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Prologue: Fénix

Everything hurt.

That was what MJ quickly learned about professional wrestling.

It was always hot in Victory Academy, where she had spent most of her after-school hours and weekends for the past month, learning the secrets of pro wrestling. The walls were metal, and after a short while she began to think of the old warehouse like one giant oven in which she was slowly being cooked. The several large fans constantly turning their bladed heads did little to banish the heat. She’d almost gotten used to sweating buckets every day.

MJ stood in one of the wrestling ring’s four corners, holding the ropes where they connected to the top turnbuckle. The “ropes” were really steel cables covered by a garden hose slit up its middle and then wrapped in duct tape. MJ still wasn’t sure why everyone insisted on calling them ropes. She could barely see over the top of the corner. Even the youngest student in the Academy was almost three years older than her, and she wasn’t big for her age besides.

MJ ran in place, her feet pumping as if she were sprinting around the track at school even though she stayed planted in the same spot.

On the cement floor beyond the ropes, Mr. Arellano stalked like some kind of predatory animal in a jungle, circling the ring. The skin around his eyes may’ve been wrinkled and sagging from age, but those eyes remained clear and sharp, and they seemed to see everything.

“Bump!” he barked at the students inside the ring.

MJ stopped running in place and let go of the ropes-that-weren’t-really-ropes. She let herself fall backward, keeping her feet firmly planted where they were on the canvas. She tucked her chin tight against her chest as she landed on the upper part of her back between her shoulders. MJ extended her arms as she fell and slapped her hands against the mat at the same moment her back hit it. She was careful to keep her elbows turned out so they didn’t painfully smack the ring floor. It had taken her weeks to master that one small mechanic of taking a bump, and her elbows bore dark bruises that still served as her best reminders.

Landing hurt, just a little, far less than it was supposed to look like it hurt, but far more than people who dismissed wrestling as fake would ever know. Mr. Arellano had told MJ that bumping, especially taking bigger bumps than a simple fall backward, would be harder on her because there was so little padding over her bones, and that it would get easier when she had more meat on her.

It hurt, but it also felt good in a strange way. It sent a rush through her body every time. The truth, as bananas as MJ knew it would sound to most other kids she knew, was that it all felt good. The oppressive heat, taking bumps, running drills, bouncing off the ring ropes until the skin under her right arm and across her back wore a red stripe.

After the brief shock of the bump passed, MJ stood up as fast as she could. She grabbed the ropes and began running in place again.

“You need to be back on your feet faster than that!” Mr. Arellano shouted at her from the floor.

Even his yelling at her and the rest of the students all the time felt good. In fact, it was one of the things MJ enjoyed the most. It was the first time in her life that someone yelling didn’t make her feel smaller, didn’t make her want to shrink away from the source of that yelling and hide. When Mr. Arellano shouted and cursed at them, there was no anger, but there was also nothing held back. He treated his students like adults, even her, and that was the part that felt good.

“Bump!”

MJ planted her feet and let herself fall again, welcom-ing it, gravity guiding her back to the warm mat that almost seemed to hug her, like a friend.

As she landed, MJ could barely remember her life before the ring, or maybe she just didn’t want to.
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A Month Earlier

Everything hurt.

That was what MJ quickly learned about being twelve years old.

Even if the big hurts were fewer and far between, every day seemed to be filled with little hurts. When the rest of the team had a sleepover and didn’t invite you, it hurt. When they friended you on social media just to send you messages that kept you awake at night, it hurt. When a group of older girls shoved you into the lockers as they sprinted down the school hallway, it hurt. When you woke up in the morning and remembered what yesterday was like and you knew today would be more of the same, it hurt.

All those little hurts added up quickly, until they felt like carrying a big concrete block you couldn’t put down.

MJ always kept the blinds in her room shut tight, as tightly as she could pull their rough drawstring. It wasn’t that she didn’t like light; she didn’t like sunlight. More than that, she hated the way the world looked in the sunlight, and the way she looked. Sunlight was too bright. It was too honest. Everything showed in it, especially imperfections; dirt and dust and stains on furniture, and scratches and bruises and bumps on skin. The fake light from lamps was more forgiving. You could hide things in the soft, muted glow of fake light. Sunlight was like the harsh stare of the kids at her school, always looking for weaknesses in everything and everyone they saw.

So it was dark when she woke up that morning, and she liked it that way.

Her mother felt differently. She marched into MJ’s bedroom at 7:01 a.m. just as she did every morning, ignoring MJ stirring in her bed and walking right over to the window, snapping the blinds open and letting the sun invade every corner of the room.

MJ’s eyes only shut tighter. She turned away from the light, moaning and pulling her pillow around her head.

“Mom, come on!”

“You keep it too dark in here. It’s not healthy.”

“The sun gives you cancer, you know.”

“That’s not funny, Maya.”

“It’s true,” she grumbled.

“If you’re late again you’re going to find out I’m scarier than cancer.”

MJ sat up in bed indignantly. “How is that okay, but what I said isn’t?”

“Because I’m the mom,” her mother insisted.

Still grumbling, MJ crawled out of bed and stumbled across the floor to her dresser. Pulling open the drawer, she fished out a pair of jeans and a baseball-style shirt that had “MJ” printed on the front. Her parents named her Maya Jocelyn. Papi always called her MJ because it reminded him of the character from the Spider-Man comics he read as a kid.

MJ didn’t like the old comics much, but she loved her father.
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Eggs Again

“You have to visit Papi this weekend,” her mother reminded her for the third time since Monday.

And for the third time since Monday, MJ pretended not to hear her. Instead, she continued searching the ever-growing mess underneath her bed for the new Vans her mother had bought MJ for back-to-school. After half her body had disappeared into the darkness there, she found the left shoe under a couple of old Ms. Marvel comics.

MJ knew plenty of kids who only visited their fathers on weekends. Maya never thought she would be one of them. She especially didn’t think it would be like this.

She tried. Every day she tried, but she couldn’t stop being mad at her father for leaving, even in the quiet moments when she really, truly wanted to not feel that anger anymore, when she just wanted to miss him being there for her, just wanted to be sad about what was happening. That she actually wanted to be sad and couldn’t be just ended up making her even angrier, however.

“I know you hear me, Maya Jocelyn,” her mother repeated, adding MJ’s middle name in that way parents had probably been doing since the first time a parent yelled at their child.

“I hear you,” MJ grumbled, snatching her right shoe from behind a Corrina Que Rico action figure grappling with a Stevie Lord action figure (she liked to have her Corrina beat up on the guy wrestlers).

“Everyone understands what you’re going through,” her mother said, more gently. “Papi understands, too. I didn’t want to make you visit him until you were ready, but if you keep on like this, you’ll never be ready, and that’s not going to work, Maya. This is the way things are now. I’ve tried to give you time to get used to it on your own, but I have to start helping you do it. That’s my job. Your job is to try, okay?”

“I am trying,” MJ insisted. “I’m like the captain of the Get-Used-to-New-Stuff Team practically.”

Her mother sighed. MJ hated that sound. It was like a horn her mother blew every time MJ let her down.

“I know, baby. Get your shoes and your schoolbag and come to the kitchen, okay?”

Her mother left her bedroom. MJ waited until she heard cabinets opening and dishes rattling in the kitchen before she finally crawled out from underneath the bed. She folded her legs in front of her and put on her shoes. The carpet felt stiff and unfamiliar beneath her. It was brand new, like everything else in the small house they were renting. One of the reasons the room was such a mess was because MJ had just dumped out the few boxes she’d brought with them from their old house when they’d moved in four months ago, and then shoved the contents of each box under the bed.

MJ slipped the phone from her front pocket. She unlocked it and tapped the little talk bubble icon. Sure enough, Papi’s last voicemail was waiting for her. She didn’t listen to it. She also didn’t delete it. MJ hadn’t been able to bring herself to do either.

“Come eat your eggs!” her mother called.

MJ cringed. Almost every morning since Papi left them her mother had made MJ huevos rancheros for breakfast. It was the only dish her mother knew how to make, and she was terrible at it. Papi always did the cooking.

She put away her phone and forced herself to stand up. Her backpack, notebook, tablet, and schoolbooks were spread across the tangled sheets and blankets of her bed. MJ stuffed them into the backpack and zipped it up before running out of the room.

MJ’s mother called the kitchen a kitchenette because it wasn’t its own room like in their old house. It was narrow and separated from the living room by an ugly copper bar top. MJ sat at the little round table where they ate all their meals.

There were a bunch of papers scattered on the other side of the table. Her mother had been going over their bills last night after she sent MJ to bed. Before MJ fell asleep, she could hear her mother worrying out loud, sighing and muttering to herself.

She wouldn’t talk to her daughter about it, but MJ knew they didn’t have a lot of money, or at least they didn’t have as much as they used to. That’s why they were renting this small house, and why her mother had to sell the old one they’d lived in all of MJ’s life.

Because of that mess of papers on the table, and what the papers meant, it seemed like all her mother did these days was work, way more than she had before. When they were in their old house, before Papi left, they’d spent almost every weekend visiting with her father’s family. They’d barely seen any of the family since they’d moved, and they hadn’t even moved that far. Her mother was too busy, although MJ sometimes wondered if Mom liked having that as an excuse.

Her mother put a glass of milk and a plate of huevos rancheros atop a tortilla in front of her. MJ tried very hard not to make a face as the smell hit her nose. The eggs smelled like hot ketchup and they looked like brains heaped onto a plastic frisbee. Papi made his own tortillas from scratch. Abuelita had taught him how. Her mother bought the ones from the store that felt like rubber in your mouth and tasted like wet cardboard.

MJ poked at the red mess with her fork as her mother sat down next to her with a cup of coffee.

“Are you not hungry?” her mother asked.

“I don’t want to be late,” MJ lied.

“Oh, really? What’s happening at school today?”

She shrugged.

Her mother frowned at MJ over the rim of her coffee mug.

“When are gymnastics tryouts?”

It was MJ’s turn to frown. “It doesn’t matter, ’cuz I’m not going out this year. I told you.”

“You said you’d think about it, as I recall.”

“Oh. Well. I meant I’m not going out this year.”

“Maybe I can come to school with you and take a class in this new language you’ve been speaking lately.”

“Ha-ha,” MJ shot back at her.

“Why don’t you want to do gymnastics anymore? You were getting so good at it.”

“I don’t like the kids.”

“What’s wrong with the kids?”

“They’re kids.”

“And what are you?”

“Something else. At least that’s how they treat me.”

Her mother was quiet for a while.

“Why didn’t you tell me last year that was happening?” she finally asked MJ.

She shrugged again. “There was a lot going on.”

“Yeah, I guess there was. I’m sorry, Maya. Maybe we can—”

“Can I go now?”

Her mother treated her to another sigh, then said, “Take three good bites, then you can go.”

“How about one really big bite?”

“Stop negotiating with me and eat,” her mother ordered her.

MJ took a deep breath and quickly shoveled three forkfuls into her mouth, chasing each bite with a big gulp of milk to wash out the taste.

“Do you want something different tomorrow?” her mother asked her as MJ got up from the table.

MJ shouldered her backpack. “How about money to go to McDonald’s?”

“I hate you so much,” her mother said with a wicked grin, shaking her head.

“Hate you too, bye!” MJ called back to her cheerfully as she ran toward the front door.
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Chicas Malas

Lunch was both her favorite and her least favorite period of the school day.

She liked it because she could be alone, and usually no one bothered her. She didn’t like it because sometimes she got tired of being alone, and during lunch there was nothing going on to make the time pass faster like there was during class.

Even though she and her mother had moved, MJ was still attending the same school. Mom said it was because it was the best in the district, and she wasn’t going to let MJ go to a school that wasn’t as good. MJ could tell it meant a lot to her mother, keeping her here. Selling their old house had been really hard, and MJ knew her mother blamed herself.

That’s why MJ had such a hard time being mad about moving, or at least being mad at her mother. She could see how much pain it caused Mom, and MJ didn’t want to add to that. Besides, as much as she loved their old house, after Papi left, every room reminded her of them all being together, and that always hurt.

Going to a different school was one change MJ wouldn’t have minded making, though. The kids at her school always seemed so stuck up to MJ. And most of them didn’t look like her. She never really talked about that, not even to Papi, but she noticed. She noticed every day.

MJ bought chocolate milk from one of the school’s vending machines. There was a spot behind the library where MJ liked to sit against the wall and watch wrestling on her tablet while she ate her lunch.

Lucha Dominion was MJ’s favorite pro-wrestling show, and they put out a new episode every week. She had their app loaded onto her tablet so she could keep up with it and watch extra stuff like interviews and behind-the-scenes videos. Unlike other wrestling shows, which ran all year long every year, Lucha Dominion happened in seasons like a regular TV show.

“So this is where you hide now?”

MJ looked up in alarm.

It was Madison. She was the top-ranked gymnast their age in the state and one of the worst people on the planet, or at least that’s what MJ thought.

Madison was flanked by Emma and Sophia, the other stars of their school’s gymnastics team. The two of them weren’t so bad, except when they were around Madison, and then they were like hyper puppies someone kept poking with a stick. It wasn’t hard to understand why. Not only was Madison their team’s undisputed leader, her dad was their gymnastics coach. No one wanted to cross her.

Besides, MJ thought, the three of them looked like they belonged together. They all matched. They were like an advertisement for The Pretty White Girl Store.

MJ had managed to avoid them since the school year started three weeks ago, but her luck had finally run out.

“I’m just eating my lunch,” MJ said, returning her attention to her tablet, hoping they’d go away.

None of them moved.

“We didn’t see you at tryouts,” Madison said.

“That’s because I wasn’t there. I’m not doing gymnastics anymore.”

Madison folded her arms across her chest and smirked.

“Why not?”

MJ didn’t answer her, because telling them the truth would just make Madison say even meaner things, and probably do worse than that.

“I hope you don’t think you’re too good for us, or something.”

MJ still didn’t answer.

The truth was they’d been so mean to her that even the thought of showing up for gymnastics practice made her want to cry.

Her silence and the way she was ignoring them made Madison angry.

“Look at me when I’m talking to you!”

MJ sighed. She paused her Lucha Dominion video and slowly raised her chin, staring up at the three of them.

Madison’s expression was like something out of a comic book panel. She looked like a Marvel villain who’d just been beaten up by Wolverine or something.

“Are you still watching that junk?” she asked, nodding at the frozen image on MJ’s screen.

Madison had always liked making fun of her wrestling obsession, but MJ was used to people doing that.

It only hurt now because wrestling was one of the things she shared with her papi.

“Obviously,” MJ said, too quietly to even be heard through her grinding teeth.

“I told you what my dad said about people who watch wrestling, right? How they can barely be smart enough to tie their shoes?”

MJ blinked hard as if she’d just been stung by a bee. The mention of Madison’s father hurt even worse than any of her insults. She remembered all too well the way their coach felt about wrestling. He’d always barked at her to “turn that junk off” whenever he caught her watching her tablet before practice.

“I didn’t try out this year because I just don’t want to do gymnastics anymore, that’s all.”

Madison glared at her.

MJ waited, her heart beating faster. She felt like she was sweating, and she hoped they couldn’t see it.

“You are so pathetic,” Madison said after a while.

There was so much hatred in her voice. MJ couldn’t understand why.

Madison kicked over the plastic bottle of chocolate milk sitting opened on the ground beside her. MJ had to scoot away to avoid the milk that spilled across the cement. She reached down and picked up the bottle while there was still some left inside.

Madison watched her and laughed. The other girls didn’t laugh. They just stood there with nervous smiles on their faces. She wished they’d say something, but she knew they were too scared of Madison and her dad to ever do it.

Fortunately, they walked away after that.

It wasn’t what they did to her that really bothered MJ, it was that she had to take it. That was the part that made her feel so powerless and angry. She wanted to fight back, but she didn’t know how.

MJ drank the sip of chocolate milk that was left in the bottle, and then she unpaused the video she was watching.

Listening to Corrina made her feel better.

Wrestling was still there for her, even if Papi wasn’t, and it helped her deal with the real world.

It didn’t fix things, but it helped.
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Shipwreck

MJ would never have guessed that losing a drone over a wall one day could change her life, but it did.

It was the last present her papi had given her before he left them. It was red and black and looked like a helicopter from the future, and she could control it with an app on her phone that he’d shown her how to use.

MJ liked it because she didn’t have to go outside to play with the drone. She could sit in her bedroom and control it from the window, sending it dive-bombing at soda cans she’d set up in their new backyard.

She hadn’t felt like arranging any new targets that day, so instead MJ aimlessly guided the drone in zigzagging patterns inches above the dying grass. A six-foot concrete wall separated their yard from the house next door. The top of it always seemed to have seeds and pods from a nearby tree scattered over its rough surface.

MJ navigated the drone above the wall and carefully let it settle close to the top without quite touching. Gently edging it forward so its round body tilted, MJ revved up the speed and let it fly. The force created by the drone sent dried yellow pods shooting out from under it on both sides, clearing the top of the wall. It was satisfying to watch, and MJ felt proud of herself and her little electronic pet.

That satisfaction turned to sudden panic when the front of her drone snagged against a particularly rough spot in the concrete and went flipping end over end beyond the fence, disappearing into the neighbor’s backyard.

“Uh-oh,” she breathed quietly to herself.

MJ couldn’t see where it landed. She tried to summon it back into the air with the controls of her phone app, but the drone wouldn’t rise. It was either stuck on something, or the crash had damaged it.

MJ felt that bubbling begin in her gut that happened when she knew she was about to be in trouble.

She put her phone down on the windowsill and pushed herself up by the edges of her seat, unfolding her legs and hopping down from the chair. MJ bolted out of the house as fast as she could run, charging across their backyard to the place at the wall where her drone went down.

She realized she had no idea who lived here; in the four months since they’d moved into the house, she and her mother hadn’t really met anyone on the street yet. MJ had only seen an aging truck parked in the driveway next to theirs from time to time, but it hadn’t been there when she’d come home from school, so she was pretty sure nobody was home.

Standing next to it, the wall seemed a lot taller than it had when she looked down at it from her bedroom window. MJ licked her lips nervously, thinking she should just wait until that truck pulled back into the neighbor’s driveway and then she could go knock on the door and ask for her drone back. Then she thought about what would happen if the neighbors didn’t come home before her mother did. She could just not tell Mom about the drone, of course, but what if the neighbors found it and brought it over? Then not only did MJ crash the expensive gift, she would also have lied about it.

And it was a gift from Papi; not just a gift, but his last gift to her.

Running through every possibility like that made her head hurt. MJ shook her head to clear away those thoughts, telling herself that she was acting like a dork, and that she wanted her drone back.

She bent at her knees and launched herself into the air, reaching up and gripping the top of the wall. The unfinished concrete dug into her fingertips, but she was easily able to pull herself up and swing her legs over.

It actually felt good to move her body like that. MJ wouldn’t tell her mother, but she missed gymnastics. MJ missed the way she felt free when she flew across the practice mats or walked the balance beam. It was everything that happened when she stepped off the mat that she couldn’t stand.

She dropped down into the neighbor’s backyard, landing solidly on her feet. The backyard hadn’t been mowed in weeks, it seemed, and the grass was up to her ankles.

Still, she spotted her crashed drone lying next to an old, cracked marble fountain with a sculpture of Our Lady of Guadalupe on top of it. MJ recognized the image of Mary from her abuelita’s candles. She sprinted over and picked up the drone, examining it for damage. The plastic body was chipped where it had snagged the rough concrete, but other than that MJ couldn’t see anything that would prevent it from flying. She hoped its inside parts weren’t messed up too bad.

MJ looked up from the drone and really took in the yard for the first time. Other than the disused fountain, there was only one other thing on the overgrown grass, but that thing dominated most of the space. She wasn’t sure how she hadn’t noticed it when she first hopped the fence.

Something giant was covered by a dirty canvas tarp in the corner of the yard. Whatever it was, it was twice as tall as MJ and the size of two minivans. MJ crept toward it, curious. At first she thought it might be a project, maybe some old boat somebody was working on restoring on the weekends. Then MJ noticed the tarp was split down one corner, revealing a piece of what was hiding underneath.

The object poking out was a tall, rusted metal post.

MJ squinted at the long rectangle. There were ropes or cables connected to two sides of it, and under those, hanging from the edge of some kind of platform, large pieces of cloth draped down to the ground.

Her eyes widened as she recognized what she was looking at.

She walked over to the exposed corner of the tarp and touched the metal post carefully. It was rough on her hand, but it seemed solid, like it wouldn’t easily tip over.

MJ hesitated, biting her lower lip. She knew she shouldn’t be there, let alone doing what she was thinking about doing.

She bent down and placed her drone back in the grass. MJ reached out and grabbed two handfuls of the canvas tarp. She gave them a tug. The tarp barely moved. Taking a deep breath, she dug her heels into the ground beneath the tall grass and pulled as hard as she could. Slowly, the tarp began to slide over the top of the object. MJ had to turn around and drag the end of the tarp she was holding over her shoulder. The rest of it finally pulled away and after trudging over a dozen steps MJ felt the bulk of the tarp drop to the ground.

She let go of the piece she was holding and turned back to take in what the tarp had been covering up.

It was a wrestling ring, just like the ones she’d seen on TV all her life. It certainly wasn’t as impressive as those, nowhere near as polished and clean. In fact, this ring looked to be in terrible shape. The “ropes” looked to be wrapped in duct tape that was several different colors. The canvas covering the inside of the ring was dirty and torn in many places, several of which were also patched over with duct tape. The turnbuckles that connected the ropes in each corner, which were usually covered by pads, were mostly just exposed, rusted metal rings.

MJ didn’t care, however. She’d never been this close to a real wrestling ring before, and she thought it was amazing.

It’s not yours, a voice that sounded a lot like Mom’s said inside her head. This isn’t your yard. You shouldn’t be messing around with other people’s stuff.

All of that was true, but how often would MJ be alone with a real-life pro-wrestling ring?

Besides, how could she be in more trouble than she already was?

She crawled underneath the bottom rope and across the stained, taped-over canvas, standing up in the middle of the ring. It didn’t feel the way she thought a ring floor would feel under her feet. Her family members who thought pro wrestling was dumb always compared it to a trampoline. It didn’t feel like that at all. The ring floor felt solid underneath the layer of canvas on top of it.

MJ gently rocked back and forth from the tips of her shoes to
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