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I never imagined I’d be going back. It was August 13, 2024, and my mind drifted to the first time I worked for the Wish Company. Back then, I was a college freshman with no sense of direction—until my cousin Alexa offered me a spot in "The Young Wishmakers Program." It was an internship for students who had no idea what to do with their lives, so they chose to work for the biggest corporation in the world instead. Alexa called it the greatest thing that had ever happened to her.
Now, I was sitting at my kitchen island, staring at my school-funded laptop on the sleek marble countertop. I couldn't find the right words to explain why I wanted to return. The truth was that I was running away from the troubles following me to Spokane, Washington, but you can’t tell a recruiter that without receiving a "certain look." So, I wrote what they wanted to hear: the program had changed my life, I was committed to the company, and I was ready to work hard.
To my surprise, the application landed me an interview.
“What would you do differently if given a second chance?” the recruiter asked.
I couldn't exactly list the mistakes I’d made the first time around. Instead, I gave them a spiel about how I’d gotten my head on straight and found my focus. It was a lie; I was actually a broke college graduate drowning in student loans and a legal retainer. Buying a plane ticket to Point Coronado, Florida, was the least of my worries.
I hadn’t told anyone I was going back, and my phone was being obliterated by notifications as I dragged my suitcase across the airport terrazzo. I searched for my gate while ignoring a mountain of missed calls and texts. “Are you okay?” “You haven’t answered in weeks.” Most were from friends and family I’d ghosted. For all they knew, I’d disappeared.
That was the point. I needed to restart my life from scratch.
The calls kept coming every two seconds as I tossed my shoes, wallet, and laptop into a TSA bin.
“You’d better pick that up,” the agent said, nodding at my vibrating phone. “Must be important.”
Embarrassed, I finally powered it off when I reached the lounge, desperate for a moment of silence. It didn't last. A group of girls nearby were cackling loudly, waiting in line for my same flight. I wondered if they were heading to the program, too—and if they’d have the same experience I did.
I didn't ask. When it came time to board, I took my seat at the far end of the bulkhead and stared out the tiny passenger window. As the plane rolled off the taxiway and lifted into the air, I put on my headphones and shut my eyes, letting the music drown out the world I was leaving behind.	

***

	New Year’s Eve, 2023. I remember it like it was yesterday. My friend Kate was throwing a party at her apartment just off-campus. Eastern Washington had just won the championship against Sacramento State, so her place was the place to be. As a varsity cheerleader and sorority sister, Kate Heatherly definitely had it in for the “it” crowd. 
Before showing up at her door in the middle of a northern blizzard, I’d been stuck in an interview with my English professor about an internship. While every other girl sported red-and-white crop tops and the guys were half-naked in varsity body paint, I showed up in suede boots and an open-collared shirt. I stuck out like a sore thumb.
As soon as Kate opened the door, she grabbed my hand and yanked me from the snow-covered porch into the heat of her studio. I clutched a bottle of Chardonnay in my other hand, hoping the wine would make up for my stiff formality.
Kate was the only person I knew; everyone else was a total stranger. She paraded me around, introducing me to athletes and fraternity brothers like I was her "platonic boyfriend." But one person stood out from the crowd. She was standing alone on the frozen patio. Kate led me through the sliding glass door, and the girl turned away from the view of the crowded street to face us.
“Hi… I’m Brad.”
“I’m Britney,” she replied.
Britney Manne was one of Kate’s best friends. Kate claimed they’d known each other since high school and had navigated college together—which I found odd, considering I’d known Kate for years and had never heard Britney’s name until now.
At first glance, she was unforgettable. Britney looked like a "movie popular girl": blonde hair, piercing blue eyes, and full, rosy lips with a slight overbite.
“I’m going to go grab us some drinks,” Kate announced. “You two get to know each other.”
She disappeared back into the living room, leaving us stranded near a table drenched in alcohol and a couch overflowing with drunken bodies. We stood there in that awkward silence where both people want to leave but neither knows how to exit. We just waited for the ice to break.
“How long have you known Kate?” she finally asked.
“A while. Since we were sophomores, I think.”
I noticed snow melting on her bangs and the way her breath clouded in the air as her teeth chattered. I offered her my coat. She turned her back to me, letting me drape it over her shoulders.
“Thank you,” she said, her voice softening.
For a moment, we didn't say a word, yet it felt like we’d said everything we needed to. Inside, the crowd began to roar, “10! 9! 8!” Everyone huddled around the television, chasing the final seconds of the countdown. A new year—new expectations.
Kate came sprinting toward us, two bottles of Bud in one hand and another in her left. “Shit, shit, shit!” she yelled. Britney and I burst out laughing as Kate leaped through the sliding door frame with only six seconds to spare.
“3! 2! 1!”
As we took our first drinks of the year, the entire block seemed to scream in unison: “Happy New Year!” Below us, people were jumping out of their cars just to embrace total strangers. It was incredible—a single night where judgment vanished because everyone believed a calendar change would change their lives.
If only every day was a New Year.
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The cabin chimes pulled me back to the surface just as the pilot’s voice crackled over the comms, announcing our descent. My eyes blinked open, slowly adjusting to the sunrise glistening over the endless stretch of ocean. I pressed my forehead against the cool glass, watching the waves blur beneath us. I took a long, steadying breath—a momentary relief rooted in the hope that if I ran fast enough, my problems wouldn't be able to catch up.
I emerged from the jetway into Point Coronado International Airport and stepped onto the escalator. Below, a cluster of four people in bright blue shirts stood like a beacon. They held a massive sign: WELCOME FUTURE WISHMAKERS. As I approached, the word Wishmaker stood out in bold across their chests. One of the women, Abby, caught my eye and asked if I was part of the program. When I nodded, she gestured to the man beside her—Tom—who was assigned to lead the way. Tom was affable, filling the walk with stories of how he had once been in my shoes, a recruit who never left, eventually turning the program into a full-time career.
He led me outside to a massive charter bus. The "Wish" logo was emblazoned across the side, the "i" topped with a shimmering star that trailed a stream of pixie dust. I climbed aboard, stowing my luggage in the overhead rack before sinking into one of those garishly patterned foam seats.
For a second, I wondered if I was the only one. Then, the bus began to fill. Most of the newcomers were already wearing the blue shirts, their faces radiant with the pride of acceptance. They looked like undergraduates—nineteen, maybe early twenties. They were exactly the age I had been when I first started this journey. Looking at their eager expressions, I couldn't help but wonder if they were destined to make the same mistakes I did.
The bus rumbled over Dames Point Bridge. I watched the palm trees and sailboats drift past, feeling a strange, quiet affection for the scenery I’d missed. Eventually, we reached the security gate. After a brief check, the operator lifted the arm, and the bus pulled into a luxurious apartment complex.
As we filtered off the bus, dragging our luggage behind us, a woman in a sharp suit waited on the curb. A headset microphone clipped to her ear amplified her voice as she beamed at the crowd.
“Welcome, Future Wishmakers!” 
The housing complex was called Sandpiper Horizons. As our guide led the tour, she explained that this massive site had replaced the four separate complexes once scattered across Point Coronado. It was the company’s way of keeping everyone under one roof.
She rattled off the history like a script: originally, participants lived in "The Enchanted Campground," named after the company’s founders, the Enchant family. Later, they moved to Siesta Way—the gated community near Clear Lake where I had lived during my first stint. Now, even that was gone, converted into a sailing site. As we stood under the colonnade of the Wishful Center, a massive hub for alumni, it felt less like employee housing and more like a high-end resort. Inside, the main floor was packed with lounges and a sleek coffee shop. Outside, alumni lounged by a resort-style pool and jacuzzi, watching jumbotrons that towered over the water. Guys ran shirtless toward the basketball courts while girls practiced yoga on the lawn. Looking at it, you’d be convinced it was a TV show set where the "teenagers" were clearly played by twenty-somethings.
After the tour, we received our assignments. Based on a personality survey we’d taken weeks ago, the recruiters had paired us with "compatible" roommates. I was handed a key card and an ID badge featuring a truly terrible photo and a dusting of printed pixie dust next to my name.
At the front desk, the receptionist beamed at me, delivering the same rehearsed line she gave every intern: “Welcome to the family!”
I stepped out of the center, tearing open the clasp envelope. Inside was my key, my ID, a campus map, and a schedule for new participants. The front of the envelope read: ROOM 314, BUILDING 1. I felt a wave of relief. Building 1 was right by the entrance gate. I remembered how much I’d hated the trek to the back of the parking lot during my last program. I found the door and scanned my card. The light flickered green, and I pushed inside, only to stop dead.
The place was already occupied—and loud. A woman was passed out cold in the bed assigned to me. My mind raced between two thoughts: I’m in the wrong place, or someone had a very wild night. Empty liquor bottles and tonic water littered the floor. I pivoted on my heels, tiptoeing back out and closing the door with a gentle click.
Back at the desk, I told the receptionist I wasn’t exactly planning on "pulling a Gilligan’s Island" on a stranger's couch. She looked like she was on the verge of a total meltdown as she scrambled to call the housing department.
“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I said, trying to de-escalate her panic. “Mistakes happen.”
After a frantic phone call, she hung up and let out a long breath. “Okay, sorry about that. We try to be pristine with our sorting, but there was a mix-up with the room numbers. On the bright side... you’re actually going to be in your old apartment from your last program.”
I froze. It felt like a weird sign from the universe—a "welcome back" call I hadn't expected. She reactivated my card for Building 13, Room 346. The walk felt like stepping back in time. I passed the volleyball courts and the propane grills by the courtyard fire pit, my feet remembering the layout before my brain did. I reached the elevator and pressed the button. Just as the doors began to slide shut, a faint scream echoed down the hall.
“Hold that for me!”
I thrust my hand into the gap, triggering the sensor. A girl scrambled inside, clutching her chest as she caught her breath.
“Which floor?” I asked.
“Third, please.”
We stood in silence as the elevator hummed upward. She was struggling with a hand-mover stacked with large boxes secured by bungee cables. I never understood why people packed their entire lives for these programs; I always brought a carry-on and bought the essentials later. Come with nothing, leave with nothing.
She pulled a phone from her college hoodie and took a call from her parents. She started recounting the nightmare of her trip: the delayed flight, sleeping in the terminal, missing the bus, and the endless wait for a taxi. Her mother was clearly frantic on the other end.
Listening to the sheer amount of things that had gone wrong—and the sincere way she described them—made me let out a quiet laugh. She caught my eye and started laughing, too, realizing the absurdity of it all. She had to end the call because she couldn't finish a sentence through the giggles.
“I’m sorry,” I said, still smiling.
“Oh no, you’re good, miss girl,” she panted. “I’m just glad I’m finally here.”
“Was that your family?” I asked. “Back home?”
“Yeah, my mom and dad,” she said, smoothing out her hoodie. “They just wanted to make sure I actually made it, you know?”
As the elevator climbed, Emma continued to unravel her life story. She told me about her father, a Desert Storm veteran hailed as a hero, and her mother, who was so aloof they barely spoke. In fact, Emma hadn’t even known she had an aunt until she received the news that the woman had died just before she left for the program.
I couldn’t imagine sharing a cramped New York apartment with people like that. She was more than an open book; she was a book you tried to close, but the pages kept flipping of their own accord. She confessed that the only reason she came to Wish was that she had no idea what to do with her life. She was just going through the motions, waiting to see what the first few years of adulthood would throw at her.
I couldn’t blame her. When Alexa first told me about the program, I’d viewed it as a summer lark. Now, it was my last resort—a way to outrun the ghosts of my past. I barely got a word in, but I didn't mind. I’d rather she knew the "now" version of me than the person I used to be.
“By the way, I’m Emma,” she said as the elevator chimed.
“Brad,” I replied.
We stepped out together. It was awkward at first; we walked the same path, turning the same corners. I thought maybe we were just neighbors, until we both stopped at the exact same door.
“Oh,” Emma said, her eyebrows shooting up. “Looks like we’re living together.”
I hadn’t realized the company had shifted to co-ed housing; that definitely wasn't the rule the first time around. For a second, I thought it was another housing error, but a quick check of our paperwork confirmed it: just me and Emma. I asked her if she was comfortable with the arrangement.
“Don’t worry, I’m into guys—if that’s what you’re thinking,” she clarified with a shrug.
That hadn't been where my head was at, but I figured "the more you know."
I scanned the key and we stepped inside. The place was stunning—a "four-by-four" layout with dark hardwood-style flooring, a stainless steel kitchen with quartz countertops, and a living area featuring a flat-screen mounted above a sleek couch.
Emma immediately made herself at home, tossing her bags into the room next to mine. I took a slower lap of the place, testing the faucet in the bathroom and sliding the glass shower door back and forth to look at the neatly rolled towels on the tile bench.
I moved my carry-on into my room and set it on the white comforter. I tucked my few belongings into the dresser and hung a couple of jackets in the mirrored closet. Other than that, the room was a void of white walls—the kind of space that could drive a person mad if they stayed inside too long.
Emma leaned into my doorway and gave the room a skeptical look. “This is it?”
“I didn't bring ‘home’ with me,” I explained. “I’ll pick things up as I go.”
She gestured for me to see her room, which was already transformed. String lights were tangled around her headboard, and a poster of Tate McRae hung prominently above the bed.
“Are you a fan?” she asked.
“I like her music,” I said. Honestly, I only knew her songs because an ex had played them on loop. I wasn't exactly ready to join the "Church of Tate."
Emma hopped onto her bed like a caffeinated child, patting the spot next to her. I leaned back against the mattress while she sat cross-legged against the wall.
“So,” she said, her eyes searching mine. “Why did you really come here?”
I gave her the half-truth. “A fresh start. Get my foot in the door. It’s the biggest company in the world—hopefully, there’s something worthwhile behind the yellow brick road.”
“What is it you actually want to do?”
It felt silly saying it out loud. If I was working for a titan that owned movie studios, theme parks, and cruise lines, I wanted to be more than a gear in the machine. “I’d love to land an internship at Wish Studios. Write movies.”
“Have you written anything yet?”
“Yeah, of course,” I lied.
Between the chaos of getting here and the weight of everything I’d left behind, I hadn't written a word. Emma told me she was a marketing major but had no clue how to use the degree. We were both just "figuring shit out"—the common bond of everyone at Wish. Some people left here following their passions; others stayed stuck, their dreams slowly fizzling out.
When I mentioned this was my second time in the program, her eyes lit up.
“How was it? Was it exciting?”
“I didn't hate it,” I said carefully. “I liked most of the people. Though, some of them didn't like me very much.”
“What does that mean?” she asked, leaning in.
“It’s a long story.”
She grinned. “Book long?”
We laughed, and for a moment, the weight of my past felt lighter. It was strange—and a little terrifying—how easily she was getting to know the "me" I wanted to be. We wondered briefly about our other two roommates, but there was no time to wait around. Our orientation, a meeting titled “Once Upon a Lifetime,” was scheduled to begin in an hour.
We headed back to the Wish Center and took our seats among the hundreds of other candidates. The room was buzzing with a specific rumor: the CEO, Will Thomas Enchant, was going to make a personal appearance.
The Enchants were essentially the American version of the Royal Family. During my first program, the chair had been held by his older brother, Nicholas, who had died under mysterious circumstances. In a family that wealthy, the truth was always buried behind gold-plated doors. You heard the whispers, but you never really knew what happened inside the palace.
A team member in the signature "Wishmaker" blue shirt took the stage, his voice amplified by a headset.
“Remember,” he beamed, “you are here to make this a truly inspirational experience.”
The crowd ate it up. They were young, naive, and convinced this was the pinnacle of human achievement. On a giant projection screen, the words WELCOME TO WISH flickered to life. Then, the speaker stepped aside and handed the mic to a figure emerging from the wings.
The room erupted. It was a standing ovation that bordered on a religious experience—people screaming at the top of their lungs as if they’d just seen their team win the Super Bowl. Will Thomas Enchant stepped into the limelight. I stood and applauded with them; at a place like this, if you don’t look like you belong, you look like a target.
Will settled the crowd with a practiced wave of his hands. Once the room fell silent, save for the rhythmic clicking of a hundred phone cameras, he began to weave the tale of the company’s history.
He spoke of his great-grandfather, Hugh Enchant, and his 1960s dream of a ski resort in the Sierra Nevadas. When that deal collapsed, Hugh pivoted, moving his vision of "Enchanted Resorts" to the coast of Point Coronado, Florida. He told the story of how Hugh bought out the failing Heliograph Studios during the Vietnam War, transforming it into Wish Productions. From there, the empire expanded into live-action, animation, and eventually, under Hugh’s sister Vivian, a massive publishing house.
He skipped over the darker parts of the genealogy—the mysterious disappearances and the sudden deaths—and focused on the "Renaissance." He credited his grandmother, Susan, and her husband, James, with launching the cruise lines and, eventually, this very college program.
“The possibilities are endless,” Will proclaimed, his voice booming. “Whether you are a chef, a ride operator, or a storyteller for our studios, you are one of the thousand chosen to carry the torch.”
“What were you?” Emma whispered in my ear, leaning close.
“What do you mean?”
“During your first program,” she clarified. “What was your placement?”
I let out a quiet laugh. “I was a bartender at an Irish pub called The Ballygowan.”
She frowned, looking confused. “I thought only the Irish interns got to work there?”
“It was a glitch in the matrix,” I told her. “I’m a kid from Spokane who got thrown into a den of drunken Celts because the recruiters saw ‘bar experience’ on my resume and panicked. It was the best job I ever had.” I told her about my old roommate, Graham, who now owned his own pub back in Cork City.
Emma shuddered. “I just hope I’m not in food service. I’ve had enough of that to last a lifetime.”
In reality, the placements were a gamble—a mix of personality tests and corporate algorithms. Nothing was set in stone until the one-on-one with a career advisor.
Will Thomas finished his speech with arms spread wide. “This is not a new beginning for us, but a new beginning for you. You are the new generation of Wishmakers. This is the start of a once-in-a-lifetime dream come true.”
The lights surged as whimsical, orchestrated music blared from the speakers. It was the same charade I’d seen before, but the magic was still working on everyone else. As we filed out, we were handed our official name tags, gleaming with the stream of stars from the company logo.
Emma was practically vibrating with excitement. In the lobby, she handed me her phone and begged me to take some photos. I filled her camera roll with "cheeky" shots, and when I handed the phone back, she had the biggest smile I’d ever seen. Her joy was infectious. For a second, I forgot why I was running away.
“We have to go to the parks,” she said, clutching her new employee ID as we walked back toward the apartment. “I want to see the rides.”
“Honestly, I’m smoked and I would like to relax by that pool. I never got to be at a pool when I first lived here and would like to try that out.” I explained, hoping that maybe she wouldn’t be disappointed. 
Emma’s group chat was already blowing up. She had friends from the flight who were heading out to catch the candidate transportation bus to the parks, and she wasn't about to miss out. She disappeared in a whirlwind of excitement, leaving me alone in the quiet of our new home.
I wasn't in the mood for crowds or "magic." I grabbed a towel, swapped my jeans for swim shorts and sandals, and headed out. It was eight o’clock, and while the sun had finally dipped, the Florida heat was overstaying its welcome, clinging to the air like a damp blanket.
I could hear the party music from a mile away. I scanned my card at the Siesta Way pool gate and stepped into the chaos. Some things never change. Siesta Way was the legendary heart of the program—the place where interns went to get trashed, get hooked up, or end up in the back of a patrol car waiting by the exit.
The hot tub was already a frothing mess of bubbles and "lustful pleasures" hidden beneath the surface. The complex had shut the pool down a dozen times during my last stay for exactly that reason, but the current crop of Wishmakers didn't seem to care about the risk of being banned. I shucked off my button-down and dived into the lazy river.
The water was a shock to my skin. I broke the surface, pushing my drenched, dirty-blonde hair back from my face. Across the deck, guys hovered over the communal grills, flipping tenderloins and nursing red plastic cups. In a nearby gazebo, a group of girls watched them like they were scouting for a reality show. To my left, a frail-looking guy sat nervously next to a girl half his height. I found myself wondering about their story—how they’d met, what they were running from.
The noise of the party began to grate. I took a deep breath and sank to the bottom of the pool, letting the weight of the water press against my ears until the music was nothing but a dull, rhythmic thrum. I sat on the tile floor, closed my eyes, and let the memory take hold.

***
SEPTEMBER 15, 2023
The air was crisp, smelling of fried dough and diesel exhaust as the school charter bus pulled up to the county fair. It was the four of us: me, Kate, Britney, and Britney’s boyfriend, Luke Bency.
Luke and I had met through Britney, but we’d bonded fast in the frat house. We were both athletes, though in different worlds—I was the Individual Medley specialist for the swim team, and Luke was the school’s star quarterback. We hopped off the bus, flashing our school-funded tickets at the gate.
“I will literally be pissed if I don't get on a single ride tonight,” Kate announced, her voice cutting through the crowd. She pointed up at The Excelerator, a tangled mess of steel tracks where riders were currently screaming through a series of high-speed corkscrews. “Tell me you don’t want to go on that!”
“You go ahead,” I said, leaning back. “Just looking at it makes me feel pukey.”
Luke laughed, throwing a heavy arm around my shoulders while Britney tugged at my other side. “We’re all going,” Luke insisted. He pulled a small, beat-up digital camera from the pocket of his letterman jacket. “We’re getting a group shot on the drop.”
Against the three of them, I didn't stand a chance. I caved, and we joined the winding line behind the steel gates. We waited for what felt like hours, but the time didn't matter. We were in that golden bubble of friendship where every story is hilarious. Kate told us a saga about a guy she’d had over to her place who had to jump out the window because her roommate—who had a strict "no boy" policy and was the guy’s ex—came home early.
“He had to dig himself out of a snowbank!” Kate gasped, doubled over with laughter. “One pant leg was up to his knee, and he was just… scurrying away!”
By the time the laughter died down, we were at the front of the line. The gates swung open. Kate and Britney claimed the front row, while Luke and I took the seat behind them. As I pulled the heavy harness down, Luke glanced at me.
“Seriously, though,” he said, his voice dropping as the attendant checked our buckles. “Why have you never tried to make it official with Kate?”
“She’s my best friend, man,” I said, tugging on my strap to make sure it was locked. “She’s like a sister. I don't see her that way.”
“Not even once?”
I sighed. “Okay, look. There was one night at a hockey game. We both got a little too much to drink, things got blurry, and we kissed. But that was it. We woke up the next day and realized we were just friends who got carried away.”
Luke shook his head, impressed. “It’s a miracle you guys survived that without it getting weird.”
The operator gave a thumbs up. Ahead of us, I could hear Kate and Britney still giggling. The coaster began its slow, mechanical crawl up the first incline. The fairgrounds shrank beneath us, the neon lights of the midway becoming a colorful blur. As we reached the peak, the world seemed to pause.
Luke held the camera out at arm's length, defying the height. “Everybody say cheese!” he shouted.
We all turned toward the lens, grins wide and hearts racing. The flash went off—a tiny spark of white light against the night sky—and then the floor dropped out from under us. We screamed our lungs out as we plummeted into the dark.

***
I broke the surface of the pool to the sound of muddled, cheerful screams echoing around the deck. I wiped the water from my eyes and watched the same group of guys finally hauling their food over to the gazebo. They were clinking drinks around the table, clearly in the middle of a night they intended to remember.
I swam to the ladder and climbed out, stepping into the heat of the hot tub. It was empty when I sat down, though the jets were still churning up a thick froth of bubbles from the last group. I leaned back and closed my eyes, but the peace didn't last long. I heard a splash followed by the rapid-fire cadence of a foreign language.
I opened my eyes to see three people entering the water. One was a mousy blonde in a black one-piece swimsuit. She was talking to a guy with a thick beard and a shaved head. They were speaking so fast I couldn’t even place the accent; it was a total shot in the dark.
To my right sat the third member of their group: a woman with dark brunette hair hidden behind oversized sunglasses. She had the meanest "resting bitch face" I had ever encountered, her thumbs flying across her phone screen like she was typing on an old mechanical keyboard. There was something bewitchingly mysterious about her—a sharp, untouchable energy I couldn’t quite wrap my head around. I sat there quietly, observing their conversation as they laughed and moved their hands in wild gestures.
“Fils de pute!” the blonde woman suddenly shrieked.
The group erupted in laughter. They caught me with a dumbfounded smile on my face, and the blonde adjusted her round spectacles. She asked if I had any idea what they were talking about.
“Not a clue,” I admitted. “That’s actually why I thought it was funny.”
I introduced myself, though it felt like I was self-inserting into a tight-knit circle. The woman in the sunglasses didn't even look up from her phone.
“He’s American,” she said, her voice dripping with mock venom.
The blonde, whose name was Eliese Madden, explained that the term she’d used was a particularly lewd French insult. She and the bearded guy, Stephen Kwal, had just flown in from Lyon and Paris. They’d met a few other international candidates at Charles De Gaulle airport and taken a bus together from Miami. Unlike the "Wish superfans" at the orientation, these two didn't care about their placements or the corporate dream. They just wanted a new life far from home. I knew that feeling all too well.
Finally, Eliese swam over to the woman in sunglasses and put a hand on her shoulder. “This is our friend, Charlie.”
Charlie set her phone aside and offered a keen, guarded smile. When I reached out to shake her hand, she warned me, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, but don't be offended if I don't remember this tomorrow.”
“Why’s that?”
“I decided to start drinking long before I got to the pool,” she said simply. “The tide is definitely coming in.”
It threw me for a loop, but I wasn't judging. I came from a long line of professional drinkers. My family, the Leslies, were infamous for it back in Spokane. My grandmother and aunt had died of alcohol poisoning before I was even out of diapers. In my world, seeing a cousin covered in their own vomit was just "having a good time." In an odd way, Charlie’s bluntness reminded me of home.
Despite the people she was with, Charlie wasn't French. She was born and raised in Winchester, England, but sounded American because she’d attended Duke University. After graduating, she’d followed her mother’s footsteps. Her mother, Lilith Rideamore, ran a family pub called The Cornetes and had been in the very first Wishmaker class in '88.
Stephen and Eliese eventually stepped out of the pool, telling Charlie they were going to grab another friend. “You’ll love her,” Eliese promised me before walking away.
Left alone with Charlie, I realized she was the definition of an "open book." She told me how her mother had met her father in the family pub, conceived her in the pub, and eventually gave birth to her right there under the pool table with a local doctor. My eyes widened. I’d never met a more vulgar, honest person in my life; I didn’t get a single word in, just the babbling confessions of a charming alcoholic.
When she finally finished, she turned the spotlight on me. I told her I was from Spokane and that this was my second program.
“Why would anyone want to work here twice?” she asked, her interest finally piqued.
“It’s a long story,” I said. I wasn’t ready to give the details to someone I’d just met—especially not her.
She took off her sunglasses and looked me dead in the eye. “Tell me about it. I think I invited the long story.”
I stood there with a dorky smile that was fighting to become a full grin. Suddenly, Eliese and Stephen returned with a woman named Lydia Holmes. Lydia had caramel skin and was wearing a leopard-print bikini. She was "cartoony" in the best way, screaming everything she said as if the whole world needed to hear it.
Eliese gestured to me. “And this is our American friend.”
Lydia looked at me, then back to the others, speaking rapidly in French. They all burst out laughing.
“What’s she saying?” I asked.
“She thought your name was Bad,” Eliese laughed. “But I told her—no, no, you just look bad.”
“I look bad?” I asked, confused.
“Not ugly-bad,” Eliese clarified. “Bad like a ‘bad boy.’”
Charlie chimed in, “Basically, she thinks you look like a guy who breaks girls' hearts.”
I’d never been so insulted and flattered at the same time. Lydia quickly complimented me, worried she’d offended me, and I thanked her. When Eliese invited me to the "smoke table" in the back parking lot, I didn't hesitate. Every bone in my body told me it was a good idea.
We walked to the furthest edge of the complex, near Buildings 17 and 20. There, tucked away by the bushes, was a thermoplastic table under a red velvet umbrella. It was covered in liquor bottles, ashtrays, and a blaring Bluetooth speaker.
A guy named Nicholas got up to greet us. He had patchy facial hair, a cocktail glass tattoo on his hand, and a thick Parisian accent. He pulled me into a hug before I could even offer a handshake.
“Good to meet you, brotha!”
As we sat, Lydia offered me a cigarette. When I told her I didn’t smoke, the table went dead silent.
“You don’t smoke, Bad?” Lydia asked, baffled.
“He’s a good boy,” Eliese teased.
We all laughed and started passing around a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon, pouring it into red plastic cups. My phone vibrated—a text from Emma saying she’d be back soon. I told her I was staying out late, then silenced my phone and put it away.
As the night got tipsier, I asked Nicholas what brought him to the program. He took a long drag of his cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke into the humid air.
“I needed to get away,” he said. He explained that he’d messed up a relationship back in France and pissed off his entire social circle. He was running from his problems, and the Wish program was the perfect hiding spot.
Charlie chimed in, nodding. “I’m here for the same reason.” She grabbed the wine bottle, needing "liquid confession" before she could speak. She told us a wild story about a string of messy relationships with men in North Carolina—some married, some single, all drama. “I came here to escape the boys. This was supposed to be my rehab.”
I had never felt so seen. It was a messed-up sign from the universe that we had all ended up at this one table.
“What about you?” Nicholas asked, leaning in. “What brings Bad here?”
I looked at the group, the alcohol finally opening the floodgates of my own pain. “I came here to restart, too. There’s no one left for me back home. Every friend I had... they’re gone. I’m alone.”
I told them I was running from shadows, just like they were. Nicholas reached over and patted me on the back, his expression sober for the first time that night. I wasn't just an "American friend" anymore. I was one of them.
Nicholas pulled me into an intoxicated, sincere hug. “You have new friends now, brother,” he promised.
“Look at us,” Charlie joked, leaning back in her chair. “Aren’t we just completely fucked up?”
We all laughed, and for a moment, I tried to remember the last time I had felt this genuinely good. One of the guys at the table, Pete, had us nearly dying of laughter as he claimed he’d joined the program solely to escape his girlfriend in Toulouse. Pete was one of those background characters who didn't say much, but when he finally opened his mouth, it was either a sharp observation or something completely unfiltered and hilarious.
Suddenly, Eliese shouted a greeting toward the dark parking lot. I turned to see a tall, dark-haired woman in a hoodie gliding toward us on a skateboard. When she reached the table, she kicked the tail, flipped the board into the air, and caught it with practiced ease.
“Ça va!” she said, hugging Eliese and Lydia before giving the rest of us a series of casual fist-pumps.
She squinted at me through a cloud of cigarette smoke, her eyes questioning my presence. “You’re American?”
“...Very,” I replied.
She shrugged, tapping her ash into the tray. For a second, I thought my presence might be an issue—some random guy dropping into a tight-knit circle—but the last thing I wanted to do was start World War III at the smoke table. Her name was Liss, and she had been in the program for a year.
I was surprised; I was only allowed a few months. She explained that international participants had different rules, often staying for a full year with vacation days included. It was a luxury we U.S. citizens never saw. Even Charlie looked surprised by that.
“How long do you get to stay?” Liss asked, pointing her cigarette at me.
“Six months,” I told her.
It wasn't long enough to fix my life, but it was enough to make some money and hopefully wedge my foot into the door of the company’s studio.
Liss, surprisingly, was envious. She didn't want to be in America for a year; she was only here to support her children. I asked her to repeat that, thinking I’d misheard her accent. She explained she was a single mom back in Nantes with a six-year-old son named Jean and an eight-month-old daughter, Ludivine. She pulled out her phone to show me a photo of two kids standing in front of a house.
I felt a pang of guilt. This twenty-eight-year-old had left her babies with her sister to work in Florida. I searched for the right words, hoping not to offend her. “They’re adorable,” I said softly.
Liss erupted into laughter, leaving me completely confused. “They are my sisters,” she gasped. “Not mine!”
I exhaled in a rush of relief as the whole table joined in. Liss had played me perfectly.
“Damn,” Pete remarked. “She got you good.”
I shook my head with a wide grin. I didn't know whether to feel like a fool or like I’d finally been accepted. Looking at Charlie, I realized she was probably too drunk to even follow the joke; she was just squinting at the table with one arched eyebrow.
This crowd was a breath of fresh air. During my first program, I’d mostly encountered "Wish Princesses"—women who maintained a perpetual, innocent, child-like persona that made you feel like you were talking to a nineteen-year-old when you were fifty. On the flip side were the "Wish Men," who were so curated you couldn't tell who they really were.
I hadn't related to anyone the first time around. I’d left the program without keeping in touch with a single person. But these people... they just wanted to smoke, drink, and hang out without the corporate masks. It reminded me of my childhood—nights on the back porch in Seattle where my uncles and cousins would pop beers, smoke fat cigars, and tell tall tales by the bonfire.
“We do this every night,” Pete told me. “You should come back.”
“Yeah,” I said, and I meant it. “I’d love to.”
As it got later and the "authentic" French wine started to take its toll on our stomachs, we decided to call it. Nicholas folded his chair with one hand. “Another time, brother,” he said, pulling me into one last hug.
We went our separate ways. Stephen, Charlie, and Lydia all lived in Building 17. I realized then that Stephen and Charlie weren't just neighbors; they were the roommates she’d mentioned earlier. We walked together until we reached their building.
“I’ll text you,” Charlie said, taking my phone and punching in her number. She looked at me with those heavy, squinted eyes. “If I wake up. And that’s a big if.”
I didn't know if it was the alcohol talking, but I took it as a win. Stephen and Lydia ended up escorting Charlie upstairs; she was swaying so much I doubted she could handle three flights of steps on her own.
I waved goodbye and started the long walk back toward the front gate. Halfway there, my phone began to ring. It was my mother.
“I’m alive,” I said as soon as I answered. “I’m in Florida.”
She had a million questions. I explained that I was back with Wish, living in the same complex as before. She just wanted to know if I was okay—if I was surviving the move after college. I assured her I was fine as I scanned my card and entered the dimly lit apartment. Only the kitchen lights were on. From the window, I could see the nameless shapes of other participants in their apartments, laughing and shouting.
“Well, I’m glad you’re okay,” she said, her voice sounding tired.
“Have you heard from Dad?” I asked.
She let out a heavy sigh. “No.”
“Me neither.” I hadn't spoken to my father in six months—not since the divorce and the blow-out at my brother’s graduation party. I had no desire to bridge that gap.
My mom went down the list of people back home. “Have you heard from Kate? Or any of the others?”
“No.”
She went quiet, finally piecing together that I had fled to Florida without telling a soul. She couldn't understand why I’d gone back to the one place that reminded me of my "mishap" from the first program.
“It was the only door that was open,” I told her.
“They’re the only company that would accept you,” she whispered, her voice full of sorrow.
The words stung because they were true. “I’m sorry,” was all I could say.
“It wasn't your fault, honey,” she tried to reassure me.
I knew it wasn't my fault, but that didn't change the outcome. My entire life—from high school to now—had been a cycle of thinking people cared, only to be proven wrong. I still remembered coming home with a black eye, lying to my mother about how I’d gotten it in the locker room.
I felt a twinge of guilt for not telling her I was leaving, but it comforted me to know she was safe in our old lake house in Seattle with her friend, Sherry. That house held all my memories—the painful ones and the ones I still treasured.
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This is a great scene! You’ve done an excellent job capturing the nervous energy of waiting for a job placement and that "first day of the rest of my life" feeling.
I’ve cleaned up the grammar, fixed the run-on sentences, and tightened the flow while keeping your voice intact. I also smoothed out the transition between the meeting and the meetup with Charlie.
I was called to a meeting with my advisor to receive my official placement. At the recruitment office in the Wishful Center, every candidate is assigned an advisor to guide them toward a career that fits their goals. I waited for hours, constantly checking my phone to see if Charlie had texted me back. There was still nothing; I started to worry she might have blacked out the entire night.
Thankfully, Mrs. Rachel Sachs called my name, finally taking my mind off my phone. I sat across from her desk, watching anxiously as she scrolled through my profile, the rhythmic clicking of her wired mouse filling the silence. During my initial phone interview, the company had asked for my desired placement. I remembered my time working long, erratic shifts at the theme park bars. My friend Kortney, a lifeguard at the resort beaches during her first program, always had steady evening shifts and earned more than the average employee. Given my background in college swim and dive, I figured the lifeguard track would be a perfect fit.
Mrs. Sachs turned her monitor toward me. “Congratulations, Mr. Leslie. You are a Wish Lifeguard.”
She explained that a bus would take me to Point Coronado Beach at The Greek Resort for a series of physical tests: a 500-meter swim in under ten minutes, a brick recovery drill, and AED training on the sand. It sounded like Navy SEAL-esque training, and the sheer volume of information was overwhelming. However, the pay was better than my previous job and the evening shifts were exactly what I wanted.
As I left Mrs. Sachs’ office, my phone buzzed. It was a text from Charlie; asking me if I wanted to join her tonight with a couple of friends. A smile spread across my face as I texted back an enthusiastic yes. I watched the typing indicator bubble until her reply popped up: 
Great! 12 o’clock by the front gate.
I waited at the main entrance where interns scan their keycards to trigger the swinging glass doors. Among the crowd of employees cycling in and out, I finally spotted her. She looked surprisingly composed—and sober—wearing a purple sports crop top and a black pace rival skirt. She walked through the gates with Stephen (who I recognized primarily by his signature bucket hat) and Eliese, who was so short I almost missed her in the crowd. I waved, catching the glimmer in their eyes as they approached me.
“You’re ready to go?” Charlie asked me.
“Yeah. …Where are we going to … exactly?” I asked her.
 It was … WISH F.U.T.U.R.E 
WISH F.U.T.U.R.E was the most infamous of the five parks, known for both a historic landmark and a living hub of space exploration.
 The Wish bus would take us to the parks, recruitment transportation would have hidden routes that the public didn’t have knowledge about, making it easier for wish makers to make it to work and not be held by a swarm of traffic. I would look over to my side of the window, taking in the view of the park in the distance. I would look at the park’s monument …The Wish Spaceship.
Eliese would tug on my blue Wish t-shirt, lean over to my seat and tell me that’s where she’s gonna work. 
Eliese would work in the restaurant within the “Wish Culinary Institute”. A cooking school and cultural exchange program. Where international students would learn to make food for various locations around Wish restaurants. Eliese mentioned how she would make pastries in the park bakery, and Stephen was going to work with her, along with Nicholas. 
“Where are you working?” Eliese asked me.
I told her I was gonna be a lifeguard for the beach, and her eyes gleamed as if it was the coolest thing she ever heard. 
“You look like a lifeguard.” She jokingly stated. 
I remember looking at Charlie on the phone again, not paying attention to us or anyone around her. She would sit next to Stephen who would listen to music through his headphones, popping his head to the beat of whatever he was listening to. For being her roommate she was definitely more comfortable with him, than around other people — including me. 
Once the bus stopped at the entrance of the park, we hopped out and scanned our I.D cards passing through the park gates. 
Across from us was the infamous park monument. The ship would be surrounded by lake waters. During the night, they would have a luminescent fountain where dozens of nozzles formed spirals, helixes, and sudden bursts of mist — choreographed to popular music.  Charlie wanted to take a couple of pictures by the monument for her social media, we all gathered in a group and had a random stranger take the picture on Charlie’s phone. Before she would post the photo on every social outlet known to man, she would constantly think of what she should comment before sending it out. It’s when I witnessed this I put it all together. She was constantly on her phone because she wanted to know who saw it, who liked it, or who messaged her. She wanted to be seen – so she was consumed with how she was looked and perceived. She would ask me to follow her numerous accounts, all of which were for a different app. Eventually, we moved on to the first ride of the day: The Star Shooter, the main attraction of the Exploration Zone. A high-speed racing coaster, it launched riders into the sky using linear synchronous motors. At 155 feet tall, with four inversions and speeds hitting 70 mph, it was no joke.
The queue started at ground level, beneath a massive golden statue—interlocking orbits spinning around one another. The extended queue offered close-up views of the track as the coaster roared past. Background music hummed in the distance, and air vents provided welcome bursts of cool air.
Inside, we reached a wide chamber with six windows looking out over the ride’s course. Futuristic displays lit the walls, playing video simulations of the coaster rocketing past planets. A monitor showed the pre-launch video: a broadcast from the fictional Wish Science Foundation, complete with cheesy CGI and an educational bit about the Big Bang and the creation of the universe. Their “gimmick” was that everyone would be given a spaceship to explore different worlds. The ride itself? Supposedly our maiden voyage.
The launch room looked like the command deck of a spacecraft. We dropped our bags in the lockers—double-sided doors that swung one way to insert your stuff, and the other to retrieve it after the ride.
We took our seats in the launch bay, hands already in the air, practically vibrating with anticipation. The moment the shoulder bars clicked in, we were ready.
The air shifted—then launched.
Wind slammed against our faces as we shot forward into a dark tunnel and flipped through an Immelmann loop. I’ve never been so happy. The ride dove and climbed, slicing through loops of light and sound. The track twisted left, dove under itself, then snapped hard to the right—click—the camera caught us mid-scream.
We surged into an overbanked turn, rising into an off-axis airtime hill, twisting through an S-turn surrounded by a galaxy of simulated stars. I’ll never forget the moment we hit the top hat inversion. 
Eliese let out a scream “We’re going to die!”
Me and Charlie were laughing so hard, tears welled up in our eyes. By the time we stopped, we were hitting the brake run.
The shoulder restraints lifted with a hiss, and we hopped out, buzzing with adrenaline. Back through the exit gate, we grabbed our things from the lockers. Eliese stumbled out last—sweating, dazed—and collapsed onto a bench.
"Are you okay?" I asked.
She didn’t respond. Just sat there, wide-eyed, mouth slightly open, like she’d seen the face of God... or maybe just her soul left her body.
“Why was that so fast!?” she said as she tried to collect herself, I would sit by her rubbing her shoulder trying not to burst out into laughter. 
Once Eliese got up from the bench ready to go we all headed to “Citria” a popular mexican restaurant chain owned by Wish. 
The restaurant had these floor-to-ceiling windows that now mirror the warmth within — strings of bulbs casting a golden haze, and the soft flicker of candlelight catching in glass jars at every table. The pale wood floors glow gently under the muted light, and the concrete walls seem to soften in the evening hush. Greenery curls around the space — tall fiddle-leaf figs casting long, leafy shadows, and vines weaving through latticed wooden dividers like nature's embroidery. The booths along the wall, upholstered in sage green, and at each polished oak table, conversation dips to a murmur, voices low and close.
We always started with drinks — placing our orders before the bottomless bowl of chips and dip even hit the table. Pitchers of margaritas followed, along with a messy, glorious heap of nachos we’d all dive into. Our laughter grew louder with every round, carefree and a little reckless. At some point, Stephen and Eliese would slip into their own private conversation, switching to their language — leaving Charlie to turn her attention to me, the two of us caught in our own orbit while the night buzzed around us.
“Did you get your placement?” she asked.
I took a sip of my bacanora before answering her question with… “Yeah – I’m gonna be working at the beach resorts.”
Charlie opened her eyes, as if there was a slight zip in her drink. “Wait – what resort?” she asked me.
“ Point Coronado Beach at The Greek Resort”.
Utter enthusiasm came from her tone, I thought she was gonna spill her drink when I said that. She would scream out, “No way I’m working at the same hotel!”.
She would continue to tell me how she got placed in waitressing at a restaurant inside the hotel, “Caesar's Riverwalk” it was the name of it – some Greek styling dine in.  Which got me curious since mostly international interns from Greece work there, she had no idea how she got placed there. I felt bad for her considering she wanted to work where her mom did, what made me feel worse was I got my desired placement. She wanted to know if I got the placement I wanted, I didn’t want to sadden her even more but I would be honest. She was honestly happy that I got the opportunity, but I didn’t know what to say to her at that moment; but that long awkwardness ended once Eliese got a text from Lydia, proposing that the group should all go out to a club tonight. Of course Charlie said yes, claiming she was diagnosed with “F.O.M.O” (which she swore was a real mental disorder). I wasn’t opposed to the idea and figured what was the worst that could happen. 
We got out of the park by taking the employee exit, you’re not supposed to do that and instead the visitor exit. Though that way was way too long to get to our bus, and at the time we thought if nobody saw – no problem. Once you step outside the park, and see it from behind the curtain, it’s not too glamorous — No frills, no landscaping…. It’s pretty bleak. Through the pathway from behind buildings and rides, we came across a little table by our pathway full of Eliese’s friends who worked at L’École des Vœux Culinaires, all of them wearing striped shirts and berets. Eliese was freaked out that we might be caught, so she wanted us to act like we just got off of work. We were introduced to Celine, Mathéo,  and André. 
“Ca Va!” she said to all of them as they welcomed her with warm embraces. 
Stephen would greet Mathéo and André with fist bumps and hugs, while he kissed Celine’s cheeks.  In my drunken mind at the time I was wondering “would it be rude if I didn’t greet them the same way?”, or is it okay since my nationality is different. Eliese would introduce me to André, I offered my hand to shake but instead he grabbed it and kissed me on the head, before rubbing my hair all over. Nobody said anything, so I just assumed this was a thing he does. Charlie already knew the group, as she chose not to greet them. André would ask Charlie what they were doing tonight, to which she invited them to Lydia’s night out party. André already had plans for a house party at his place, and how most of his co-workers and friends were going. I thought for a second Charlie was gonna ditch Lydia’s plans, but she still stuck on going with us. I would have a little conversation with Celine, she told me how she was from Avignon and came here to the program. She seemed nice from what I knew of her, I think the aspect I liked about her most was the little gap in front teeth – giving her a child-like smile. Mathéo was also a pretty genuine guy from what I knew of him, they both knew Eliese from the smoke table just outside of Horizons. They asked me how I knew Eliese, I explained the whole story of how I met her and Charlie. They knew Charlie for a while (especially André), to which I thought to myself … “How many foreigners does this girl know?”. Mathéo and Celine would pass on our offer and planned to go to André’s place, from what I knew of what happened at his parties – asinine was putting it lightly. Stories of beer pong, drugs, sex, guys jumping off of rooftops into pools, and how sometimes cops come in to dismantle the debauchery. 
Once we waved goodbye to Eliese’s friends, we continued to walk the path to the bus. Passing chain linked fences, forklifts, and thick blades of grass that couldn’t cover bare ground. We made our way through the crosswalk behind company employee buildings, serving as a shortcut to the bus that was about to leave in thirty minutes. As we walked on the pathway with garden lights providing sight, Charlie would tell me how she would go to these parties. This way she got to know some of the French guys, a lot of them who would try to hit on her. I wasn’t surprised knowing that she would participate in such an activity, but hearing the things she would do caught me off guard. She would harken back to the last time she was at Andre’s house, and tell me she would do a line of coke in the bathroom. Amongst a bunch of other stories, that made me look at her with color. She would proceed to mention how when she was hopped up, most of the guys would try to offer sexual advances. 
“Matt would even try something, I said nuh uh – I’m trying to have a good time.” She said,
She would make clear on how most of the guys in that group, who all hung out with her, were all like that. Charlie blew it off like it was nothing, but I couldn’t help a bit of me was repulsed by knowing this. Apparently a lot of guys from the restaurant behaved this way, and it was seen as something inconsequential. Charlie would tell me she called André “Shark”, because whenever he invited girls to come over to his house – they were seen as bait. I would think to myself “She’s surprisingly cool with this?”,  but that was Charlie – she was for the boys (... As they say). 
We eventually got on the bus before it left, heading back to Horizons where Lydia was getting ready. Originally, the plan for us was to go to this country bar called The Old Saddle, but Lydia discovered a club where it had unlimited drinks for ten bucks. Special Nights was the name of it, apparently it was a gay club where it held drag shows. As soon as Stephen heard gay, club he was automatically out, to be fair he didn’t go out like the others went out. Same with Eliese, Charlie would tell me rarely she goes out – so this was kinda special for her to make an appearance. To be honest I didn’t know what to expect, but I was just happy to be going out with everyone. The bus would stop by the drop off center at Horizons, we got off and scan our key cards, opening up the gate doors allowing us to walk back to our apartments. I told Charlie I’ll meet everyone at Lydia’s place, since I need to spruce up before I head out. 
“Okay, send me a text when you head to Lydia’s.” Charlie stated prior to heading to her apartment. 
I went up to my apartment and surprised me by the front door … was Emma, who had a towel wrapped around her head with an electric toothbrush between her teeth.
 We both scared one another; Emma took out her toothbrush from her foam filled mouth and screamed “What are you doing here!?”. 
I told her how I was going out with a couple of friends, and asked what she was doing by the front door. She explained how her phone was charging by the kitchen table, and she was gonna text her friends. After she rinsed the paste out with sink water, she walked in her room asking me where I was all day. I stood by the door of her room, explaining the story of how I met my new friends. We shared laughter as I was telling her some of the people I would see at the smoke. I would dress in my room pulling on a knitted polo, entailing how I got plans with them tonight. She would ask me if she could tag along with the group, I didn’t want to say no – but it was Lydia’s plan. I didn’t want to overstep any boundaries by tagging along my roomate, I explained this to her and the disappointment in her eyes seeped through.  She understood and hoped it would be a good night for me and the rest of my friends. I felt bad as I shut the door leaving the apartment, as I walked to Lydia’s I texted Emma that maybe the both of us can have a weekend to ourselves sometime. Walking up three flights of stairs, curious how they got Charlie up here in the first place, I got a text from the group mentioning the room number was 309. The contour signs helped me find the apartment, and I could hear the echoes of loud music outside, so I knew I found the right place. After knocking on the door I heard footsteps approaching, Lydia opened the door and welcomed me inside.
“Bad, you’re here!” she passionately yelled out as she yanked my arm into her place.
The place was nice … aside from the racked up dirty dishes in the sink and the plethora of liquor bottles and boxes of chips and crackers on the counter. It was pretty much designed like my apartment and everybody else’s, I looked at the television in the living room playing french rap music. 
“Welcome to my home, it fun time over here all the time.” Lydia indicated as she handed me a shot of vodka. She wanted to shoot down some alcohol for prep, and ordered that we do it on three. 
We counted down “1– 2 – 3!” and took down the shots, I took a breath as my eyes widened with a tad of water in them.  Whatever kind of brand she had was way harsher than what I was used to. Eliese would appear from the room across from the kitchen, and questioned the purpose of drinking before going to drink. Which was a good point, I never understood the concept of the pre-game? 
“Where’s Charlie?” I asked with tighten lips, as I was still trying to get rid of the taste of that gasoline flavored alcohol I drank. 
Eliese would tell me she was still in her apartment, trying to get ready by putting on an outfit and makeup. I wanted to walk into her apartment and see how she was doing, telling Eliese and Lydia I was gonna come back in no time. I walked over to the door across Lydia’s – 308, the door was already slightly opened. I pushed it lightly open, overcoming the entire apartment with electronic music and a hefty hairdryer. 
“...Hello?” I said out loud, I didn’t get a reply so I assumed she didn’t hear me.
Across from me was her kitchen and living room, which was sparkling clean. Glasses flipped upside down on a drying mat, by the sink with nothing in it. As soon as I stepped inside the entire place smelled like lavender air freshener, even the hardwood floor had sheen to it. I looked over to my right and I could see her getting ready in her bathroom, leaning into her mirror as he put on eyeliner. 
I slowly walk to her, leaning on the open door frame as I mention “You look nice”.
She abruptly screams since she didn’t notice I was there, causing her to drop the makeup brush on the countertop of the bathroom sink. I flinch in fear since her scream scared me, she would laugh hard after she was relieved. 
“You scared the shit outta me.” she said, trying to catch a breath.
“I’m sorry, I tried to tell you I was coming in.” I explained.
She would be okay with it and concluded she couldn’t hear me because of the music. I would ask her what she was playing, she would tell me how it was electronic music (Dubstep, House, and EDM stuff). Charlie desired to go to The Electric Temple, which was this rave music festival – the biggest one in the world. It was going to be hosted in Point Coronado, and from the way she made it sound – it was the rave to end all raves. She would ask me if I wanted to go, I didn’t know what I was signing up for when I agreed. She was trying to get other people involved, but so far she had no other candidates besides me … and her sister. This was the first ever I heard of her sister, who was residing in Wilmington, North Carolina. Rarely would she have time to stay in Wilmington, since she was a travel writer and always going to a different country or state. When I heard all about this mysterious sister, I imagined she was older because it sounded like she had her shit together. Charlie further explained how she was younger (close to the same age as her), and how she went through a lot. 
“What’s her name?” I asked.
“Jess.” She replied. 
Charlie would tell me stories of her and Jess running their grandparents dairy farm in East Sussex, and how that fed into her love for animals. Especially for her dog Jasper, an Australian Shepherd staying with Charlie’s family back at Winchester. I stood there with this dumb founded smile on my face, cause for a moment I saw the person behind that party girl facade.  
I think she noticed my silent sentiment, because she decided to cut her story short and ask me “What about your family?” 
“It’s just my mom, and my brother.” I told her.
My brother was younger than me, he was actually going to college at the school he always dreamt of … Northeastern Florida University. He was going to school for finance and business, where he would find an opportunity for a Goldman Sachs internship. My mother on the other hand was a hospital manager at Spokane General, whose second job was a full-time single parent who had to raise two boys on her own. Charlie couldn’t imagine having a parent absent of her life, some of her biggest role models were the men in her family. Especially her father and grandfather; They were stereotypical old european men who indulge in heavy drinking, and belittle you as a sign of love and affection. She had these great male role model’s in her life, that I assumed that’s why she hung around with guys a lot and behaved like a lot of guys would. I could kinda get it, I never told her about my father, or my friends in high school, or what happened at college. I was only comfortable with having women in my life and not a lot of guys, because when it came down to feeling alone – I only had women in my life who supported me. I didn’t tell her all of this, I would just stand there and listen (something I don’t do a lot of). Lydia and Eliese would come into Charlie’s apartment, already hooting and hollering for us to hurry up, since our ride was waiting by the front gate. 
We stepped into the gray hatchback once we left the front gate, Eliese would take the passenger seat, while I sat next to Lydia and Charlie. Me and Lydia would do karaoke in the car, reading the music lyrics on her phone, and probably annoying our driver in the process. 
“I’m so sorry about them.” Eliese apologized.
Our driver shaked her head, saying “It’s alright, I drove worse than them”. She would mention horrible stories of how one passenger puked in the back seat.
Charlie’s eyes shot up to the driver, as she asked her “Which seat?”.
“The one he’s sitting in.” She said nonchalantly.  
Eliese and Charlie were laughing at me, pointing fingers, through the mockery I was quite real fast. 
“But don’t worry I cleaned it all up” she said as if it would bring me reassurance, and allow me to forget the whole story.
Eliese would ask the driver if the drunk girl worked for Wish, she had no clue what the past rider did or did with her life. The driver would ask us if that’s what we did, to which we all would say “yes”.  She would ask what we did. Eliese explained how she and Lydia worked at Le Escoffier, and how they both started orientation next week. Which got Lydia thinking … She had no idea what my placement was.
“Wait Bad, what do you do?” she asked as she grabbed my arm.
“I’m a lifeguard.” I replied.
“Really!?” Lydia uttered in shock.
Eliese looked over to us, stating “I know, doesn't he look like a lifeguard?”.
“Bad on the beach.” Lydia joked.
I died of laughter from the “bad” jokes being thrown around in that car,  the driver totally didn’t understand the context of why these two were calling me that. But, she couldn’t help but conjure a smile. Once we arrived at Special Nights I was in bafflement, outside was a line halfway across the street waiting just to get in. We got out of the car with our driver wishing us a fun night, Eliese would tip her through the app on her phone. As we stood by the line curled around the side of the hundred year old building, that had a hometown bar feel to it. I saw bored partygoers lean over by black leather rope barriers, while others were taking photos standing by the club’s brick wall under the black awning. After security checked our ID’s, our payment was meant with member wristbands. The music was already loud from outside the building, but once you stepped inside … It was deafening. The multi-room dark neon cave had a posh atmosphere, with leather furnituring, and laser projections from every corner. The most entertaining site was the burlesque stage, where drag queens got up and danced in front of the rambunctious crowd. 
“Get me a coke and vodka.” Charlie requested the bartender.
It was then when she paid fifteen dollars for her drink, the bartender mentioned to us how it was fifteen for unlimited drinking. Charlie looked at me with widen-eyes, which I didn’t see the lids too. 
It was that moment she screamed “I love this place!”. 
I laughed as I asked the bartender to give me the same drink as her, we both cheered as we watched and recorded the drag show. I looked over at Eliese from the corner of my eye, seeing her and Lydia shake their hips with hands in the air. I couldn’t catch a breath dying from hysterical laughter, I nudged Charlie with my sights pointing to the direction of the two. Her eyes squinted so tight where they became tiny, as she was laughing seeing those two dance.  
“I’m so glad Eliese came, she never comes out.” Charlie stated.
“Really?” I replied.
I shouldn’t have been surprised, there was something very mom-ish about Eliese. But from what I was seeing — she knew how to get down.  We walked out to the outdoor area, since the girls wanted to take a quick smoke break. As the three were sitting on the wooden bench, I walked over to the bar and took down a couple of drinks. I could feel my body temperature getting hotter by the minute, with the music booming from the DJ booth and vibrating off of me. My senses were begging to fade away, as I could pick up that the other side of me was about to appear. Lydia popped out from behind me, grabbing my arms, turning me to her direction.
“Bad dance with me!” She screamed in zealous joy.
“Okay” I agreed in a drunken haze. 
After one few many unlimited drinks, the side of myself who I tried to keep underwraps came out. I didn’t know what to call my alter - ego at the time, but considering how these guys kept calling me “Bad” … the name fitted.  I lost every train of thought on the dance floor, doing things I didn’t even know I could do. What started out innocent with luscious dance moves, progressed into back flips and a flare.  Eliese and Charlie stood there jaw-opened at what they were witnessing, Lydia couldn’t even look at me she was laughing so hard. I would catch a glimpse of Charlie filming on her phone, as me and Lydia bumping hips. 
I would hear Eliese chant “Bad — Bad — Bad!”, with her hand pumping in the air. 
After I sweated every ounce of water in my body, I went over the bar and grabbed drinks for the group. As I waited for a tray of shots, it was then I looked over by the doorway and outcame Shark and another guy. I was wondering what they were doing here after denying our invitation, after claiming that a shark party was being held. Shark came over to our table and immediately it was like Charlie came to life. 
“André, you came!” she said as spread her arms open in grace. 
As I brought over the drinks to the table, I asked him the reason why he came over. He mentioned how the party was a shit-shoot and that he decided to bring his friend Alex over.  Charlie already knew Alex through André, though she wasn’t too keen on him. 
I asked her why, only for her to explain the two wanted to share her. I shouldn’t have been surprised regarding the acknowledgement of Sharks endeavors, but I think the more she told me how the situation happened and was brought up – the more I was regretting my question. During a car ride trip to one of these shark party’s, Alex and André would sit next to Charlie in the backseat, for only then the proposal would drunkenly come up as the three progressively got inebriated. Eliese would get concerned knowing Charlie wouldn’t wake up in the back of the car, completely blacking out the entire night of the party. There was almost this tetchy feeling I could feel spewing out of me, trying to figure out if anything happened that was … mischievous. She rest assured me by saying “No.”, and that Eliese’s friend woke her up claiming she went home safely. 
“You know, I just like having fun.” she remarked so casually. 
As soon as she took her drink from the table, she walked inside the club to go to the bathroom. I stood there for a moment thinking about what she told me, while trying to deal with this overwhelming discomfort I haven't experienced before. All of these thoughts and emotions in my head were bouncing all over the place. Eliese would see this abstracted  expression I was holding, in concern she would ask me if I was okay. Quickly I snapped out of it, as I told her I was alright. Charlie would come outside with Shark and Alex, with drinks in their hands, as their heads popped to music. 
After a while, I would have to escort Lydia outside the club so she could throw up by the side of the curb next to this food truck. I had to hold her hair back as she regurgitated her vodka cran. I would sit her down on the large cement pot holding this shrub with polished pebbles. I would go up to the guy in the mexican food truck asking for all the water they had, thankfully he provided me enough to hydrate a village. 
“Oh thank you Bad, you’re so good to me.” She said as she was drinking one after the other. 
I told her I’m gonna come back since I left my phone outside on the patio, but after I retrieve it I would come back to her. 
“It’s okay Bad I’m good.” she told me.
Clearly she was not good from what I was witnessing, I quickly ran up to the bouncer skipping the line of people that were waiting to get in. 
“Listen, sir, I left my phone inside. I need to order my friend a ride, she’s not doing good.” I explained myself to this gargantuan sized man. 
“Yeah man, you’re good,” he said. 
I would run inside through beaming flashing lights, weaving around drag queens and men wearing fishnets. As soon as I stepped outside the patio where I saw Eliese tossing her arms in the air, I briefly smiled for a moment seeing her have so much fun. I walked over to her and told her about Lydia being illy shit-faced, and that I need my phone that I left on the table with the girls.
Eliese would pull my phone out of her little fanny back tied between her floral skirt and her black sweater. “This is your phone Bad, I keep it safe for you” she said with a demanding generosity. 
I couldn’t thank her enough, she told me how it was no problem prior to thanking me for taking care of Lydia. But just before I was about to leave I would catch from the corner of my eye, a sight that would completely have me still. Through heated bodies I witnessed Charlie kissing Alex, as the two embraced each other I couldn’t feel myself move … or breath.  It was as if I became a statue; Eliese would look at me confused (probably wondering what I was staring at so intensely). She turned around to the direction of where my eyes pointed, it’s then she would see what I did. Eliese slowly turns to me, I turn to her, both of us looking at one another with no words, but knowing what was happening. It all clicked for Eliese in that moment, she pieced it together before I did. 
“No, Bad!” she said in pity.
“What” I asked.
“Not Charlie.” She replied.
“What do you mean?”
She would make it abundantly clear to me “You’re in love with her”. 
I would laugh and scoff at this, fooling myself into thinking what she was saying wasn’t true. As I turned trying to head out I accidentally bumped into Shark, he questioned the reason why I was leaving as he had both palms on my arms. I explained to him Lydia’s circumstances, to which he gave me a sordid wink indicating I was going to take advantage of the situation. I didn’t have time to convince him otherwise of my intentions, so I hurried out the door with Shark padding me on the back. 
Eventually, I would get me and Lydia a driver from my phone. I sat in the backseat with her, having to ask the driver if he had any water. He throws me a bottle as we stop by a red light; Lydia didn’t take a breath of air as she drank the bottle until it crushed itself. Our driver made it through the parking lot main gate, stopping at the dropoff and pickup curb which was located next to the entry portal of Horizon’s housing. I got Lydia out of the car and as we walked toward the entrance gate. I scanned her key card and mine, the gate doors spread wide open as the scanner glowed green. Her arm would clutch around my shoulder, as I helped walk her back to her apartment. Lydia would sing the lyrics of some french song that I didn’t understand, loud enough that probably the entire housing complex outside could hear us. I had to take her in the elevator to get her back to her place, I could definitely feel the weight of her the more she got sleepy. As soon as we got back to her place, I scanned her card on the door lock, opening to a pitch black room where I couldn’t see a single thing. In the midst of having no sight, I eventually discovered  the light switch to the kitchen, which helped me escort Lydia to her room. Gently I lie her down on the bed, while putting a blanket comfortably above her and a pillow underneath her head. She would mumble phrases that I didn’t understand, nor could I hear as I went to the kitchen sink to get a glass of water. I brought it over to her room and set it on top of her laminated overbed table. 
As I was about to leave the mumbles became clear as I heard her say “Thank you, bad, you treat me so good.”. I stood there for a moment with nothing to say, but with just a smile on my face. I knew she meant it even in her current state, but thinking back to moments from my life. I would remember this one in all its genuineness, even with high chances being she’ll forget about the entire night, and we will never talk about it again. It didn’t matter; I left her apartment cherishing what she said to me. 
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October 08,2023, Kate had her hands around my head, covering my eyes, she would tell me where to go as we walked through her apartment door. I could hear cackling and snickering as Kate whispers “Almost there”. She then tells me to “Stop” and proceeds to lift her hands away from my eyes, finally with sight I see Britney and Luke standing over by the kitchen countertop with a cake accessorized in litten candles that glew up the entire blackened apartment. 
“Happy Birthday!” they all roared.
There was this immense exultant feeling that poured out of me, definitely something that I wasn’t used to. They asked me to sit down and make a wish, as I sat down on the stool Britney pushed the cake over to me. I leaned over and blew the flames away with closed eyes, 
Kate wanted to know what I wished for, to which I answered “If I said it … it won’t come true.”
Britney would give me this wrapped present, that was unexpectedly heavier than I expected to be, when I saw that it was small in size. Unraveling the paper it revealed a framed picture of all of us standing by the county fair ferris wheel. All of us together, Britney in between me and Luke, while Kate leaned her head on my right shoulder with the biggest smile you’ve ever seen. I didn’t say a word, just stood there in silence looking at the photo, everyone was questioning if I hated it and non-chaunlantley trying to hide my distaste. It was the mere opposite of that, nothing could fathom how special this was to me. 
“Do you like it?” asked Luke.
I paused for a minute before replying “... I love it.”
I could see all of they’re cheeks starting to rose, the affection being shared was imminent. After a few moments together, Britney would tell everyone that she had to use the bathroom. She walked into the studios second bedroom across the living room, I didn’t think anything of it since they both shared the same hall. But what got me curious was that she didn’t come out for what felt like hours. I knocked on the door to see if she was okay, it’s only when I opened it I could see her sitting at the edge of Kate’s bed. She would just sit there alone in total silence. She turns to see me standing by the door frame, her eyes follow me as I walk to her and sit right next to her on the bed. Britney wanted to know the whereabouts of everyone else, making it clear that they both were in the living room. When I asked what was going on with her, her big blue eyes drenched in tears as she told me the relationship between them … ended. I had nothing but empathy as I put my hand on her arm, she lowered herself to my shoulder. 
Britney would apologize for the sudden drop of information on my birthday, to which I laughed and claimed “I had worse’. 
And in a moment of weakness, Britney looked up to me as if she tranced and kissed me. I didn’t have time to process all that was happening in a matter of seconds, and in a late reaction I pulled away from her. I knew as soon as I pushed her away she immediately regretted her decision. Having to explain to her that what just happened was not right, only added heartbreak to her distress. She stood there – not even looking at me, and apologized as she left the room. I didn’t know what to think, I sat there thinking to myself "Did I do something wrong?” or “Maybe it was my fault”. She wanted someone to embrace her and love her in a time of need, all I did was just push her away. 
She didn’t even say goodbye to Luke or Kate when she left the apartment, I walked out of the bedroom with both of them asking me “Is she okay?”. I didn’t tell them about the fact she kissed me, I couldn’t tell them anything that was discussed between us. So, I decided to tell them that she wasn’t feeling so good and that she needed to go home. Luke was confused considering how she felt alright prior to coming over, he quietly asked me if he should talk to her. Explaining that it was not a good idea at the time, with all of the prior knowledge of the two’s relationship, I felt that it was best to loosely fabricate that she wanted to have some time to herself and rest. Luke understood as he sat back down on the living room couch, watching TV with Kate. I didn’t know what exactly they were watching and laughing at, as I looked at my phone to see if there were any messages from Britney. … Not a single thing.
After that night and everyone left, it was a while before I heard back from her. In the span of two days, I would get a text from her saying she was okay and apologizing to me about how things went down at the party. We would exchange back and forth on how it was okay, and how it was nobody’s fault. One day she asked me if she wanted to get drinks at Hawkin’s Saloon, which was the popular campus bar that everyone went to on a late Friday night. I walked past the cold fogged windows and brick walls, trying to see where she might be sitting inside. As I walked up that laminated ramp on the outside patio, with my hands touching the snow filled handrails. I open the doors to a fully stocked student bar, it only took a while before I see Britney sitting at a red-cushioned booth all by herself. She looks up to see me as I wave at her, I take off my coat as I sit across from her. We would have a couple of drinks and food, as we’d picked up where we left off last time. She would tell me how Luke was looking at an apartment and asked her to move in, I thought to myself that maybe the two rekindled. Britney solemnly detailed the troubles she had with men in her life, specifically a friend of her ex. Back in high school she would go out with this guy named Tyler, the two would be in the same class together. She would tell me how he put a piece of torn paper in her locker, so when she opened it she would read: “We should go out sometime” and he would write down his phone number on it. 
It was a cute story, she continued to tell me how Tyler had a friend named Justin. He and Tyler were on the same football team. During an after game party at one of the player’s house, Justin took Britney upstairs and tried to engage in sexual relations with her. Before anything could happen, Britney got out of the house and told Kate about the incident a few days later. There was silence as I stood there with my arms crossed on the table, leaning to her with eyes glued to her palms, thinking if it was a good idea to empathetically hold her hand. 
“I’m sorry” I softly utter as my eyes look back up at hers.
“You’re a good friend, couldn’t ask for anyone better.” she replies as she moves her hand over to mine in comfort. By then I could only smile and accept her warm embrace. 
We step outside the bar together, Britney puts on her wool baby blue scarf over her puffer coat, in endearment I watch as she puts on her beanie with flakes of snow hitting the top of it.
She looks at me wondering why I’m looking at her with a dumb-founded smile on my face, as she asks “What is it?”.
“I don’t know?” I replied, but at that moment I think I was just taking it all in. To think I’ve just met this woman at the beginning of the year, and now here we are — the cornerstone of a lovely night. 
She looks at me for a while too, before she starts to perk up her rosy cheeks with an adorable innocent smile and her giddyful laugh. Which was infectious, I started to laugh because she did. 
When the moment quieted, she voiced in appreciation “Thank you by the way, it was a really good time.”
“Anytime, … I also had a fun night. Maybe we can do this again.” 
“I would like that,” she said.
She wrapped her arms around me as we both hugged one another, holding onto each other in the cold, before we said our goodbyes and walked our separate ways. It was something that left me feeling hopeful, as I walked back to my apartment thinking about how she needed me. How good it felt to know that when she needed a friend to depend on I could be there, which was a foreign concept to me and something I was not used to
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As I hear my alarm go off at ten in the morning, I wake up to an abysmal hangover. I flip over to my phone that sat on the edge of my Overbed table, I look at my home screen to find out it was ten o’clock. My eyes widen as I realize the bus that takes me to the hotel leaves in twenty minutes, so I leap from my bed to shower in a matter of seconds to get ready. Brush my teeth as I’m getting changed, and immediately run out my apartment door with my backpack and phone. Halfway there I forgot my ID card, so I had to halt and make another trip to the apartment and hurry out of the gate. I head towards the bus loop and see the Wish transportation bus driving slowly to one of the many overhead shelters. There are usually six terminals, where the buses will stop at them by number. Normally participants will have an app for a bus schedule called “WishtoGo”, where you find the times the buses will come, their stops, and where their heading. The email I’d received informed me of the bus arriving at the four stops. I would see nobody around as soon as the bus made its stop. Once the doors spread open, I hopped on showing my ID to the driver, and as I looked over to find a seat – partially they were taken. It was almost a sigh of relief, I didn’t know if I was late or maybe read the email wrong. I took my seat from the back of the bus, where I sat next to the window looking out the glass. There were people who worked all aspects of the hotel on the bus, from front desk, hospitality, and even waitresses working at the restaurant. But as I stared at the window something caught my eye, I saw a woman running down to catch the bus. The bus driver began elevating the wheels for departure, this woman kept getting faster, I didn’t know how she could run in wide-leg slacks. She passed my sight so quickly – I didn’t have a chance of getting a good look at her. After harshly knocking on the panel doors, the driver reluctantly lets her on. 
She comes up slowly on each step, slowing down her panting. “Thank you so much!” she says to him as she tries catching her breath. It’s then as she turns and walks over the rows of seats, I get a good look at who she was … It was Charlie. 
“Charlie!?” I unconsciously let out, as I was amused and surprised by her appearance. 
“Brad!” She screamed in excitement before stating “I’m sitting next to you.”
I could see drops of sweat down her forehead, which lend me to ask “Are you okay?”
“Oh, I’m fine, just a little hungover from last night.” she made abundantly clear, as she rubs her head. “How about you?” she asked me.
“I’m okay,” I answered. 
I wanted to know if anything happened with her and Alex last night, but I didn’t want to be too apparent about it. So I asked her with ease “Did anything happen last night?”.
“No, why?”.
I pursued further with it by lightly lying with “Eliese told me that you and Alex came back to the apartment together, so I didn’t know…?”
It all comes back to her as she explains “Oh!, oh no, he tried to do some stuff. But, I kicked him out.”.
There was nothing but relief. I hadn’t the faintest idea why—but as I waited for her answer, it felt like I was holding my breath, every muscle in my body tensing in quiet anticipation.
The bus curved toward the hotel. I leaned closer to the window, marveling as the main complex came into view—its structure cascading down around a central garden and plaza that opened up to the lake. Gondolas floated along narrow canals, carrying guests toward the harbor entrance, their reflections shimmering under the late afternoon sun.
As soon as we stepped off the bus, we passed through a colonnade leading to the porte cochere—its ceiling forming a pyramid-like canopy above us. A woman in a long coat, wearing an earpiece, greeted the group with rehearsed enthusiasm. Our guide took over, leading us through the opening tour.
She explained that the hotel was situated between the park transportation hub and its competing property, The Century Resort. At one of its corners stood a massive half-dome amphitheater, angled perfectly toward “Enchant,” one of the main parks—doubling as a place to watch the nightly fireworks show.
Inside, the lobby opened up in a dramatic sweep. The floor was a mosaic of serpentine tiles, glistening beneath our feet, with towering columns stretching upward to support the hotel’s many floors. We were led through a series of follies—interlocking geometric patterns that guided us through different levels, across pools, patios, and layered gardens. Fragmented ruins extended into the water, blending the architecture with the lake itself.
Above the beach’s edge, we reached Caesar’s Riverwalk. We strolled past diners seated beneath white linen-covered tables, their plates dotted with sun-dried tomatoes and olives. Beyond them, a sea of grotto-blue chairs and umbrellas spread across the terrace. I glanced down toward the cliff’s edge, where a lifeguard tower stood quietly watching the water below.
After we were shown the entirety of the hotel, we stepped into the conference center. Where every tired intern desperately kept their eyes open, once they took a seat around the table that faced the screen presentation that welcomed us to The Greek Resort. Walking into the room was the manager of the hotel, Kelly Dorn. She took us through a powerpoint presentation of the history of the hotel, and how the legacy can contribute to keeping up the mystique. I would see different interns raise their hand around the table, sharing stories of why they decided to work at Wish.  All I could think was that the orientation went on forever, so as soon as it was all over and Charlie asked me for drinks — how could I say no. 
We knew that the next bus would come in another hour, so we killed time by Caesar's Riverwalk. After we both ordered a couple cocktails, she would ask me “So, this is your second time here?”. 
“How do you know that?” I asked her. 
“I found it all over your social media.” she stated so nonchalantly. 
“You looked at my social media?” I asked rhetorically.
She went on to clarify, “I was trying to figure you out when I first met you. But everything was private …which was frustrating.”.
She wanted to know all about me and why I wanted to work for Wish again. I didn’t quite tell her everything, but all that was made abundantly clear was that I needed to make a new life for myself … a restart. A couple of drinks were tossed around, when she told me the story of when she first came to the bar. 
“It was a long time ago, but after I escaped my relationship with my boyfriend, I came regularly to the bar.”
It was a small local bar in Wilmington, but everyone she knew went there. She mentioned how she came there to drink, whenever she had to drown her sorrows. She recounted this time when a man she never met before tried to make advances with her, and at the moment she completely lost it. By screaming at him, throwing her drink at him, she even mentioned how she got so mad she foamed out the mouth like a dog. I was laughing so hard by the way she reacted, I couldn’t hear the rest of what she was saying. But as I gathered myself together, she said something that stood out to me.
“To be honest, I don’t think I ever loved again.”.
“Really?” I responded.
She would tell me the story of how she met her boyfriend back in High School, some guy named Joey. Who was a sweetheart when they first met and began to date, and out of nowhere became mentally and physically abusive. Breaking her shoulder and tossing her to the ground, after a fight they had. It was a while before she realized she needed to get out of the relationship, she came to Wilmington for college and from then on she had a loath from any man who came her way. After she told me all of this I had nothing but heartbreak and complete empathy for her. 
“I don’t think I ever had a feeling for affection after that, I think the only love in my life is what’s in this glass” as she raises her drink “It has yet to disappoint me.”.
I didn’t have anything to say, nor did couldn’t I think of anything. But, I could feel as she did, I just didn’t tell her that was something we shared. After she finished her dry martini, I saw someone approaching Charlie from behind. His appearance wasn’t clear, until he walked closer to our table. The closer he got to us — the more nervous I was getting. I tried underplaying it like I didn’t know who he was, desperately trying not to garner attention myself. 
“Brad!” He yelled out.
Charlie looks up at the man standing above our table, he pulls down his sunglasses and puts them in the breast pocket of white long sleeve button down shirt. 
“Didn’t think I'd ever see you again?” He said.
“It’s been a while,” I said as I sat to shake his hand.
“I’m sorry, who is this?” Charlie asked.
I introduced Charlie to Gabriel Reyes, who used to be my old roommate from my first program.  He shook her hand and with cordial respect, but the way he looked back at me I could see the sneer behind his smile. I felt my entire body getting cold from head to toe, as he took a chair from an unoccupied table, seating himself with us. 
“So are you guys like …?” He asks unfinishing his own question, only for the both of us to complete it for him.
We both make it clear of how we were only together as friends, to which Gabriel’s brown eyes widen with a boyish grin.
“That doesn’t surprise me, usually Brad has a lot of girls he likes talking too.”
“Don’t do this.” I pleaded.
Charlie had no idea what he was talking about, which gave Gabriel the endorsement he needed to explain what he actually meant. He went on to tell this story of our first program, and how me and him shared a room in Horizons. Usually, participants in the program have an apartment of two rooms, in which both have two beds.  That’s what I had with Gabriel during our first program. One night I was in our shared room with Gabriel and his girlfriend Gianna, who also was a Wishmaker participant at the time. She sat on the edge of Gabriel’s bed and while both of us were talking, I changed into a different set of clothes, nothing where I dropped trou in front of her. But I would take off my shirt and as she was talking to me, to preferably change into something else before bed. What I didn’t want Gabriel to detail, was how I slipped on a pair of shorts while me and her were still in the room at this time. Naively I didn’t see anything wrong with it at the time when it happened, but what I heard from Gabriel – she took offense to it. I looked back thinking it was something so small, but something I should have taken into consideration. Prior to leaving my first program, I texted Gabriel “farewell” and how it was nice to meet him. While I was staying at a hotel for my next flight, I got a call from Gianna explaining to me how that incident was repulsive and how she didn’t condone me personally and my behavior. I think back on it in embarrassment, probably because I was way too comfortable at that moment. Thinking of her as a friend and viewing her like I would my roommate, which me negate rationality.  Charlie kept looking back at me the more Gabriel talked, and I could feel every bit of humiliation as the air kept getting heavier. 
“So, it came as a surprise to me to see you here again. I thought to myself "why would Brad come back?" And when I saw her I couldn’t help but think – same old Brad is trying to relive his first time over again.” Gabriel sneers. 
I had no idea if it was just feigned ignorance or if Gabriel had no clue, either way I had to leave. I pushed my chair back and told the two I was going to ask the waiter for another drink. I would take a walk on the shoreline, as the foam of the water would hit my shoes. Charlie sought after me, eventually she found where I was, only to catch up and walk along with me.
“Was wondering where you went.” She looked at me for a bit, with no sense of irritation or confusion, as if she knew exactly what was going on. 
I looked to Charlie to find a way to let her in, but at the moment I couldn’t find the right thing to say. Though I did want to know what her and Gabriel talked about while I was gone, she heard a mere mention of an accident that happened at the old apartment, involving the police showing up to Sandpiper. 
“What happened?” she asked.
Taking into consideration how shared with me the story between her and her boyfriend, the least I could do was share with her. I show her the palm of my hand, and the gaping scar that covers it. I told Charlie that I used to be in a relationship with a girl named Natalie, who used to be an actress for the theatrical shows for the Wish theme parks. Over time she became possessive and controlling. Natalie’s friend at the time of the program – Lilly, went through a hard breakup that deeply wounded her. I tried to comfort Lilly and support her by talking with her at her apartment, calling her at night to make sure she was okay. Sometimes I would just hang out with her, so she could have a friend she can depend on.  Natalie thought that maybe something was going on between me and Lilly, so she showed up at my door with a knife. I open the door and Natalie comes in screaming at me and accusing me of the most irrational ideas. As I tried to explain myself, she took out her knife and attempted to stab me. I use my left hand to cover my face, it’s only then the blade penetrated the palm of my hand. My roommates came in and held her down, as I was kneeling on the floor trying to stop the bleeding with my other hand. Police and emergency services for the governing jurisdiction of Wish came to Sandpiper, I told the officers that it was just an accident and she had nothing to do with it.
Charlie looked at me confused as she asked “How come you didn’t report her?”
I would tell her that nobody should have their life ruined, and if Natalie went her way and I went mine, we could go on with nobody getting hurt. 
“I’m so sorry.” Charlie empathized.
I desperately tried to leave that part of my life behind, and Charlie could see that I was saddened by Gabriel exposing memories that I was ashamed of.  
She took her hand and touched my shoulder, only to remark “Your friend’s a dick”. We both laugh at this, surely embracing the comfort Charlie was trying to provide. 
We would walk for a little while, completely missing our bus stop and having to wait two more hours for the next bus to take us back. Charlie would mention how her sister Jess would come down to Point Coronado to visit, there was a glimmer in her eyes from how excited she was to tell me “You have to meet her!”. I told her how much I would love too, as we passed through the resort promenade. Above the porte cochere’s light poles and palm trees, were seasonal decorations of lengthy orange tinsel garlands and giant banters of Wish’s once a year “Scream–O—Ween”.  An event that Wish would put on one of their park’s “Enchant”, where they set up huge haunted houses for people to go into, only for a guy dressed as a monster to jump out at them for a scare. Charlie claimed how she never went to the event, but she had always wanted to go. 
Thinking about how I never went either, since my first program was during the summer. I proposed “Would you like to go with me?”. 
Charlie turned to me with eyes wide open, expressing her passion for the idea. Problem for us was that ticket prices were incredibly expensive, one would think working for a highly profitable company (such as this one) would benefit for events like these.  Eventually, the next bus showed up to pick us up, after we showed our ID card’s we took the first row in the front. Seeing how every other seat was empty, we had no problem talking out loud amongst each other. Ranging from a variety of topics that would make anyone uncomfortable, including how Andre and Alex proposed the idea of an “Eiffel Tower” to Charlie. I would ask her what the hell an Eiffel Tower was, only to soon regret the question once she explained that it was a sex position. The more she went into explicit detail, the more I tried to contain the tears of my own laughter. I didn’t know what was funnier, seeing the driver utterly horrified or the story itself. The things I would hear from this woman left me speechless, she would remind me of my family and all the people from my life I used to cherish. I would listen to her and think back to when I was a kid, watching all the women and men in my home sitting in these quaid chairs, with a bottle of liquor in the arm cup holder. By the lake, reminiscing of the good ole’ days, while my cousin Alexa would fall back from her seat in drunken coordination, and my aunt Rosanne had to pick her up. Meanwhile my Uncle Don passed me his cigar, hoping I would take a puff with the old man. 
A series of photographs played in my head, and I knew that I was missing something … it was this feeling. It’s what I used to be and what I had that I long forgotten, something about her made me feel accepted and open to who I was or where I came from. I didn’t need to change and all of those roots of who I was and what I came from before the program — were embraced. 
When we arrived at the smoke table together, I would see Eliese and Lydia are sitting next to each other and Nicholas with his foldable quad chair, rolling up a joint. The usuals were there as well: Liss, Stephen, and Pete. But I saw some new faces as well: Mathéo, André, Celine, Alex, and three other girls who I had never met before. One of them was sitting next to Celine and almost looked like her sister, same long dark hair along with the same warm beige skin tone, as if they had Brazilian lineage. Turns out Celine was from  São Paulo prior to being raised in France, while she was in Cassis she met Eliana who was the girl sitting next to her.
“Is this the American boy you were telling me about?” Eliana asked audibly.
Celine introduced us. Apparently all of them share the same work at the restaurant. 
Eliana would proceed to ask me “What do you do for work?”
I would mention to her I was a lifeguard at the beach by the resort, to which she giggled and told me that I look like a lifeguard.  After I got to meet her I also introduced myself to the girl sitting next to Pete and Nicholas, when she got up I could see she was a few inches taller than me. She had pitch black hair, with these giant framed glasses, she looked like the evil headmistress from a kid's movie. 
“I’m Brad, I don’t think we’ve met.”
“Hello baby, I know all about you. Eliese has told me everything I need to know about “Big Bad”, I’m Millie.” she said in her richly thick accent, as she put both of her hands on my shoulders and caressed my arms.  
I would take a seat between Millie and this blonde girl who sat next to Liss, who was smoking a cigarette. Covering her arm was this elaborate tattoo of a tree branch that blossomed with flowers. I would ask her how she got it, and she mentioned how she was from Réunion Island and that’s where she got the tattoo. Liss introduced me to her, telling me her name was Esme and they met each other when they first started the program. 
“It’s nice to meet you.” She said in this smooth calming matter, from her slight gaze I couldn’t tell if she was high or if that was the whole nature of her character. I
I didn’t ask – more than anything hearing her talk was kind of relaxing. 
She would mention how Liss and her first met, when they both found out they were both roommates. As I listen to them, I would look over to find Charlie sitting by Lydia and Stephen laughing about something I didn’t quite catch. I let out this smile that I could’ve hidden all my life, thinking that this was everything I ever wanted — this right here. 
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The next morning came quickly; it was the first day of work. As soon as I got up from bed, I checked my phone for any messages or anything I might have missed. I opened the door of my room and simultaneously came out of her room was Emma. I asked her how orientation went, she then quickly brushed it off stating it was just “...Fine”. I dictated something might have been wrong, or possibly she was mad at me for some reason. I asked if she was alright, what came of that was her feelings of exclusion. As I twist the valve of the shower, with a towel hanging on my right shoulder. I lean by the bathroom door frame, listening to Emma as she brushes her teeth. 
“I’ve been trying to tell you this for a while, but I think you prefer you’re new friends over me.” She confesses as she spits the toothpaste foam in the sink.
I didn’t have the faintest idea why she was feeling this way. There were times where I didn’t spend time with her, but I would give rational explanations of the times we would spend time together. Her feelings weren't invalid, because who am I to tell someone how they should feel. Hearing the water coming from the shower, it kept reminding me that I couldn’t prolong Emma’s validation. Quickly I made the decision that after work we could get together, she appreciated the notion as it made her feel better. Once Emma accepted, I had to quickly close the door and step in the shower, with limited time left to spare. Wishing Emma a good day at work before I left, I went down to the same stop to hop on the same bus. Waiting patiently to find Charlie, anticipating if she will come on at the last minute. Instead the bus would drive off, and she would be nowhere in sight. There was this sense of disappointment — so little, that it was questionable why it even mattered. Maybe, it was just a nice idea that both of us saw each other again before our first day. The bus cleared up as soon as we stopped at the resort, with everyone walking down the same river rock pathway under the open-truss roofs. It did look quite off putting when a hotel guest would pass through a bunch of faced name-tags. Soon enough when everyone knew where they had to go, I passed through the marble fountain in the lobby to make my way down to the beach. There was someone standing on the tower leaning on the deck rail, I didn’t quite get a good look at them, until they hit the skids and ran over to me.
“You must be Brad” he said, as he ran his hand through his long curly blonde hair.
After he put his hat back on and shook my hand, he proceeded to tell me his name was Nate Miller and that he was my appointed trainer. 
He showed me around the tower that was set up for me, indicating every lifeguard was appointed their own tower. After we went through the coordinator office, which was just a small hut where all the guards got together for a team meeting. Nate put me through a series of training involving swimming 500 yards in the ocean, all within the span of fifteen minutes. By the time it was done I couldn’t feel my legs, grasping any ounce of air that as I panted. If that wasn’t enough, Nate tossed a brick in the water. Apparently, it was all part of the test that I had to dive in the water and carry a brick out. It was as if I tried out for the Navy Seals; but after the physical portion of my training was complete, I only had to practice CPR on the same salt water exposed manikin and respond to distress situations. All of which were Nate pretending to be a drowning victim (whether that was man or woman). The most tedious part of it all was the corny safety videos, and reading through the plethora of terms that had to be signed.
 Next thing I knew I was officially a part of the crew, I would ask Nate “What now?”.
Nate would mention how he had a break coming up, he wanted to spend that time sitting in foldable backpack chairs out by the tower. I would take him up on his offer to join him, as we both sat on the edge of the deck. Eating leftover watermelon slices he brought from his apartment, from what I learned he lived on the west side of horizons. He lived there alone, the apartment only had one bathroom, bedroom, and a kitchen all to himself. Any envy that I might have had was quickly diminished, when he told me that he had to pay more than the typical participant. It got me asking him why he decided to do the program? Nate thought Wish could give him an advancement in a career opportunity, or possibly network to get his small bakery business off the ground. It was his dream to have his own establishment, someplace very homely that was by the beach. 
“What about you?” he asked.
“It’s kind of silly.” I replied.
“C’mon, we all have a reason to be here.” 
I took a moment in hesitant silence, before I told him I wanted to write for the movies. How possibly if I worked here long enough, maybe I can secure an internship with Wish Productions. 
“Have you written anything?” he asked. 
Embarrassed by the realization that I didn’t pen a single word, let alone finish a page. I could see Nate was thinking about the next thing he was about to say. 
“Maybe, do you think you came here to find your story?” Nate stated.
I didn’t know how to quite process what he was trying to tell me, but after thinking about it and letting it sit with me — I understood quite clearly. 
	After work I would get on the bus that took me straight back to Horizons. Just as I was approaching the entry gate, two girls who looked vaguely familiar caught my eye.  The closer I walked in their direction the more vivid they became, it was Charlie and some other girl I’ve never seen before. Charlie showed her I.D to the security guard who had her sign a guest waiver. She then looked over to me as I’m still wearing red swimming trunks, flip flops, and a sand stained white t-shirt. 
“Brad!” she screamed in joy.
She held these plastic shopping bags full of alcohol, and asked me if I could help her carry some of the load. I told her I was more than happy too, as she passed them over to my hand. Charlie looks over to the blonde girl standing by her, who was completely confused as she didn’t know who I was. 
“Oh I forgot, this is my sister Jess.” she claimed.
“It’s nice to meet you, I’m Brad” I said as I introduced myself to her.
It was surprising from first glance, there were no similarities between the two sisters. I couldn’t even tell that they were related to one another. The differences were even more apparent as we all walked together to Charlie’s apartment, where I had time to get quickly acquainted with Jess. She would tell me about her work as a travel writer, and how she writes for this popular magazine company called “Layaway”. Where they just recently published an article she wrote, and how it was about pinpointing the best romantic getaways. From the way she talked and carried herself, it was noticeable Jess was quite shy. Not to the extent where you couldn’t get a word out of her, but she wasn’t the open mouthed extrovert her sister was. That wasn’t a flaw to her character, more than anything I found it quite nice to have a conversation with her.  Finally we arrived at Charlie’s apartment, where I set the beer on top of the kitchen countertop. I asked Charlie if she was having a party with the amount she bought, she would inform me how she’s having a pregame before going out to Wish’s infamous nightspot … WooHoo’s. A bar within The Waterfront Resort. From what she told me Lydia was coming along, and she was gonna ask me if we didn’t cross paths. 
“Well, good thing you caught me off of work.” I humorously remarked. 
“Oh yeah, how was work?” She asked.
I would go back to my whole day at work, just to tell her about it. Everything from my training, to getting to know some of my colleagues.
 Afterwards I asked her the same question, only for her to say “Absolute shit”.
Which had me inadvertently laughing from her reaction, from then on she went into a whole spiel of her first day on the job.
“You cannot believe the shit I dealt with and what they made me wear.” she roared.
She puts on her little white soda jerk hat for all of us to laugh at, but the way how it tilted on the edge of her head and fell off, made it even harder to keep on a straight face. To add onto her tirade, Charlie would tell us how her trainer was flirting with her. 
“Was he at least cute?” Jess asked.
I waited to hear her answer, only for her to swiftly respond “Oh no, far from it!
Changing the subject of the conversation, I asked Charlie if anyone else was coming along. She only knew that Lydia was going to join us for WooHoo’s, to be honest I was a little taken back — after last night, I didn't think she was ready for another round. The girls had to spruce up before the big night, which gave me time to go to my apartment and wash up my beach smell.
As soon as I open the door of my apartment, I see Emma on the living room couch watching some tv show on WishStream. She would grab the remote to pause the show, so she would tell me all about her first day at work. Emma would work at Emerald Gardens, a restaurant in the Enchant theme park. She would mention how there were a couple of cute girls who worked at the restaurant, as she mentions this to me I was turning on my shower. I would tell her that I was still listening, since the bathroom was straight across the kitchen and living room area. Emma could probably tell that I was getting ready to go out, though in her mind she thought I was acting upon my promise. Once she asked the question of what our plans were together, I slowly closed my mouth and clenched my teeth. Forgetting about my proposed idea, the thought of us spending any time completely faded away from my mind. I got out of the shower not saying a single word; Emma was getting the hint as I prolonged my silence, she stood by the edge of my door frame claiming that I forgot all about it. I apologize to her as I’m changing into a shirt from my drawers, having to see her disappointed made me feel even worse. 
“Why don’t you join me tonight at Woohoo’s.” I asked.
She tilted her head as she posed the question “Will your friends be there?”
“They will. You should meet them, I’m sure they’ll like you.” 
Emma wasn't fond of the idea of meeting these people, she expressed how she was alright and that I should go and have fun. I knew from the looks of her she was lying, and that she was upset I didn’t have her mind. Could I even blame her? I looked over at her as she continued to watch the show, thinking it would take a while before I say anything — that meant something to her.
I arrive at Charlie's apartment dressed for the occasion. After closing the door inaudibly, I hear the two sisters in the bathroom, as they look at themselves in the mirror putting on makeup. Jess had on a white bandeau top with her short hair done half up, while Charlie had her usual night outfit, a black sweetheart neckline top tucked underneath her cargo pants. Charlie and I would laugh at the fact she was using a hair curler.
“This is the first time I’m not seeing pinecones and twigs in your hair, you look like a grown up.” I quipped. 
Charlie was not keen on the idea of  putting herself together, she would hate the idea of painting her nails, or putting on eyeliner. As she would tell me of how repulsive that was to her, I looked over to Jess who kept tapping concealer on her chin (which had me intrigued). 
“You look good as well” I complimented Jess. 
She looked over to me with rosy cheeks in her smile, from the mirror reflection I could see Charlie look over to me as well. There was no telling what she was saying with her expression, it was as blank as a canvas. I asked Charlie where Stephen was and if he would join us, to avoid any silence that would linger in the room. She would inform me that he was not coming, and that he was working on his music. Stephen had his own music studio back at Montparnasse where he recorded demos. I would peek into Charlie’s room and watch him on his controller, moving his head with these big clunky headphones covering his ears. The room had two separate beds one for Charlie and one for Stephen, as I would sit down on the edge of his bed, I would feel something underneath the blanket I was sitting on. Curious what it was, I pulled out a pack of cigarettes from the shriveled blanket. Stephen sensed I was in the room; he looked over to me and took off the headphones that sat on top of his stained bucket hat. I asked him why he wasn’t coming with us, to which Stephen gave me a scant answer claiming he didn’t feel like going. I didn’t want to continue to ask him anything else, cause I didn’t want to push it. I knew something might have been troubling him and I wanted to fix it, simply because it made Charlie upset. 
“Let me know if you need anything, okay.” I told him in sincerity. 
Once I left Charlie’s room, opening the door was Lydia who showed up with a leather jacket and a black lace cami. She would pull out a bottle of vodka from her jacket, and pour each of us a shot to take. Jess would only do one drink, considering she had to fly back to work in Wilmington tomorrow. After that first bitter swallow, we were on our way to the resort bus that would take us to The Waterfront Resort. As we’re just about to approach the bus, Jess realized she left her wallet in the hotel she was staying at. I could see Charlie's aggravation become more apparent, as she groaned with eyes that rolled just before they shut. The bus was just about to leave and Jess would plead her sister to drive up back to the hotel room. The two were already in a dispute about being late and not making it, and I could see Lydia in the corner not being able to take her eyes off the bus. To prevent the situation from worsening, I shared the idea of taking back Jess so she wouldn’t be alone and we can meet up with them at the bar. Charlie calmed down as her and Lydia would quickly get on the bus, leaving me and Jess to drive up to The Staton Inn. I quietly sat in the passenger's seat looking over at Jess who hadn’t said a single word. 
“You okay?” I asked.
I could see Jess come undone as she would unload every pint up feeling that she wanted to blare out but couldn’t. The anger would flow fluently with every hurtful thing she could say about her sister, appended to how she was selfish, and acts like a cruel bitch. I would tell Jess how she probably didn’t mean any of the things she was saying, proposing that she was emotional at the moment. The more I would try to calm her down, it was as if the more she lost her temper. In an unfitted rage she detested Charlie for causing her accident, I hadn’t had the faintest clue to what she was referring too. Back in college Charlie would drive back to her parents house from the bar, Jess would accompany her in the front seat. Jess was also intoxicated at the time; As Charlie got behind the wheel and drove through the midnight roads in a daze, they eventually crashed into a truck that was making a right-of-way. The two woke up in a hospital just by Wrightsville, Charlie suffered from a head injury with minor cuts and bruises. While Jess on the other hand was more severely injured. Gouging wounds covered Jess’s face, as gauze was wrapped around it. Charlie witnessed the result of her destruction, as she stared at her unconscious sister, lying on a mattress in the ICU. 
There was nothing I couldn’t say, my mouth was completely sewn shut from what I’ve heard. Once we stopped at the hotel parking lot, I would wait in the car with Jess as she gathered her thoughts. The space got tighter and more uncomfortable, as I kept dreading for her to open the door. We got to the lobby and I’m standing by Jess as she’s asking for her room key. Apparently she left her key at the front desk so she wouldn’t forget it. After she shows her I.D and answers what room number she was appointed for, the front desk hands her the key and we take the elevator to the fifth floor. I followed Jess to room 534 where she inserted the key card into the reader. The moment I stepped foot I was dumbfounded at the luxurious comfort of her stay. 
“Your company paid for this?” I asked her, as I looked around the room. 
Jess would tell me how the company would pay for her travels, and let her stay in these hotels around different parts of the world. 
“You wanna tell me how I can get a job like that.” I humorously thought out-loud.
Jess would lie down on her bed, with her arms stretched way out and eyes completely closed. “I don’t wanna go out with her tonight” she expressed under her breath.
Looking over to her while sitting on the other side of the bed, I would note that she didn’t have to go – but her sister would be disappointed. Jess’s hands covered her face, detailing why it was not a good idea. Everything from having work the next day, feeling pressure to go, having a boyfriend that was not okay with the idea in the first place. I lie down next to her, wanting to know more about this mysterious boyfriend and why he took shame upon her being here. Over in Wilmington Jess met this guy named Daniel, who she briefly mentioned was always on and off with her. When they were together at first everything was normal, he was a nice guy who treated her well. But over time his behavior flipped, progressively he started to become more possessive over her. Who she hangs out with, where she goes, and the constant texts and calls every second. Charlie was never fond of Daniel and his relationship with Jess, maybe she saw the signs and thought back to her relationship. We would talk for hours, ordering room service champagne and drinking it out of those plastic cups that were wrapped behind the coffee maker. Time would pass through, the mere idea of going to the bar would slip through my head. All I could want was for this moment to last, laughing at embarrassing stories, sharing intermediate details with one and other. It was just a genuine connection; something I never attended when coming down here, but surely it was unexpected and longed for. 
“Can I ask you something?” Jess said.
“Ask me anything.” I replied without hesitation. 
“What is it with you and my sister?” she asked.
I didn’t know what she was insinuating or what was behind the surface of that question. So I kept looking at her confused with nothing to say, which lent Jess to explain what she truly meant. She would mention how Charlie would sleep with a lot of men, and how she went out of her way to not connect. She would walk through life numb, whether that’s  getting black out drunk at some random bar, taking copious amounts of drugs, or having meaningless sexual encounters. Jess would hone on the qualities that would make anyone disgusted, to help her understand — I could only name the qualities that were admirable.  
“I think… The reason I like spending time with her is — because — she’s the best thing that ever happened to me.” 
Jess would continue to listen to me, on how before I came to Florida there was no life for me back in Washington. Charlie would accept me for who I was, and there was complete happiness because I was allowed to be who I was. No shame, no disgust, unlike a lot of people who’d only seen that. I came to Wish scared of bonding with anyone, but with her — it was like I could let go of any fear or insecurity that I’d buried. There was a choking in my throat as I confessed all of these muttered thoughts and feelings, as if my head fought with my heart.  
Jess took a beat, she would interrupt her own silence by asking, “So what do you want from her?”.
I simply put it as… “I just hope I can continue being in her life.”.
There’s a part of me that believes Jess understood everything that I was telling her, but I knew she couldn’t fathom the concept of genuine care. It broke my heart to see her long for that feeling or for it to be shared with her. The moment she fell asleep, I picked up my phone to receive numerous text messages from Charlie. All of which consisted of “WHERE R U?”, “HURRY PLZ!”, or “CALL ME!”. Looking through my missed calls, I saw she tried reaching out to me five times. Immediately I tried to call her back, it didn’t take long for her to answer. It was hard to hear her over the blatant roar of the music, and Lydia screaming in Charlie’s ear. 
“Where are you?” She asked with her finger pressed against her ear. 
Explaining the situation of why I was still in the hotel with Jess didn’t matter, because Charlie couldn’t hear a single word I was saying. 
“You need to come down here!” was the last thing she said before the call ended. 
I waited in the lobby hoping the ride I ordered on my phone would come sooner. I would make sure before I left to put breakfast for Jess on my card, after the front desk put it in I left straight away. Hopping in the back of the car and telling the driver to drop me off at Woohoo, didn’t speed things up necessarily — matter of fact it only slowed me down.  Waiting for the traffic light to turn green, Charlie would receive a text explaining how I was on my way. Just as the light turned green, there would be those three dots within that little text bubble. I stare at my phone waiting for what she’s writing, only for that message to go away. Questioning why she didn’t want to finish her message, the thought didn’t matter once I got the resort. Tipping the driver on my way out the car, I would run past the white railings leading to the shingle-covered lakeside hotel. I had never been to the hotel before, but as I looked around my eyes stuck to the Stick Style lobby, and the nautical blue-and-beige palette that carried across the sprawling resort.
Finally I saw a backdoor at the end of the lobby, that door would take me to the promenade of the Waterfront. Reminiscent of Cape Town, strung above the water were gift shops and the infamous Wish ferris wheel. The lake would shimmer under the lantern heads and you can hear the sound of a circus march. I would pass through a carnie who would juggle fire, just to make it in time to the bar that was in my sights. Nothing was in sight besides the bar counter, everything was completely dark but I could feel the crowd, from shoulder to shoulder.  The bartender would open up my tab to a gin and tonic, as he slid it across the table my eyes kept wandering to find Charlie. 
I heard her voice from the corner of my right ear, exulting “Brad, you came!”. Making me turn my head to the direction from which her voice emerged, Charlie would come up the stairs below the bar counter, where she and Lydia sat at a table facing the band on stage. It was no mystery why it took so long for me to find her, when she showed me the table it was completely covered in darkness with no glint of light. 
“Since you’re here let me buy you a shot.” She said. 
“I mean – I just bought a drink, you don’t have too.” I kindly bleeded, as she was buying the drink. 
The bartender slid us four shots of tequila, all of which were forty dollars that blew my mind.  Two for me and two for her, she picked up at the glass and looked over to me expecting me to pick it up when she did. Once I picked up my shot and held it up for cheers, Charlie would instruct we take it on three. After our clockdown we “lick, shoot, and sucked.” A sequence where we first lick the salt off the rim, shoot our drinks down, and suck on the lime for flavor.  All of which had us meet a bittersweet aftertaste, with my hand curled into a fist covering my mouth, while she exhaled, shaking her head. 
“That was intense, what was that?” I asked.
“I think I asked for a reposado.” She replied.
“You couldn’t even ask for a blanco!” I joked as she responded with a smile I haven’t seen before. For the first time I could see dimples in her cheeks when she smiled, a warmly cute feature I hadn’t noticed before. Suddenly we could hear the band playing a new song, the lead started singing “Beautiful Soul” by Jesse McCartney. 
Charlie elated as she screamed  “This is my favorite song!” 
Finishing my tonic that was beginning to foam a ring on the counter, I took Charlie’s hand suggesting we dance to the song. She was hesitant, clarifying she wasn’t a good dancer. 
“It’s okay, I’m not that good either..” I said as I pulled her hand to the dance floor.
With my hand holding her hand up, we let the music take us away. Swaying slowly together, I could see her cheeks turn rosy with eyes locked on the floor. I take her arm and raise it, spinning her around the floor, she let out this childish laughter where you can barely hear a hidden snort. I use my other hand on her back to guide her into a dip, as she hangs below with her hair touching the floor, I quickly pick her back up and a rush of energy flowed through both of us. With her arm still in the air, I lowered it to my shoulder, Charlie took her other arm to interlock both of her hands around my neck. Our eyes lingering on one another, she breaks our mutual gaze, only to rest her head on my chest. Gently holding her with both hands slightly above her waist, the only thing I thought at that moment was … if only this could last forever.
“Thank you.” I whispered to her. 
“For what?” She asked in confusion. 
“I guess for everything, I didn’t know what to expect when I came down here. But, I’m glad I did — you’re the best thing to happen to me” Meaning every word I said, I could feel her smile on my shirt. 
“Jess still okay?” she asked.
I would tell Charlie that her sister is still in the hotel room and she fell asleep.  Before that she would share some stories to me, Charlie wanted to know what Jess shared with me. To rest assure her worries, I didn’t tell her anything except the things I heard about Daniel. Her face contorted into a scowl, emanating the hatred she had for this man. 
“What did he do?” I questioned.
Charlie was about to answer until Lydia came out of nowhere, running towards the both of us yelling “What are you two doing, you're dancing without me!?” Charlie then took her hands off me, distancing herself and giving her full attention to Lydia. She would tell her nothing was going and that I just brought her down to watch the band. There was no reason for her to lie about it, maybe the idea of me and her together was embarrassing. After Charlie got a few drinks at the bar and Lydia got her dance with me, we all walked out of the resort.  Getting Lydia in the car was the most tricky part, from singing on top of a bench in Waterfront Park, to riding a bicycle on the promenade (Which was a mystery to how she even got it or who it even belonged to). Charlie and I would help her into the back of the car, with the thought of “how are we gonna get her back to her apartment). 
Our driver eventually gets us to Sandpiper, I get out of the car with Charlie so the both of us can carry Lydia. We take the elevator to the third level, we would stand holding Lydia thinking to ourselves “can this elevator go any slower”. Opening the door to her apartment, we found Eliese was already sitting on the couch watching TV.  With the living room lamp it made a better effort, than me trying to find a way to see last time. Eliese later helped us by setting Lydia on her bed, she would ask us why her friend drank so much as if we were to blame. Charlie would explain how we were just having fun before she left the apartment, while Eliese stood behind the corner of the room, watching me gently putting a blanket on top of Lydia. I apologize to Eleise for any disturbance tonight and how it was not my intention.  
“No, Bad, thank you so much. You’re such a good friend.” She said with every word spoken in sincerity. 
I smiled back at her, feeling nothing but the utmost warmth from her compassion. But, I could feel a sense of disheartenment, when she changed the tone of her face. Ready for what she was about to say next, with every thought crossing my mind that ended badly. 
Expectations were only appeased, when she told me “It’s not you I’m worried about, it’s Charlie.”
“Why?” I asked her.
Eliese went on to break down a moment at the club, when I went back to take Lydia to her apartment. Apparently, Charlie was drinking too much, so Alex and Andre sought an opportunity to invite her back to their place. Expressing her concerns, Eliese grabbed hold of Charlie’s arm and demanded that she needs to go back home with her. I guess at that moment Charlie snapped at Eliese, yelling to her that she’s an annoying little bitch and needs to let go. With eyes widened and my mouth open, I was in utter shock hearing the most grotesque things she would say.
“Quit acting like you give a shit, and get the fuck off of me!” Eliese replicated Charlie’s words. 
I didn’t say … a single …word. I stood there with my hand over my mouth in complete silence, horrified from the story I heard. There were so many thoughts swarming in my head, I didn’t have time to properly conduct an actual sentence. Eliese continued, stating how she cried all the way back to her apartment. I tried to plead that Charlie didn’t mean anything she said and she had way too much to drink. At the same time my heart broke for Eliese and what she went through that night.
“The things she said about you Bad.” Eliese mentioned.
“What did she say about me?” I asked.
Eliese would look up to me, and in Charlie’s words claimed that I was nothing more then some fucking idiot who will follow her around, because I’m lonely and will never have anybody or anyone. When I heard these words I completely shut down, my eyes shot straight to the ground with every part of my body turning cold and stiff. Eliese put her hand on my arm, but I couldn’t look at her. She went up to me and put her arms around me, lowering my neck so my chin could sit on her hair. I put my arms around her and we both embrace each other tightly. I left Eliese and Lydia’s apartment, not even wanting to go near the door across from theirs. I took a long walk to get back to my apartment, strolling by the walkway, the water from the lawn sprinklers graze my shoes. I sat down on the bench facing the courtyard, where I heard a million voices and thoughts swirling in my head. Because it was too quiet outside, I couldn’t hear anything else. 
November 13, 2023 After class, I got a text from Luke stating we needed to talk. I didn’t know if this was an emergency, or if he was being overly dramatic for something so little. He told me to meet him at Brothers & Brew,  a local coffee shop in the campus neighborhood, where most students would meet up to study or get together. By the window at the end corner of the shop, sitting at a two seat table was Luke. I shortly glance at him from outside as I walk to the front door. Every small bar with seating was filled, and a large community table in the middle of the space was crowded with college girls and laptops wide open. You expect a place like this to be quiet, instead I could barely hear myself talk over the sounds of a blender. Waving over to Luke he sees me coming, he already has a full steaming cup on the table. I don’t know how long he’s been waiting there? I take out the chair across from him and put my flake covered coat over it. Luke asks me if I want anything to drink, which I politely decline but appreciate the gesture. I then asked him why he wanted to talk to me, he took a long pause touching the beanie on his head before he answered. 
“I wanted to ask you, if there was anything going on?” he said.
Confused, I asked him “going on with what?”
“Anything going on with you and Britney?” he clarified as his eyes never leave me.
“No, why would you ask me that?” 
I knew what Luke was talking about the moment he raised suspicion, but the more he went into detail about how he looked at Britney’s phone, while she was in the shower. Reading the texts we send to one another, the more tense I became, nerving myself for what may come next. From everything he told me, Luke knew what happened at the party. Trying to explain the whole situation of why she kissed me, and why she feels comfortable messaging me. 
“So that gives you the right to do what you did?” Luke blustered.
I tried to convince him again and repeated that she kissed me, apologizing that it happened in the first place. He got closer to me, with a  seething tone in his voice explaining how the kiss is not what he’s angry about. With no clue to what he’s talking about, I tried to look back at any point of time where I instigated his anger towards me, or betrayed our friendship… I couldn’t think of a single thing. So I just sat looking at him dumbfounded, hoping if I sat there long enough he would reveal what’s bothering him. He didn’t, instead he stood up from his seat and presented himself in a calming professional manner. Luke tugged his coat and just as he’s about to leave the table, he stands over me with eyes glared down as if I disappointed him.
 “I don’t want you anywhere near me, or her ever again. Don’t talk to me, this will be the last time.” he said so clearly, so harshly, and so precisely, it was hard to miss it. 
Just as he’s about to leave for the door, I quickly got up and grabbed his arm telling him to wait. Quickly Luke turns around and hits me in the face, I knew every part of him wanted to do it. As I fell on the floor with blood dripping down my nose, I could sense everyone was watching us. Luke walked out the door with no hesitation on looking back. I had a few students who helped me up, asking “Are you okay?” or “what the hell was that all about?”. I had nothing to say, as I was leaving out the door heading the opposite direction as Luke. While walking back to my apartment, my head filled with crowded thoughts on the incident that just occurred. I replayed it over and over again, rationalizing why he did it. I could hear Britney’s voice as well, telling me how good of a friend I was and that she was happy to have me in her life. When I got to my apartment, I collapsed on the white sheets and comforter of my bed. Only then could I overthink myself to sleep, only dreaming of brief moments from my life. The time I met Kate, it was after one of the first games of freshman season. When she smiled it could light up a room, it was truly infectious and one of her many qualities that could make me blush. After every game there would be parties held in chapter houses, and a lot of girls would come to the fraternity’s since they weren’t allowed to host parties. From what I remembered it was the middle of the night, and I would pass the Alpha Delta Phi house on the sidewalk. There was this girl with her cheer uniform still on, by the wrought iron fence vomiting past the panels. Nobody was around, so I went through the gate and held up her hair as she kept vomiting. At this moment, I’ve never met this girl in my life and this was our first time meeting. She would wipe off the puke from her cherry red lips, and apologized to me which I laughed at since it was unnecessary. I asked her if she’s alright and if she needed me to call her a ride. She would look at me with suspicion, to which I explained I would call her a cab from my phone and it could only take her there. She gave me that radiant smile of hers and asked me what my name was. I told her my name and then pulled out my phone so she could put in her address on the app. I would wait on the curb with her, she put her head on my shoulder and I would continuously check my phone for when the car would arrive at our location. Once the driver came to pick her up, I put my Eagle’s hoodie on her for warmth as she sat in the backseat. I gave her my phone number, so she could tell me if she got home safe. She looked at me with these puppy dog eyes, gave me a kiss on the cheek, and just before her driver took off she uttered “... I will never forget you”.
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It was October 8th, my birthday today. I woke up to the notifications on my phone, taking off my eye mask and ear plugs, I looked at my screen to see who was texting me. I was delighted by the amount of people who wished me a happy birthday, from my parents, my brother, Eliese, Lydia, Nate, and even Charlie. Though, there was a part of me that was still thinking about what I was told last night. I left Charlie’s message on read, and thanked everyone else. I would get up to take a hot shower, with steam fogging the entire bathroom. As I scrubbed the soap of my skin with a loofah, singing to the songs of Tate Cilantro that would play on my speaker. A dark silhouette behind the shower curtain enlarged, with a hand that would creep up and grab hold of the curtain. Not paying any attention to what was going on behind me, due to the fact I was closing my eyes and using a shampoo bottle as a microphone. The curtain spread wide open, revealing the person behind the curtain to be Emma. We both screamed in utter horror as we looked at one another, judging from the headphones in her ears I’m guessing she didn’t hear me or notice I was in the shower. As I continued to scream with a complete high-pitch, and cover the parts of my body she didn’t need to see with a loofah. Emma runs out the door apologizing. Feeling thoroughly embarrassed about what just happened, I pull back the curtains to hide myself. 
As I stood there in silence for a minute still covering my genitals, I heard Emma by the bathroom door say “Happy Birthday.” In the most awkward and shy way possible. 
I stood there not knowing what to say except “... Thank you.”
After I got done with the shower and wrapped a towel around my waist, I opened the door and saw Emma by the bathroom sink brushing her teeth. I didn’t say anything to her, and she didn’t say anything to me. When I went into my room and got dressed for work, I could still hear her from the closed door. She was in a way more friendlier mood than usual, asking me questions of how my night was or how my friends were. I walked out of my room with my Wish lifeguard hoodie and my bright red shorts, I leaned by my door frame spinning my whistle necklace on my finger. I told her how everything was okay, but she could sense some hesitation in my voice. She would ask me if anything was going on, which got me to confess what was on my mind. I explained to Emma the whole situation of what I was told last night, to which she shared the same expression I had (the first time I heard it). Emma would tell me how those actions were not acceptable, and that didn’t matter if she was drunk. 
My roommate did have a good point, when she posed the theory “When people are drunk, sometimes they reveal who they truly are. What if that’s how she truly feels?” 
It did get me thinking, does Charlie repress more hate than she evokes and is that the way she sees me? 
It was my first time on duty, the sands of the beach filled my sandals as I walked to my tower. The sun hits the tint of my sunglasses, when I look over the shore and see couples sitting on the same towel. I couldn’t get the thought Emma implanted in my head out, no matter how hard I tried. Looking at guys chasing their girls down only to grab em’ and share a kiss by the water. Or even married women with their husband and child walking together, holding hands as they examine the beauty of where they’re at. Everywhere, every corner, the thought would never go away and it kept eating me. Then for a brief moment … I thought she was on the beach, so I looked closer to examine the woman jogging. When she passed through my sight, I realized it was just a girl who looked like her. The only thing that interrupted my cloud of Charlie, was the call of a seagull who stood inches away from me. It’s feet sharing the same railing I rest my arms on, we both look at each other for a minute until it flies away. That wasn’t the only thing that caught me off guard, approaching my station was Nate on an ATV. He would walk up the gangway, with a plastic container full of cake. I would get out the chairs in the tower and put them out, then both of us would watch the beach. Nate would tell me how he made the cake himself, spending all night on it, as he proceeded to pull plastic forks out of his pocket. We delved into the cake passing it to each other, each taking a bite out of it. I guess anytime we got hungry for it, we would say “Cake” and then had to pass it to the person who said it. As we were talking, a little kid came up to us. What stood out to me was that he walked all the way up the tower, and stood in front of Nate. At first I was thinking why is this 10 year old kid doing up here, and why is Nate allowing him to come up here.
“Are there any girls around here or did you scare them away?” the kid taunted.
“Hey, Max. Where’s your dad, did he leave you again? ” Nate snarked.
“Dad’s on a busy trip in Milan, probably buying his fourth vacation home. How many vacation homes do you have?” the kid asked insultingly. 
“Just one to get away from you.” Nate replied.
There would be so many questions I had, as I’m watching these two go back and forth.
This kid would quickly glance at me before remarking “See you got a new guy, training him to be here forever like you.”
Clearly that was enough for Nate to get irritated with this kid, as he says “Get out of here you little dweeb!” 
“See ya later chicken shiznits!” was the final thing this kid said before he ran off.
“I hate the kid.” Nate muttered.
I would ask him what the whole exchange was about, to which he and this kid named Max had this rivalry going on for a while. Apparently, from what I gathered his dad owns a lot of property in the Florida area. So he and his mom would come up here and rent out some of the Wish hotels. From what he told me that’s all I knew, and I didn’t ask him anything else. I just sat there and dismissed it like it was no big deal, and the two of us were back to eating cake and people watching. The more I stood there in quiet contemplation, not initiating any sort of conversation. Nate gathered there was something on my mind that I wasn’t telling him about. He would ask if there was anything going on, to which I gave him the whole spiel about Charlie. Everything from what Eliese told me, to her sister, and what I knew about her in general. 
“You know what I think … Cake.” Nate asked as he disrupted his own sentence. 
I passed the cake to Nate, hoping after his bite he can tell me his thoughts on the situation. 
“I think you should talk to her about it. Tell her how it made you feel.” He imputed.
Nate would theorize how Charlie drank so she wasn’t in her right mind, and people have different sides to them when under the influence. That and she probably has a thing involving reverse abandonment issues. I had no idea what that even meant, until he brought up points including: her past about her ex, how she’s always getting shit-faced and always down for whatever someone else is doing. Analyzing her behavior, gave him the idea that she wants meaningless connection without getting too attached. She could be in a situation where it could demean her in some fashion, and she could brush it off like it’s no big deal. But anytime where someone presents themselves like they care, or if they are in a situation where it’s comfortable — she doesn’t like it. 
“It’s like an abused dog if you think about it. If the mailman or some kid riding a bike comes up to it trying to pet it, that dog is gonna fuck em up. But that owner who comes home everyday, beats the shit outta that dog and sits on the couch drinking himself to sleep every night. That dog is gonna scratch the door wanting to come inside, and snuggle up with his fucked up ass.” Nate specified.
It was a really crazy and kinda messed up metaphor, at the same time I saw his point. Nate then proposed that the two of us should attend “Scream–O–Ween”, only for me to invalidate it. Suggesting how ticket prices were too expensive, and I couldn’t even come near to affording them. It’s then Nate slightly lifts up from his seat, pulling out two tickets from his pocket.
“You can always use my tickets.” he said boldly as he passed me the tickets.
I hesitated on taking them, as I grabbed them slowly in disbelief. “I can’t take these,” I told him.
Originally, Nate was supposed to go with this friend of his who backed out at the last minute. So he came to the conclusion he didn’t want to go, and decided to give them to me (seeing how they weren’t refundable).
“Nate, I– I don’t know what to say?” 
“Just a thank you will do.” he said as he pats me on my back.
I looked at him with no words to be formed, stunned by the sheer kindness. Dropping in at this moment was another lifeguard, who would stand below the tower deck, with her arm around the railing. Her body faced the ocean, with sights coming back to us then the water. With one leg crossed to the other and her right hand on her hip, she presented herself in such a jovial way, with her wide smile that went ear to ear.
“Whatcha guys doing?” she asked as she looked at us with huge sunglasses covering her eyes.
Nate kept it brief by claiming he was just hanging out with the new guy, her arm would go through the dock railing, so she can shake my hand. Her name was Casey James, a bubbly blonde, who was around the same age as me and Nate. From the way those two talked to each other, I could tell there was cordial history and that she’s been here for a long time. From what I knew about her she was pursuing her degree at Penn State, while continuing to be part-time. As she and Nate are both having a conversation, Nate decided to include her in my situation. The fact that he would share this to a girl I just met made me feel embarrassed, it also invoked the blushing on my face. 
“Pay very close attention to what I’m about to say, cause I’m gonna provide you with some girl wisdom.” Casey ordered.
We both looked at her with intent of listening, but before she gave her input — we had to give her a piece of cake. Nate ( who held the container ) passed it below to Casey in negotiation for her insight. 
She would borrow his fork and as she was chewing on her piece, she said “You definitely need to talk to her about this.”
“That’s what I told him!” Nate interrupted. 
Letting herself finish, she continued “Even though she probably doesn’t want to talk.”
“Why?” I asked. 
“She will feel bad about it, and avoid accountability leading to awkwardness. Or, she said all that to masquerade some shit she does not want off her chest.” Casey pointed out.
“Like what type of shit?” I questioned.
She would make clear how “Maybe something else was bothering her. I mean we’re not all ourselves when we’re drunk, saying things we don’t mean.” she then mentioned how “Clearly it’s bothering you, and clearly you’re in love with her.”
I stopped her immediately “Woah, woah,woah, I’m not in love with her!”. 
The two of them look back at me pulling down their sunglasses, glaring at me with judgement. I tried to convince them that in no shape or form I had feelings towards my friend. I could see it didn’t matter what I said, they wouldn’t believe a single word. 
“He is.” Casey said to Nate.
“I’m not.” I repeated.
“He is.” Nate said to Casey.
“What is wrong with you two?” I jokingly asked them. 
They did make a good point, how could I know if she truly felt that way — if I didn’t talk to her. I would make it a point to visit her at the restaurant when I was on my break. I stepped inside the restaurant with my sandy flip flops, and as I looked around I caught her serving drinks to a mid-aged couple sitting in a booth. She would messily tie her hair in a tail, and dressed in complete black from head to toe, to match her apron that she kept notepad in. I would walk up to her, playfully enacting as a customer who hasn’t gotten his order and needs help. Her amusement  resulted in this infectious smile. Wishing me a happy birthday yet again, even though she texted it. The older couple also congratulated me on the celebration, which I thought was kind and a little peculiar. They would ask us if we were together which made me and Charlie laugh, as we told the two how we weren’t dating. It certainly got Charlie to put her focus back on her job, as she would bus tables. As I followed her to the next booth where she picked up dirty dishes, I proposed the idea of Scream–O–Ween. She professed how the idea was not feasible, considering she couldn’t get tickets. Her eyes enlarged when I pulled Nate’s tickets out of the pocket of my red hoodie.  
“How did you…?” She couldn’t even finish her question.
I explained to her that it was a gift from a friend, and that I came here to ask if she could come. Charlie looked over her shoulder, uncertain if she could make it. But she wouldn’t say no, she would try to ask for an early shift leave. As soon as the sun dropped, I would wait for her. Standing in the sand with my eyes stuck on the stars, and how their murky reflection would wash away from the tides. There was no text or call from her, which kept my mind occupied as I stared blankly at the night sky. Even though I didn’t hear anything, something told me to look over to my right. Looking over I see Charlie approaching me, she came down the steps that led to the outside bar of the restaurant. Dawning not her work uniform, but a red and black plaid shirt tied around her jeans, so that all was showing was a white top. We took a walk to the porte cochere, where a Wish bus would take us to Enchant. As we stood at the stop, Charlie explained how she got off early. Detailing how she was close with her boss, so he let her go early and that there were enough people to close the restaurant. I didn’t know what she meant by “close”, so I asked if they knew each other prior or maybe they were close friends. She wouldn’t get too specific about it, by leaving as they were just being casual. I had no clue what that insinuated, so I let it go and didn’t ask anything else about it. We both would wait there for what felt like hours, later we discovered that the bus was canceled. Usually these stops have tv screens mounted on the walls, where it gives a schedule of the buses and where they’re heading. I ordered us a ride on my phone, seeing how the nearest driver was only twelve minutes away from our location. As we sat together on the bench, waiting for our driver, I would ask Charlie if she remembered anything from the night we went to “Special Nights”. She gave me the answer I expected, how she didn’t remember anything and that she was absurdly drunk. 
“Why do you ask?” she questioned.
I shouldn’t have lied when I told her “Oh no reason.”
Our conversation would end once our driver arrived, his presence was known quickly. The radio that blasted hip hop was so loud you can hear from ten miles away. The driver would roll down the passenger window, as he did smoke fumes would be released from his car. He asked if I was Brad and if this was the ride I ordered, wary about telling him I indeed was the one who ordered the ride. 
Me and Charlie both looked at each other in startlement before hopping in the car. As we stopped at a red light, the driver would ask if we wanted a hit at whatever he was smoking. We both politely declined, but informed him he’s free to smoke as he puffs out of his window.  
“You guys are cool, you know that” our driver said under the influence.
As we waited for the light to turn green on the empty road, our driver would ask how long we’ve been together, assuming that the both of us were a couple. Charlie and I would illuminate the situation, at the same time we voiced how much we were “not … together”. The light would finally switch to green and as our driver took his foot off the brake, he’d look over to us with eyes completely off the road. Commenting how we were both young, and how young people shouldn’t be in a relationship. Wanting to tell him to look back at the road, he turned his head back to the front windshield, before I said anything. He continued to expand on his opinion as he went into his life story, how he was a whore back in the day and got his girlfriend pregnant back in high school. Charlie and I did our best to hide our laughter, as both of us covered our smiles with our palms. We would pass a giant blue Wish road sign on the freeway, directing that Enchant park was on the next right. There would be numerous times where our driver missed a turn he had to make, it’s only when we mention it to him – he would make a detour. For all I knew he just wanted to extend the drive, so he can explain why he’s paying child support. The moment that stuck out the most, was when he told us what a “scratch and sniff” were. Stuck at the very end of the fleet, leading all the way down to The sign that welcomes visitors to Enchant Park. Under the purple arches and green lettering, parking attendants scan printed tickets. Usually one of the attendants gives you directions on where to park, and give a visitor their appointed spot. But with us it was entirely different, transportation like a cab or mobile ride were dropped off at the front of the park. Charlie couldn’t wait to get out of the car; As soon as he stopped at the front entrance and wished us a good night, she unbuckled her belt and left the car immediately. I wasn’t as obvious about it, thanking the driver for the kind words and leaving the car as if nothing happened. We both walked to the front entrance of the park, our laughs escalated to tears as we tried to catch our breaths. 
“That was the most uncomfortable ride I ever had.” Charlie stated as she tried to compose herself.
“I’m so sorry” I humorously apologized. 
Enchant was completely re-done for the halloween season, the whimsical themed park was no more. The Enchant arch entrance was replaced with red ominous neon lights mounted on trusses. The iconic monument of the crystal palace, now colored red with fog machines giving the park it's spooky thematic effect. Actors dressed as ghouls and zombies would walk past us, as we both strolled around the park. Charlie would scream and grab my arm, as a guy dressed as a monster would jump out at her. She would give me a jolt when scared, causing me to burst out cackling. 
“Fuck you Brad, that’s not funny!” she remarked as she playfully hits me on my shoulder.
I wiped the tears from my eyes before replying “It kinda was”.
Our first stop was “Cirque Du Scare”, a haunted house designed as a circus tent from the outside. From the back of the line you can hear the sounds of chainsaws, screaming, and clown laughter. We both looked at the line wait time and saw it would take an hour, before we stepped foot in the attraction. We asked ourselves if it was worth waiting that long, but Charlie proposed an alluring idea. She thought if we grabbed drinks first and came back to the line afterwards, maybe the wait time could change. In full support of her suggestion, we agreed to stop at “The Boo’s Bar”. A little kiosk that was only ten minutes away from the hub of the haunted attractions. Standing by the counter ordering cocktails, I look over my right to see one of the employees pull out bottled water from the ice-filled cooler, which looked exactly like a coffin. What even surprised me more was when the girl brought us our drinks, our price on the tablet came to thirty dollars. More than happy to pay for it, Charlie takes out her credit card paying for both drinks. Begging her to not pay for my half and that she wasn’t obligated to pay for the drinks. Charlie would make an argument for how she should pay, because it was my birthday and it was the least she could do. There was nothing I could do about it now, her card was already in the reader. Every time I tried to take it out, she would slap my hand viciously, making the girl behind the counter laugh. Once we saw that little green check mark that said “approved” on the screen, we took our drinks and walked back to the houses. We took the long way crossing the bridge, so we can look through the park street. Admiring the string lights that webbed around the gift shops, and giant animatronic monsters displayed at every corner. I took a sip of my drink thinking it looked awful, but tasting way better than I expected. I had no idea why a dead cockroach was part of the drink, having no idea if it was fake and some kind of garnishment, or if it was edible. Either way I wasn’t trying it and threw it out of my drink, enjoying what I can from it. As we walked throughout the park, we would talk for what felt like hours on top of hours. I can’t exactly remember where we started, it was one of those conversations where it started one way and veered off into another direction. At one point we talked about our new jobs and our co-workers. Charlie would tell me about this girl she works with named Jane. There would be this whole incident where one guy tried to tip Charlie, and since Wishmakers are prohibited to take tips Jane would look around the room. Trying to spot if there was a manager or employee nearby, so that Charlie could take the tip all to herself. 
“Did you?” I asked her with a smile.
“No, but I swear to god every part was telling me to do so.” she replied. 
After laughing at her humorous response, I told her how appreciative I was that she came with me. Through her smile I could see she was delighted, she expressed how she wouldn’t miss it for the world. As soon as she finished her drink, there was still the thought of what she said, scratching in the back of my head. I would ask her if she remembered anything from “Special Nights”, Charlie couldn’t remember too much, nothing that points to her exchange with Eliese. 
“Why?” she asked.
I didn’t blatantly detail what she said, but I kept vague by insinuating that she hurt Eliese with some hurtful words. Charlie then got this look of discovery, mentioning how Eliese wasn’t texting her back. At first she didn’t know why, speculating that possibly Eliese was upset with her.
“What did I say, I need to know!?” she yearningly asked. 
“I don’t know if I should tell you, it’s pretty bad.” I told her.
I could see that she never meant any of those spiteful things she said. Trying to spare her from the embarrassment, I kept a few certain words out, giving only a brief but basic summary to that night. Charlie would put her hands over her face, feeling every bit of regret for what she did. I would watch her take out her phone and apologize to Eliese on text, detailing how she was sorry, that Eliese was a good friend, and how she doesn’t want to lose her. Eliese quickly texted back stating that she forgives her and is just worried about her. Charlie attributed her behavior to her drunken alter ego “Psycho Sarah”, someone you never want in your vicinity.  Once we hit the back of the line for Cirque Du Scare, having to wait forty minutes to even step foot in the house. I would hear the most horrifying stories of Psycho Sarah, one of the highlights was back in Wilmington when Charlie was just fresh from her breakup. A guy tried to flirt with her and buy her a drink, from the description of the story apparently the guy got too handsy. Psycho Sarah screamed at him with foam rolling down her mouth and bloodshot eyes, like a wild animal that had rabies. From one story after the other, laughing at each one, I was in disbelief at the life she lived.  Even though the things she chose to share, would be enough to make anyone concerned. There was something comforting about the openness, I didn’t know if she was just unreserved or if there was a closeness to us. After the line shortened we walked into the red and white striped tent, having nothing to see but the darkness. We followed the couple in front of us, hoping that they knew where to go. We had actors dressed like clowns jumping from the shadows left and right, Charlie grabbing hold of me with screams that were shared from both of us. The tour took us through a maze of mirrors, where our vision became more clear as red lights illuminate from the floor. Dark silhouettes past our reflections, still walking behind the couple who were equally as scared. We all could hear the sounds of an air horn accompanying a child’s laugh. Chasing us was a clown behind me and Charlie holding a prop chainsaw. Leading us to the next part of the house, which was this broadway dressing room. Where we saw fake blood splatter all over behind a three panel partition, and the shadow of a woman holding a knife. Her frame largened over the white bloodstained screens. The actress dressed in a nightgown with zombie makeup all over her face. She would jump out from the partition, screaming at me and Charlie with the prop knife still in her hand. I let out this girlish shriek, pushing Charlie out the way before bolting out the exit door. I remember her being so pissed, as I was waiting on the other side of the door next to the stanchions. She would be right behind the couple that walked in front of us, and as the couple passed me I would see her walk out the exit. Her thin eyebrows furrowed the moment she saw my face, shaking her head with her lips compressed. 
“I am so sorry.” I apologized while cackling. 
“You’re such an asshole!” Charlie teased, as she slapped my arm. 
We would hold each other, tittering uncontrollably, looking back at the moment we just had together as hysterical. Feeling the effect of the drinks, we would head to the park bathrooms. This became our whole regime for the entire night, drinks — house — bathroom, rinse and repeat. The drunker we got the scarier everything became; Walking down to the next haunted house, there was this photo booth in the corner of the park street. The photographer would take our photo, as we stood in front of the backdrop. Next to us was a prop cage, from first look at it there was nothing in there. We didn’t know there was a rehearsal where the photographer sets you up, and one of the monsters burst out the cage to scare you for a photo. So as I put my hands around Charlie’s waist with our drinks raised up, our photographer holds her camera counting to three. 
She counted “1…2…3!”
Once that last number hits, a masked vampire dressed in long black drapes runs out the cage. Startling me from my right, my immediate reaction was to hit him in the face. The photographer clicked on the camera, the same time I swung a clenched fist at the vampire. So the photo captured me accidentally assaulting this poor medium wage park employee, while Charlie was in awe witnessing this whole event play out. 
“Oh my god, are you okay!?” I asked in concern.
“No, I’m not okay, you just hit me in the face!” he yelled as he picked himself up from the ground.
“I am so sorry, you just came out of nowhere and scared me.” I explained.
“So that gives you permission to punch me!” 
The whole exchange between me and this pretend creature took an hour of trying to genuinely apologize as I felt bad. While he was profanely screaming at me (honestly, he got scarier at that point). Charlie would grab my arm and drag me out of that situation, it’s then I’ve never been so embarrassed in my entire life. Charlie on the other hand thought it was the funniest thing she had ever seen. We both had so much to drink that it crossed my mind, would we even remember any of this? Soon enough the liquor catched up to the both of us, as we came down with a case of the drunchies. All we wanted to do was go back to her place to eat. Once we left the park, we walked to the pick up spot in the parking lot. There we found a Wish Mobile, these SUVs provide direct and private rides from the Wish parks, to a resort or anywhere you would reside. Charlie and I both looked at each other, mutually agreeing to ride back to Sandpiper in the car. 
We got back to her apartment, ordering delivered pizza on her bed. I would run down to the front of the Horizons gate, tipping the driver twenty bucks with two steaming pizza boxes in my hand. When I came back to her room I’d place the two boxes on her green comforter. She would grab two glasses from her top cabinet shelf, along with a bottle of sauvignon. She held two glasses with a pinch in one hand, and held the bottle in the other. As soon as she stepped foot in her bedroom, the ceiling light went out leaving her room pitch black. From what she told me, she’s been having issues with her room lighting for a while. We grabbed a few candles and spread them around the room. Dimly we could see each other; Both of us sat cross legged on opposite sides of her bed. Charlie would sit by the headboard, while I took the floorboard side. As I drank my glass of cheap wine, Charlie would pour hot sauce onto each slice of her pizza. I didn’t know if she could taste the cheese, seeing how it was completely drenched. 
“I never tried that,” I said.
Her eyes burst open as she chewed, with a fist covering her mouth as she replied “Really?” 
I asked her if I could try, quickly she passed the bottle over to me. Only with a few small dabs on the slice I was already holding, there was this immediate taste that came over once I took that first bite. 
“What do you think?” She asked.
While still trying to finish eating, I’d wait for a moment before telling her …“This is the best thing I ever had.” 
“Right, isn’t it great!” she voiced in excitement. 
I would tell her that as a kid I used to put ranch on my pizza, and that my mom did it all the time. To Charlie that sounded like the grossest thing, and she never understood why people did that. 
“Oh that reminds me — I almost forgot!” she out loudly spoke in an aha moment.
While I was still trying to finish my half eaten slice of pizza, Charlie leaned under her bed and pulled out a little black hinged food container. From what I gathered it was from her work. Putting my slice down back into the box, Charlie hands me the container to open. Flipping the lid open, the container held a cupcake that had “Happy Birthday” written in frosting on the top. Charlie admitted that it was a last minute gift, and that she wanted to give me something nice.
“No — No — No! It’s perfect, thank you.” 
I set the container to the side, with my eyes glued to Charlie’s comforter. She thought I was showing some sort of disappointment, but that couldn’t have been further from the truth. It was hard for me to tell her what was on my mind, without stuttering or blabbering like an idiot. 
“I got to tell you something Charlie.” I said in the most solemn manner. 
She would get quiet, ears open, ready to hear what I had to say next. I told her that I came to Florida, not expecting to make a connection with anyone. Restarting my life with no intention to form an attachment, thinking that my opportunity to be vulnerable or open was long gone. There were so many memories of hurt and disappointment, I went through every relationship I ever had, like a photo album. All the happiness that I’d experience has lent itself to a sorrowing conclusion. I needed to look back on every moment in my life, before telling her… she was the greatest thing in my life. In a time of feeling lost, she saw me for who I was with no judgement. Now, I didn’t know if that was because she made a plethora of mistakes, and saw no point critiquing me without looking at herself. What I know is that she accepted me and showed me kindness. There were a lot of things she told me about herself, most of it she wouldn’t say to others. So, it was only a matter of time before it was my turn to reciprocate that. 
“There’s something I never told anyone before.” I murmured.
Charlie wanted to know, so she tried comforting me by saying “What is it Brad? You can tell me.”
Every inch of me didn’t want to say it, I kept choking up trying to get off my chest. I explained to her about college, and this close group of friends I had back in Spokane. But, something happened to where I lost everyone I knew, and there was no one left for me back at home. Because my friend lied about something so awful, so unforgivable, that it ruined my life. My eyes kept welling, as I tried to muster the words and get out what I was trying to say. 
“It’s okay, it’s okay.” she softly repeated as she held me in her arms.
I didn’t want to let go, as I felt every emotion, but the one thing that overcame all of them was this sheer warming affection. Once we let go of each other, Charlie took a moment before she asked me … “Do you wanna go to The Electric Temple?”. She explained that her and Jess were planning on doing it together, and Jess had a vacation home in Viewshore Beach. I accepted her invitation without any hesitation, thinking that it was the most endearing gesture. Charlie continued to mention how the festival was a couple of days, they would have to load up on groceries, and that I would have to pay my fair share for the stay.  I rest assured that none of those were a problem, and that we can figure out any problems together.  I never was fond of the type of music, to be fair I don’t think I gave it the chance. I would go to clubs back in college, or fraternity parties where they blast EDM or house music. There was nothing wrong about that genre, it wouldn’t be my first pick to listen too. The more Charlie would tell me about it, how you go to these festivals dressed half-naked. Sometimes guys would come in dressed in shorts, without a shirt. The women on the other hand would wear very skimpy outfits, some came in with fishnet tops, thong bikinis, or even nipple pasties. It would be usual for people to theme their outfits. Charlie would show me pictures of couples dressed in neon bright clothing, so both of them would match. I would also see photos of women with giant braided, brightly colored hair, that would match with their attire. This was the first time I ever heard about a rave, so the introduction into this world alone — was definitely an eye-opener. I didn’t know what to expect, but I could see how excited she was. Mentioning all these ideas of what to wear, or what we could do when we’re there, all with a liveliness that inflected from her voice. I admired her passion and was grateful for being a part of it.  
It’s then I heard the entrance door close yet again, I quickly looked over to the bedroom door. Leaning by the open frame was Stephen, drinking what was left of his juice box. 
“Why is it so dark in here?” he asked the both of us.
Charlie told him how it was lights, she just had to mention that and he completely understood the problem. His back fell down to the bed, lying between the both of us. Charlie would offer him a slice of pizza, which he accepted along with the hot sauce. Clearly, Stephen’s gloom hadn’t quite left. I tried asking him about his day at work, trying to pick up any hints on what was bothering him.  
He adjusted his trucker hat, before nonchalantly answering “Same bullshit as usual bro”. He would pat me on my knee, as he asked “Did you save any lives today?”
I laughed, knowing that his question wasn’t that serious. I replied with an equally playful intent, “You know … I think there were a couple people who needed help, but I don’t think I’ve noticed.” 
Stephen would laugh at the remark, me and Charlie were glad that he could have a moment to feel uplifted. I still didn’t know what exactly was bothering him, the only thing I could do was wait, hoping he could feel comfortable enough to share one day. So at that moment all I wanted to do was make him and her happy. I would feed Stephen a slice of pizza from my box, slowly placing it in his mouth as continued to lie on the bed. Charlie chuckled as her roommate devoured this pizza, with marinara running all across his beard. I would cheer for him as if he was jugging a keg of beer, as I kept feeding him this large slice of cheese pizza covered in hot sauce. When he swallowed the last bite, me and Charlie both applauded, impressed that he ate the entire slice all at once.
“That’s really hot.” was the first thing he said, after he finished eating. 
Charlie provided him with a glass of wine to wash away the spice. We clink our glasses together, and just before we drank Stephen looked both of us in the eyes stating “You look at me in the eye bro, and say santé.” 
We all raised our glasses and loudly exclaimed “Santé!, proceeding to drink all together at the same time.
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	I could feel the sun worsening my hangover from last night, having to keep waking myself up from my tower. As my eyes slowly shut under my sunglasses, I start to wake up to…
	“You must be Brad!”.
	Once my eyes open, I look up to find one of the lifeguards. An older looking man somewhere around his mid-30s, who put his hand out for me to shake. When he shook my hand, the only thing I could focus on was the size of his arms — they were like tree trunks. 
“I’m Jenkins, the new lifeguard.” 
He explained how he was part-time and that this was his first day after training. Jenkins was supposed to take over my watch, as I was assigned to go on brake. All I wanted to do was just go to sleep, I would move around my chair to find a comfortable slouch. As my head leaned on my own shoulder, slowly I started to hear everything surrounding me. The tides moving to children laughing. At first I didn’t recognize that Jenkins was holding a water bottle and zip block bag right in front of me. But as I began to wake up, it took me a minute to realize that it was for me. The bag contained a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, which was intended for his kid – but he didn’t want it. He thought I looked rough and had a wild night, so he decided to get some water to go with the sandwich. 
“Thank you, I’m so hungry.” I exclaimed in application, as my mouth was completely full.  
All Jenkins could do was laugh, he could remember back when he was young and was like me. For him there was no time for going out, he had an adopted boy named Caesar that he had to take care of. 
“How old is he?” I asked him.
His boy was 13 years old and just started his new school. Jenkins adopted Caesar with his wife, back when they were in their 20’s. His wife and him met on some christian dating site back in college. But the marriage didn’t last long and he's in the middle of finalizing the divorce. All of this information he was throwing at me was a lot to take in, considering I’m hungover and still in the middle of eating this sandwich. On this perfect timing, I spot Nate as he runs barefoot on the sand and heads up the gangway.
“I see you two met each other!” He stated while panting. 
“Yeah, I see Brad here is still feeling a little woozy”. Jenkins said
“Dude – that’s right — how did it go last night?!” Nate asked in enthusiasm. 
Jenkins had no idea what we were referencing, so Nate gave him context and backstory on my whole situation. Once he caught him up, I told the two how it was the best night I ever had. I could see there was a gleam in Nate’s eyes, as the cheeks of smile rose. But there was one detail that was scratching the surface of his mind.
“So, did you guys … you know?...”  Nate insinuated. 
“No – no, we didn’t.” I clarified. 
To be honest that was something that never crossed my mind when it came to Charlie, after last night I think it reevaluated how I felt about her. Anytime I was with her all my problems and worries go away, as if I can let go and just be myself. This was something I couldn’t lose. It didn’t matter if it was platonic or romantic, but as long as I was still in her life – I would be forever happy. It was then those two looked at each other and then looked back to me, only to wait for a minute before saying…
“You’re in love.” Nate dramatically stated.
“No, I’m not!” I argued. 
“I don’t know, this sounds like feelings that are well beyond you.” Jenkins added on.
Spurning at these remarks, Nate out of nowhere would get hit in the back of the head with a volleyball. He looked over to who hit him with a tightened jaw, only to find it was the same kid from before… Max.  
“Sorry, it just slipped from my hands.” Max sneered with slyness. 
“Just don’t let it happen again!” Nate yelled out, giving Max his final warning. 
After this dispute, Nate seats himself in the chair next to mine. Discreetly he leans in my direction,  with the intention of sharing personal information. Listening closely, Nate revealed that he was leaving Wish. There were so many questions I had racing through my mind (Why, where would he go, when did he make this decision?) Because it would be unbelievable this was a choice he came to on a whim. His departure would be on the day my program ended, and he would have to move to Boulder, Colorado. 
My next question was “What the hell is in Colorado?” 
Nate had gotten a job working for the administration team for The University of Boulder, where he will live in an apartment close to campus. The further he would go into reasoning why he wanted to leave, the more it made sense to me. The whole reason why Nate resisted in Florida was because of his parents. He was very fond of this place, and treasured a lot of memories at Wish. But from everything I was hearing about his black hawk helicopter parents, how they didn’t allow him to go out all too much, frowned upon any friend or relationship he had if they didn’t meet their standards. Even deciding what college he was gonna go to, if Nate wanted to choose FSU over UCF, his parents wouldn’t help pay for his tuition or student loans. I could see why it was so difficult for Nate to escape the Wish bubble and why he came to such a choice.  
“So, when I was packing all my stuff and putting it in my car and — I don’t understand why mom’s do this? But she was wondering if I packed my toothbrush so she’s looking all over in my car. She then starts screaming and yelling at me from the garage, because she found in my glove cabinet a box of condoms.” 
Hearing Nate’s story, I didn’t know how to react. My empathy was met with childish laughter, I put my hand over my mouth trying to mask my open-wide grin. Because it was so ridiculous, it was like a comedic scene you would find in a movie.  Quickly both of our attentions shift when Nate gets hit with the volleyball again, his sunglasses fly off his face when the ball collides with the right side of his head. 
“What did I tell you!?” Nate yells.
“Suck my balls” The kid insulting yells back.
Nate shoots from his chair, to chase the little brat. Now regretting his decision, the kid runs halfway across the beach, with Nate charging after him. Me and Jenkins both look at each other cackling. As if the day couldn’t get any weirder, I heard from afar “...Bad!” and the voice sounded familiar. I looked over to find Eliese walking over to me. Immediately I hop out of my chair, waving my hand to her. My arms crossed on the aluminum railing, as I looked down at her from above the stairs. She stood there on the wide skid platform tilting her wide brim straw up, as she looked up to talk to me. 
“I thought that was you.” She said, as she smiled with sunglasses hiding her squinched eyes. 
She wanted to know every detail of what happened last night. It was hard for me to tell her everything that happened without having the biggest grin on my face. Eliese couldn’t be happier, knowing how Charlie felt about me.
“Wait – Wait! What did she say about me?” I asked Eliese.
Eliese mentioned how she ran into her before work by the amenity hub. Charlie was just getting out of the gym, and the two happened to cross paths. 
“She said how you're very special to her, and that she cares about you a lot.” according to Eliese. 
“She said all that?” I needed confirmation, because there was a part of me that couldn’t help but be smitten by Charlie’s words. Eliese pulled herself closer to me with her hands on the same railing my arms rested on, with her head looking up to me and her foot sticking out. She would invite me to come see a basketball game with her and some other friends. 
“You know these American games are always so confusing, I need an American man to explain this to me.” She joked.
“I would love to come. …When?” I asked.
She and her group of girlfriends would leave Sandpiper around 10:00 and catch the game at 11:00. Which was perfect because I would get done with work by that time, all I needed to do was change at the apartment and catch them at the rideshare. 
Eliese would clap her hands and partially jump as she exclaimed “Oooh, it’s so perfect Bad!”
She then was called by her friend, who I had never met before. Eliese would give me a quick before she ran off with her friend. 
“I’ll see you later!” she yelled out as she walked away. 
I would watch her friend grab her arm, as the two left the beach. As I came back up the tower, Jenkins would ask me “Is that her?” 
“Oh no, that’s just my friend Eliese.” I reassured him. 
“Why does she call you Bad?” 
It took me a while to think about it before answering “It’s a long story… I honestly don’t think she knows 
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It was The Point Coronado Wishes vs The Miami Heat, playing at the stables center at Wish Icon. Which was Wish’s shopping center, it was like the biggest mall you never went to. The entry alone looked like Times Square, bright lights, giant screens displaying different cultures, brands, and entertainment. Me and Eliese would try to find our seats, amongst the crowded stadium. On one hand I’m carrying this tray of nachos soaked in dispensable cheese, and on the other a jumbo sized soda cup that I can barely hold onto. Sitting next to us in our row were Eliese’s friends, one of which was Millie, who I was very excited to see again. The other two I have never met before, one was named Lola, the other I saw on the beach when she pulled Eliese away — her name was Allison. The game was 4-0, one of the players spotted an opening, faked out a pass only to make a right handed floater shot. Having to explain this all to Eliese, while trying to pay attention to the game was homework in itself. There was nothing wrong with it, I wasn’t complaining and it didn’t feel like a distraction. More than anything I think I was just grateful that she wanted me to be there with her. I would share my paper tray of nachos with her, while my eyes stayed on Coronado making the three pointer. 
“Can I ask you something Bad?” Eliese wondered. 
“Yeah — sure — what’s up?” I replied. 
“Do you have a girlfriend?” she asked me. 
I was completely tongue-tied, every part of my body froze. Eliese probably caught me staring at her for a while, realizing that what she asked might be misconstrued. 
“Oh no – no – no! I didn’t mean me, I have a friend.” she explained. 
We both started to laugh at the situation that just happened, which had me relieved. Eliese would further detail how she knows this one girl who she works with at the bakery, and that they are roommates. 
“What’s her name?” I asked.
“Léa,” she said. 
I told Eliese how I wasn’t interested, not because I didn’t think her friend wouldn’t be a sweet girl. There was just something avoiding me from going further with it. It was 32-10 with Point Coronado taking the lead, I would explain to Eliese the whole gameplay in current time, describing how one of the players did a double dribble, only for it to end with a power layup. When the whole crowd would cheer, Eliese would look around and then scream with them. I knew that she was not getting it, but seeing her trying to enjoy it was so endearing. 

My first program was on July 19, 2019; the first time I stepped near the Siesta Way pools was late at night — I wanna say it was the 20th of August. A couple of weeks after the whole “accident”, my hand would have stitches and gauze wrapped around it. I would still have nerve damage from the stabbing. After I got back from work, I decided to take a swim, I closed the gate and saw a couple of girls by the coping edge. They looked really good, so I decided to talk to them. I took the towel off my shoulder and dived into the water, I combed my hair back with my hand and swam over to introduce myself. We had a conversation about where we’re from, and what we were going into school for. One of the girls asked me what happened to my hand, I told them how I cut my hand when I was making dinner in the kitchen. They didn’t need to know what really happened. Through the exchange of names, we would play around a lot. I would grab one of the girl's legs and yank her down into the water. One of her friends would run and jump into the pool, right next to me so I would get splashed. None of these girls were in relationships, and if they were then clearly it wasn’t anything that serious. I knew this only because we would all have sex in the hot tub; it all happened too fast. There was no memory to how this all started, all that I could remember at the time was this ginger-haired chick climbed on top of me, gently whispering in my ear that I was her first (which I now looking back, she was totally lying). Her friend would lean to me and she would push her tongue into my mouth. Just like that — it was one of those moments where I completely lost myself, giving in with no regard of control or self-awareness. The orgies would become a daily occurrence, not with the same girls – there would be different ones. It would go from eight to being a party of five. There was this one girl, who would come over a couple of times. I couldn’t remember her name, but she was the girl I caught with. I’d gribbed her hips and bent her over the edge, the jets bubbling around us would drown out the moans. With my eyes closed a bright light shines in my face, I try to block it with my hand and with blurry vision I could see a couple of security officers walking up to us. As one of the officers escorted us out, there was another officer trying to break up this man thrusting himself on this woman who was still clenching herself around him. The security officers would ask me and this girl’s names, as we sat in chaise chairs. The only reason I wasn’t kicked out was because I had a fake I.D that was made since high school. The girl I was with presented her driver’s license, scared that she had to fly back home. But nothing ever came of it; security told us they would report the incident and Sandpiper will email us about further information. We never heard back from them regarding anything about it. I would walk this girl back to her place, wrapping my towel around her. She would forget hers back at the pool, so she would rub both her arms, soaked and freezing in the night. 
“Thank you.” she expressed in embarrassment.
Walking back with her, I would be in my head a lot. Thinking about “Why did I do all of this to begin with?”. Possibly I was chasing some sort of high, some kinda feeling that wasn’t there before. Because it was just emptiness from the start, and there was no need to go further with it. Looking back it’s the biggest regret of my life, and I did everything I could to hide it. Keeping it in the dark and never letting others know that part of myself. 

One of the players dunked the ball in the hoop, making the final shot to the end game 120 – 101. The screaming crowd snapped me back to reality, Eliese would shake me questioning if we won, I assured her that we had. She stood up with the rest of the crowd, her behavior almost in sync with everyone else. I would be completely amused by this, still in my seat looking up at her with a soft grin. After the game we decided to head back, since Wish is partnered with the National Basketball Association all employees are granted V.I.P tickets, all of the perks including: Front row seats and even access backstage. Before heading to the parking lot, we would see all the players taking press interviews, signing autographs, and taking pictures. One of the most famous players was Terry King, who served as the “Wishes” power forward. Eliese would lock eyes at him, as he was taking pictures with some kid wearing a jersey with King’s number. 
“That is a very tall man.” Eliese said under her breath. 
He would kneel down to match this kid’s height, and as soon as they were done taking selfies. Terry King would embrace this small kid in his arms for a hug, giving him a fist-bump as the kid was on his way out with his parents. Eliese and all her friends would instantly fall for him. 
“Quick, Bad, we need to take a picture!” she urgently demanded. 
She would yank my arm, walking towards the player. Terry King would look down to see this feisty little french girl and her american sidekick. Now, everybody thought King was one of the best players, winning three championships and two gold medals. His face would be all over ads, breakfast cereals, and sneaker commercials. To anyone else they wouldn’t dare step foot in front of him without considering his stature, they would probably have to apologize before asking him a question. For Eliese who had no idea of who she was talking to, she had no problem getting in his face or patting his arm to get a response. She would ask him for a picture with all of us together, to which he agreed to in a baffled manner. It was so embarrassing, because Eliese would look back on a couple of photos shot on her phone and every picture was not good enough. It was either “I don’t look pretty here” or “It’s too blurry”, it made me antsy because I just wanted her to take a damn picture. But for some odd reason … Terry King would be charmed by the whole thing. 
When she finally decided on a picture, she would grab her phone from one of the photographers and show me. 
“I like this one!” she would make abundantly clear. 
“Yeah – Yeah – Sure. I like it too.” I said, as I’m scratching the back of my hair. 
Eliese decided that she wanted to go, but just before we turned our backs, Terry King stopped us for a minute to ask for her name. At first she wasn’t having it and kinda blew him off, to which I’m looking at Eliese with this wide-eyed expression, thinking to myself “What are you doing!?”. King was very nice to her and treated us with the same amount of kindness. I could see Millie whispering French into Eliese’s ear. Probably indicating how the basketball player was hitting on her and that she should probably go for it. The girls would be giggling as they kept talking to each other in their language, while me and King would look at each other not understanding a single word. 
“You very nice man, but we must leave.” she said.
Terry was still persistent, offering his chauffeur to drive us back. Just before Eliese would make the mistake of saying “No.”, she was stopped immediately by Millie who spoke for her “She would love it!”. His agent would escort us to the backstage exit, where we met a man dressed in a suit standing outside by his stretched limousine. The driver would open the car door for us, to hop in the back seat. As soon as he shuts the door, I look all around and see champagne buried in ice, and dim blue lights spilling out like a scene from a music video. The driver would look at us through the partition and ask us where we wanted to go. I politely gave the address to the driver, meanwhile Millie was popping the cork of the champagne bottle on the back bench. The driver would immediately recognize the address and ask if we were Wishmakers. I asked him how he knew, apparently he has a daughter who attended the program. He knew exactly the route he had to take to drop us off, he didn’t need directions where to go. Millie would pour all the girls champagne in their glasses, she would even hand me a glass. It was then I had a call from Charlie, I covered my other ear so I could hear her on the phone. 
“Hi!” I said outloud, grabbing the attention of Eliese and her friends. 
She would call to check how I was doing; Charlie could hear the girl’s hollering in the limo from the other end of the line. 
“Where are you?”
I told her that I was with Eliese and her friends. The moment I mentioned Eliese’s name, she would jump over to my side of the long seat and point her head to my phone.
“Charlie!” She loudly exclaimed.
“Hello, Eliese.” She replied with this cute little laugh. 
Then Millie decides to jump on the other side of my seat, with her head pointed to my phone screaming … “Bonjour Salope!”
I couldn’t have a chance to speak, sharing my phone between Millie and Eliese. Both going back and forth on how we were in a limo and how one of the most prominent basketball players in the world might have a crush on Eliese. Charlie was nothing but confused, and I would have to explain how it was a long story and how I might have to tell her fully another time. Charlie agreed that was a good idea, because it was opportune to ask what she was gonna ask me. 
“When you get back, can you come over?”
I didn’t know if something was wrong or she had something to tell me? She wasn’t entirely clear on it, to be honest I could barely hear her. The music from the other end of the call was muting her voice. From the bits and pieces I heard, she was at a party at “Shark Party” at André’s house. I already knew what that could possibly mean, and in my mind I was already thinking of the worst possible scenario. I would try to tell her I would be on my way and figure out where the location for Andrè’s place would be. The phone call ended before I could get any answers. 
“Charlie! … Charlie!” I repeated over the phone.
Eliese dropped her smile figuring something was wrong. She wanted to know what had me so shaken. I would ask her if she knew where the Shark’s house was, she knew immediately. I went up to the driver with my head poking out the partition, insisting to make a quick stop at the address. He would nod his head accepting the request, claiming how it was “not a problem”.  Millie and some of the other girls wanted to know what was going on, I didn’t know how to exactly tell them what was going on. 
“I’ll tell you later.” I replied curtly. 
The car stopped at his place, I opened the door to find a rental home that sat low on the street. Chain-linked fence that had gaps in it, a crooked mailbox out in the front, and driveway that reeked of old beer. Our driver didn’t know where he was, so I assured him and Eliese that I would quickly return back. I just needed them to stay in the car, while I ran to grab Charlie. I would pass through girls in bikini tops through the patchy lawn, littered with crushed plastic cups and empty beer bottles. I knocked on the door harshly, greeting me was Mathéo who didn’t expect me to be at the front door. Still tipsy, he welcomed me into Andre’s home without question. It was hard to hear him over the lyrics of Lorie’s “Toute Seule” , but I asked him where Charlie was. He didn’t know exactly her whereabouts, but he would point over to the living room claiming Nicholas was the one who last saw her. I looked over and found Nicholas on the couch, with a bunch of french girls as they were snorting cocaine. I stood there as he used a rolled up dollar bill on the glass table. Mathéo would offer me a drink, to which I politely declined. Thanking him for the information he gave me, I would walk over to Nicholas hoping he would have the answers. 
He pulled his head away from the line, as he screamed “Brad!”
He would offer me a line of his coke, stating he brought enough for the party. I declined as well, proceeding to get back on track I asked him the same question … “Do you know where Charlie is?”
Nicholas told me the last time he saw her, they were both doing a couple of lines. He mentioned that André had seen her with Alex—so André would probably know more.
“You know where André is?” I asked Nicholas.
“The shark’s in the pool,” he muttered, a cigarette clenched between his teeth.
I slid open the glass door and stepped outside. André was by the pool with a pack of French guys I’d never met—all smoking cigars, standing in a loose circle, watching the girls in the water like predators sizing up prey. Cool droplets misted my tennis shoes as I walked past, weaving between drunken, bikini-top French girls splashing each other, laughing, barely keeping hold of their canned seltzers.
André noticed me as I approached. He pulled the cigar from his mouth and shouted—
“Bad motherfucker!”
He put his arm around me, with a close grip to him. Offering me a beer to which I declined it’s then I asked him where Charlie was?  He told me she might be upstairs with Alex, and that he offered her something to drink.
“Alright thanks.”
It didn’t take me two steps until Andre tried to stop me.
“Whoa – Whoa – Where you going?” He yelled out.
He disliked the idea of me going upstairs for some reason?
“Enjoy the party, have a drink.” he attempted to persuade me.
“I’m okay, I’m just gonna go check on Charlie.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” He said with a swift change in his tone — more strict. 
“Why not?” I asked.
André alluded to how his friend Alex and Charlie might be upstairs having sex, and that I shouldn’t bust in on the two of them. Especially since Alex is trying to spend the night with her. 
I took a long pause, just thinking about what he said. My eyes wandered off to the pool of girls back and then back to André.
In that moment, I said… “Then, maybe he should’ve locked the door.” 
André laughed, coy, his thumb rubbing the bridge of his nose while the other fingers cradled his beer. I shrugged, arms spread wide. walking backward toward the house, eyes still locked on him.
I turned, pushed the glass door open, and stepped back inside. The music hit harder in here—bass thumping through the walls, the air thick with spilled liquor and perfume. The laughter from the pool faded behind me as the door slid shut, sealing off the night.
I would go upstairs slowly and a door on the left side of the second floor slightly opened. I walked towards it not knowing what was on the other side, or if she was even in that room. I gently pushed it to open it further, finding Charlie on the floor unconscious, for a second I was frozen and breathless. There was no thought, no words, no reaction. Quickly, there was this snap where I came back into reality and ran to her in urgency. Kneeling down on the floor, checking if she was okay. I would lightly tap my hand on her cheek and repeat her name numerous times. 
I would scream out for help, still repeating “Charlie – Charlie – Charlie!”
Immediately Nicholas came up to the room along with Pete, who both stood by the door not knowing what was going on. 
“What the fuck happened!?” I questioned him  .
“I don’t know?!” Nicholas replied. 
“Well, help me get her up!” 
We both lifted her up from the ground; Nicholas would have her left arm on his shoulder, while I had her right arm on my shoulder. We went downstairs, making our way to exit out the front door with all eyes locked on us. Pete would open the door and I’m storming out of this house with Nicholas. While I’m having Charlie’s arm slung around my neck, the other draped heavily across Nicholas shoulders. Her feet barely touched the ground—just the tips of her heels dragging. I’m not hearing a breath or a sign of slurred speech. I couldn’t even see any movement in her face, with her head lolled forward and while her hair stuck to her flushed cheeks. The limo driver looks out his window confused, Eliese gets out of the car along with the other girls. Millie and Eliese would help the both of us put her in the back of the limo. We would grab her legs, while the girls grabbed her arms, and we maneuvered Charlie’s unconscious body onto the long seat. The rest of the girls scattered and sat on the rear bench. The driver got out trying to assert himself in the situation, trying to figure out what was going on. I would ask Eliese and Millie to get back in the car and accompany Charlie, as our driver is throwing a million different questions at us. I explained  to him how she was my friend and I didn’t know if she might’ve drank too much, or someone offered her some kind of drug. All I knew was that I needed to take her back home, pleading to our driver if he can get us all back safely. He was very hesitant and  didn’t know what to think, because it was all happening too fast. Seeing it from his perception, I was just some kid he just met and now he’s chaperoning some random girl who’s blacked out in the back of his limo. He was well in his right to say “No.” to my request – but he didn’t. Instead, he briefly murmured, “Okay.” and got back in the car. André would walk out of the house, asking why am I leaving and where I’m taking Charlie. It’s then I moved forward to André, closing in on him tight-lipped. My fist shot forward, my fist cracked on his face, he crumpled, clenching his bloody nose. 
Nicholas stood there quiet, when I started to head back to the car Nic muttered “Damn bro, you fucked up.”
Not saying a word, I got in the car and we took off. During the entire ride I held Charlie, her whole body would lie on my lap.. Meanwhile, I slept with my head resting on my own shoulder. My mind would be racing too much, and being comfortable in that moment holding onto her, my eyes couldn’t stay open. Eliese would wake me up once we got back to Sandpiper. I asked her if she could take my place and have Charlie’s head lie on her lap, while I got out of the car and talked with the driver. Eliese kindly accepted and scooted over to my spot, still using my Wisher’s basketball hoodie as a pillow. The driver rolls down his windshield asking us if we needed any help. Thanking him for the generous thought, I told him it wasn’t necessary and that I would carry her up to her place. 
“Thank you, for everything tonight” I said in gratitude, as I handed him fifty dollars from my wallet.
“I don’t need it, keep the money and make sure the girl gets back safe.” he instructed. 
There was nothing else to be said, I nodded my head quietly and just before I went he stopped me.
“Hey!” 
I turn by body direction back over to him, wondering what he had left to say to me?
“If you need anything give me a call, and I got you” he informed me, as he handed over his business card. 
Where on the front I read his name “Darell Robbins”. He would offer his services, claiming if I needed a ride, or anything else – just let him know. I shook his head in appreciation, thanking him for his generosity. 
“I will Darell, my name is Brad.” 
“I’ll see you real soon, Brad,” he replied. 
The girls would help me get Charlie out the car, Millie would grab her by the arms and Eliese would grab her legs. It’s then once they hold her, I would grab her and carry her all the way back to the front gate. Scanning both of our keys, while still holding onto this woman. Luckily. the security guard in the booth by the computer monitor was asleep. Some of the other girls went back to their place, while Millie and Eliese helped me get Charlie back to her place. Eliese walked a few steps ahead, glancing back every so often to check on Charlie, who was staggering between Millie and I. Each step on the walkway was a slow, clumsy shuffle, and every few feet I could start to hear breathing and noises. To make matters worse the sprinklers would pop up from the grass, spraying the both of us. The soaked concrete shimmered under the dim pathway lights, catching the spray as it misted our legs and dampened my hoodie that Charlie was wearing. Eventually, we walked Charlie up four flights of stairs, we were out of breath by the time we got to Room 415. We opened up the door to her apartment, and as I was standing by the door frame I flipped the switch to the ceiling fan light. In our nearest sight was the living room couch by the kitchen, all of us decided that was the best place to set her. Millie grabbed her legs while I held both of her arms, laying her gently on the couch. Stephen would come out of his room with his headphones on, listening to some remix he made. Opening the fridge and grabbing a beer without so much as glancing our way. The low thump of music leaked from his headphones as he cracked it open, completely oblivious to the soaking-wet girl now draped across the couch. His index finger bobbed absentmindedly in the air, completely lost in the beat as he walked back into his room. We all looked at each other, and then brushed off what just occurred.  
Mille and Eliese were about to head out of the apartment, and asked me if I was coming along with them. I told them how it was probably a better idea for me to stay – make sure Charlie was okay. Millie would embrace me wishing me a good night, I hug Eliese as well before the two walked out the door. Gently closing it, I walk over to the other side of the couch and sit opposite of Charlie. Leaving the TV on to my favorite show, I look back at her before slowly closing my eyes.
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December 09, 2023 I haven’t heard from Kate in weeks—until now. 
I was having a drink alone at Hawkin’s, sitting in my usual booth, half-watching the college game on the screen above the bar. My eyes every so often drifted from the glass of beer I had to the frozen window beside me. Then my phone vibrated against the hardwood table.
I glanced down.
Kate.
I answered immediately. “Hey?”
“Hi,” she said. Just one word, wrapped in a shaky breath—her voice raw, small, like she was trying not to fall apart right there on the call.
“What’s going on? I haven’t heard from you—”
She cut me off.
“Can I see you?”
She would tell me to come visit her at her apartment, I would grab my coat and leave once I paid for the drink. Every sidewalk and bench had vanished beneath a thick white hush, as I walked through the campus in the cold winter. Eventually I got to Kate’s apartment, it took her a while before she gave me access to come in. When I warmed up and walked up the flight of stairs, I opened her door to find her on the couch. Her hands covered her mouth, sitting there in complete silence. I took off my coat and lied it on the chair, gazing at her trying to figure out what’s wrong. 
	“Kate, what’s going on?” I asked.
	“Can you be honest with me? If I ever asked anything of you — I will get the truth.” While she said this, I could hear the words becoming soft and fragile.
	“Kate you’re kinda freaking me out.” 
	She slid her phone across the glass table, on the screen was an open text conversation. I picked up the phone, not knowing what to expect. Only when I read the exchange, all the color in my face had dropped. It hit before I could even process it — that sudden drop deep in my chest, like the floor inside me gave out. My stomach twisted, hollowed out, and for a second it felt like the air around me had thinned. Everything went quiet, like sound itself had pulled back.
“What the fuck is this?”
She keep sitting there with nothing to say.
“You don’t think this true!?” I continued. 
“I don’t know…” she quietly uttered. 
“I don’t know what it is she told you –” before I could go on with what I was about to say.
Kate interrupted “It’s not me, she’s telling everyone.” 
I held by stature, keeping everything I could say to myself. When Kate kept mentioning how this could effect every asset of my life, my education, my family, how this affects her. It was more weight, that kept crushing me. There was nothing else I could stay or do, I was stuck unable to let go — frozen in place. 
“Please – I Just — I just need to know if you —” 
“No. No Kate – why would I — I never did anything.” I pleaded. 
She wouldn’t have anything else to say, the words ran out. That was the thing I couldn’t stand, the agony of not knowing what she’s thinking or feeling, tourtmented me. I sat next her, begging her to say something — anything. 
Only for her to say … “I need you to get out.”
“Kate.” 
“I just need to you to get the fuck out, I don’t wanna see you.”
“Kate – I”
She would get up from her seat, not even want to share the same room or space, she probably didn’t even want to share the same air as me. Kate would get up and walk in the kitchen, I walked over there trying to convince her to talk things out and believe me. The more I stayed and repeated her name, the more resentful she became towards me. She started throwing glass cups at me, I would try dodging them as they shattered at the wall.
“Jesus Kate!” I screamed.
“I want you the fuck out of here!” she angrily screamed in pain.
As she kept throwing glasses and dishes, some that kept hitting the wall and some that would hit me as I kept my distance with my hands and arms covering my face. 
“Ow – shit – what the fuck!?”
I made my way out the door trying not be hit with an inanimate object of her choice, by the time I was out the door. She collapsed, her back against the cabinet door slowly sliding down to the floor. Trembling, her breath catching between gasps, as she tucks her head between her folded arms that rest on top of her knees. 


















10
Immediately the thought stops — I opened my eyes to Charlie wakes me up. It was 11:00 in the morning a cup of coffee was waiting for me. She held the cup, telling me she made some along with some cookies she threw in the oven. As I took a sip of my drink, I walked over and sat by the kitchen island. She would still wear my Wishers hoodie from last night, it was big enough to where it would cover part of her legs. You couldn’t see her small pajama shorts, but just her knees and the sock covered ankles.
“How are you feeling?” I asked. 
“Little hungover, I’m not gonna lie.” She confessed as she took a plate full of cookies from the countertop and set it between me and her. 
“You made cookies?” I questioned. 
“I make the best, you want some?” She asks as she takes a bite.
I decide to take one and give it a try. “Wow, that’s a damn good cookie” I would praise her as my mouth was full of crumbles. 
She would tell me that she would make some as I was sleeping on her couch, as she took another bite of her chocolate chip cookie, I would ask Charlie if there was anything from the other night that she could remember. There wasn’t a single thing that night she remembered, it was all lost. Charlie noticed how my face and eyes dropped simultaneously, she would ask me if everything was okay. 
My eyes picked up to her as I replied “Yeah, I’m good.” 
I would ask her if she had work today, she looked at her phone wondering what day it was. Once she figured that out, she told me it was her day off. It only reminded me to check my schedule, forgetting that I had a shift that started in three hours. Charlie would convince me to stay a little longer. With a cookie being held by my teeth and a foot almost out the door, I’d promise I would return after work. 
I didn’t have time to catch the bus, after quickling picking up my shirt and shorts from the apartment, I requested a ride from my phone. Once I got the beach, already in my sights was Casey up above the tower. She would have this crossword puzzle in her hands, her head left the book once she saw me coming up the stairs. 
She tapped her pencil against the edge of the table, staring at that little book for what seems like forever. “Fourteen across,” she muttered.
“You need any help?” I asked.
“I can’t find this word?”
I would ask her to hand me the book and her pen, after quickly looking at it there was fourteen blocks, I would see a “u” was right in the middle of it. “I have no idea,” I said as I handed her back the book and pen. Her laugh died down, and she began to put her head back down on the page again.
We both had a laugh, acknowledging our failed attempts. As I lean back on the guard rails and stare at the reflection of the sun through the ocean. Casey wanted to know if there was something on my mind. 
“You okay, Brad?”
“Hmm – Oh yeah – yeah – yeah. I’m fine.”
“Can I ask you something?” Casey wondered.
“Go for it” I replied.
“So you’re a guy, and what would be some subtle signs to let someone know if … you’re interested in them?” The more Casey kept going with her sentence, the more quiet and unsure she sounded. By the end of her question, she looked down to her feet twiddled with the pen in her hand.
“Are we talking about anyone specific?” I asked.
“Let’s just say he’s this hypothetical mystery man.” she said. 
“Well…, you need to throw some signals that are kinda obvious you know.” 
“Like, what do you mean?” she questioned. 
It’s then I sat next to her and explain my whole plan “I don’t know if you two have conversations or anything, but maybe bring up like preferences. Try to talk about what kinda girls he likes or qualities he finds attractive, what kinda guys you like and what qualities you find attractive. But when you’re talking about the guys you find attractive or how they look, you’re actually describing him — that way you’re being subtle.” 
“That’s pretty smooth, I’m not gonna lie,” she said, tilting her head toward the sun. The light caught her sunglasses just right, flashing like a lens flare.
A sudden honk shattered the moment. We both snapped our eyes toward the beach, where Jenkins came flying across the sand on a quad bike, heading straight for our tower.
“Hey! Check out what I found!” he yelled over the engine.
Casey and I leaned over the guardrails, watching him bounce to a stop beneath us.
“Where did you even get that!?” I shouted.
Jenkins cut the engine and dangled the key proudly. “They’re new! Mindy VanKaan had ’em shipped in last week!”
Before we could react, another engine buzzed from our left. All three of us turned. Nate rolled in on an identical quad, kicking up a spray of sand as he skidded to a dramatic stop.
“I see you got one too!” Nate yelled out. 
Nate proposed the idea of racing on them. Whoever got to the finish line last had to buy lunch. Jenkins barely had time to slip the key into the ignition before Nate peeled off, carving circles in the sand. 
Casey and I burst out laughing as Jenkins finally managed to start his bike and tore after him, trying to catch up. 
Casey would smile and linger her sights on the two as they drove off. Her cheek lay on top of her palm, with a smile that was brighter than the sun. I was putting it together in my head, figuring it out piece by piece. 
Then it came to me … I knew who her mystery man was…
“It’s Nate.” I said coyly. 
Casey would snap back into reality as she says “What?”
I told her “Don’t worry, I can keep a secret.”
I asked Casey when this whole situation started to unfold, listening closely as she talked. Out by the shoreline, a woman with blonde hair caught my eye. She looked familiar—too familiar. My gaze locked onto her. Who does she remind me of?
Only the side of her face was visible until a shaft of sunlight slid across her, revealing her features. My eyes widened. I knew that face.
I apologized to Casey and started walking toward the woman. With each step, the feeling grew stronger—almost certain.
“Britney?” I called out.
She turned fully toward me.
 Not Britney. Natalie.
Air left my lungs in one sharp cut. I held my breath, unsure if I was embarrassed… or just stunned to see someone I never thought I’d cross paths with again.
“Brad?” she said.
“Hi, Natalie,” I answered, trying to hide the shame tightening my voice.
“It’s been a long time,” she said.
A thousand thoughts rushed through my head. What did she think of me now? Did she still hold any resentment? Had she let it all go? Ever since that near-fatal night, we’d never spoken—not once. Until now.
Natalie apologized for what happened back then, admitting she’d overreacted and regretted everything. I told her she didn’t need to apologize, offering us a soft reset. She explained she’d become a professional intern for Wish after her program, and eventually moved into social-media marketing.
“That’s great,” I said.
“I should thank you,” she added. “If you hadn’t kept quiet about what happened… I wouldn’t be here.”
Her gratitude hit me. She really was in a better place. It was wild to see how far we’d both come, how different our paths turned out. The truth was simple—if I had gone to the cops or told anyone at Wish what really happened, her life would’ve gone a very different way.
With the sleeves of her cropped sweater covering half her hands and sunlight warming her bare legs in denim shorts, she stepped forward and hugged me gently.
“I hope you’re doing well,” she said.
I watched her walk away, leaving the beach—and my life—once again. I stood there, awed by how much someone could change.
Back at the tower, I sat beside Casey. She immediately asked who the girl was.
“Someone I used to know,” I said.
I didn’t say anything else. I just kept replaying the incident in my mind… and all the good memories I still hold on to.
There was a long gated silence between me and Casey, but the moment wouldn’t last as she asked me…
“Would you like to go to game night?” 
Casey would host a game night with her friends at her parents' beach house,  where they would have drinks and snacks. 
“Yeah – that would be great! I would love to go. Can I bring Charlie?” 
“Oh, sure. I would love to meet this mysterious woman.” She said as she raised her feet to the chair, with her head leaning on her knees. 
I softly chuckled at her remark, as my sight turns to the rippling waves. 
“Can I ask you something?”
Casey nodded with head still on her knees, and her hands rubbing her bare legs. 
“Why did you come to Wish?” I asked.
She would give me all these filmsey reasons, like how she was still in school and how she needed a job. But that still didn’t answer the question.
“But, why here you could’ve gone anywhere?”
She thought about it long and hard before answering with … “I don’t know.” She looked at me for a while and turn the question to me “Why are you here?”
I answered it the same way “...I don’t know.”
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August 1st, 2019 One of my roommates at the time, Graham, was in the kitchen making drinks. From the moment I met him, he claimed he was thirty years old, and still worked at “The Pot Broast” in Dublin, where he grew up in. Later, I learned he’d faked his résumé and university degree just to get into Wish —apparently to “explore the options” of American women.
I was in my room reading when I heard him yelling at the television through the thin apartment walls. The World Cup was on in the living room. Graham poured himself an Old Fashioned and collapsed onto the couch, shouting as a player of Denmark pulled off a rabona kick, the ball bending impossibly into the net.
He threw some slurs at the screen—and then there was a knock at the door.
Graham set his drink down and went to answer it.
A moment later, he tapped on my bedroom door and pushed it open just enough to peek inside. I looked up from my book.
“Yeah, Brad,” he said, awkwardly scratching his neck, “there’s, uh… some crazy bitch here asking for you.”
I knew instantly it was Nicole.
I got off the bed and stepped into the kitchen. She was standing there, rigid, her hands hidden behind her back.
“Hey, Nicky,” I said cautiously. “What’s up?”
That’s when I saw it.
Behind her back, tucked beneath the baby-blue camisole, was a kitchen knife clenched in her hand.
My vision tunneled. I stared at the blade, then back at her face.
She lunged.
Nicole slammed into me, swinging, I raised my hand instinctively to block the knife before it could reach my face. The blade tore into my palm—again and again—between my fingers, straight through the front of my hand.
I collapsed to the floor, screaming, my body shaking as pain ripped through me. Blood seeping through my hand.
Graham, Gabriel, and my other roommate, Massey, rushed in and tackled her to the ground, the knife escaped her grip. Massey called the police while the other two had her face down with their hands grabbing her. I lay there, with tears streaming down my face, suffering from every bit of excruciating pain. 
By the time the first patrol cars arrived, the complex had already changed. Red and blue light washed over everything—sidewalks, parked cars, faces peering through blinds. The lights didn’t just illuminate; they transformed. Every shadow looked deeper. Every corner felt like it was holding its breath.
Officers moved with practiced urgency, voices low, clipped, controlled. Residents were ushered back, hands raised in confusion or fear, phones still clutched like lifelines. Someone sat on the curb in socks, shaking, repeating the same sentence over and over as if saying it enough times might undo what had happened.
The uniformed men  would come inside to our apartment, and pull me and Nicole to my bedroom for questioning. As me and Nicole both sat on the edge of my bed, I could see her hunched forward, hands clasped so tight his knuckles were white. I could see she was scared, From Massey’s report and from what my roomates told some of the other officers. They knew what Nicole did, it was already in my favor. All I had to do was confirm the story, and they pin her for second-degree murder. 
I could see it all happen, she get escorted in the back of the car. People stood in clusters—barefoot, half-dressed, phones glowing in their hands— all eyes watching her. I saw lawyers, and her whole life changed – forever. 
“It was an accident” I stated.
I made this whole story, of how we were cooking together and how wasn’t paying attention to where my hand was, so she unintentionally cut my hand while it was on the board. Nicole looked at me and back to the floor, her eyes didn’t seem like they couldn’t leave anywhere else. 
“This true?” the officer asked Nicole.
She didn’t even know what to do or even what to say. She just quietly stood there, barely nodding.
The officer looked at us, unsure what to say or do. I think some part of him knew I was lying, but there was nothing he could really do about it. He left me and Nicole in the room alone, we didn’t say anything to eachother for a while. 
She couldn’t fathom why I lied.
“Why would you say that?” She asked nervously.
“Because, I don’t wanna be the one to ruin your life.” I made abundantly clear.
I got down on my knees looking up to her, cause I knew those eyes of hers would not leave the ground. Putting my hands on her knees, as she was forced to look directly at me. 
I continued – “Listen, there’s a way we can leave this behind us. I go my way and you can go yours, and we don’t ever have to see each other again.”
She would try not to look at me, as she’s feeling the weight of her regrettable actions. 
“I don’t understand?” she said quavering.
“It’s the deal, I’m gonna make with you. It’s gonna be the best for the both of us.”
“I’m sorry — I’m so – so – so – sorry.” Her hands grabbed mine, with her head leaning down as she began to cry. 
There was a lot of things I was feeling at that time… but there wasn’t a single word I could use to pin down to summarize it. I held Nicole by her head, as I gently kissed her forehead. 
“It’s all gonna be okay” I reassured. “It will all be okay.”
I knew she was scared, and I knew what she did hurt me. But, I think her coming to the realization of what she done, made me forget about the whole situation – just for a minute. 
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	Once I got back to my apartment and flipped the light switch on, something felt… different. It was little quieter, little more empty than usual. At first I didn’t recognize the complete difference in the air, but once I threw my backpack on the couch and went in to grab a beer from the fridge — it looked empty. 
	As I took the cap off the bottle, I passed by Emma’s room. Her door was wide open, and I could see her packing all her clothes into suitcases. 
	“Emma what’s going on?
	“I’m moving out. I talked to a resident advisor and there were a couple of girls who just arrived. They had a slot open for they’re apartment, so I’m moving in with them.” 
	“What — wh — why?” I asked completely dumbfounded. 
	“C’mon, Brad. We all knew this was about to happen. Whether it was you or me. I tried to be you’re friend, but obviously you put you’re priorities into other people. I guess I’m just not one of those people.” She said flatly.
	“Em that’s true.” I tried to convince her.
	“There’s nothing wrong with it, I get it – sometimes like new better then the old. But, I think it’s best for me to find some people, who want to be with me.” she said as she’s rolling her luggage out by the door.
	“So you’re just going to leave?” I asked.
	Her hand was on the door handle, the other on her luggage. 
	“Yeah.” she tersely remarked, as she opened the door.
	“Em c’mon.” those two words, could only stop her for a couple of seconds.
	“Goodbye Brad, I hope you get what you want.” Her last words before shutting that door and leaving.

***
I thought about this a lot, as I sit on the couch alone with a drink in my hand. I take another swig of my beer, as I stare blankely off. There were so many different questions I wanted answers all the answers in that second when she left. Was I that terrible to her, who was she going to move in with, would she get over me, and even better – what did I want? 
I then decided to call Charlie, hoping for some reassurance. She answered, while sitting on her couch, curled up in a blanket, with cocktail slippers on her feet, and a glass of red in her hand. 
“Hey Charlie.” 
“Hey, what’s up!?”
I didn’t know exactly what the noise in the background of our call, all I heard was a lot of screaming and crying from Charlie’s end of the line. Turn’s out she was watching “12 Years a Slave.” … alone … in the middle of the night. 
“God this movie is so sad.” She said as she took a sip from her glass. 
“Can I see you” I asked despondently.

***
I would sit comfortably on the wooden chairs, worn smooth at the arms, where I was close enough to the fire pit. Close enough to warmth – in silence I would watch the flickering. Usually this place was nearby the pool and the amenity hub, surprisingly it was quiet here. From a distance, Charlie would walk the pavement path, and climb up the fleet of stairs leading to the fire pit. Still wearing her cocktail and silk red pajamas, she sat herself on the pale cushion seat next to mine, in her left hand was a bottle of pinot noir and on the right she pinched two glasses. 
“Here,” she said, handing me a glass and pouring the wine.
“Thanks,” I replied gratefully. I watched the stream of liquid closely, hoping not a single drop would land on my blue Wish hoodie.
“So,” she asked, setting the bottle down. “Tell me what’s wrong.”
“My roommate moved out.”
“What? Why?!”
“I don’t know. She said I wasn’t a good friend to her—that I was spending too much time with you, or Eliese, and everyone else. You know? I just... I don’t know.”
I stared into my glass without taking a sip. Charlie could tell it was eating at me.
“Listen, I’m telling you, you’re a really great guy, Brad,” she said softly.
I shook my head, but she pressed on, determined to make me believe her.
“No, I mean it. I really do,” she insisted. “You can’t make everyone happy, Brad. That’s why I stopped trying.”
She then put her hand on mine, and continued.
She placed her hand on mine and continued, “Just know you still have someone who cares about you,” clearly referring to herself.
I looked down at her hand, then back up into her eyes. It took me a moment before i asked her…
“You want to go to a party?” 
It’s then Charlie softly smiled.
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We finally arrived to the James beach house. The gravel crunched under the tires, of our driver’s car. As the car rolled to a stop, the house emerged from the night, its windows glowing with every light turned on. We got a good look the house as we moved toward the curb where the white picket fence stood. I reached the small, arched arbor first. With a familiar clack-slide of the latch, she swung the gate wide. Casey would come down the wide staircase, her arms spread open as she hugged me. 
“I’m so happy you can make it!” She enthusiastically exclaimed. 
“Happy to come.” I said.
I looked over to Charlie, introducing her to Casey.
“This is Charlie.” 
“Oh, hi! It’s nice to meet you Brad told me a lot about you.” Casey said.
“Oh really!?” Charlie said coyly looking over to me, with her eyebrows raised.
“You know – all nice things. I mean — hey Case why don’t we check out the house.” I sidetracked. 
Casey brought us up the broad wooden front porch, where she opened the door and once we walked inside. Immediately I saw Jenkins and Nate both sitting on the couch. I didn’t know exactly what the two were talking about, but the conversation ended once they saw both of us walk in.
Casey and Charlie would talk in the kitchen as they were trying to find “The Jame’s” liquor cabinet. Meanwhile, me and the rest of the guys were on the couch. I would take a couple of chips from a bowl that sat on a round glass table, as I listen to Jenkins story about this girl he met. From what he told me and Nate, her name with Alondra. The two matched on a christian dating website called “Tempted.com”, he would grab his phone and show us her profile pictures.
“Dude for all you know, she could be totally lying to you. She could be a he!” Nate said.
“I don’t know dude, she seem’s pretty real to me.” he defended.
“Does she know about the …?” I couldn’t complete my question.
Jenkins immediately knows what I was trying to say, so he finishes it for me.
“My divorce right now? Yeah – she does. But, I mean – she’s okay with it.” 
“She know you have a kid, with your ex… or soon to be ex?” Nate asked.
“She does. I mean it’s all a process right now, but so far she’s been very open-minded and cool about the whole situation.” He explained.
Jenkins would then show us the text exchanges between him and this online girl. I didn’t have time to read them all, because he kept scrolling too fast. But from what I saw they would send each other multiple messages at the same time; some of them were long, there were enough words to fill a book. 
“Damn dude!” I blurted out.
“So, when are you two going out?” Nate asked.
“I don’t know, she’s long distance. But, we’re trying to make something work.” he said.
Me and Nate both looked at eachother with doubt quietly seeping through our stares.
The girls cut the exchange, they would come over to the coach with a bottle of rum and carton of orange juice. They would pour it in our glasses already filled to the rim with ice cubes from the freezer. From behind her back, Casey would bring out this card game called “Truth or Drink”. The rules of the game were simple … pull out a card from the deck, the card you pull will have a question, to which you can ask whomever in the group. If the person doesn’t answer, they will have to take a drink. 
The first one to go was Nate, after Casey shuffle the deck we all agreed to go counter-clockwise in rotation. 
Nate would read his card and look over to me…
“Alright Brad.” he said with a tint of smugness.
I was wide-eyed, slightly caught off guard as I was still chewing a chip.
“What’s the one person in this group, that you would delete from a group chat?” he asked as he read out-loud from the card.
“Dude, that’s horrible. I’m not gonna answer that.” I laughed.
“Then you got drink up.” Casey emphasize.
Charlie hands me the bottle of rum. I poured it into my iced glass and took a straight sip, skipping any mixers. The bitter liquor burned its way down my throat, making my body shudder and sending a shiver up my neck.
“Alright my turn.” I said, still trying to digest the aged alcohol. 
I picked the next card on top of the deck and read…
“What’s the nastiest thing you’ve done in the bedroom?” 
Charlie had her palms on her face, trying to hide the embarrassment she was clearly showing.
“I’m not saying it.” She said.
We all laughed, and looked at each other knowing whatever was on her mind — was bad.
She took a drink from the screwdriver she'd made. The moment it touched her tongue, her eyes narrowed and her face tightened. It was obvious she'd poured a little too much rum into it.
Charlie then picks up her card and reads it to Casey.
“Okay-Okay, If you ever got arrested what would it be for?” 
Casey thought about this for a minute before answering… “I think I would say something to a police officer that I shouldn’t, or maybe for speeding – I don’t know?” she laughs.
"Leave it to Casey with the cutest most innocent answer." I teased.
She had this sheepish shrug with a tiny grin, before picking up her card from the deck.
“Jenkins.” she announced.
He still sat on the floor, and turned his direction facing her.
“What’s something in you’re life you would rewind?” She asked, reading from the card.
Jenkins thought about it for a minute before answering. “I think it would be my divorce.”
“Oh… I’m sorry, buddy,” I said softly.
Nate put a hand on Jenkins’ shoulder.
“No—no—no. It’s okay,” Jenkins said quickly. “I made my mistakes, and I knew we weren’t a great match. I’m thankful for it, though—it gave me a son who I love. But knowing what I do now, I think it could’ve ended sooner, or I could’ve handled things differently.” he explained with the utmost objectivity.
It was something about that answer—and how open Jenkins was—that quietly moved Charlie. She rested her head on my shoulder, completely at ease, her arms wrapped around mine so naturally. Her eyes grew heavy, as if she might drift off to sleep right there.
Jenkins would then pick up a card from the deck, after he reading it he looked up to Nate.
“What’s the most embarrassing story you have?” He asked him.
Nate would cover his face, as if he didn’t want to share the story.
“I remember in High School I use to date this Russian ice skater, she was like some foreign exchange student. But we broke up because her dad was like heavily involved in the mafia.” he told the group.
“Wait– what?!” I said, completely caught off guard.
“Dude – yeah. Her name was Ava! Oh my god – her dad was the worst.” He rubbed his eyes with his palms recounting the archived memories.
I was laughing the entire time hearing all of this.
“I took her to prom and her dad walk me into the house and he had this shades on and a gold chain with this half button shirt. Telling me how they have this “Family business” selling used cars. But, that house was way too nice for that kinda line work.”
I honestly wouldn’t have believed him, until he showed me a photo of them together at the prom photoshoot.
“She was so hot! But her dad was such a nut-job. He’s in jail now, but he would always try asking for money, said it’s going to a business investment and he wanted me in. Jesus Christ — I remember making out with his daughter in her car, and he caught us outside and he would knock on the window, pull me aside and show me this .44 caliber he had in his display case. I thought to myself I need to fucking end this, or I’m gonna end up in a body bag.”
After the laughter died down, Nate would pick up his card.
“Brad!” he said with a brief pause before continuing “What’s something you haven’t told anyone?” 
I don’t know why I said it at the time, I don’t know what came over me? It wasn’t like I had a lot to drink at the time, so there was no excuse to why I felt the need to share this part of my life. 
“When I was in college, I was accused of rape.”
Everybody became wide-eyed, the silence was so sharp and heavy that I could fell the weight of it suffocating me. Clearly I could see that the decision I made, was instantly regrettable. 
Most of them wanted to know the details about it, most importantly they wanted to know if I did it. 
I said “No, of course, not!” 
To that, they had nothing but questions.
I told them the whole story.
Back when I was in college, I had a friend named Britney. During a difficult time in her life, while her relationship with Luke was falling apart, she tried to kiss me. She was vulnerable, and I didn't think much of it afterward. For a while, she continued texting and calling me, but eventually it all stopped. At the time, I had no idea why.
Later, I learned that she had made allegations against me. The case went to court, and thankfully I was found innocent.
Even so, Kate stopped talking to me. Luke did too, despite the fact that he testified on my behalf during the trial. I never understood why he defended me in court but still disappeared from my life afterward.
I told them that everything that happened was the reason I came to Florida. There was nothing left for me back home. The friends I had grown up with never reached out again, and I never heard another word from them.
The life I used to have slipped through my fingers the moment I left, slowly fading into something that no longer felt like it belonged to me.
Nobody had anything left to say, you can definitely tell the vivacity was sucked out of the room. I was embarssed, that I left my guard down for a moment and now the new relationship’s formed was























































 




