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1

Thou Shalt Not Trust a Two-Faced Bitch

Seven years of bad luck can slurp my ass.

It’s been way too long since I punched something, and that vanity had it coming. Stupid mirror. Stupid Yami.

Whatever. Mirrors are overrated, and punching them is underrated. I’ve never liked looking at myself anyway. Not because I don’t think I’m cute. I mean, I am cute—objectively—but that’s beside the point. I like this new reflection better. It’s cracked enough that I’m hardly recognizable. Splintered in all the right places. I did that. With my fist. Who says I’m not tough?

I don’t run from a fight—as long as it’s with an inanimate object. I didn’t punch the mirror hard enough to shatter it, but the pulsing in my knuckles tells me I hit it pretty hard. My chest swells at the accomplishment, and so does my hand.

Shit. That’s a lot of blood.

Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have done that. My hand is shaking and starting to drip, but I’m stuck. All I can think about is Bianca, and the other thing I really shouldn’t have done.

Who quits their job just to avoid the possibility of running into an ex? Not even an ex. An ex-traordinarily two-faced bitch. An ex–best friend, who I’m ashamed to have ever had feelings for.

Bianca’s never been good at keeping secrets, so I don’t know why I thought she’d keep this one to herself. It’s my own fault for trusting her. Last time I saw her was when she outed me at the end of sophomore year. I was happy to never see her again, but today she just had to walk right into the coffee shop I work at. Worked at.

She has some nerve trying to confront me at work. It’s not like I could defend myself. I never could, against her. Because of her, I couldn’t even make it a couple weeks into my summer job.

So you’re running away to Catholic school now? Are you that desperate to avoid me?

Yes. Desperate enough to quit my job, too. Anything to keep from seeing her. Anything.

“Yami?” Cesar knocks at the door but doesn’t wait for a response before cracking it open and peeking inside. “I’ll call you back,” he says to whoever he’s on the phone with. He must have heard the mirror break. His eyes widen slightly at the sight of my fist, so I jump in before he can say anything.

“Was that your girlfriend?” I tease.

“Something like that.” He shrugs.

“You’re such a player,” I say, shaking my head.

“Anyways, you okay?” My brother stares at my bloody knuckles and the mirror, waiting for an explanation I don’t give. I should be the one worried about him, not the other way around. His knuckles are freshly scabbed like mine are about to be, and he has a black eye. Just another variation of the usual.

“Are you okay?” I throw the question back at him. His eyes flick to the mirror and back at me before he walks in. He hops over the dirty clothes on the floor and onto my bed, grinning.

“I got all As!” he says. Okay, so I’m not the only one deflecting. Cesar and I have an unspoken rule: you can ask personal questions exactly once. If the question is avoided, you don’t pry. That’s how we keep the peace. I give Cesar a high five with my good hand, then go to our shared bathroom to wash off the blood, leaving the door open so he can hear me.

“¡Eso! No wonder you got a scholarship to Slayton.”

Cesar is definitely the better student between us. He skipped a grade, so we’re both about to be juniors. A lot of people assume we’re twins, which I don’t mind. It makes it slightly less embarrassing that my younger brother is so much smarter than me. I’m not in all honors classes like him, but I do all right.

Without a scholarship of my own, I’ll need to get another job ASAP to pay my half of tuition. It’s the only way Mom could afford to send us both to Slayton Catholic, and I’m more than happy to do the extra work. I would probably die of embarrassment if I had to go back to Rover High after what Bianca did. Catholic school and another job will be worth it if I never have to see her gorgeous, backstabbing face ever again. Goodbye, Rover, can’t say I’ll miss you.

I make sure all the blood is gone and dab some of Cesar’s superglue on the cut before going back to my room. By the time I’m done, you can barely tell I hurt myself. If nothing else, hiding my pain is one thing I’m good at.

Cesar’s lying on my bed, staring at the ceiling, fidgeting with the cross at the end of the chain around his neck. “Do you really want to go to Slayton?”

I shrug and fall onto the bed next to him.

Bianca isn’t the only reason I need to go to Slayton, but I can’t tell Cesar that. As far as he knows, Mom’s forcing us both to go because we need a “better education,” with the best teachers and more advanced classes. It’s also Mom’s way of making up for the fact that she doesn’t have time to take us to church anymore.

At least, those are the reasons we tell Cesar. We don’t tell him it’s also because of all the trouble he’s been getting into at Rover, and that Mom thinks Slayton will be safer (because of the Catholic values). We don’t tell him I insisted on going with him to keep him out of trouble. It’s a fancy-ass Catholic school, but it’s a fresh start, for both of us. And at least now I’ll know to keep my mouth shut about any crushes. This time, I’ll be stealthy gay. Like Kristen Stewart.

Cesar rolls on his side to face me. “I heard it’s nothing but white people there.”

“Probably.” The students at Rover are mostly Black and Brown Chicanes, but Slayton’s on the north side of Scottsdale, about a forty-minute drive from where we live. Let’s just say there’s not a lot of melanin over there. I could probably pay my tuition selling sunscreen between classes.

“And the football team sucks,” he says.

“You don’t even play football.”

“And now I never will.” There’s a sad gleam in his eye, as if playing football was once a dream of his. I swear he’s the most dramatic guy I know.

“Aww, pobrecito.” I try to pinch his cheek but he swats my hand away. He’s only ten months younger than me, but I’ll never let him forget he’s the baby.

“I heard they make you do, like, ten hours of homework a day. That’s called child abuse. When will we sleep? When will we eat? We’re gonna starve!” He throws his arms in the air.

I laugh and hit him with my pillow. “We’ll live.” I don’t mention that he’s the one who’ll have the excess homework, with all the AP and honors classes he’s in. “Besides, it’s better than the alternative, right?”

“What alternative?”

“You know”—I gesture to his bruised eye—“getting jumped?” His jaw clenches, and I immediately feel bad for bringing it up, so I keep going. “Or eating moldy chicken nuggets for lunch. That’s child abuse. At least Slayton can afford to feed us real food.”

“I guess.” He doesn’t sound amused. Cesar has no self-preservation instincts. It’s almost as if he wants to keep getting his ass kicked at Rover.

I throw my arm around his shoulder. “Don’t worry, if you ever miss Rover food, just lick the bottom of your shoe. You’ll feel like you never left.”

He lets out a little snort and throws one of his legs in the air. “Excuse you, my shoes are clean AF. This is five-star dining right here.”

“The bottom of your shoes, tonto.” I go to flick his ear, but he sees it coming and flicks mine first. “Ow!” I rub my ear. Damn you, slow reflexes.

It’s fine, though. I’d rather have a flicked ear than a mad-at-me little brother.

My phone buzzes, and Mom’s picture lights up the screen. I don’t know why she calls my phone when she could call my name. Our house isn’t exactly big enough for me not to hear. I answer anyway.

“Hey, Mami.”

“Ven pa’ acá, mija.”

“Coming.” I hang up. My mind is racing, trying to come up with some excuse for how the mirror broke.

“Tell her I broke it.” Cesar must have read my mind, even though he’s not even looking at me. He’s good at that.

“Why?”

“She’ll believe you, and I won’t get in trouble.” He’s right. Cesar is Mom’s little baby. He breaks a mirror and she’ll want to know if his hand is okay. I break a mirror and I’m grounded, at the very least. Still, I’m not throwing him under the bus.

I roll my eyes and head to my mom’s room. In the hallway, I avoid looking at her collection of crosses and the gallery of Jesus portraits on the walls. Because apparently one Jesus isn’t enough holiness to literally scare me straight—not that Mom knows she needs to. I wish Cesar didn’t buy into this stuff so hard, so I could at least complain to him about it. The biggest portrait makes me particularly twitchy. Jesus is staring directly at me—no, through me—and his eyes are all sad like he knows I’m going to hell. I can’t shake the feeling that it doesn’t matter if I’m in the closet or not. Mom’s voice nags in my head: Jesus sees everything. There’s a burning in my gut, like the crosses are trying to exorcise the gay out of me. I keep my eyes on the carpet and speed-walk the rest of the way down the Hallway of Shame and into her room.

I almost step on a half-made beadwork earring on my way in. The angular design looks like it’s going to mimic a red-and-orange flower. As usual, the floor is littered with beads, strings, wires, and other side-hustle supplies. Mom makes jewelry and Mexican beadwork to sell in her spare time, and she does a damn good job of it. As if she isn’t already busy enough with her full-time call center job and two kids. I check to see if she saw me almost step on the earring, but she doesn’t react.

She pats the space on her bed next to where she’s lying. Her hair is in a messy bun, and she’s wearing sunglasses—the ones she wears when she has post-crying eyes. I don’t know what’s wrong, but I don’t think it’s the mirror. I’m the one she calls when she’s wearing her sunglasses. She’s always too worried about Cesar to put her problems on him.

I hop over the mess on the floor and up on the bed to assume our usual cuddling position. Her bed is way comfier than mine, and no matter how old I get, I’ll always feel safer in it. She pulls me into a hug and strokes my hair. I close my eyes, and we’re both quiet for a moment.

She doesn’t say anything about the mirror. She must not have heard me break it. I know I’m supposed to be comforting her right now, but I feel so guilty. I have to come clean.

“I quit my job,” I blurt out, better to rip off the Band-Aid. She would have figured it out anyway. “But I’ll get another one, I promise.”

“Ay Dios mío . . .” She sighs and gives herself the sign of the cross. “Don’t tell me Bianca convinced you to quit. She’s a bad influence on you.” Bianca’s name makes my body go cold for a moment.

“No, Mami. We’re not even friends anymore.” I try not to let it get to me that she hasn’t even realized. It’s only been a few weeks since Bianca outed me, so maybe Mami’s just been too busy to notice.

“Ay, ay, ay . . . Then we’ll talk about a new job later.” For some reason she doesn’t sound mad about me quitting. Not the reaction I was expecting.

“Okay . . .” It takes a while for her to say what she actually does want to talk about.

“I need you to do me a favor. Okay baby?” Her voice is hoarse.

“Yeah, Mami?”

“You know I want what’s best for you and your brother.”

“I know.”

“I don’t know what to do with that boy.” She rolls onto her back. “Your dad was always so good at getting through to him.”

I don’t say anything. Dad got deported back to Mexico when I was ten. We talk on the phone and video-chat sometimes, but I haven’t actually seen him in years. After he left, my mom went through hell trying to get him back and spent all her savings on legal fees. But the system failed us, and he’s not coming back.

Papi and Cesar are the only two people who I feel like really get me. It sucks I only get to talk to him on a screen for short bursts at a time.

“I talked to him today. He misses you. And Cesar.” She wipes her eye under the glasses. “Cesar just . . . he doesn’t listen to me like he listened to your dad.” I can breathe a little easier knowing she’s upset about Cesar, not my job, or even the mirror. But I know she’ll eventually make this about me. She always does.

“Cesar’s gonna be okay, Mami.” I squeeze her hand. Cesar will always insist he’s fine and play tough guy, but just because he hits back doesn’t make it a fair fight. Mom and I have tried to ask why he keeps getting into fights and what’s wrong, but he lashes out or retreats when he feels like he’s being questioned. The best I’ve been able to do for him is keep an eye out, but I’m even failing at that. It seems like every time I look away he’s either picking a fight or getting jumped, so I feel powerless to stop all the black eyes and busted lips he keeps coming home with.

“He listens to you.” Mom’s lip is quivering, and I don’t know what to do. I shove my wounded fist into my hoodie pocket. If she figures out I punched something, she’ll think I’m the reason Cesar’s been fighting. One misstep always makes things my fault. It’s a lot of pressure, having to be the perfect role model for my brother when I can barely keep it together myself.

Since Dad’s been gone, there’s been this unspoken rule that I’m supposed to take care of Cesar the way he did. According to Mom, anything bad that happens to Cesar is on me.

I’m tired.

“What do you need me to do?”

“I need you to set a good example. Tell him this will be a good opportunity for the two of you. Look out for him. This new school is small, so you won’t have a problem.” It feels like she’s saying I haven’t been looking out for him. As if the whole reason I got a job in the first place wasn’t so I could follow him to Jesus School to look out for him. I want to tell her it’s not my fault what happens to him, but she wouldn’t buy it if I did.

“Okay, Mami.”

“Oh, and you’re grounded.”

“What?” I sit up. How can she ask me a favor, and ground me, while she’s cuddling me? I’m surprised my neck hasn’t broken from the whiplash.

“Until you find another job. You know I can’t afford to send you to that school.”

“I’ll find another job,” I say. I was already planning on that. Being grounded doesn’t matter anyway, since the only person I have to hang out with now is Cesar.

“And you’ll look out for your brother.”

“Yes, Mami,” I say as I crawl out of her bed.

I’ll let Cesar think we talked about the mirror.
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Thou Shalt Have No Other Gods Before Capitalism

I should be working on the summer assignment I got in the mail for my language arts class, but finding a job takes priority. What kind of school gives homework on VACATION, anyway? If I end up finding a job, maybe I’ll do my presentation on how unethical and life-draining homework is.

No matter how busy I keep myself filling out form after form, being grounded is lonely. Usually I’d have Bianca over for moral support or to give me advice. But now I know she wasn’t really my friend in the first place.

Part of me wants to be grateful she only told a grand total of three people about me being gay—our other friends Stefani and Chachi, and Bianca’s mom—but that part of me is way too naive. She shouldn’t have told anyone. I guess, looking back on it, I was never really close with the other girls in our friend group. They just tolerated me because I was friends with Bianca. She was the “leader” of the group, the rest of us her dutiful followers.

But she was more than just a leader, and I wasn’t just a follower. She was the superhero, and I was the sidekick.

Okay, maybe the sidekick is a little generous. I was more like the fangirl in distress who the hero constantly has to save. No one cares about that character. So really, I’m glad Bianca shattered that illusion, so I don’t have to play that role anymore. I’m my own hero now, and she’s the villain.

I guess I was pretty naive back then. I had seen Bianca’s mean side. How she would talk shit about anyone and everyone just to do it. How she looked down on anyone outside our little group. Under Bianca’s glow, I felt special. I should have known how easy it would be for her to turn and make me the target.

For a while, job hunting is a convenient distraction from Bianca. I don’t have to think about how much I hate her while I’m busy filling out applications and compulsively rewriting my résumé. I spend the rest of June and all of July job hunting, but after getting nothing but soul-sucking rejections, I’m still not having any luck. My résumé isn’t exactly impressive, no matter how I twist it. I’ve only had one job working as a barista, and I couldn’t even hold it a couple of weeks. And there’s only so many job openings within walking distance from our house.

Technically, I’m only supposed to use my phone for job hunting and emergencies, but I am allowed to stare at my notification-less screen between applications. My phone background makes me feel slightly better about not having any texts. It’s a picture of me and my dad doing our best America’s Next Top Model poses. I was eight, so Papi’s on his knees to match my height, and we’re both doing that weird pose with our hands on our hips and elbows inverted. I grin at the picture and consider calling my dad, but since I’m grounded, I just keep staring at my lack of notifications.

I hate myself for hoping to see Bianca’s name. I shouldn’t miss her. I should be pissed. I am pissed, and yet . . .

“Ugh!” I wander into my mom’s room and leap over all her jewelry onto the mattress to take comfort in her bed. She’d kill me if I stepped on any of her stuff. I pull the comforter over my face and think.

Since Mom can cover only half my tuition, if I can’t get a job to cover my part, I’ll have to go back to Rover. Alone. I’d have no way of looking after Cesar like Mom expects. She’s already annoyed that I couldn’t get into his genius classes—if he gets himself in trouble and loses his scholarship, it’ll be on me.

That’s what this is about. It’s not about me “running away” from Bianca. Never seeing her again is just another perk of this whole situation, if I can make it work by getting another job. But no one wants to hire a sixteen-year-old with no car and no experience. I have to think outside the box. I sit up and let the comforter fall off me. Think. Think.

The bed is too comfy to get any real thinking done, so I hop off and sit on the floor. But I can’t concentrate there because Mom’s jewelry is a mess. She leaves bits of half-finished pieces scattered all over and doesn’t even bother separating her finished pieces from her works in progress. I start organizing her mess to clear my head. Frankly, she could make a lot more money off this if she set it up a little nicer and actually put any inkling of energy into marketing her Etsy store. Out of curiosity, I pull up her online store on my phone.

It’s pretty embarrassing, honestly. The pictures are frickin’ blurry, and the jewelry is posed against the washed-out dark blue carpet in my mom’s room instead of literally any other backdrop. It hardly does the vibrant colors any favors.

Mom doesn’t know the first thing about social media or technology of any kind. That gives me an idea. . . . Maybe I can surprise her! Revamping her Etsy store and making an Instagram for it could be exactly what she needs. I carefully sift through all her work and pick my favorite of each style. She has some basic jewelry she sells for cheap, like beaded earrings or necklaces with a crystal on a chain. Her handwoven bracelets are always a hit at the farmers markets. But my favorite is her beadwork.

The colors she chooses grow more vibrant when they’re woven together, like the design gives a life to them that wasn’t there before. Her beaded necklaces, earrings, and bracelets all remind me of Mexico. I haven’t gone since I was little, but I always felt more at home across the border.

I smooth out the white sheet on the bed and lay Mom’s finished pieces on top. They look nice, but the sheet does no justice to how cute they look on. Good thing I’m always down for an excuse to give myself a makeover. After doing my nails, face, and hair, I’m ready to model some jewelry.

“Cesar! ¡Ayúdame!” I call out.

“With what?” he calls back.

“Just come here!”

“Ugh, fine.” Cesar comes in and stares at me and the jewelry on the bed. “Uh, what are you doing?”

“Making Mami rich.” I smile. “You’re my photographer.”

“Only if you come with me to get Takis.”

Hmm. I swear I just heard him tell some girl on the phone he’s sick and can’t hang out. Cesar’s definitely using Takis as an excuse to get me out of the house. He never even shares with me, which I would be annoyed about if I actually liked Takis. I think he might be passing up opportunities to do stuff to make sure I’m okay.

He doesn’t know what happened, but he has to know something happened. I’m sure the broken mirror and Bianca’s absence tipped him off. I used to spend almost every day with her, either at my house or hers, ever since we were little, but summer’s almost over and she hasn’t been to our house once since before school let out.

“But I’m grounded,” I whine.

“Mom’s at work.” He winks, which he apparently doesn’t know how to do without turning his entire head and opening his mouth to get his eye to close. “Besides, she wanted us to bring Doña Violeta tamales anyways. She doesn’t have to know we also went to get Takis.”

It doesn’t take much convincing because personally, I don’t feel like I deserve to be grounded anyway. I’m sure she’ll un-ground me the second I tell her about my Etsy idea. Frankly, I don’t want Cesar walking to the corner store by himself. And Mami wouldn’t either. The guys he’s always fighting with don’t live far from us, and I swear he’s jinxed when I’m not around. I’d rather not risk it, even if it’s hot enough to fry an egg on the street. “Fine, but we’re taking pictures first.”

I hand Cesar my phone, and he starts snapping pictures before I’m ready.

“Not yet!” I rush to put on a bracelet and show off my wrist for the picture, but he shakes his head.

“Put those on, too.” He points at a pair of brown-and-blue earrings that were made as a set to match the bracelet.

I put them on and strike a pose with my hand touching my ear, so you can see both.

“You don’t have to do all that. Your mouth isn’t even in the picture,” Cesar says, and I relax my puckered lips.

Cesar’s a bossy photographer, but a good one. He keeps directing my poses and what jewelry to wear with what. It doesn’t take long for him to get bored, though, and he ditches me while I agonize over choosing the right shop name and Insta handle. After about an hour of deliberation, I end up going with JoyeriaFlores for both Etsy and Instagram. The previous Etsy name was Maria749, which obviously needed to change. Next, I need money to put up some listings. I delete all the current listings, since it’s hard to even tell what she was trying to sell with those. And according to the app, she hasn’t made a sale on here in quite some time, which is about to change. I want to be able to prove to Mami that the shop is a success before I show it to her, so I have my work cut out for me.

Only problem is, I already gave her all the money I earned from my last job to pay for tuition. Luckily, I have someone else I can ask. I shoot a quick text over to my dad, telling him all about my plan and sending him some of the pictures I took and letting him know what the listing fee is. It’s only a couple of minutes before my phone buzzes with his response.

Papi: Ay, que linda [image: image] Your mami is going to love this. I can’t wait to hear about her reaction.

And then I get a notification from PayPal. He sent me enough money to pay for the listing fee for the first twenty items, plus an extra twenty bucks and another heart emoji.

God, I love my dad.

With the listing fees paid for, I’m careful to account for the listing fee, transaction fee, and processing fee in each price so we don’t lose money on anything. With this kind of moneymaking magic, how could anyone resist hiring me? Their loss.

As soon as I’m done listing all my favorite pieces, I share some pictures and the links on my Twitter with a caption about how hard my mom works to provide for us and how much I love her and her jewelry, blah blah. It’s cheesy but people eat that shit up.

“Taki time.” Cesar slides back into the room with a straight face.

I read over the caption several more times before finally hitting post. By the time I get downstairs, Cesar is waiting at the door with the tamales from the freezer. He’s wrapped them into paper plates to bring to Doña Violeta. She’s been real depressed since her husband passed last year and hasn’t been looking after herself, so the block pretty much keeps her fed. She used to be the neighborhood nanny and took care of all the kids on our street, since none of our parents could afford day care. It was at least eight of us in her little one-bedroom house, and she somehow made it work. She took care of us then, so we take care of her now.

As soon as we’re out of the house, the sound of sad mariachi music echoes through the neighborhood, coming all the way from Doña Violeta’s porch. She used to play folk songs you could party to, but now it’s always depressing. She just sits out on her porch all day, playing funeral music on repeat that bums out the whole block.

I can’t stop checking my phone on the walk over. Nothing. I guess it’s only been a couple of minutes since I set up the shop and Insta, so I really shouldn’t worry yet. I shove my phone back into my pocket, hoping for better luck the next time I check it. We only make it past two houses when the sidewalk burns like a comal through my shoes. Five feet from the door and this Phoenix heat already has me sweating. The sacrifices I make for this family.

Bianca’s house is on the way to Violeta’s, but I keep my eyes peeled forward. I don’t want to look at the flower garden we never finished planting together. The empty talavera pots we painted by hand would risk reminding me that being Bianca’s friend was fun, and I need to think of her as an evil, heartless bitch right now. But Cesar stares at her house as we get closer, and I can’t help but look.

The pots aren’t empty. The flowers aren’t dead. My stomach gets all tangled, and the sun feels twice as hot. She finished planting them without me.

“So what happened with you guys?” I hoped he wouldn’t say anything but knew it was going to come up eventually.

I wipe the sweat from my forehead. “Nothing. She’s dead to me.”

Cesar laughs. “If she’s dead to you, how is it nothing?”

“Because I don’t want to talk about it.” I can still feel the ache from the stab wound Bianca left not in my back, but in my chest. But I can’t talk about that with Cesar. If Bianca is dead to me, I don’t have to think about how different things would be if I’d never come out to her. If Bianca doesn’t exist, I can move forward with my life. I’m grateful for the “only ask once” rule, so I don’t have to think about it too much.

I’m also glad Rover was big enough that rumors only ever really spread within a single friend group. Whatever rumors there were about me, Cesar never got wind of, and vice versa. I like it that way.

I pull out my phone again to distract myself from any Bianca thoughts. The Instagram is getting a few likes and follows, but nothing too noteworthy. I groan. I know that realistically it won’t blow up right away, but it’s hard to be patient.

“Stop checking. You’re just gonna make yourself mad,” Cesar says, and Doña Violeta’s pit bull puppy starts yapping at us from a few houses away. It’s enough to distract Cesar from nagging about my phone. He’s right, though. I make it a point to stop checking, at least until we get home. I turn the phone on silent so I won’t be tempted to look.

Cesar goes to the chain-link fence, where the pit greets him and licks his hands through one of the holes. The poor dog is never allowed inside, so she’s stuck in Doña Violeta’s shaved-down front lawn all day. Most of us stop to bring her food, but there are a couple of kids who volunteered to do her landscaping, since her lawn was getting out of control. Now the grass is always cut, but the poor dog doesn’t have a lot to entertain herself with.

Cesar always makes it his mission to give her attention whenever we walk by. Aside from the efforts of the community, the puppy is the only thing holding Violeta together. She’s only about a year old, and cute enough to distract Cesar from my problems. It’s obvious he’s trying to fill the empty space Bianca left, but he doesn’t need all the details. I love that about my brother.

Doña Violeta doesn’t seem to notice us until we’re right in front of her, hugging her and kissing her cheeks. She smiles at us with watery eyes but doesn’t say anything.

“We brought you tamales,” Cesar says over the music, gesturing to the plates in my arms. She doesn’t answer, so we go inside to heat them up for her. Otherwise she might never eat. While Cesar heats the tamales, I straighten up her sitting room a bit. Her furniture has those clear plastic coverings to keep it from being comfortable. I always hated that as a kid and still don’t understand it. The covering on one of the couches still has faded permanent-marker drawings on it from when Bianca and I tried to “decorate” when we were little. My face heats at the memory. It’s like no matter where I go, Bianca is right there taunting me.

When the food is ready, Cesar and I sit on the floor of Violeta’s porch while she eats, telling her any stories we can come up with to lift her mood. The longer we stay, the less sad her eyes get. We wait to say bye until her smiles aren’t forced, and we can trust her not to spend the rest of the day crying.

“Thank you for this. Los quiero muchísimo,” she whispers as she kisses my forehead, then repeats with Cesar.

“Love you, too,” we both say as we give her a big hug before heading to the corner store for Cesar’s Takis, then back home. The childish orange paint job makes our house stand out from the others. Dad, Cesar, and I painted it one summer while Mami was out of town. Orange is her favorite color, and he wanted to surprise her, but since we were eight and nine, we weren’t experts. Mom says she doesn’t want to repaint it because of the money, but really I think she’s holding on to that piece of my dad.

When we get inside, sweaty and Taki-less (in my case), I finally privilege myself with a glance at my phone. JoyeriaFlores is by no means viral, but it’s got a few hundred notifitications on Twitter and Instagram, with plenty of people excited in the comments. I quickly check Etsy.

Half the items have already sold. I throw myself onto my bed and happily convulse, squealing loud enough for Cesar to come in all concerned.

“Okay . . . I don’t wanna know.” He backs away slowly from my squealy frenzy.

Once I calm down, I type up a thank-you post for everyone’s support, promising to restock some of the favorite items soon. Then I get to work trying to get the rest sold. I go back in my mom’s room and put on some jewelry, then take some videos for TikTok. I only post one and save the rest in drafts to post later. Hopefully one of these videos hits everyone’s For You page so it can blow up. When the front door opens, I rush over to greet Mami, preparing myself for a swift un-grounding.

“Mami, I have a surprise for you!” I say, hugging her.

“A surprise?” She raises an eyebrow.

I grab my phone from my pocket and pull up my Twitter post, then I hand her the phone. I hold my breath while I watch her every expression, trying to calculate how far into the post she’s read. Her expression doesn’t change, but her thumb moves to click on the Etsy link.

“Do you like the name? Look at the sales! Isn’t that amazing? This will be my new job! I can help you with your workload and I’ll take care of all the online stuff.” I feel like I’m about to cry from pure joy. Mami must be so proud of my entrepreneurial genius. She hands me my phone back.

“Take it down.”

I blink. “What?”

“Take it down.”

“Why?” I can’t help the crack in my voice.

“Because I said so.”

I stare at her with my mouth hanging open. Does she not realize how good this could be for her? For all of us? She’s the one who wants me to make more money. She’s the one who grounded me because I’m not making money! Why is she so damn stubborn? This was the perfect idea, and I honestly don’t know what else to do. It seems like I can never do anything right with her.

“Listen, mija, I’ve had a long day. I can’t deal with this right now.” She walks past me into her room without another word. I storm into mine, fall back into my bed, and groan into my pillow.

If it was up to Dad, he’d let me do it. He loved this idea. Maybe he can help me. Or maybe I just need to vent. I send him a voice message.

“Paaaaaapi, I miss you. Mom is being a huge dick,” I start, then delete it and start again.

“Papiiiiiii. Tell your wife to stop being such a huge dick!” Delete.

I’ve recorded seven different messages by the time I get my anger out. I finally send a tame one, calmly explaining the situation to him. Maybe he’ll work his magic and talk some sense into her.

My phone keeps buzzing with notifications, and eventually the background of me and my dad’s model poses fades to black as my phone dies. I don’t have the heart to charge it, because that would mean I’d have to break the very embarrassing news that the shop is closed after only one day.

When I finally put my phone back on the charger in the morning, the notifications are still blowing up. Which pisses me off, because it was such a wasted effort. But then I see I have two texts. One from Mom . . .

Mami: Leave it up . . .

And one from Dad.

Papi: I talked to her [image: image]
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Thou Shalt Not Covet Thy Neighbor’s Butt

By the time the first day of school comes around, I still can’t use the mirror in my room. Luckily, Mami’s been so busy and distracted the last month that she hasn’t found out about it yet, and I intend to keep it that way. She rarely comes into my room, so I shouldn’t have a problem. Unfortunately, it means I have to let Cesar stink up the bathroom before I get ready, since he always manages to get in there first. I turn on the fan so I don’t die from toxic fumes.

The mirror in the bathroom is much bigger than my broken vanity, and it makes me uncomfortable. There’s something unsettling about seeing your whole reflection looking back at you. If the eyes are the windows to the soul, then I guess I feel like I’m invading my own privacy. My eyes wander to the corner of the glass, where Cesar has the Mayan Code of the Heart taped up: In Lak’ech Ala K’in, with the famous poem underneath.

Tú eres mi otro yo / You are my other me.

Si te hago daño a ti / If I do harm to you,

Me hago daño a mí mismo / I do harm to myself.

Si te amo y respeto / If I love and respect you,

Me amo y respeto yo / I love and respect myself.

It’s kind of ironic how much he loves that poem, considering how often he gets into fights. Maybe it’s because it was basically our dad’s mantra. Dad was always outspoken about our roots, and he wanted us to be too. He used to sit us down at random times and give us lectures on things like immigration, colorism, our Indigenous history—all that good stuff. I hated it at the time, but now I kind of miss it.

Mami’s always had other things going on, especially now. She’s just too busy to carry on that tradition.

Without Dad here, I feel like I’m less Indigenous somehow. Cesar wears his indigeneity on his sleeve, though. He says “in lak’ech” instead of “same,” and always wears both a cross necklace and a chain with the jaguar symbol on it—for facing fears, I think. Maybe it’s his way of compensating for the fact that we haven’t had a solid connection to our ancestry since Dad left.

I have my own way of facing my fears—sharpening my winged eyeliner. A perfect wing makes looking at myself more bearable. And if I get it just right, it’ll make me less nervous about today. My hand trembles a little, and I have to clean off the first line.

This will be fine. I have a foolproof game plan:

1. Find a new best friend.

2. Don’t be gay about it.

My hand steadies at the thought, and the line goes on smooth. I woke up late today, since Cesar was up late talking to some girl on the phone like he always does, and our walls are paper thin. Because of my fuckboy brother, I don’t have time to do my whole face. I’ll just have to wing it. Heh.

“Yamilet, ¡apúrate!” Mom’s shouting almost makes me smudge my eyeliner again. Good thing it didn’t, or she’d be waiting another five minutes for me to fix it. We’re not even close to late. She’s just hell-bent on taking us early so we have time to find our classes.

“Almost done!” I call out as I slip into my blue uniform shirt and plaid skirt. The dress code says the skirt is supposed to go to your knee. This skirt would go past the knee of a life-size Barbie doll. On me, it’s almost to my ankle. I roll the top of the skirt until it’s at my knee, and it makes me want to gouge my eyes out a little less. I tuck in my shirt, also part of the dress code. The tucked shirt emphasizes my belly, so I tug at the fabric until it hangs over the top of the skirt. Satisfied, I grab my bag and make my way to the kitchen to get some toast.

Cesar slides in front of me before I can eat, blue shirt tucked into his khakis. He reaches out his hand like we’ve never met and shakes mine hard enough that he could dislocate my shoulder.

“Hiya there. Good golly gosh, the weather sure is nice, isn’t it?” He’s talking in a nasally voice and switching between, like, three accents that aren’t his. Still shaking my hand, he adjusts the invisible glasses on his nose with the index finger of his free hand.

I straighten up and shake his hand back. “Oh, it’s just splendid! Simply wonderful. Cheers!” My accent comes out British.

I do my best curtsy, pulling the sides of my skirt out. He bows. Mom smacks the backs of our heads. Her smack doesn’t sting, but the glare burns.

“Be serious,” she scolds, then lets the tiniest smile crack. “You both look nice.”

When we go out to the car, Bianca and her mom are walking out of their house across the street. I hide my face by making a visor out of my hand and book it to the car, praying my mom won’t notice them.

But, of course, she does.

From the front seat, I can see Mami wave enthusiastically as she walks toward the car, but Bianca and her mom kind of just ignore her.

“That was weird,” Mami says when she opens the car door and steps in, Cesar sliding into the back seat behind her.

“I told you, we’re not friends anymore,” I say, slouching in my seat so Bianca won’t see me when they drive past us. Not that she was looking.

“Well, that’s no reason for them to be rude!” Mami frowns.

“Sorry,” I mumble, as if it’s my fault.

Thankfully, she changes the subject and spends the rest of the car ride gushing about how proud she is of us and how she’s excited for us to “start this new chapter in our lives.” She’s actually made it a point to mention how proud she is of both of us, not just Cesar, since the Etsy store is a lot more successful than either of us predicted it would be. Still, I wish she wouldn’t tell me she’s proud of me. I don’t want to disappoint her. I ignore her and post another jewelry video from my drafts to TikTok.

When we pull up to the school, I’m surprised at how much space five small buildings dare to take up. There’s a chapel and a gym across the student parking lot, and a huge courtyard separating the cafeteria from the office and the building where most of the classrooms are, all the room doors accessible from the outside. The lockers are outside next to the courtyard. Lovely. More time to be out in this Satan’s ballsack heat. When we get out of the car, I sneeze from the smell of real, freshly manicured grass wafting past my nose on the hot breeze.

Despite how spaced out they are, it seems like I’ll be able to see every building from just about anywhere on campus. On one hand, I feel like I’m burning under a microscope because this school is so much smaller. But at the same time, it seems like it’ll be a lot easier to look out for Cesar here. There’s nowhere he can get jumped at this school without me knowing.

After Mami leaves, Cesar and I are glued at the hip. We say it’s so we can help each other find everything, but I’m pretty sure we both know that’s BS. Being alone is scary. I’m supposed to be replacing Bianca, but I have no idea where to start. There’s already a bunch of kids in the courtyard, so I’m playing this game in my head called “spot the person of color.” So far, I’ve only seen a handful of Asian kids, one Black guy, and a few Brown kids. Total, there’s like a dozen kids out of a couple hundred. Including Cesar and me. I hate how visible that makes me feel.

I notice my skirt is the only one rolled up. Somehow, no one else’s skirts are reaching their ankles. I bet they have them hemmed that way. Mom wouldn’t let me “deface” my skirt. She said they were too expensive to risk altering, in case there were mistakes.

When the bell rings, Cesar and I are forced to go our separate ways. Cesar to smart-people classes. Me, language arts. I speed-walk through the courtyard so I’m not alone in the open for too long. As quick as I’m going, a couple of kids still pass me. Since all the classroom buildings are outside, it takes me less than a minute to get to my class, room A116, and it’s already more than half-full. It makes me feel like a cool kid for once, strolling into class without a care in the world, with only four minutes to spare before the next bell.

The second I’m in the door, the cool air from the AC washes over me. The AC at Rover was spotty sometimes, and the number of students packing their body heat into each classroom didn’t help. That’s not an issue here, but I still find myself sweating. Between the bloody crucified Jesus, judgy Virgin Mary, and the tortured saints on the wall, this room is worse than my mom’s Hallway of Shame. I’m glad I stayed up last night doing that bullshit assignment now. I have a feeling this teacher wouldn’t have been forgiving.

I sit in the first row, but on the corner seat. It’s the perfect spot because teachers think I care, but I’m far enough to the side that they don’t notice me. Genius.

There’s a cute blond girl walking straight toward me. My mind immediately goes back to my plan. She might make a good Bianca replacement. She has this bounce to her walk that makes her ponytail sway. She’s wearing a blue ribbon in her hair and a huge, adorable grin that makes me nervous. I think I look at her a millisecond longer than I should. I have to be more careful. I don’t see her two friends following her until they take the other seats near me and I feel like I’m being cornered. There’s still three minutes left before the next bell.

“Hi, I’m Jenna!” says the cute blonde. “This is Emily and Karen.” She points to her friends, who smile as she introduces them. Karen has strawberry-blond hair and a ton of freckles. Emily’s short brown hair barely fits into her ponytail. While they’re all white, Karen has a pretty obvious spray tan, and Emily’s dark brown hair contrasts with her vampire-looking skin, which looks to have never seen the light of day. All three of them have matching blue ribbons as hair ties.

“I’m Yamilet.” I hold my hand out to shake Jenna’s before I realize this is not a business meeting. I don’t know. It feels like everything should be formal when you’re in uniforms.

“Oh my God, she’s so cute,” Jenna says.

“What?” I feel like I’m blushing.

Emily giggles. “It’s cute that you do handshakes.”

It’s cute that you think I care you’re leaving. I remember how Bianca’s laugh salted the wound. How I froze up in front of my boss and the customers, who all seemed to be enjoying the show. We’re not friends anymore. Go ahead and run away to Catholic school.

“What?” I swallow. I know I missed something.

“How do you pronounce your name again?” Jenna asks.

“Yah-mee-let,” I repeat phonetically. But the look on their faces tells me they’ll never be able to pronounce it. “But if you want, you can call me Yami.”

“Yummy, that’s adorable,” Karen says, scooting on top of my desk.

“Thanks.” I try not to sound annoyed that she couldn’t even pronounce my nickname.

“So where are you from?” Karen asks. All three of them lean toward me like it’s some kind of secret.

“Rover . . . it’s a public school. You’ve probably never heard of it. It’s kind of far.”

“No, I meant, um, like, I like your accent. Where are you from?” She squints and cranes her neck. Emily’s face goes red.

Oh.

“Phoenix.” I force a smile. I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of telling her what she really wants to know. Who does that?

“Oh my God, Karen, you can’t just ask people where they’re from!” Emily scolds.

The next bell rings, and I take a deep breath. This is going to be a long day.

The teacher, Mrs. Havens, is tall, overly fake-tanned, and platinum blond. After running a quick roll call, she turns the TV on, and the script for the Pledge of Allegiance is displayed on the screen. Everyone stands, puts their hands on their hearts, and starts chanting.

My dad always told me I don’t have to do or say anything I don’t believe in; he only stood for what he felt was right. “Liberty and justice for all” never applied to people like us. The last time I saw him in person was at a protest. There was this anti-immigration law getting passed that would make racial profiling legal and my dad wasn’t having it. I thought his green card would keep him safe, but I was wrong. He got arrested at the protest, and I haven’t seen him since.

After that, I stopped standing for the pledge.

I was never the only one sitting at Rover, but things are different here. Richer. Whiter. Here, sitting like I used to would be admitting what an outsider I am. I stand but don’t say the words. It’s the closest thing to protesting I can do without causing a scene. My dad would be ashamed.

Mrs. Havens notices that my mouth isn’t moving, and she gives me a look. I want to stare deadpan back at her and continue to say nothing. But I’m too chickenshit for that level of confrontation, so I start mouthing the words “watermelon, watermelon, watermelon.”

What’s worse than making us do the pledge every morning at school? Making us pray every morning. It’s not that I have anything against prayer, but it’s weird that it’s a required activity at school. Everyone mumbles the same prayer, some of them with closed eyes. Something about God’s love for us and our duty to serve him? It’s nice that so many people feel loved like that, but I can’t relate. If the God I grew up learning about is real, I seriously doubt he loves me. Why else would he make me gay and then send me to hell over it? I left that abusive relationship a long time ago. I would have left it earlier if Mom let me, but it wasn’t until Dad got taken away that she had to really hustle by selling jewelry on top of her full-time call center job. Even though she still believes harder than anyone I know, that’s when she stopped having time to take us to church. That’s probably why I’ve never heard of the prayer the class is all reciting from memory, so I just stand there looking like a dumbass.

“All right, welcome to Grade Eleven Language Arts. I hope you’ve all had a productive summer. I want to get right down to it, since you were all already sent your syllabi. Who wants to present first?” Mrs. Havens doesn’t waste any time.

The summer assignment was to do a persuasive presentation on a topic of our choosing. I did mine about how much of a buzzkill homework is. Only one person volunteers to go first. From what I can tell, she’s one of, like, four East Asian kids at the school. I hear a couple of murmurs and hushed laughter when her hand shoots up, and I’m intrigued.

The teacher doesn’t seem happy, either. She looks around the room, as if trying to find another raised hand. The girl smiles victoriously when no one volunteers.

“All right, Ms. Taylor. What’ve you got for us?” Mrs. Havens sighs out loud.

Damn, tough crowd.

“Careful not to stare. Bo always notices,” Karen whispers at me. I guess I was staring. “Her peripheral vision is better, because of the eyes.” She stretches the corners of her eyes with her fingers, then stifles a giggle. Jenna rolls her eyes but doesn’t say anything.

“What?” My face gets hot. She can’t be serious.

“Karen!” Emily slaps Karen on her orange-tinted wrist. She makes wide eyes at me as if to say, Can you believe her?

“I’m just saying!” Karen giggles.

Mrs. Havens shoots us a glare, quickly ending the conversation. I rub my temples. It’s easier if I pretend I didn’t hear anything; I don’t have the energy. I want to say something, but I don’t want to make a scene and get painted as that person, I already stand out as it is. I can’t get in trouble on day one. I focus on Bo instead.

When she stands, I notice she’s the only girl I’ve seen so far who went for the khakis instead of the skirt, and she’s wearing rainbow Vans. I have to remind myself we’re at a Catholic school, so I shouldn’t read into it. Not everyone who likes khakis and rainbows is gay. Maybe she’s just desperate to wear any color that isn’t our uniform’s blue and beige.

Bo walks up to Mrs. Havens, chin up. She hands her a flash drive, then stands in front of the class, waiting for her presentation to show up on the projector.

The title slide states in huge letters: CHOICE VS. LIFE.

Bo flashes a smile and stands up straighter.

“Abortion is a human right. A right that, when legally stripped away, doesn’t actually prevent the procedure from taking place. It only prevents safe abortions from taking place.”

I must be staring with my mouth wide open, because Bo looks at me and grins, as if this is the exact reaction she was going for. She then goes on to argue why abortion should be legal everywhere. I almost laugh. I’m completely baffled that someone has the balls to do this at Catholic school. Her presentation is complete with statistics and sources from scientific journals. She even quotes the Constitution. Bo’s a badass. I like her. I make a mental note to try and make friends with her later.

There are a few girls nodding along in agreement every now and then, but for the most part, everyone looks monumentally uncomfortable. Especially Mrs. Havens. I don’t know why, but I absolutely love that.

Once Bo is done, Mrs. Havens looks fully unimpressed. “I expect better from you, Ms. Taylor.”

Damn, is she going to publicly shame everyone like this?

“Why? Because I’m Chinese?” Bo snaps back. “Sorry for not living up to your model minority BS.”

“And not everything is about race, Ms. Taylor. You may have a seat.”

Bo rolls her eyes and sits back down. Mrs. Havens asks for another volunteer, but since no one raises their hand, she chooses me to go next.

After seeing Bo’s presentation, I’m not as nervous. Mine might get me a side-eye from Mrs. Havens, but it’s not the most controversial topic today. Bo gave me an extra boost of confidence.

I get up and walk to the front of the room. Deep breath.

“Ms. Flores, unroll your skirt, please. That’s against the dress code.”

I look down and realize my shirt isn’t pulled out far enough to hide the rolls in my skirt. Dammit.

“I’m too short for these skirts. It’s way too long,” I say under my breath, but I know Mrs. Havens heard me, because she sighs. Some kid coughs while I’m unrolling my skirt.

“Bet money she’s the next one at the abortion clinic.” A
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