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If you find undissolved sugar in the bottom of your teacup, someone has a crush on you.

—Superstition

Mañana, by the way, does not mean tomorrow: It means not today.

—Billy Collins
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Call it whatever you like. A vacation. A high school graduation present. Maybe even an escape. All I know is I’m as far from Miami as I’ve ever been.

I’m here because the Cuban Remedy failed. It’s forever ancient and reads like a recipe. Though the ingredients may vary from family to family, the goal is always the same: suffer heartbreak and your family will fix you. Except no amount of food and family could heal my heartbreak, so like a plotline from one of Mami’s telenovelas, they tricked me instead.

“Next, please.” The London Heathrow customs officer waves me forward. “The purpose of your visit, miss?” he asks after I hand over my passport.

Two seconds pass, then four, then my blatant lie. “Vacation.”

I keep quiet because one of my summer hosts, Spencer, is waiting, and me getting hauled into secondary screening sits right up there with teeth pulling and gyno exams. But Dios, how I want to go full force on this officer and this entire day. I barely resist leaning close to his dapper blue customs uniform and snarling, “I. Am. Here. Because not only did my most beloved abuelita die, but within two months of her death, my best friend abandoned me, and my boyfriend of three years dumped me right before prom. I call it the trifecta. Apparently, I wasn’t getting over it all fast enough so my family sent me here to ‘cool down.’ I didn’t want to come to your England, but my mami pulled out her greatest trick of all, even more powerful than guava pastries and other common Cuban heartbreak remedies. She pulled out Abuela. So to answer your question, I have no purpose for being here.”

Thwack. The officer stamps my passport and slides it toward me. “Enjoy your stay.”

Not bloody likely.



Two hours later, after a near-silent bus ride followed by a totally silent cab ride, the driver drops us off at a place I’ve only seen in pictures. Unfortunately, they forgot to add sunshine. I’m shivering under a bland sky as Spencer wrestles my two large suitcases from the trunk.

So this is Winchester, Hampshire, England.

I cross the narrow street and approach the Owl and Crow Inn. Like many of the buildings we passed in town, the Owl and Crow looks like something straight out of a Jane Austen novel. The massive wedding cake of orangey-red brick towers over the neighborhood. Climbing ivy twists from the portico, traveling around the three-story inn with avenues of green veins. History—this place bleeds it.

Nothing in Miami is this old. Not even Señora Cabral, who still hobbles into my family’s bakery every Monday and was tan vieja before my parents were even born, is this old.

Spencer Wallace rolls my bags under a rose-draped arbor. Seeing Spence here, instead of in Miami when he’s visited with his wife and son, makes me realize how much his entire look blends into his brick-and-mortar inn. Newly graying red hair. Tight goatee and moustache combo. He even wears a heavy tweed blazer. And it was this, the first glimpse of my distant family member at the airport, that made my journey even more surreal than when I boarded my flight. Mami and Papi have sent me to a foreign country where men wear tweed blazers. In June.

“Come along then, Lila,” Spencer says from the doorway.

“Cate should be back from the physio by now. Nice and toasty inside.” He bumps into my shoulder when he shuts the door behind us. “Sorry,” he says, and casts another concerned glance at my traveling outfit, the same one he’s been side-eyeing since I exited customs. As I discovered all throughout Heathrow Terminal Five, my white jeans, gold sandals, and flimsy hot pink tank aren’t typical choices for England vacations, even in early summer. But it’s perfectly normal for my Miami. Whether I’m cold or not makes no difference.

Inside the inn, the air is warm but not stuffy, and scented with butter and sugar. I breathe in the elements and try to keep them there. The familiar smells are as much home as I can have right now.

Tía Cate appears at the bottom of a polished wood staircase. “Ah, here she is.” She approaches, looping her arms around me. “Sorry I couldn’t come with Spencer to meet your plane, and I had to hijack the car, too.”

“The shuttle bus was fine,” I say into her itchy wool shoulder. Her blond low bun is the same as I remember, but her accent sounds flatter than ever. Is this what twenty-five years in England does to a Venezuelan woman, born Catalina Raquel Mendoza? Here, in this Hampshire medieval town, with this husband, she is Cate Wallace.

“Look at you. Almost eighteen.” Cate steps back, furrowing her brows. “Let’s get you into the parlor for tea while Spence takes up your bags. There’s a fire going and I can get you a sweater before you unpack. That thin blouse—we don’t want you to catch cold.”

My chest tightens around my heart and then… it happens. Here in the cozy Owl and Crow foyer with weathered wood planks beneath my sandals and tall canisters filled with pointy umbrellas at the door. It didn’t happen at Miami International when I wore an unbreakable scowl, even as I gave obligatory kisses to mis padres and my sister, Pilar. It didn’t happen as I watched the stardust lights of my city disappear behind the jumbo jet wing. I didn’t cry then. Wouldn’t. But Catalina-Cate Wallace gets me good right here and I can’t stop it. My eyes well, and my throat closes over a memory that won’t ever let me go.

¡Ponte un suéter, que te vas a resfriar!

Put on a sweater or you’ll catch a cold! The Cuban mantra of all mantras. Tattoo it on our foreheads. Write it in indelible ink on our violet-scented stationery. Yell it at impressive volumes from windows to children eating Popsicles on Little Havana streets. My abuela threw out stacks of virtual sweaters left and right. Until that cold March morning she couldn’t. The coldest day of all.

My hand flies up to the golden dove charm hanging around my neck, Abuela’s gift from four years ago. Cate notices, her refined features wilting. “Oh, your sweet abuelita. She was such a wonderful woman, love.”

Love. Not mija. Not for English Cate.

“Abuela practically raised me, too.” Cate meets my swollen eyes. “I hated that I couldn’t come for the funeral.”

“Mami understood. It’s a long way.” Four thousand, three hundred and eighty miles.

Cate webs both of her hands over my cheeks. It is a gesture so like Abuela’s that tears want to flow again. “Tell me the truth,” she says. “Even though I’d just had neck surgery, your mother still found a way to blame me, right?”

I laugh. England hasn’t stolen everything. Her pursed lips, cocked hip, and challenging eyes hail straight from the Cate I remember from the Wallaces’ last Miami trip. “How did you guess?”

“I love your mother dearly. But telenovela mujeres could take lessons from that one.”

Soap opera drama. Mami never went to college, but she majored in drama, anyway, with a minor in extra. She also majored in doing the opposite of what’s best for me.

“Find a seat in the parlor while I fetch the tea Polly made for us,” Cate says and gestures to the archway before scooting off.

I remove my black cross body purse; the customs form peeks out from the front pocket. Enjoy your stay. I crumple the slip into the smallest ball I can manage. No so-called vacation is going to fix me.
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I can see why Owl and Crow guests rave about the afternoon tea served in the parlor, but there’s too much sugar in this scone. Although the texture is nearly perfect, sweetness level is where many bakers fail. Flour, butter, and sugar are only platforms for other flavors—spices and extracts, fruit and cream and chocolate. A pastry never needs to be overly sweet. It only needs to be memorable.

Not that I’m a scone expert; in fact, I’ve never made one. The last one I ate was four months ago when Pilar wanted to celebrate her twenty-first birthday with afternoon tea at the Miami Biltmore Hotel.

Like that historic space, this parlor, with its icy blue walls and brocade fabrics, seems more like a painting than a room. Here, I’m a figure drawn into someone else’s life.

I’ll call it “Cuban Girl with Over-Sugared Scone in Not-Miami.”

“… and walks, and the countryside is so close. You can ride one of the guest bicycles everywhere and really, really get some rest. City center has cafés and little shops I know you’ll love.” Between sips of strong black tea, Cate has spent the last five minutes trying to sell me on Winchester like some real estate agent.

I smiled stiffly through it all, as if she could sell me. “Sounds nice. And thanks for letting me stay.” The imaginary space between wanting to drown all my words inside the rose-covered teapot and showing respect to this woman whom I’ve known since birth—that’s where I sit.

“No bullshit,” Cate says. “You can be straight with me.”

“Fine.” I set down my teacup with an undignified clank. “I don’t want to be here.” Family or not.

The words don’t even pierce her gaze—cool like the white marble sky outside the windows. Cate traces the rim of her teacup. Her oval-shaped nails shine with black cherry lacquer. “Of course you don’t. No need to pretend. But your parents think some time away will help—”

“What about what I think? How I feel?” I’m a broken record, repeating the script I’ve been reciting since my flight was booked. All the help I need lies four thousand miles across the Atlantic. It’s the place where, weeks ago, I had everything I wanted. It’s the home of our bakery that I will take over and grow—the one that would always rest on Abuela’s roots. Panadería La Paloma. Her memory and spirit are still inside those walls and now, I’m not.

I don’t need England. Miami is my charm city. The home where I have won so often in seventeen years. It calls me, blood thick and marrow deep. You are mine, it says. You can win again.

But not here. Not in England.

Miami held my most cherished relationships, the ones I cry for in secret. Abuela. Andrés. Stefanie. My heart and body and memory are not finished with them yet. In eighty-five days in England, too many more things can change and I won’t be home to stop them.

“You’re hurting, Lila. And you frightened your parents,” Cate says. “Your mental health is more important than your taking over La Paloma right away.”

Bueno. Well. The no-bullshit rule goes both ways. But I was handling it. I need more time, not more talking. Not more space. Why can’t Mami and Papi see that?

Cate twists a blond strand escaping her bun. “Just promise one thing, because we both know the wrath of tu mamá.”

I flick my eyes up at her use of Spanish.

“Try to find your place here. Maybe even have a little fun. But you’ll do it carefully, no?” It sounds like spending the last half hour with me has caused her accent to lean southwest a little. “Don’t jog alone at night or do anything… reckless.”

Reckless. Like what I did two weeks ago? My cheeks flame with ire and regret. I was so sloppy. Careless.

But I don’t say any of this. I hide the rest of my verbal responses under my last bites of Polly’s black currant scone. Yes, too sweet.

Half of the tea remains in my cup when Cate jostles my forearm. “Let’s get you settled. Spence should have your bags set up by now.” She stands, motioning for me to follow her into the foyer and up the sweeping staircase.

The second floor of the Owl and Crow Inn hosts eight guest rooms. Cate had mentioned all are booked, but right now the paneled hallway is only occupied by rows of brass sconces. Large, golden bird wings flank each fixture.

We stop at a wide, unmarked door with a keypad. “Here are the stairs to our private flat. The door code is the Miami zip code for our old neighborhood.” Cate’s features soften with nostalgia. When her parents moved to Miami from Venezuela, Cate spent so much time at Abuela’s with Mami, it became her second home. Pilar and I never called her cousin. She’ll always be our tía.

She motions for me to enter the five digits I know well. After a beep, the lock clicks open, revealing the mouth of another carved-spindle staircase.

The stairs dump us into a sprawling loft-like space. Cate points to one hallway. “Spence and I have our rooms down there.” She pivots, leading me across the living room through the opposite wing. “This side has your guest room, one bath, and Gordon’s room. He’s with a study group at the library.”

I have a vague memory of being told school exams run well into summer around here. “I can’t believe Gordon’s sixteen.”

She grins. “And so tall you’ll barely recognize him. The last time you saw each other he must’ve been around twelve. Right before our Key West trip.”

“Yeah, he loved running around the kitchen at La Paloma while you and Mami drank cafecito out front.” My dark hair falls over my face and smells like airplane. I rake it back. “He tried to steal an empanada from every tray Abuela pulled from the oven. She kept whacking at him with her hand towel, but it didn’t stop him.”

The burst of memory stings like a rubber band snap.

I look away until Cate squeezes my shoulder. She opens a paneled door and pokes her hand inside. “Here we are. You know where to find me. Supper’s at seven.”

Alone, the bedroom where I will spend the next eighty-five days has an actual four-poster bed. Not some IKEA special, but an authentic piece fit for the regency period. I drop my purse and slide my fingers along the cherry wood grain. Like the rest of the inn, it feels old.

Spencer left my bags next to a gray velvet bench. I survey the space—dresser with TV on top, gray floral loveseat, writing desk. One wall has a generous paned-glass window, now letting in dusky light from the street. The other outside wall has a wider set window, but with crank mechanisms. I shove back cream silk drapes. The window frames let out a paranormal whine as I turn the handle and inch my torso through. Leaning over the sill, I peer just over treetops into a walled church courtyard that bumps closely against my side of the Owl and Crow. My eyes struggle to adjust, trading palm trees and peach stucco for weathered brick and steepled churches—just like the tiny stone parish next door.

My new room is gorgeous. But it doesn’t stop one half of me from wanting to beat my fists against the wall, screaming the feral sounds I’ve had echoing in my mind all day. All March and April and May. It doesn’t stop my other half from wanting to hide underneath the plush down comforter.

I settle for rolling my suitcases toward the door—I’m not ready to organize my new reality. I unzip my large carry-on tote on top of the bed. Miami is inside. Traces of Mami’s lemon-vinegar tile cleaner and my gardenia-scented room spray cling to all the contents I’ll need tonight. Abuela could’ve packed this bag.

Because of her, Pilar and I would never dare board a plane without toting a spare pair of underwear and a change of clothes. After all, the airline could lose your luggage! Abuela never did trust those baggage handlers.

And I hadn’t trusted them with these items. After leggings and a long tee, I remove Abuela’s signature white apron. The one I held on my lap during her funeral. Then, a family photo of myself and my parents and Pilar in my great-uncle’s garden. And another small snapshot of Abuela I took last year, her slight frame topped with a jaunty crop of graying black hair, smiling over her simple breakfast of café con leche and pan tostado.

Abuela and I were the only ones in the family big on keeping los recuerdos—mementos. Pili didn’t get the sentimental gene, and Mami hates clutter. But Mami still hasn’t removed the little altar of cards, photos, figurines, and dried flowers from Abuela’s dresser. She hasn’t turned Abuela’s bedroom into a guest room yet, or moved her worn garden clogs from the patio. For now, even my mother is keeping things.

I set up my transplanted altar, placing my Miami items on the nightstand. My heart snags on the last item in my tote: a white University of Miami t-shirt I bought for Stefanie. It’s un recuerdo of huge proportions, a memento of a best-friend plan I’m not quite ready to stuff into a drawer.

This shirt is the biggest reason I’m here.

Two weeks ago, the back-ordered white tee arrived at Panadería La Paloma on the same day Stefanie’s flight left, like a sick joke. Stef wasn’t going to UM anymore. My friend wasn’t going anywhere in Miami anymore. Not with me.

The beginning of our ending happened two days before the shirt delivery. I’d flopped onto her bed the same way I always had, except now, an enormous duffel bag swallowed Stef’s area rug. Her passport and piles of travel documents and the packet from the Catholic Missionary Fellowship of South Florida covered her desk.

The end of our ending happened as I slammed doors and fled from a house I’d been welcomed inside like family for years.

And in the middle, my best friend admitted she’d been preparing for a two-year health aid post since November. Months of training she never mentioned. Stef had traded her University of Miami acceptance for a remote African village without a word.

Two weeks ago, alone in the bakery office, I’d stared at the UM logo on the t-shirt. The words we’d spewed pelted me like hail.

You couldn’t tell me?

Lila, I’m so sorry. You would’ve talked me out of it.

That’s not true.

I have to go.

You totally rearranged your life behind my back?

You’d just lost your abuela. And after what happened with Andrés… Plus you know you would’ve fought it. And won, just like always.

Then I ran home and cried over a graduation selfie of us, taken the week before. My brunette mane and her fine blond layers flowed under mortarboard caps tinted the dark color of deceit.

Holding the soft jersey tee in the panadería office only hardened one fact inside of me: My grief had changed, morphing from a line between two throbbing end points—Abuela and Andrés—to a new shape. A triangle.

And this trifecta loomed so large, I couldn’t shake it. I couldn’t find myself underneath the black emptiness. My heart fragmented and my breathing came like the prelude to a storm. I had to move. I had to run.


Recipe for Being Abandoned by Your Best Friend

From the Kitchen of Lila Reyes

Ingredients: One packed gym bag kept in Papi’s office. One pair of Nike running shoes. One neon blue tank. One pair of Adidas compression leggings.

Preparation: Change into your gear and flee out the rear service door. Go to your sweet birth city, your Miami. It’s large enough to take you in. Reclaim places and streets that knew you, that knew your love and joy before the last three months took so very much. Reclaim it all.

*Leave out rehashing Stefanie with your family. It’s your loss and you’re going to handle it.

Cooking Temp: 475 degrees—precisely how hot Miami feels when you’re running during the afternoon.



That afternoon, two weeks ago, I went to the rear parking lot and locked everything but my key fob and phone into my turquoise Mini Cooper. Bending and stretching, I prepared to do the thing I did second-best of all. I ran farther than ever before, the kind of distance people earn medals and ribbons for. My only prize was the worn-out reward of stubborn defiance. For hours, I pushed past every hazard sign my body threw out, crossing neighborhood boundaries, until dinnertime came and went. One thought cut through the sweat and heat and pain until my limbs finally shut down: If I traveled far enough, I might be able to run right out of my own skin.

Today I wonder if Stef was right, if I actually could have changed her mind. After all, my powers of persuasion hadn’t worked on my family.

I sink onto the gray velvet bench and try to be as still as possible. I pretend if I don’t move, the place I come from won’t either. West Dade will lock into space and time until I’m home again.
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After twenty-four hours in my room, I have no idea about the outside temperature, or the number of steps between the inn and Winchester city center. I do know every mysterious smudge on the ceiling, and that it’s six steps from my doorway to the bathroom. Fifteen steps to the loft kitchen and back.

The Wallaces don’t comment on my hibernation, and I find meal trays on the kitchen counter—bless them. One had a note:

Rest. I’m updating your family. Mami’s only called six times.

—Cate

Cate’s also said nothing about the suitcases still propped by my door. About my powered-down phone perched on top of my powered-down laptop.

And then there’s Pilar. I picture my sister’s pert smile and her calm, rational eyes and wonder how many times she’s texted. Or did she power down from me, too, knowing I couldn’t stay away for long? I glance at my phone, the voice of the most precious person in my life, only twenty seconds away. But no. Not yet. I’m not quite ready for an actual conversation with her. At least one not seasoned with the best swear words I know, in two languages.

A white UM t-shirt may have provoked my run, but my flight to England might as well have been booked by one Pilar Veronica Reyes. Since landing, I’ve thought about the midnight scene in my West Dade bedroom a dozen times—the one unfolding after I took off running alone for hours from La Paloma. The aftermath was a hurricane. As irked as I am with my sister, I’m more furious with myself for being so sloppy.

My body had paid dearly for my recklessness, too. I remember the way everything ached. How the fibers of my gray and white comforter scraped against screaming muscles and sunburned skin.

“Más,” Pilar had said that night, holding out the hundredth spoonful of caldo de pollo. I had made this batch of Abuela’s magical chicken soup. That plus a generous coating of “Vivaporú”—Vicks VapoRub—could cure any ailment. “I said more, Lila,” she told my shaking head and tucked-in lips.

“Enough,” I said. My skull housed a bass drum.

Pili huffed and slammed the bowl down on my nightstand. This accounting major moved like an army nurse, stoic and strong, back to our little first-aid caddy.

Her hands rubbed more of the cool, tingling VapoRub onto my calves. I winced when she went in for another round of blister salve.

“Serves you right.” More salve on my heels and toes, patches of skin rubbed clean off. “If you never wear those red stiletto sandals again, it’s your own fault, hermana.”

Yes, my fault. It’s what I got for running for over five hours and more than twenty miles, all but crawling at the end. Once I’d started, I couldn’t stop. And I just hadn’t cared.

Pilar skittered around my bedroom, fluffing pillows and refilling my water glass, poking her head out to see where Mami and Papi were. She muttered hushed Spanish.

Ridiculous girl. Clueless, rash, and selfish. What if I hadn’t found you? What then? God, Lila.

This was what I heard.

This was what I saw.

Mami and Papi huddled in my doorway with their courtroom verdict. Papi’s head bent low, revealing his salt-and-pepper hair and sand-dollar bald spot.

Mami clutched a wad of tissues. “We just got off the phone with Catalina and Spencer.”

Her words came fast and harsh: England. Summer at the Owl and Crow. Cool down. Take some time.

At the end, Mami was crying and my chest was a hollow cavity.

“England? Are you kidding me?”

Papi stepped forward. “This is for your health. This spring was already unbearable for you, and now Stefanie has left.”

They just had to leave me alone. Let me fix it.

Mami brushed black waves from her face. “You think we don’t see you? Weeping in corners for weeks? Hunched over and almost running into the walls? Papi finding you crying in the panadería walk-in? Alone and freezing. That is not right, Lila.”

But it had felt more than right. I remembered the delicious relief of head-to-toe numbness, cooling the flaming loss of Abuela’s forehead kisses. And for Andrés, too. The way he used to hold me so tightly, so completely. Warmed from ankles to ears, his embrace was the one place I’d felt both as big as planets and as light as feathers. In the walk-in freezer, I’d only wanted a few moments of quiet relief. But Papi had barged in, worrying and overreacting.

“You can’t send me away.” Not from La Paloma. Not from my Miami. My family.

“But the neighborhood, también. They’re talking about you more than ever. You can’t heal when…”

When what? When my private business was whispered around town? Oh, it wasn’t hard to see why. It had been going on for three years. All I had to do was snag Andrés, son of prominent Congressman Millan of posh Coral Gables. Andrés was featured in local magazines and society columns. He’d flashed his movie star face on TV with his family during campaigns. Customers and neighbors and fellow shop owners shipped us; they thought our story was adorable. Four years ago, I’d catered his parents’ fund-raiser, where he’d tried his first Lila-made guava pastry. For two years, he came into La Paloma every week for more, until he finally asked me out. I was fifteen and head-over-pastelito for the congressman’s son.

A West Dade Cuban fairy tale. But Andrés canceled our castle.

My parents faced Pilar, practically turning their backs to me. “Elena from Dadeland Bridal came into La Paloma last week,” Mami said. She gulped back a sob. “She told me there was a game between the employees and some of the regular customers. They had a bet on when Lila would be picking out her vestido de boda.”

A wedding dress? Seriously? My blood passed through fire. “Mami! Do you hear yourself?” Just cut me open, spread the past three months all over my bedroom like another coat of pale blue.

“But it’s true,” Mami said. “And I’m so sorry.”

“Now the gossip has changed,” Papi told Pili. “Why did Andrés break up with her? How could Stefanie leave her best friend without any notice? Horrible. People talk at the bodegas, the grocery, the newsstands.”

Pilar sat on my bed. “I know. I hear it too.”

Was I even present here? Wasn’t this my life? Their little trio of oversharing went around and over the top, even right through the apparently invisible me. “Enough, okay?”

Finally, Mami looked at me. “It’s not enough because you never say anything to us about your feelings. We can’t help if we don’t know what’s going on.”

I straightened, my limbs lumbering and achy. “I don’t need to talk about my losses. I need to un-lose them.”

“What if that is impossible?” Mami asked.

Impossible. I’d heard this word before and pounded it like a hard coconut shell. Then I used the rich, white flesh to make a cake.

“You lost your abuelita,” Papi said softly. “The biggest part of your heart.”

“Papi.” The word was thick and dark, but I wouldn’t cry; they couldn’t have my tears. The pain was real and it was mine. Mine to suffer and mine to fix. Discussing my hurts didn’t make them theirs to “help” and direct. And now they wanted to “help” even more by sending me away?

“England will be good for you. The chisme will die down and you’ll come back refreshed—” Mami’s cell phone rang. “That’s Catalina.” She stepped out with Papi.

I held out wide, helpless arms to Pilar. I needed her to step in and shut down this ridiculous idea. She would. We were a team: las Reyes.

Now that I’d graduated, I was finally ready to step into my role as full-time head baker and future owner of Panadería La Paloma, right alongside Pilar. There would be no college degree for me––I’d already learned everything I needed from Abuela. The business was ours to take over in a year. Our legacy, our future. Abuela had started it, and we were supposed to carry it forward starting this summer. I couldn’t do that from across an entire ocean.

“I can’t wait to see what you do,” I said over a caustic laugh.

Pilar rose, urging another sip of water down my throat. This time I obeyed. “Do?”

“How you’ll get me out of this England scheme. We don’t have time for this. We need to plan the new business model and menu and staffing changes—”

“Lila.” She pivoted, her brown eyes hooded. “They’re right. You need this. I love you, but I have to let you go. Just for a little while, no?”

It was as if every footstep I’d left across Miami this afternoon turned back to stomp upon my chest. I shuddered. I could only shake my head. No. No. NO.

“I can’t.”

Pilar grabbed Abuela’s white apron with the blue scripted L on the front. She placed it into my arms. Hours ago, they had dripped with sweat and salt. “What would she say to this?” Pilar gestured to the disaster of my overworked body.

“Your sister is right, nena.” This from Mami, who had returned. “Abuelita left you her skill and drive. More than just her recipes. Honor that, Lila. You, in the walk-in, crying. You, a wreck, twenty miles away, scaring us, not caring for yourself—is that how she would want you to go on?” Tears leaked down Mami’s face. “How can you let her look down and see you like this?”

What I wanted to scream: How can I? I can because the one recipe Abuela never taught me was the one to make inside myself when she died and left us too soon. The one to make when a boy shattered my heart, and my dearest friend stomped on my trust.

What I actually said: “…”

Silent and shaking, I clutched the apron and held on to memory.

“Óyeme, mi amor,” Abuela had said months ago, after one of my fights with Andrés. “You love that boy like you love the kitchen.” She was stirring a bowl of mango glaze. “But you add yourself like too much sugar sometimes. Too much temperature.”

I had scoffed at that then. Brushed her off.

“Mi estrellita, if you shine too bright in his sky, you’re going to burn him out. Burn yourself out, también.”

That day, I’d burned my entire body out. I had turned up my own heat and lost control.

“Lila, you will go to England,” Mami had finally said. “We cannot give you the place Abuela built if you’re not well.”

And there it was.

But my run—the exhaustion, inside and out—had muzzled my fighting words. As Papi logged in to the British Airways website, I only stared at that L on the apron placket.
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Two weeks after Papi booked my flight, Abuela’s white apron sits folded on a nightstand in England. It’s been more than a full day since I’ve landed, but I have barely left my bed.

I glance at the clock—eight p.m., and a cacophony of synths and pounding drumbeat roars from across the hall. It has to be from Gordon’s room. I can’t see Cate or Spencer blasting eighties rock between entertaining guests and managing the property. Just as I identify the group as Van Halen, the music stops. Not ten seconds later, a bass intro from another tune vibrates through the fine wood paneling, volume set to overload. Then… it stops after a few bars. ¿Cómo?

My eyes find rest and respite on my little altar of mementos—the framed photos and white t-shirt. The swoop of the embroidered blue L.

Los recuerdos have a unique kind of power, one of love and history and legacy. Here this memento calls me out sharply, decibels louder than the music, in the language that raised me. Abuela would never stand for me being this idle, barely leaving my bed for more than a day. For her, I will at least get up and unpack.

Just as I peel back my comforter, I’m greeted by a blaring wave of electronic techno-pop. All right, is it the universe’s turn, in the form of Gordon Wallace, to say my hibernation time is officially done? Either way, no. Racket this loud is not going to work for me the whole summer. Before I reach the door, the music stops abruptly, just like before. I wait for some terrible reprise, but nothing comes. “Hmm,” I tell myself and face my suitcases.

Ten minutes later, after dividing up shoes and clothes between the dresser and closet, I’m into my second bag. My flat iron and cosmetics case rest on top. But underneath my bathrobe I find a square notecard and my sister’s familiar scrawl.

Hermana, don’t be mad, but I know you.

Love you, but miss you more, already. —P

Don’t be mad? One never-fail way for Pili to make me mad is to tell me not to get mad, so I’m extra wary when I pull out a thick parcel. The first item out of the brown paper wrapping is a black merino wool sweater.

I did not pack a single sweater.

And then it gets out of control:

Another identical sweater in gray. Short, black waterproof trench coat. Two running jackets. Pair of dark skinny jeans. Two long sleeve tops, one in blue and white stripes and the other in solid navy. Finally, an oversized scarf in a gray and black abstract cheetah print.

Now I’m suspicious of everything in this suitcase. I rummage through for more evidence of tampering and find the black ankle boots Pilar bought when we visited New York last fall. I want to hug her. I want to throw one of these boots at her round, Cuban ass. Neither is an option, so I break my sister-silence and reach for my phone.

The lock screen lights up, showing four voicemails and sixteen text notifications from Mami. Nothing from Pilar.

“You knew, Pili!” I say when my sister’s oval-shaped face fills my FaceTime screen. She’s in Papi’s black leather chair in the back office of the panadería.

“Well, hello to you, too,” Pilar says. “No contact for two days and this is what I get?”

“I texted you and Mami when I landed.” I wave the black sweater in front of the phone. “You knew.”

“What, that you’d spite pack?”

I blow a single puff of air.

“And,” she goes on, “that when I’d go through your suitcase all I’d find would be las camisas pequeñas and sundresses? Of course I knew. And I was right. An English summer is not a normal summer. Mami told you how to prepare, Cate told you, and I told you, pero—”

“I’ll wear what I want.”

She sighs; I can almost feel the hot breath circling it. “Winchester is not Miami.”

I fling daggers into FaceTime.

“Lila, don’t you think I know? Me without you is never okay, but it was the only way.”

“I. Was. Handling. It,” I say through clenched teeth.

“Handling it? You, disappearing and Papi seeing your car in the lot and thinking… well what would you think seeing that? And when I finally found you… what I found? Dios, Lila, that is not handling it.”

Pilar rarely cries. She considers and dissects. She organizes and compartmentalizes. It’s one of the reasons we work so well together. I dream and create with eyes that are too big for everyone’s stomachs. Then I make the food that fills them to brims while she finds every way to sell it. But now she’s sniffling and dripping like a leaky faucet, and I am so dense to think I was ever the only one broken. The only one who has lost her abuela.

“Stop, Pili. I know I scared you. I just want to be home.” Home where I can put it all back together.

She blows a foghorn into a tissue. “Home hasn’t been good for you lately. You’ve proven that, okay?”

“The panadería—”

“—is something we’ve been over, what, twenty times? Angelina will do just fine.”

I don’t trust the new baker who’s only been training for a couple of months. “Temporarily.”

“Claro. It’s always going to be you and me. But I need my sister back. Take some time and let Cate take care of you.” She blows her nose again then leans in. “So what’s it like there?”

“You mean outside? I wouldn’t know.”

“I should’ve guessed by that trash heap you’re wearing as hair. But two days!”

“I’ll… tomorrow, okay?”

Music blasts again, drowning out her answer. This time it’s a screaming guitar riff. “Gordon,” I tell Pilar’s puzzled expression.

“Sounds like ‘Gimme Shelter,’ ” she says.

“You’d know.” Pilar’s penchant for classic rock, especially in vinyl form, is one thing we don’t share. “He’s been doing this—” Again, the music stops. “No clue what he’s doing, but I’m gonna make him quit right now. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Espérate.” Pilar holds out a hand. “The new clothes are nice, no?”

“They’re hideous,” I say. But I can’t stop rubbing the soft merino wool.

She snorts a watery laugh. “You’ve been coveting my boots for months.”

“Sí, pero that doesn’t mean I’ll wear them.”

A crack across my sister’s face. “But you’ll put them in the closet. And the tops and jacket, too.”

And then I feel one across mine that I can’t control, no matter how hard I try. “Maybe.”

Gordon playing yet another jam thirty seconds after I hang up sends me knocking, then pounding. Then pounding and screaming. The noise finally ceases and the rogue DJ swings open his bedroom door. His deep red hair—a mirror of his dad’s—gathers into a disheveled ponytail nub at the base of his neck.

“Hiya. You’re not actually dead, then.” He’s holding a colored pencil.

I ignore that and lead with, “So, the music.”

“What about it?”

“The volume.” I’m using my hands to demonstrate. “There’s just a lot of it. A lot of volume.”

It’s like a lightbulb turns on in the middle of his head. “Ahh. We’re properly soundproofed up here and I’m not used to having anyone else in this wing.”

“That’s not my doing.”

Gordon employs the flip side of the pencil to scratch his temple. “Right, well the music helps me achieve a certain creative mood.”

“Could a quieter version of the same music help with whatever you’re creatively mooding for?”

“Oh. For this.” With a grand flourish, he moves aside.

And… wow. His walls are covered with framed pencil drawings of houses in every architectural style imaginable. Intricate details and colorful landscaping touches fill each piece. “You drew all these?”

He nods toward a drafting table topped with measuring tools and a rainbow of colored pencils and a new square of ivory parchment. “I have for years now. A sort of hobby.”

I walk the perimeter of Gordon’s tiny home neighborhood, past stone cottages and Victorians and English Tudors. Near the window, I find a black Crosley turntable system with speakers. Records stacked in a storage cube wait for Gordon’s decibel abuse. “I have found the loud.”

He approaches. “Sorry about all the starts and stops. I couldn’t find just that right one, you know? I’ll try for less.”

“Thanks.” I pick up a Rolling Stones LP, home to “Gimme
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