted. I put down the glass and watched the surfer, stare for stare.
He smiled, but it wasn’t a very friendly smile. Or maybe too friendly, depending on how I wanted to take it. His friends at the table carried on laughing and talking, none of them paying attention to the man standing on the wrong side of the counter. None of them except the blonde who had been sitting pressed against his side. Her eyes darted back and forth between the man she was trying to hook up with and me. Her glare caused me as much discomfort as his attention did. I tried again.
“Did you need something else?” I turned back to the soda dispenser like it was completely normal to have customers standing in the sacred area behind the counter.
He took a step closer. “Sure. Sounds like an offer to me. What time do you get off? I’ll hang out and wait for you.”
I held my breath to keep the creepy feeling in the pit of my stomach from turning into full-blown shudders. My waitress smile was beginning to hurt as I gritted my teeth before relaxing and donning my waitress of the year personality. I hoped my laugh didn’t sound forced.
“I don’t think that pretty blonde sitting next to you would like that too much. She seems very interested in you.”
He looked to her and leaned in towards me, giving me his full attention again like she didn’t even exist. “She’s too easy. I’ve already had her and it wasn’t that great. She just can’t get enough, though. Her best friend is dating my cousin so I can’t seem to get rid of her now.”
The glasses were full and I put them on a serving tray to carry them back to the table.
“Sorry,” I hoped my voice came across as sympathetic without showing the unease I felt. “I really need to get these back to your table and get back to work.”
He stood up straight, but didn’t move out of my way. We remained at a standoff for a few seconds before he took a step towards me.
A blast of cold air came from the front door as someone wrapped in a hooded parka, hat, and gloves walked in, shaking off the snow and stomping their feet on the rubber mat.
I looked back to surfer guy. Casually, he looked at me then turned around, walked back around the counter, and took his seat. I followed with the tray of glasses as the newcomer took a seat at the front counter. I emptied the tray quickly, ignoring the noise around me as well as the seething glare from the blond girl and the caress on my hand from the surfer as he reached for his glass before I set it down. I almost dropped it in my haste to get away. Tray in hand, I turned to flee to the safety of the front counter. Far enough away from the corner table to run, but not quite to the counter, my pace slowed.
4.
My new friend sat at the front counter, his coat, hat, and gloves folded neatly on the seat next to him. His black eyes watched me, his face an emotionless mask. Realizing how strange it must seem that I almost completely stopped walking, I picked up the pace and pasted on my smile. His eyes didn’t leave me and his expression didn’t change.
I deposited the empty tray on the stack directly under the front counter. My hands reached over to the rolled silverware next to the trays and I placed one on the counter at the occupied seat. I went through the tasks routinely, the smile plastered on my face, but the thoughts in my head rolled over each other, fighting for control. He was sitting right here, the man who scared me yet intrigued me. For some reason, I couldn’t look him in the eye. His gaze on me felt hot and disapproving. I swallowed and my stomach turned like I ate too much greasy food.
With silverware and a menu in front of him, I finally looked up. “Hello again. What can I get for you?”
“Coffee, please.” His eyes calmed and he flashed me a reassuring smile. I relaxed, a sense of ease flowing over me as my own grin turned genuine. As I moved to get the coffee, the guy at the corner table caught my attention. He stared at me and winked. I pretended not to notice and turned to the coffee pot, careful not to look in the direction of the corner table as I placed the coffee and some containers of liquid cream in front of my customer.
“Can I get you something to eat?” I wanted to ask him if he was incredibly good at guessing people’s secrets or if he was a psychic, but those questions didn’t escape my brain. Besides, if he was psychic, he could just read my mind and answer those questions without me actually speaking.
“What do you recommend?” He leaned forward, but his proximity was not threatening.
“Well, if you have a big appetite, the porterhouse is excellent. It comes with two sides, rolls, and a salad.” His eyebrows went up. Maybe the porterhouse was a bit much.
“How about a nice sirloin burger with fries or onion rings?”
He nodded. “That sounds great. Can I have it medium-well with cheese and onion rings?”
The smile I gave him was real. The stern man who originally sat down was replaced by a much friendlier version. It was more like sitting down and talking to an old friend than taking an order from a customer.
Gene had resumed his position in the kitchen and must have heard the conversation because he called out, “Order in. Cheeseburger, medium-well, and rings coming up!”
There was no reason for me to hover over the customer, even though I wanted to. Instead, I moved down the counter to continue wrapping silverware. The man at the counter and the one at the corner booth both watched me. I avoided looking at either of them, concentrating on the task I created for myself. My total income in tips for the day was only fourteen dollars. Even though I needed that corner table to tip me, I didn’t bother going over to refill their drinks again or see if they needed anything else. I had left the bill on the table half an hour ago in anticipation of them leaving.
The dark eyed man stood, slid his coffee cup over near me, and reseated himself directly in the line of vision between me and surfer boy. My cheeks felt hot. He never even turned around to look at the group in the corner and I didn’t let their behavior affect me.
His smile was kind but mischievous. “Noisy bunch aren’t they?”
“A little. It’s okay. It’s been very quiet most of the day.” I dismissed the thought of surfer boy’s advances.
“I’ve been in here a few times and never saw you before yesterday. Are you new on the evening shift?”
Well that explains how he knows about me. Someone at night must have been discussing me with the customers. Good to know. I made a mental note to hunt them down later and cut out their tongues.
“No. I work the morning shift and usually leave by three. The weather lately has been screwing everything up for other people so I’ve been working longer shifts.”
“I’m Walker Sandoval.” Long graceful fingers extended to me as he reached out his hand. The coffee must be hotter than I thought because his hand was very warm.
“Very nice to meet you, Mr. Sandoval. My name is Tysan, but everyone calls me Ty.” I had forgotten about the table in the corner. Out of sight, out of mind. A blonde head popped over Walker’s shoulder as the girl sitting next to the surfer walked over and leaned against the counter.
“Excuse me, Ty,” her voice dripped with synthetic honey. “If you are done screwing around, could you actually do your job and get some refills to our table?” She challenged me, staring at me directly and refusing to look at Walker, who smirked at her.
“Order up!” Gene called from the kitchen. I looked from the blonde to Walker and glanced back at the serving window where a thick burger and fries filled a warm plate.
“Sorry, ma’am.” I slapped on a smile and brushed her off. “I thought you all were about done. Let me get this order out and I’ll be right with you.”
She leaned back and crossed her arms, looking at me like she just wiped me off the bottom of her shoe. “Figures. This place has the worst service. Trashy waitresses. I don’t know why we even came in here. I knew it was a dump when we pulled into the parking lot.”
While she talked, I turned and placed the burger and fries on a serving tray. Even though I tried not to listen to her, I felt my cheeks flushing as I caught sight of Gene watching from the other side. He must have heard every word because his cheeks were red with anger. I spun back around to take the tray to the counter and place it in front of Walker, my smile never faltering.
“Here you are, sir. Enjoy your meal.”
“At least someone here gets service,” the blonde said. “Now can you waddle your way over to my table?”
I opened my mouth, but before I could even reply, Walker’s soothing voice spoke first just as Gene came out of the kitchen door and into waitress alley.
“Young lady, do you ever shut up? Maybe that boy sitting next to you would pay a little more attention to you if you actually stopped talking once in awhile and thought about the words coming out of your mouth.”
She did shut up then. Her mouth gaped open as she struggled to form a reply to the strong quiet man in front of her. All eyes were on the blonde at the counter. Her best friend finally disentangled herself from the guy stuck on her and tried to get out of the booth. Her outrage reached the front counter.
“Move, Chad! They can’t talk to Jen like that!”
Surfer boy sat on the end, blocking her quick exit. He didn’t even bother to turn and look at her, his body positioned sideways in the booth facing the front counter, his legs stuck out in front of him, ankles crossed.
The girl tried again, this time yelling at the kids on the other side of the booth.
“Get out of the way! Let me out! Shannon, get your stupid ass up and move so they can let me out!”
Shannon was the youngest girl sitting on the end of the bench. She started to cry, and then bolted out of the booth, running to the hall leading to the restrooms. The guy who spent the evening sucking face with the girl looked at her like she grew three heads and it was an improvement.
“What the hell is wrong with you? You don’t ever talk to my sister like that again, bitch!”
The last boy and girl swiveled back and forth from watching the action at the table to watching the action at the counter. The girl now sitting on the end since Shannon fled was a petite brunette. She left the booth, calmly walking down the hall after Shannon. Surfer boy Chad’s attention remained locked on me and Jen. He smirked.
Gene took a protective stance at my side. Shannon’s brother and his girlfriend argued.
Jen found her voice, her face changing from shock to disgust as she looked at Walker.
“Obviously you have a thing for little girls, pervert.” She glanced at me, sneering with triumph.
Walker put his hands on the counter and stood up to face the girl.
“Obviously,” he mimicked, “you are an experienced little girl. You want to be next? Or do you have your plate full already with Chad over there as well as the other guy sitting across from you?”
My gaze slid from Jen to Chad and the unattached male sitting at the corner table. Jen’s eyes bugged out as she turned to look at the two young men. The guys looked at each other, and it seemed a light went off over the entire table. It was true, and the whole room realized it at the same time. Chad jumped across the table and took a flying punch at his rival. The punch fell short as the other kid slid out of the booth and away from the line of fire. He came out with a boxer’s stance and Chad decided to mouth off instead of finishing with his fist after his surprise attack didn’t work.
The two guys yelled at each other while the boyfriend and girlfriend yelled at each other. The other two girls came out of the hallway into the melee. Jen made a mewling sound and raced out the front door into the storm outside, both of her suitors followed after her.
The couple at the table stood, the volume of their argument increasing until the girl cried out.
“We are through! I never want to see you again!” She spun on her heels and went out the front door. Shannon’s brother raced after her, continuing the argument.
The two remaining girls stood in the middle of the room dumbfounded. Their eyes scanned from the front door, to the empty booth, and finally to the three of us at the counter.
Breaking the spell, the brunette walked over to us while Shannon rounded up the remaining coats, hats, and purses from the corner booth. The brunette stopped and leaned on the counter. She looked shell-shocked but calm.
“Wow. That was really bad. I’m sorry. I don’t even know what to say.” Her eyes were a pretty light brown and at the moment, full of apologies. Shannon plopped a stack of coats on the counter next to the brunette, took a purse out of the pile, and handed it to the other girl before selecting one of the coats for herself. The brunette pulled a wallet out of her purse.
“I really am sorry. Jen was wrong and jealous, and for what it’s worth, I thought you did a great job.” She pulled bills from the wallet and held them out to me. “This should cover the bill and leave some for you. I’m really sorry.”
She smiled at me as I thanked her and took the money. Then, she selected a coat, hat, and gloves from the stack. Each girl grabbed an armful of the remaining items and turned to the door. I could hear Shannon talking quietly to the brunette as they walked to the door.
“I think Jason and Sarah are over. This is your chance, Brianna. You would be so much better for him.”
Brianna put her arm around Shannon and hugged the girl as they opened the door and disappeared into the snowy night.
I counted out the money in my hand. After I paid the till, almost fifteen dollars was left over for me. That was more than I made all day. Gene retreated to the kitchen and I grabbed the bus tub cart to clear the corner table. Parking it at the end of the table, I looked up to see Walker standing next to me. He reached out and began helping me clear used napkins and dirty dishes. I gave him a real smile.
“You really don’t have to help me with this. This is what they pay me the big bucks for.”
He laughed, the sound deep and throaty. “Oh yeah, I’m sure you’re really a millionaire and only work here to keep from being bored.”
My smile slipped. The words were out before I could bite my tongue. “How did you know?”
His face didn’t change, the smile remaining until he looked at me and must have realized I was serious.
“How did I know what? You aren’t really a millionaire, are you?” he teased, smiling again.
“No.” I shook my head, unable to take my eyes off his face. “Really? How did you know about that girl and both of those boys? How did you know about me?”
He paused, studying me as intently as I studied him. I couldn’t tell if he was about to crack a joke or tell me something earth shattering. Finally, he looked down, laughed quietly, and picked up a glass to place in the tub before speaking.
“I watch people. It’s what I do. I’m a photographer, so I study people and their expressions and their mannerisms. That’s what makes good photography great. Being able to see what’s going on besides just the objects or people in the picture.”
I didn’t stop staring at him, not quite sure if I believed him or not. He glanced at me, grabbed another glass, and continued.
“It’s like this glass. I know one of the girls was drinking from it because there is a smear of lip-gloss where she put it against her mouth. This girl is very organized and pays attention to detail because she picked it up and put it down the same way every time she took a drink. The lip-gloss smear is only in one little section on the rim. See it?”
He held the glass up between us and I had no choice but to look at it. I nodded, still unsure. I scooped crumpled napkins into the trashcan.
“But,” I said, “How did you know the girl was with both guys?”
He shrugged. “That was easy. She was hanging all over the blonde kid sitting on the end and he was ignoring her. Typical signs for teenagers. The boy sitting across the table kept watching them both, angry at the girl for not realizing he really did care about her and angry with the boy because he didn’t really care about her.”
I nodded and picked up the last glass before putting it in the tub. Walker took the washcloth from the cart and expertly wiped the table while I slid into the booth to reset the shakers and napkin dispenser to their proper locations.
“So,” I tried again, “what about me? How did you know about me?”
He sat on the bench across the table from me so he could reach the back edge of the table to wipe it. He laughed again.
“You were a little harder to figure out because you don’t give a lot of clues. Mostly, your cowboy outfit is too loose for you. I figure it fit when they gave it to you, so that means no one is buying you groceries. Secondly, your eyes are very hurt. Sorrowful. A look that only parents could cause in a girl like you.”
He looked at me. I didn’t mean to keep staring at him, but I was on the verge of shock. His eyebrows crinkled as sadness washed over his face.
“No one as young as you should be so weary. How long have you been on your own?”
“Not too long.” I looked away, suddenly not wanting to tell him anything more. The table was clean so I slid out of the booth and put my hands on the cart to push it back to waitress alley. He resumed his place at the counter and took a bite of the half-eaten hamburger.
I stood nearby, wrapping silverware into cloth napkins. As many as I completed tonight, the restaurant would have enough for the next month. I couldn’t stop talking to him; I just didn’t want him to know any more about my personal life.
“So what do you take pictures of?” I broke the silence.
He smiled again. “Everything. Anything. I’ve been taking a lot of pictures of the storms lately. Nature tells a story just like people. Mother Nature is an emotional woman.”
I could imagine a wild woman hovering over the Earth, throwing lightning bolts and pouring floods over us.
He swallowed another bite before continuing. “I’ll bring in some of my photos to show you. Maybe you will let me take your picture. I can see your sad eyes in that young face as a photograph. I don’t know if I could do you justice though.”
He contemplated me again with that serious look. I plastered on my waitress smile, trying to hide any sadness. I don’t think it worked, because he nodded slowly and finished off his burger.
5.
I thought about Walker all weekend. Maybe I should have told him more. Maybe I should have told him less. He was both a stranger and a friend at the same time. Thanks to the extra tips he gave me, I was able to go to a discount store and buy a small Christmas present for each of my siblings and a card for my mom. I also bought a jar of peanut butter and a loaf of bread. That was the total groceries for the week unless customers felt the Christmas spirit and tipped me well.
The days passed quickly. Most of the storms dissipated and the sun shone for three days in a row. Walker didn’t show up during any of my shifts. Before I knew it, Christmas Eve arrived. I worked that day and the customers were generous, many of them made small talk by asking me about my plans for Christmas. My waitress smile firmly in place, I gave them the “family and friends” response they wanted to hear.
The day was painful. Despite the cheery smile and my warm well wishes, a tear actually slid out of the corner of my eye and rolled down my cheek when a grandmotherly lady grabbed my hand and wished me a Merry Christmas. She left a ten-dollar bill in my hand. I covered my tear by moving a glass just a bit too much so it splashed. The small distraction was all I needed to wipe it away.
My shift ended and I went home to sit alone in the quiet apartment with a vanilla scented candle burning. People next door yelled, babies cried, but if any of them came out of their front doors and saw each other, they called out greetings. Their lives behind closed doors were the dreary reality while their public personalities were full of joy. The day after Christmas, the entire world around them would return to its normal depressed state.
When I was little, Christmas Eve was special. We would gather in the kitchen with Mom and bake cookies for Santa. Dad would get out his guitar and we would sing carols. The house smelled like pine, chocolate chip cookies, and vanilla candles. Each of us got to open one present on Christmas Eve. Maybe Mom and the kids still baked cookies. They were probably all sitting around at that very moment choosing the one magical present. Too bad what I wanted for Christmas couldn’t be wrapped.
I went to bed early as the snow started falling outside. A tiny part of me wished and hoped for Santa to appear and give me a good Christmas. I cried quietly in the dark, tears dampening my pillow as I gave up on wishing and switched to praying.
I awoke before the sun on Christmas morning. After a fast but warm shower, I dried my hair, scrunching it into long curly waves that reached well past my shoulders. The tight bun I normally wore to work was damaging the ends, so the final appearance wasn’t as smooth as I would have liked. My reflection was almost a stranger looking back at me. Except for the daily bun and a ponytail on weekends, I rarely did anything to style my hair since I left school. A minimal amount of makeup finished the look and I scrutinized myself. The red sweater and black dress pants looked nice. My hair was light and fluffy, my face smooth.
Walker was right. I did look weary. I smiled my waitress smile and forced the corners of my eyes to lift, opening them a bit more. The result was less weary, but still too old. I would have to practice my waitress smile to regain the happy appearance.
I carried the small box of presents out to the car. The sun shining through the windshield helped warm me while I waited for Tank to be ready to move. Before I hit the freeway, I stopped at a gas station near work. I went inside to prepay my gas and then walked around the car on the pump opposite from Tank. As I walked around the back bumper of the other car, someone called my name.
“Ty! Merry Christmas!”
I looked up to see Walker getting out of the silver midsize sedan at the pump.
“Oh! Hi, Walker. Merry Christmas!” I smiled and walked around to Tank, still able to see Walker from the space between the gas pumps. “How are you?”
“I’m good. Heading out to get pictures of the Christmas Parade.” He studied me. “How are you? You look a little stressed.”
I suppose looking stressed was as bad as sad and weary. I smiled.
“It’s Christmas morning. Why would I have stress? This should be the one stress free day of the year.”
He nodded in that irritating way that said he didn’t believe me, but he wouldn’t pressure me about it anyway. He swiped his card to begin the gas pump as I turned to fill Tank. I leaned against the side of the car and looked at him as he started pumping gas.
He looked at me again, his face a mask. “Isn’t your head cold? I’m sure all of that pretty hair isn’t keeping your head very warm.”
“This pretty hair is exactly why I’m not wearing one. I didn’t want static to screw it up so I left it off. It’s warm enough when I get back in the car.”
He snickered. “Really? I bet that thing doesn’t even have heat.”
His eyes were intense even though he was smiling at me. I shrugged. He let it go and changed tactics.
“Hey, I have my camera in the car. Can I take your picture?”
I stood there a second too long, wondering why he wanted to take my picture. He looked away from me. I didn’t mind him taking my picture. I just didn’t need a picture where I was stressed or sad. Pictures should be happy.
I gave in. “Sure, you can take my picture. Will you bring it by the Steakhouse so I can see it?”
He was already moving to open the door of his car and reach in for his equipment.
“Absolutely. I will develop them tonight and bring it by to show you. Do you work tomorrow?”
I nodded as I pulled the nozzle from the tank and replaced it on the pump. “I work until three. Where do you want to take the picture?”
He came around the back of the pump and stood near me. I hadn’t quite thought about how tall he was until I stood next to him. He smelled good, sort of like a deep forest, masculine and comforting. I had a fleeting wish that I was as old as I felt. He looked up at me and caught me staring. His smile was embarrassed but somehow, understanding.
He pointed towards the back of the car.
“Just stand by the back of the car. I can get the park across the street as a backdrop if I take it between the cars passing by.”
I stood where instructed and faced him. The biting wind pulled my hair to the side and I tipped my head enough to keep curls from blowing in my face.
He looked in the back of the camera, fiddled with some knobs and the lens on the front before looking up at me again.
“Ready?”
“Sure.” I smiled and looked at the camera.
He didn’t snap the picture. His eyes came up over the edge of the camera and he frowned at me.
“Don’t smile like that. Smile real or don’t smile at all. The camera knows.”
I looked down and caught my hands nervously toying with the edge of my scarf.
His voice softened. “Think of something that truly makes you happy. Hopes, dreams. Your deepest wish.”
I looked up at him and he snapped the picture the second my eyes joined his. I wasn’t smiling. He did smile at me though.
“Okay Ty, think about how funny it would have been to see that boy beat the crap out of Chad the other night at the restaurant.”
At that, I did laugh and smile. The boy who assumed the boxer’s stance after Chad lunged across the table would have wiped the floor with Chad. Several pictures were snapped in rapid succession while I reached up to move the hair from my face.
Walker lowered the camera and smiled in triumph. “That was much better. I have to get going so I can get a good spot at the parade.”
I tipped my head and stuffed my hands into my pockets. “Why aren’t you spending Christmas with your family?”
He had already moved back to his car, the camera resuming its place in a special box on the front seat. “I don’t have any family here. They are all in Arizona. Besides, if I don’t work, I don’t get paid.”
That was a sentiment I understood. I walked around to the driver’s side of Tank. “I need to go too. My sister is expecting me.”
I should have said ‘my family’, but it didn’t come out that way. I didn’t know what kind of reception I would get when I knocked on the front door of the house where I grew up.
Walker leaned on his open car door and looked at me through the pumps and over the top of Tank.
His voice was quiet and sincere as I strained to hear him over the noise of the traffic behind me. “Have a Merry Christmas, Ty. I’ll see you tomorrow and show you the pictures.”
I nodded, got in Tank, and waved to Walker through the window as I pulled out of the gas station. It wasn’t nearly long enough before I pulled up in front of the house. I sat in the car, playing out possible scenes in my mind. I barely had time to get myself worked up into a nervous frenzy before Monika came flying out of the front door. Straight blonde locks brushed her cheeks and stopped at the edge of her chin. She must have been watching for me through the gauzy curtains of the front window. No turning back now. I opened my door as she rounded the front of Tank. As I got out of the car with my box of presents, she grabbed me in a bear hug.
“Oh my God. I am so happy to see you!” She stepped back to look at me, her hands still holding my arms so I couldn’t get away. “Your hair’s longer and you’re too thin.”
“Your hair’s shorter and you’re going to freeze to death if you don’t get inside.”
She laughed as my little brothers, Grady and Bradley, raced through the yard to the car. Their chorus of shrieks rang up and down the street.
“Ty’s home! Mom! Ty’s here!”
I handed Monika the box then scooped a boy up in each arm and hugged them hard. They were only six, Grady being the older twin by a mere two minutes, forty-seven seconds.
“Grody! Brat! I missed you guys!”
They covered me in kisses and hugs as I pressed each of their cold little cheeks against mine.
Ashlyn was the last one out of the house, and the only one with enough sense to put on a coat. Her long straight ponytail hung down her back from under her stocking cap. Her glasses fogged up in the cold.
She didn’t race to me. She took her time, nimbly walking down the front steps, across the cleared sidewalk, and onto the driveway. She stopped at the other side of Tank, crossed her arms over her chest, and watched me being engulfed by our little brothers.
I smiled at her.
“Hey, Ash.”
She didn’t smile or wave, just turned and walked back into the house. I glanced at Monika over the top of Grady’s light brown baby soft hair. She rolled her eyes. I put the boys back on the ground and they each grabbed a hand and dragged me to the sidewalk, up the stairs, and right into the foyer of the house.
When I lived here, I didn’t realize what a nice house it was. Mom and Dad both worked hard to buy this house when I was too young to remember. Now, I looked around at the familiar walls. It smelled like vanilla candles. The foyer led to a staircase at the right with four bedrooms and two baths upstairs and another staircase next to it led to the finished basement. Off to my left was the front room, kind of a formal living room. The dining room was through a door on the other side of the front room at the end of the house behind the garage. The family room and kitchen were straight ahead.
The boys kicked off their snowy boots on the tile at the front door before jumping down the three wide steps into the front room. A large Christmas tree graced the bay window, its limbs heavily decorated with ornaments. I loved the tree there. When it was lit up, you could clearly see it from the street. A stack of presents sat under the twinkling branches. Christmas stockings with their contents already plundered spread carelessly across the room.
“Mom wouldn’t let us open presents until you got here,” Grady said, smiling at me as he started picking through the pile to find ones with his name on them.
“We opened our stockings before Mom even got up this morning,” Brad giggled.
Monika walked past me to the last stocking hanging from hooks along the fireplace mantel. The pink and gold one with the scary snowman on the front. Mine. She brought it back and handed it to me. I stood in the foyer, taking the stocking but not moving. I painted my name on it the year Ash was born, and now she was eleven and not happy to see me. My crude six-year-old artist’s rendition of the new baby was still on the toe section of the stocking, although the glow in the dark paint was cracked and chipping off. The stick figure of Monika in pink paint was barely more than just a stick and a circle. It looked more like a lollipop than a person.
“Chicken Legs,” Monika called across the room from the sofa. “Are you going to stand at the front door all day? Or do you think you could actually come in and sit down?”
I took off my coat and kicked off my boots, knowing the rule about shoes in the house, before I stepped down the stairs into the room set aside for company and special occasions. I took the seat next to Monika, the stocking in my lap as I looked up to see my mother standing in the foyer at the top of the stairs. Ash walked around her to sit cross-legged on the floor. My mother looked sad and angry at the same time as she diverted her eyes and moved to the chair in the corner of the room.
She looked the same as always, straight blonde hair, and big blue eyes. Too much makeup and clothes that were the size she wore before she had Ash and the twins. I wasn’t about to tell her she didn’t wear that size anymore.
“Nice of you to come visit us, Tysan.”
“Thanks for inviting me, Mom.” Neither of us would mention that Monika was the one who asked me to come. Monika watched both of us and beamed.
She looked at Mom. “Can we open presents now?” She put her hands together in mock pleading. Mom glanced at me.
“Maybe we should ask Tysan if she’s had breakfast first.”
All eyes spun to look at me.
“No thanks. I ate before I came over,” I lied, not wanting to delay the excitement for the kids. All heads turned expectantly back to Mom.
“Go ahead then,” she said, sitting back in the chair with her coffee cup. “Ashlyn, you can play Santa.”
Ash handed out the presents Grady and Bradley hadn’t already claimed. A stack formed in front of Monika and Ashlyn. Mom got one small box and the card I brought. I ended up with two boxes in my lap on top of the stocking.
The boys tore through package after package, exclaiming over each item for a whole two seconds before moving on to the next one. Ash carefully opened each package, neatly folding the paper on a stack next to her and tying all of the ribbons and bows together. Monika curled next to me, her feet under her, presents in front of her, but she didn’t open them. She looked at me and the presents in my lap, then to the stack surrounding her before finally looking at my mom. She looked back at me, her brows furrowed in a frown. She reached over and squeezed my hand.
“Can I get you some milk and a muffin?” She almost whispered, careful not to divert Mom’s attention from the boys.
I smiled for her benefit. “Can I have some coffee and sugar in my milk?”
She smiled and nodded before unfolding her long thin limbs from the couch and quietly leaving the room. I reached my hand into the stocking and came out with a handful of chocolate candy and a gift card. The front of the card stated it had a value of $25.00. That would come in handy.
Monika came back with a cup of coffee and a plate with a chocolate chip muffin. My favorite. She then took Mom’s cup and refilled it before returning to her spot on the couch.
I dug into the muffin. It was like little bites of heaven washed down with coffee. I didn’t realize I was so hungry. Monika opened a few of her presents while I ate. Grady and Bradley thanked me for the little cars I bought them. I received a hug and kiss from each boy for my effort. Ashlyn looked at the earrings I gave her and added them to her pile without saying a word. Monika opened the earrings I gave her and immediately put the delicate hoops through the holes in her ears.
She hugged me. “Thank you Ty. I love them, but you didn’t need to get me anything.”
“Merry Christmas, Monkey.” I hugged her back.
She nudged me. “Open yours.”
The larger box was wrapped in gold paper with a red bow. The tag read From Monika. I looked at her as I tore the tape off the bottom.
She shrugged. “It isn’t much,” she said. “I did some babysitting.”
I opened the box and moved the tissue paper. Inside were a beautiful, brightly colored, wool scarf and a pair of leather driving gloves. I wrapped the scarf around my neck and put the gloves on. They were fur lined and fit perfectly.
“Oh Monkey, thank you so much. I really needed these.” She nodded. Her lip trembled and she looked over to my mom. Even though she didn’t want me to, I saw her wipe away the tear.
Mom opened the box in front of her, revealing a lovely blue sweater. She smiled at Monika and thanked her. As she picked up my card to open it, Monika turned back to me fully composed.
“Open the one from Mom.”
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I did as Monika instructed. Inside the small box was a pair of earrings and a matching necklace. They weren’t new, but I recognized them immediately. The gold was warm from years of wear. A diamond hung loose in the tear shaped pendant and each earring contained a matching tear shaped loop with a small diamond suspended in the middle. My Grandma Reynolds gave them to my mom when she and Dad got married.
I looked at my mom. She was watching me, the card I gave her open in her hand. I hoped the words of love and pleading I wrote touched her. She looked sad, but she looked me in the eye for the first time in months and she spoke directly to me.
“Those were your Grandma Reynolds’.” Mom spoke quietly as I draped the necklace around my neck. “I thought you should have them now. They are supposed to go to the first-born daughter, but since your father was an only child, she gave them to me. No matter what your father has done, I still have respect for his mother, God rest her soul.”
My finger shook as I gently touched the chain. I was never allowed to touch them before when I would admire the contents of Mom’s jewelry box.
“Thanks, Mom. I love them.” I meant it. We smiled at each other and some of the stiffness in the room dissipated. Monika took our coffee cups to the kitchen and refilled them. Mom took hers black and I took mine with lots of cream and sugar.
After I stashed my gifts in the pockets of my coat, and hung the scarf around the collar, I sat on the floor and played racecars with the boys. Their giggles were infectious. After awhile, they went down to the basement to play their new video game. Ash hung out in the kitchen with Mom and helped her prepare Christmas dinner while Monika and I went up to her room. My old room was in the basement and Mom turned it into an office after I moved in with Dad.
Monika caught me up on all of the gossip. Which boy she liked, how school was going, which teachers were still torture to have. I felt happier at that moment sitting on my sister’s bed, holding her stuffed dog, than since before Mom and Dad announced they were separating.
“Okay Monkey, tell me what’s wrong with Ash.” I changed the flow of the fun conversation. My youngest sister’s attitude tore at me.
Monika leaned up on her elbow, staring at the Christmas cartoon on the TV.
“She’s taking sides in the divorce. She caught mom crying one night and took a complete guilt trip. So now, Dad is the devil and Mom is the poor victim. And . . .” She paused, looking at me. “She figured out the math. She had to do a family tree at school and put in the dates Mom and Dad got married and your birthday. Mom pretty much told her it was all your fault they had to get married.”
I took a deep breath. “Well that’s just great. Like this family wasn’t broken enough to start with. I never really understood how it could be my fault. I’m not the one who had sex.”
Monika shrugged. “Ash will get over it. At some point, she’ll realize it isn’t your fault. Mom feels like she has someone on her side. I told Ash it wasn’t fair to blame you, but she didn’t want to listen. Don’t worry about it.”
I put the stuffed dog down and stood up. “Let’s go down and play nice. Maybe I can get her to relax a little.”
The day was going so much better than I anticipated. I refused to let Ash’s attitude get in the way. I could handle her being mad at me. We bounced down the stairs and walked into the kitchen. Ash sat on a stool at the island placing rolls on a baking sheet while Mom stirred the potatoes on the stove. The smell of cooked ham wafted through the room.
“Smells good, Mom.” I smiled and she smiled back. If I could prove to her that we could get along, maybe she would let me come home. I could keep my job and help with the bills and taking care of the kids. Maybe I could even get back in high school. My heart soared. Monika and I started cutting up salad on the cutting board next to Ash. She watched all of us through narrowed eyes.
From the stove, Mom spoke without turning to look at me. “So, what did your father get you for Christmas?”
My heart plummeted back to Earth. I glanced at Monika. She watched me expectantly. She didn’t know. None of them knew.
“Oh not much. Nothing important.” It was true. He didn’t get me anything at all. He hadn’t even called.
Mom looked over her shoulder and frowned at me. “I thought maybe he would send your brothers and sisters a little more than those piddly gifts you brought. I am disappointed. Even though child support is taken from his checks, he should still do something personal for them.”
I concentrated on cutting the carrots on the chopping block. It was starting and I didn’t want it to. She didn’t let my silence stop her from talking.
“I don’t know why I’m so disappointed. I should expect it by now. His last two checks are late. I have to call the Enforcement division to find out why the garnishments aren’t coming through.”
I swallowed hard, realizing Dad quit his job to move to Springfield with Marlene. Do I tell Mom the truth, or pretend ignorance? The fight was going to start, no matter what.
“I don’t know anything about it, Mom.”
She turned and looked at me, but I kept my eyes on the carrots that were getting smaller and smaller.
“He hasn’t said anything to you?” she asked. “Did he change jobs or something?”
“I don’t know.”
She wouldn’t leave it alone. “Tysan, look at me.”
I looked up at her and put down the knife.
“You’re lying to me. You do know something. What’s going on with your father?”
I toyed with the edge of my barstool. Monika sat across from me without coming to my rescue. I needed damage control.
“He left several months ago, Mom. I don’t know where he’s been or what he’s been doing.” I couldn’t look at her.
“Tysan Marie, where is your father? You have to know where he is. You still live in that apartment, so he must be around somewhere.”
I looked up at her. She was angry. I took a deep breath and dove in. “He left about a year ago. I dropped out of school and went to work at the steakhouse full time. He doesn’t give me any money. I pay the bills.”
“That’s not possible. Why are you protecting your father? He needs to send me money so I can pay the bills here and feed your brothers and sisters.”
From the mounds of toys and other stuff they all got for Christmas, and the fully stocked cabinets, it didn’t seem like Mom was doing too badly on her own. Her career creating magazine layouts seemed to be doing just fine. Dad works in a warehouse. Or he did. They met in college and I was born only a few months after they both dropped out and went to work.
She moved closer to me and lifted my chin, forcing me to look at her. “Tell me the truth Tysan. Is your father running around with that whore Marlene again? Have you met her? That’s what it is isn’t it? You like her, so you’re going to turn on me.”
How did Mom know about Marlene? I tried to shake my head, but she held my face firmly. Monika finally came to life across the counter.
“Mom! Let go of her. She said she doesn’t know anything. Why would she lie to you? It isn’t Ty’s fault that Dad cheated and isn’t paying his child support!”
Ash finally spoke up, the first real words I heard out of her all day.
“Shut up, Monika! If Ty hadn’t been born, Mom and Dad would have stayed in love and never gotten divorced! Mom could have made her own choices and started her career before she had us. It’s all Ty’s fault!”
She wailed. She screamed. I didn’t take my eyes off Mom’s face.
“I hate you Ty! You ruined my family!” Ash screamed and a piece of carrot hit me in the side of my face as she ran crying from the room.
“Ashlyn!” Monika yelled after her. “You’re wrong little girl! Mom, let go of her!”
Mom glared at Monika. When she spoke, it was low and threatening. “Monika, go up to your room.”
“Mom,” Monika spoke quietly too, trying to calm everyone down. “You know this isn’t Ty’s fault. She said she doesn’t know anything. She just told you Dad abandoned her and she doesn’t know where he is. Let go of her, Mom.”
I didn’t move and I didn’t speak, but Mom did let go of my face. Tears burned at the corners of my eyes but I refused to let them fall. Biscuits burned in the oven.
Mom turned on Monika. “Grow up. Your father has convinced Ty to lie to me and now you’re taking his side too? She’s a liar just like your father.”
I couldn’t take anymore. The tears fell and I blubbered through them.
“He really did leave, and he called me out of the blue a couple of weeks ago and said he married Marlene. I don’t even know who Marlene is! He said he wasn’t coming back for me and I’ve been on my own for a long time. I need you to help me, not blame me! Please, Mom.”
I was begging and I didn’t care how pathetic I sounded. I bawled. Monika came around to hug me and I buried my face in her shoulder and sobbed.
Mom wasn’t through with me yet.
“What a great actress you are, Tysan.”
Burnt biscuits came out of the stove, the pan slamming onto the counter.
“Now the biscuits are burnt because you won’t just tell me the truth. You go back home and tell your father to get that damn support check over here or else I will have his ass hauled back into court!”
I jumped up from the stool, breaking free of Monika. I hated the powerless feeling. I ran to the front door, tears blinding my path. I grabbed my coat and put it on before pulling on my boots and throwing open the front door. Pulling on the gloves in my pockets, I could hear Monika and Mom yelling at each other. I didn’t pause until I got inside Tank and dropped it into reverse. I hit the gas and it lurched backwards into the street, nearly slamming into a car passing by. The driver honked and yelled something I couldn’t hear through the rolled up windows.
The miles raced by and I cried, the road blurring at 65 mph. Not only did my tears skew the road, but so did the heavy snowfall that started while I was at Mom’s. I knew things would go badly today, but part of me hoped the maternal side of my mother would kick in and she would decide that I needed to come home. She would see how much her oldest child needed her and she would welcome me with open arms. She was still too blinded by her anger at my Dad to even see what trouble I was in. I was a good girl, and neither of them could see past themselves to see me at all. I didn’t exist except as a bargaining tool. I could hear snippets of conversations in my head.
Ty is coming to live with me. She’s old enough to take care of herself and that’s one less kid I have to pay child support for…
You tell your father to get me my check…
Ash blames you for the divorce…
I wish you’d never been born. I could have done something with my life…
You ruined my family…
The conversations jumbled in my head. Reaching home, I parked Tank and went inside, hanging my coat on a hook by the front door. It was only then that I remembered the gifts stored in the pockets as the box containing the jewelry clanked against the wall with a thud.
I took the contents out of the pockets, my fingers lingering on the beautiful scarf and gloves my sister worked so hard to buy. The jewelry, chocolates, and gift card from my mother. I put the card in my wallet. I tried the jewelry on and admired it in the bathroom mirror before I put them back in the box and stashed it in the drawer where I kept all of my documents. I changed my clothes even though it was only about four in the afternoon and I went to bed, remaining there until the alarm went off early the next morning.
I practiced my waitress smile in the mirror while I got ready for work. No matter how much I smiled or how big I made my eyes, nothing hid the sadness pouring from me. Time heals all wounds, but I didn’t think I would live long enough for time to heal the scars caused by my parents.
Tank clattered through the snow all the way to work, but my face and hands were toasty thanks to my new scarf and gloves. I waved at Mark as I walked in the back door. Even though he couldn’t hear me before, I didn’t even try to talk now. Earphones plugged his ears. He lifted the new MP3 player from his pocket and waved it at me. I smiled and gave him a thumbs up before grabbing an apron and pushing through the door.
“Good morning, Chop!” I said loudly over the sizzle of the grill loaded with food in various stages of cooking. Both grills burned hot. “Looks like a busy morning already.”
“Mornin’ Miss Ty!” Chop waved his spatula before returning it to flip pancakes on the griddle. Another spatula in his other hand turned over an omelet. “You have yourself a good Christmas?”
“Of course I did!” I gave the best waitress smile I could. “Can’t have a bad Christmas.”
He nodded and laughed. “I’m gonna have a New Year’s Eve party. You think you can come?”
A party? It could be interesting and fun, except it would be a bunch of older people drinking. I didn’t drink, but it would beat sitting home alone waiting for the sound of fireworks and gunshots.
“I’ll think about it and let you know, okay?”
“Yes Ma’am,” he replied cheerfully. “You can even bring a date if you want. Gonna have some barbeque. Be a real good time. I think Sheila and Mike are gonna come and bring their boys. That oldest one is about your age, isn’t he?”
I nodded, remembering how David’s right cheek showed a dimple when he smiled. I headed to the door.
“May God bless you today with lots of tips to fatten your pockets, Ty!”
The dining room was almost half full. Tips would be good today. I put my troubles behind me, grabbed the coffee pot, and went to work.
Throughout the day, I routinely looked at every person who came through the door shaking off snow. None of them wore the heavy brown Parka I was looking for. Walker said he would come by today to show me the pictures he took. I wasn’t as interested in seeing the pictures as I was in seeing Walker.
At 3:05, I found myself delaying leaving. I sat in the little break room and counted out my tips. Thirty-five dollars. It was a good day. I took after another glance around the dining room, before I finally walked through the door to the dishwashing area, grabbed my coat, donned my new scarf and gloves, and went out to let Tank get warm.
A light fluffy snow fell around me as I opened the door and got in. On the third try, the engine growled. I was about to put it in reverse when someone knocked on my window. I jumped before recognizing the brown coat. Walker waved and pulled down his scarf so I would know it was him.
“Come get in,” I called through the crack in the window. I motioned to the passenger side door and reached over to unlock it as he made his way around the back of the car. A cold wind blew in with him as he opened the door and sat down before quickly pulling it shut behind him.
He brushed off the snow as he pulled down his scarf to talk.
“Sorry it took me so long to get here. I thought you were already gone, but the waiter told me you just left and I might catch you back here. Glad I recognized this He patted the dashboard.
I grinned. “Tank appreciates that.”
At his quizzical look, I explained that Tank was what I called the car. He laughed.
“That’s a very fitting name.” He looked at me, the smile fading just a bit. “Do you want to go have coffee or something? I know a nice little coffee shop that has these great scones. It’s quiet. We can talk.”
Something about him changed slightly as he talked. He wanted to tell me something, but he needed to work up to it. After all, what was quieter than the inside of Tank? Okay, so with all the rattling and knocking, maybe it wasn’t exactly quiet, but it was private.
“Sure. You want me to drive?” I put my hand on the gearshift.
He looked panicked for a moment, but the look passed as briefly as it came and he shook his head.
“No offense to Tank,” he patted the dash again, comforting my monster. “But if it’s okay with you, I’d prefer to drive as long as you feel safe with me. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable. Besides, I know where we’re going.”
He waited for my answer. It had never really occurred to me that I might be in danger with Walker. He always made me feel safe and comfortable. I turned off the car.
“Where did you park?”
He smiled and led me around the front of the building to where his silver car waited. The remote on his key chain unlocked the door and he opened it for me and shut it after I got in before walking around to get in the driver’s seat.
The inside of the car was still warm from the heater that he must have turned off only moments ago. Snow barely began to cover the corners of the windshield. The interior was a rich brown, the seats soft and comfortable. A variety of lights glowed from the dashboard as he turned the key and the engine purred on the first try. What a luxury. Heat blasted through the vents and easy listening music softly filled the car.
“Let me know if the heat is too much for you. I can turn it down. Do you like this station? I can turn it off.” He was on the verge of nervous rambling.
I laughed. “No, the heat feels good and the music is nice.”
He smiled and relaxed a little. He put his arm on my seat to look behind us as he backed out, his eyes resting momentarily on my scarf.
“I like your scarf. Did you get that for Christmas?”
We pulled out of the lot as I nodded.
“My sister Monika gave it to me.” I fingered the loose edge of the scarf, remembering the day before.
He started singing along with the radio, breaking into my thoughts. I was in awe of the sounds coming out of him as he quietly sang.
“Wow,” I said, “You sing beautifully.”
He stopped singing, a red blush tinting his cheeks. “Please. It’s just a bad habit. I spend too much time alone in this car. I didn’t even realize I was doing it.”
“Well don’t stop. I think you sing it better than the person on the radio.”
I watched him and waited for him to sing again. He blushed more before looking at me and starting to sing again in the same clear warm tones. I didn’t speak again as we drove to a little coffee house in a strip mall a couple of miles from where I worked. I watched him the whole time while he drove. His teeth were straight and white against his tan skin. His long black hair hung softly next to the muscles in his cheek that moved as he sang. His large dark eyes sparkled when he snuck glances at me. I couldn’t stop smiling and I didn’t think about Christmas day, at least not too much.
We got out of the car and he grabbed an envelope before we hurried through the snow to the warmth of the coffee shop. The rich smells of coffee and sweets greeted me as Walker held the door open for me. He ordered two specialty drinks that I couldn’t even pronounce and two scones. We stood at the counter and waited for our order and then he led me to the table at the farthest corner from the door and the counter. Only one other couple occupied a table near the counter, and they carried on a conversation with the barista.
The lighting was low and comfortable and the room was warm, so I hung my coat on the back of my chair. My purse sat in the chair next to me and Walker pulled his chair close to my other side. He clutched the envelope in his hand until we were situated. The coffee was excellent and I took a sample of the scone drizzled in honey before I looked at him expectantly.
“Are you going to show me the pictures?”
He held the envelope in both of his hands, his coffee and scone untouched. He looked a little pale, and I thought I saw one of his hands tremble. Almost reluctantly, he pulled a stack of photos from the envelope. The picture on top of the stack was apparently from the parade. The colors were beautiful, but I only got a glance at it before he moved, placing the envelope in the middle of the table and taking a sip of his steaming coffee.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, holding my hand out for the pictures. “Let me guess, mine didn’t come out and you don’t want to tell me.”
He shook his head before he pulled it away from the edge of the cup. “No, no, nothing like that. The pictures came out just fine.” He thought for a moment, studying my face before continuing.
“I don’t show very many people my photographs until they’re published. Let me show you the parade ones first.”
He handed me picture after picture. They were all wonderful. Floats with every color clearly and brightly showing through the photos. A picture of a little boy bundled in a blue coat and blue stocking cap with blue mittens and scarf, sitting on a man’s shoulders so he could watch the parade. The look of awe in his eyes was captured perfectly on film. A marching band as rigid and serious as they could be with the drum section animated center frame. A parade queen and king sitting high on a float. The poor girl freezing in her pretty party dress and fake fur wrap. The glittery crown froze in her hair and the goosebumps dotted her arms. Through her smile, I could actually see her teeth chattering as she looked directly into the camera. Each picture was incredible in clarity and detail.
Finally, Walker only held a few pictures in his hand that I couldn’t see. The white backing of the photos showed through his fingers as he clutched them to his chest. The look he gave me was serious. Almost like fear. Finally done wrestling within his mind, he handed me the pictures. His hands shook as he passed them to me, white side up. I was ready to laugh at his silliness, but then I saw the first picture.
There I stood, my hair blowing in the wind, my hazel eyes looking back at me. My coat buttoned up to my neck and my gloved hands moving my hair from my face. Around my neck was the scarf Monika gave me for Christmas.
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I stared at the picture. It was really me, taken before I went to my Mom’s. Before I owned the scarf and gloves in the picture. I looked at Walker and opened my mouth, but I didn’t know what to say. He looked as distressed as I felt.
The next picture was me bringing my hand back down, my hair completely away from my face, my eyes slightly downcast. This time, the gloves and scarf were gone, but a diamond in a tear-shaped loop hung from my exposed earlobe. A larger, matching gem glittered in the sunlight. The top two buttons on my coat were unbuttoned, my red sweater a perfect backdrop for my Grandma Reynolds’ necklace. My face was happy. Joy shone from my eyes and my smile was genuine. The picture accurately reflected my feelings when I opened my gift.
Shocked, I dropped the picture on the table and looked at the next one. I wasn’t alone in the next one, and I wasn’t happy. I was sobbing, my eyes closed, and tears trickling down my face. I could see each trail on my cheeks. I looked beaten down and defeated. The sun was gone although it shone the entire time we took the pictures. Instead, the day appeared stormy like when I fled Mom’s house.
In this picture, Monika stood behind me, her arms wrapped around me in protection. My long curls mingling with her short straight blonde tresses. She was angry and her mouth was open like she was yelling. Veins were prominent in her temple and she was looking to the side of me like someone else was just out of range of the camera. The final picture in my hand was a view of my car on the freeway with the snow falling fiercely around me. I wasn’t quite in my lane like I should have been and I was half turned in the seat, looking behind me, distraught.
I was confused. Not one of the pictures made any sense. I knew about digital pictures. My mom used them all the time to do her job, but she rarely let us use her computer.
Even if Walker was a pro at using picture-manipulating software, how could he have gotten the pictures of my gifts and my sister? How could he have changed my facial expressions?
I looked at him. His eyes were wide, his face shadowed.
“You see it too don’t you?” He glanced at the photos on the table and then back at me. “I took that last one as you were pulling out of the parking lot and turned to wave at me.”
My tongue was drying out from my mouth being open too long. I forced it closed. My heart raced and I couldn’t quite grasp what the pictures meant. I finally formed words.
“How did you do these? I guess maybe I can understand that you took a picture of me in my scarf and gloves this morning when I got to work, but why would you do that and then mix it into the pictures you took yesterday?”
I shook my head, knowing that wasn’t true. “No. You couldn’t have gotten a picture of my necklace and earrings or my sister. I don’t understand.” I looked to him for help.
“That’s your sister?” He sort of laughed. It was more like a whimper. “She’s very pretty for a kid. When I snapped the pictures, the image in the view window on the camera was exactly what I saw. The view window showed you at the gas station, even when I viewed them later through the camera. But last night, when I put the memory card in my computer to pull the images, these are what showed up on my computer. I thought maybe I superimposed other pictures onto these somehow, but there weren’t any other pictures on the camera. I deleted them from the computer and uploaded them again and this is what came out.”
He reached out and gently took my hand, easing the trembling in both of us. I dropped the remaining picture on the table with the others and put my free hand to my temple. My brain tried to grasp what I was seeing. It was beyond reach.
Walker spoke, but it took me a minute to catch up.
“I took those pictures too and I knew something was wrong.”
Jarred, I searched my recent memory and came up blank.
“What?”
“I said, quite awhile back, I photographed you on the debate team at school. I took pictures of the whole team, but you were missing in every shot I took with this camera. There was just an empty space where you were standing. I used both cameras that day and the other camera printed out normal pictures with you in them.”
He let go of my hand and pulled two more pictures out of the envelope on the table. One was my high school debate team and I saw a younger version of myself, carefree and happy. The other picture was identical except for the empty space where I should have been standing.
Walker talked while I stared at the picture. I remembered that day and thinking the photographer was cute.
“I couldn’t figure out what was going on. The camera was new. My grandmother sent it to me for my birthday. It was a very expensive camera but you can buy it anywhere. I thought maybe it had a glitch in it or something. I used it a few more times and the pictures always came out strange. Something was odd in each picture I took. A few months ago, I happened to come into the Steakhouse for lunch, and you were working, but you didn’t wait on my table. I recognized you immediately as the missing girl from the school team. I took more photos that day, but you didn’t notice.”
He pulled more photos from the envelope. Me in my uniform, but I wasn’t serving customers, I was serving my dad. He was sitting at the table with a woman and three kids I didn’t know. Another of me standing at the front counter, coffee pot in hand, arguing with my mom. Me in waitress alley with surfer boy grabbing me while I struggled to get away. I noticed a date stamp in the lower corner of each picture. The one of my dad was the day before I met Walker. The day my dad called to tell me he got married. The one of my mom was several months ago when we got into an argument when she wanted me to come baby-sit but I had to work that day. The one of Chad, the surfer boy, was the date the event happened a couple of weeks before Christmas.
Walker gauged my reaction as he spoke. “I took all of those the same day, but the dates that print on them are different than the dates I took them. Some things are the same, but others are different, like in this one.”
He pulled out the one of my dad.
“This,” he pointed at the people at the table, “is not the three women who were sitting at the table when I took the picture.”
He took the one of me arguing with my mom. “That one was an old guy sitting at the front counter. You took his order while you poured him coffee.”
He picked the last one out of my fingers. “This was you and that other waitress behind the counter picking up orders. I began to catch on that the dates were important, so I waited outside most of the day that day for those kids to show up. I almost got out of my car and beat that boy to a pulp before they ever went into the restaurant.”
He paused and reached for my hand again. His touch was warm and tender. “I waited until I thought you were in trouble before I came in. I didn’t want you to think I was as crazy as I thought I was.”
I couldn’t take my eyes off the pictures. Even if he created the pictures, how would he have gotten photos of my family? Why would he create pictures showing the worst times of my life? I picked up the picture of Monika hugging me. She wore the same black pants and pink sweater she wore on Christmas. The earrings I gave her dangled from her ears.
I didn’t look at Walker, but he squeezed my hand. This couldn’t be real.
“I don’t understand,” I whispered.
“Neither do I.” Walker whispered back.
“How is this possible?”
“I don’t know.”
We both looked at the picture in my hand. He had months to think about this. I only had the last few minutes.
He spoke quietly. “I thought maybe if you were happy when I took the picture, it would come out showing good things. I thought the end pictures might be tied to the emotions of the person in the picture. Now I know that didn’t work. The first group of pictures I took came out with all different dates, but the ones I took yesterday were all from yesterday. It has something to do with what you are thinking about at the time, even if it isn’t emotional.”
I dropped the picture and picked up my coffee, my throat parched and tight. Pictures of my life. Pictures of things that didn’t happen yet. I moved the pictures on the table around so I could see the one of the little boy on his father’s shoulders at the parade. The camera caught his emotion at the exact second the shutter clicked.
Walker straightened the picture so he could see it with me.
“That little boy was so cute up there. Everything amazed him. He laughed and giggled the whole time. I’m taking these pictures to the parade sponsors tomorrow.”
The dose of reality pulled me back just enough to keep me from falling over the edge and taking my sanity with me. I turned to Walker. His eyes remained on the picture of the boy in blue. I squeezed his hand.
“What’s happened to other people who you took pictures of?”
He shrugged but didn’t look at me. “I don’t know. That day I took the pictures of the debate team was the first time I used it. Like a practice run. That’s why I took two cameras with me and used them both. I didn’t use it much after that for a while because I thought there was something wrong with it when you didn’t show up in the pictures.”
“My parents split up right after that,” I said.
He nodded. “I pieced together a lot of things as the pictures came out. I took a few pictures with the camera before I found you at the Steakhouse. I took one of my landlady. When the picture printed, she was naked even though she was fully clothed when I took the picture. She’s in her 60’s. I burned the picture and found out later that she’s a nudist.”
He looked a little green and I couldn’t help but smile as he glanced at me quickly out of the corner of his eye.
“You’re kidding right?”
He shook his head, a grin tugging the corner of his lips. “I wish I was. I also took a picture of a little boy at the park and when I uploaded it, he was eating ice cream. I took a picture of my car and the picture that came out showed damage to the bumper and it was dated two days after the day I looked at it. I didn’t drive anywhere the day the picture showed. I left it sitting in my driveway, and this guy lost control of his car and slid right into it. The damage was exactly like the picture. His insurance paid to have it fixed.”
The pictures called to me again and I couldn’t refuse looking at them. I moved them around with my free hand. The necklace and earrings. The scarf and gloves. Happy me then distraught me. Me in my car going down the freeway in the snow. Monika, my mom and dad. How did this happen?
“Have you tried taking pictures of a lottery ticket?” I couldn’t decide if I believed my eyes or not.
He grinned and looked at me. “Of course I did. The pictures all came out with the lottery ticket missing like it wasn’t a winner so I threw it away or something.”
“Have you taken any of yourself?”
His eyes strayed to the pictures. “No. I’m afraid of what I’ll see.”
“Then why did you take pictures of me?”
“Out of all of the people in the debate team, all of them were identical in both pictures except you. When I saw you in the restaurant that day, I couldn’t help it. You were special.”
I let go of his hand and took a sip of coffee. “But I don’t want to be special. I just want to survive each day.”
A new thought struck me. “How do you know it’s the camera and not the computer? Maybe your computer is scrambling them?”
He slowly shook his head. “It doesn’t matter what computer I use. I tried that already. The pictures still come out wrong.”
“So why are you showing these to me? What am I supposed to do with this information?”
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