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​Intro: From Senior Me To Freshman Me.
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By senior year, I could make a board look easier than it had any right to be.

That was the trick.

Not the kickturn, not the grind, not the way my wheels clicked over cracks like they were counting secrets under me. The trick was making all of it look natural. Like my body had been born knowing how to argue with concrete and win.

It hadn’t.

Concrete raised me with no mercy. Boyle Heights did too.

Morning came gold over Folsom Street, slipping across chain-link fences, blue house paint, barred windows, parked cars, and little yards pretending they weren’t tired. Somebody’s sprinkler had hit the sidewalk too hard, leaving a wet stripe that caught the sun. Somewhere, a dog lost its mind behind a gate. Somewhere else, a woman yelled for a kid who was already late. Coffee drifted out of a kitchen window. So did onions. So did somebody’s cigarette, because some people started the day by poisoning themselves slowly.

I pushed off once.

Twice.

Then the street took me.

The board hummed under my shoes, rough pavement talking through the soles like it had an opinion about every choice I made. I kept my shoulders quiet, knees loose, eyes ahead. The first sidewalk crack came ugly, raised enough to catch lazy wheels and throw somebody’s whole confidence into traffic.

I popped clean over it.

Tail snapped. Board rose. For half a second, everything under me disappeared.

That half second is why skaters keep coming back.

Not because we like falling. People who say that never hit hip-first on cold concrete and tried to strut cute after. We come back because there’s a moment when gravity lets go of your shirt and you feel what freedom would be if it had wheels.

The board kissed down with a hard clap.

I rolled out smooth.

A bus groaned two blocks over. Cars dragged themselves awake. The air smelled like dust, exhaust, wet cement. Breakfast. Boyle Heights had a way of mixing everything together until even the morning felt used, but not finished.

A curb came up on my right, low & chipped, the kind most people stepped over without noticing. I noticed everything. That was either my gift or my problem, depending who you asked.

I angled toward it.

Not too fast. Not too hungry. People mess up when they want the trick more than they respect the setup.

Front foot steady. Back foot ready. Hips turned slightly.

I popped, locked the trucks onto the curb. Letting the grind drag metal against stone with a sound sharp enough to wake the block. It sang for one breath, maybe two. Then I dropped off and rolled away like it had been nothing.

It had not been nothing.

Nothing is what people call skill when they don’t see the hours it ate.

My left knee still remembered freshman year. My right palm had a scar shaped like a bad decision near Hollenbeck. My ankle clicked when the weather changed, like it wanted credit for surviving. Every smooth thing I did had a little graveyard under it: peeled skin, swollen wrists, bruised pride, the first time I cried in a garage because I couldn’t get a trick and didn’t want Dro to see me quit.

That was the part nobody clapped for.

I crossed the street when the light gave me permission, which was funny because most of my life had been adults telling me permission mattered after the damage was already done. My board rattled over the painted line. A truck rolled past, carrying ladders, the driver looking at me like I was either brave or stupid. Same face people make when they can’t tell the difference.

I cut toward Hollenbeck.

Not all the way in. Not yet.

Just close enough to pass the edge of the park, where the morning grass held onto its dampness and the skate plaza waited like a mouth with concrete teeth. Rails. Ledges. Ramps. The kind of place boys acted fearless until their bodies betrayed them in front of witnesses.

I loved it there.

I hated it there too.

That’s how you know a place raised part of you.

The murals watched from the walls like ancestors with better posture. Paint layered over paint, names over names, saints, workers, flowers, fists, faces, colors bright enough to argue with the city. Some walls looked alive. Some appeared fatigued. Some carried memorials where the candles burned & the plastic flowers had faded, but nobody had taken them away.

That was Boyle Heights. Even grief had a place to stand.

I slowed near one corner.

Not enough to stop.

Stopping gave memory too much room.

There was a wall there with an old tag half-buried under fresh paint and a little cluster of candles near the bottom, glass fogged from weather, wax sunk low. I did not know the dead boy personally. Not like that. But I knew his cousin. Knew the girl who used to write his initials on her shoe. Knew the way people said his name softer after lunch, like volume could disrespect the ground.

Freshman year, I would have stared.

Senior year, I kept rolling.

Not because I cared less.

Because I had learned some places do not need you to perform sadness for them. They just need you not to forget.

My wheels found the seam in the pavement before my eyes did. The board twitched. I let my hips answer. Balance is not about never getting thrown. Balance is about answering fast enough that the world thinks you meant to move that way.

I checked my phone.

7:31.

School.

The word sat in my chest like a bell waiting to be rung.

Roosevelt was not far, but time had teeth in the morning. Marco’s rule was home before dark, but school’s rule was arrive before the system decided you were already becoming a problem. Adults loved clocks because clocks made it look like everything was simple.

Late.

Present.

Absent.

Tardy.

Excused.

Unexcused.

Nobody had a box for almost made it but had to breathe first.

I shoved the phone back into my pocket and pushed harder.

The city blurred at the edges. Houses. Gates. Telephone wires. A woman sweeping dust from one patch of concrete to another like she was negotiating with the day. A man under the hood of a car, flashlight in his mouth, already losing an argument with the engine. A little kid in a backpack too big for him stared at my board like it was a dragon I had trained.

I gave him a little nod.

He grinned.

That was dangerous too, being watched by younger eyes. Made you want to become somebody worth copying. Made you realize every stupid thing you survived could become a map or a warning.

I bent low. Picked up speed.

A low rail waited near a stretch of sidewalk where the paint had been scraped. Kissed by a hundred boards before mine. It was not impressive if you didn’t know. Just metal, waist-low to a little kid, nothing to a car, nothing to anybody strolling past with groceries.

To me, it was a sentence.

I lined up.

The world narrowed.

Not silent. Never silent. Boyle Heights did not do silence. But the sounds slid back: engines, barking, someone laughing too loud, the far-off sigh of traffic, the slap of my wheels over old cement. My breathing came forward. My pulse. The tiny shift of my toes inside my shoes.

This was where people imagined confidence lived.

Wrong.

Confidence was not the jump.

Confidence was the approach.

Once you were in the air, you had already made your promise.

I popped.

Board up. Body light. Trucks cleared. Deck turned. My weight came down with just enough commitment to lock it. For a blink, I slid along the rail, metal under wood, heat under speed, balance held together by muscle, memory. Whatever stubborn little spirit lived in my bones.

Then the end came.

I lifted out, landed, knees drinking the impact, wheels biting pavement, no wobble.

Crafty.

I did not smile.

Not fully.

Just let one corner of my mouth betray me.

Somewhere behind me, somebody whooped from a porch.

I kept going.

That was another rule. Never turn around too fast after landing something beautiful. Let it follow you a second. Let the street know you heard it.

The closer I got to Roosevelt, the more the morning changed. More backpacks. More voices. More shoes slapping sidewalk. More kids pretending not to run. Cars pulled over bad. Parents yelled last instructions through open windows. Somebody had music leaking from a speaker low in their bag. Somebody smelled like too much body spray. Somebody else smelled like they had skipped laundry and hoped confidence would cover it.

Roosevelt rose ahead, boxed in by streets and bells, buildings catching the sun like they had been awake before us and disappointed already.

I rolled slower now.

Not because I was tired.

Because school was a different kind of trick.

On a board, the rules were honest. Lean wrong, fall. Hesitate, fall. Get cocky, fall. Blame the curb all you want, your hip still knows the truth.

School lied prettier.

It let people fall for months and called it attitude. Let girls disappear behind makeup and called it confidence. Let boys turn fear into volume and called it discipline issues. Let rumors move faster than teachers and then acted shocked when somebody broke.

I knew better by then.

I had learned the campus by weather.

Quad was heat. Cafeteria was appetite & gossip. Stairs were theater. Library was oxygen. The gym was where anger learned rules. Computer lab was where secrets became systems.

The shop on East Fourth was where broken things told the truth if you shut up long enough to listen.

And Hollenbeck?

Hollenbeck was where the ground taught me the most important lesson I ever carried into those halls:

Everybody falls.

Not everybody learns how to land.

I stepped off the board near the gate, kicked it up into my hand, and caught it by the nose. The grip tape scraped my palm, familiar as a warning. Students flowed around me, loud and half-awake, everybody wearing whatever mask got them through first period.

I checked the time again.

7:42.

Still good.

Barely.

I tucked the board under my arm and strolled in like I had not just asked gravity for a favor and gotten away with it.

That was senior year Rosa.

Not fearless.

Just practiced.

& practice, if you bled for it long enough, could look a lot like magic.
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​1st Poem: First Bell With Teeth
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The first bell rang  & the hallway opened its mouth.

Everybody had armor.  Hoops.  Shoes.  Stinky perfume.  Backpacks sagging with pencils, snacks, secrets.

I strutted in with my name  held tight behind my teeth.

Cazadora,  but they called me Rosa  because softness is easier to say when people do not know what hunts inside you.

Lockers clicked like little warnings.

I learned quick: the hallway does not need fists to bruise you.

Sometimes it just looks.

Sometimes it jus’ laughs.

Sometimes it waits to see if you will laugh at yourself first.

So I smiled, not sweet, nor scared,  just enough velvet over steel to make them wonder which part was real.
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​Lesson #1: Don’t Let the Hallways Break You
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Freshman year, I learned Roosevelt had weather.

Not sky weather. Please. Boyle Heights already had enough sun to cook attitude out of people before lunch.

I mean hallway weather.

You could feel it before you knew how to name it. The air got sharp near a fight. Sticky near gossip. Heavy near somebody who had been crying in the bathroom and came out smiling too hard. Some kids moved through campus like they owned oxygen. Others moved like they were borrowing space from people who might ask for it back.

Me?

I cruised.

That was my first survival strategy, before I knew survival strategies could have names.

Do not look lost.

Lost gets noticed.

Roosevelt rose off East Fourth like a whole little city pretending bells made it civilized. Buildings caught the morning light in flat, bright slabs. Concrete walkways ran between everything like arteries. The Quad sat in the middle, exposed and hungry, where reputations went to get fed. The cafeteria breathed out heat & grease. The covered eating area waited with benches that already had invisible names carved into them: popular girls here, loud boys there, couples pretending they wanted privacy in public, quiet kids eating fast so nobody could ask why they were alone.

The first morning, my backpack felt too new.

I hated that.

New backpacks make you look like your mother still believes in school supplies. Mine still had the little store crease in the straps, stiff against my shoulders, announcing to the whole campus: freshman, fresh meat, come season accordingly.

So I loosened one strap, dropped it lower, and paced like I had somewhere to be.

Which was funny because I had no idea where the hell I was going.

My board was tucked under my arm, grip tape kissing the inside of my forearm raw. I liked that. Pain you choose is different. It keeps you from floating off into your own nerves.

A girl near the entrance looked me up and down.

Not mean. Nor nice.

Inventory.

Zapatos. Board. Hair. Backpack. Body. Threat level.

I gave her a little smile.

Not friendly.

Friendly gets misread by hungry people.

More like: I see you seeing me, mami, and I am not on sale.

She looked away first.

Tiny victory. No trophy. Still counted.

Somewhere near the M-Stairs, a group of older boys leaned like the wall had signed a contract with them. César Cortez was there, tall and still, watching the flow. Arturo Valtierra had his arms folded, laughing with his chin but not his eyes. Vicente Garza had that handsome-dangerous face older girls pretended not to notice. Tomás Castellanos was eating something from a paper bag like breakfast had personally offended him. Fabián Cortez stood closest to the stairs, scanning.

Gus’s boys.

My cousin Gus was a senior, which meant freshman year came with a borrowed shadow. Nobody walked me to class. That would have made me look weak, & Gus was too smart for that. His boys simply existed where people could see them.

Protection without performance.

A luxury item in high school.

César caught my eye and lifted his chin.

Barely.

I lifted mine back.

Barely.

That was the whole conversation.

Translation: We see you. Move smart.

I kept moving.

The Quad hit me first.

Not physically, though it wanted to. Emotionally. Socially. Spiritually, if concrete can have teeth.

Students crossed in every direction, backpacks swinging, sneakers squeaking, phones out, laughs flying like loose change. Someone yelled across the open space. Someone else cursed near a planter. A teacher stood outside a door with coffee and the tired face of a person who had already heard four lies before first period.

The smell was everything at once.

Hot pavement. Hair gel. Cafeteria eggs. Cheap perfume. Clean laundry. Stale hoodie. Takis. A little weed ghost clinging to somebody’s jacket like an unpaid debt. Pencil shavings from some classroom door propped open nearby. The city itself pressing against the gates, engine breath, dust & morning exhaust.

That was Roosevelt.

Not pretty in the soft way.

Pretty in the way a scar can be pretty after it stops bleeding.

“Riviera.”

I turned.

Peso slid out of the crowd like he had been priced into the morning. “Peso”, though only teachers and angry aunties used his full name. He had one strap over his shoulder, hair clean, grin crooked, and the kind of eyes that counted favors before they counted money ((dinero)).

“You lost?” he asked.

I looked around slow, like I was considering buying the campus.

“No,” I said. “Just letting the building introduce itself.”

He laughed. “You always talk like that?”

“Only when people ask boring questions.”

“Damn. Freshman with claws.”

“Freshman with standards. Don’t confuse yourself.”

His grin got bigger.

That was Peso. Everything was a deal, even conversation. He tested people with jokes the way some boys tested fences with rocks.

Behind him, Joker appeared light skin, with blond hair, pulled into a messy ponytail and eyeliner so sharp it looked like it had legal representation. Bianca “Joker” Guerra. Latina, loud, pretty in a dangerous little fireworks way. She smiled like she already knew your secret and was deciding whether it deserved seasoning.

“So this is Gus’s cousin?” Joker said.

Peso pointed at me with his thumb. “That’s her.”

Joker looked me up and down.

Inventory again. Girls did it better than boys because girls pretended it was casual.

“You skate?” she asked.

I tapped the board under my arm.

“No, I carry this for emotional support.”

Darnell Wright coughed into his black fist from behind them, trying not to laugh. He was big enough that people probably expected him to be loud, but Darnell had quiet-strong energy. Like Tupac got reincarnated. He stood like a locked gate. Not hostile. Just not open to nonsense.

Joker smiled. “Okay, I think I like her.”

“Careful,” I said. “That sounds permanent.”

“Nothing’s permanent here, baby girl. Not friends, nor hair color, definitely not reputations.”

There it was.

First warning hidden inside a joke.

I clocked it & filed it away.

Freshman Survival Rule Number One: not everyone who laughs with you is loyal to you.

Back then I did not have the guide yet. I did not have chapter titles or clean little warning boxes. I just had my stomach, and my stomach was smarter than half the adults I knew.

A bell screamed.

Everybody moved.

The crowd tightened, then broke apart into streams. I followed Peso and Joker for half a breath, then peeled away when I glanced at the room number on my schedule.

World History.

Mr. Malcolm Broadnax.

I found his classroom upstairs, sun cutting through blinds in hard gold stripes, dust floating in the light like tiny witnesses. The desks had old initials scratched into the plastic, pencil scars, gum ghosts underneath. Maps covered one wall. Old photographs lined another. Protest posters, primary-source excerpts, newspaper clippings, images of marches, ships, cities, faces, empires.

And above the maps, black paper with white block letters:

WORDS HAVE GHOSTS.

I stared at it.

Dramatic, I thought.

Then Mr. Broadnax started teaching & made me regret underestimating interior decoration.

He stood near the board in a pale blue shirt, sleeves rolled once, neat but not soft. Black man. Calm eyes. Voice low enough that the room leaned in without realizing it.

He did not introduce himself like most teachers.

No cute icebreaker. No “tell me one fun fact about yourself,” which was good because my fun fact would have been: I can smell social danger before it opens its mouth.

Broadnax picked up a marker and wrote one word on the board.

SLAVE.

The room changed atmospheres. 

Like the A/C got dialed down to hell's 7th layer.

Shoulders tightened. Pens stopped. A chair creaked in the back. Somebody’s snack bag whispered like it had chosen a terrible time to exist.

Broadnax capped the marker.

“Before anybody decides what I am about to say,” he said, “take your hands off your favorite excuses.”

A few kids chuckled.

Small giggles on reverb. Nervous little birds.

He tapped the word once.

“This word has ghosts way older than America.”

My pen moved before I told it to.

He explained the word’s road through old languages. Old French. Medieval Latin. Sclavus. Slav. He said Slavic peoples had been captured and enslaved so often in medieval Europe that the name became tangled with the condition itself.

I wrote it down.

Not because I was trying to be teacher’s pet. Relax. I had dignity.

I wrote it down because the room felt like it had opened a trapdoor.

A boy in the back leaned forward.

“So,” he said, “it wasn’t about Black people?”

Air sharpened.

That question had a little grin hiding inside it.

I hated it immediately.

There are questions people ask because they want to learn. Then there are questions people ask because they found a tool and want to see who it can hit.

Darnell, two rows over, did not move, but his stillness changed. Peso’s mouth opened, then closed, miracle of miracles. Joker stared at the boy like she was deciding whether to roast him now or save him for later.

Broadnax did not flinch.

He trudged to the side of the room, slow, giving foolishness time to hear itself.

“No,” he said. “That is not what I said.”

Silence.

“I said the word is older than America. I did not say the wound here is smaller.”

That sentence landed in my chest with both boots.

Broadnax pointed to the board.

“Slavery is older than race. But in America, race was used to make slavery inherited, profitable, legal, and permanent. So we study both truths. The word has one history. The wound has many.”

The wound has many.

I wrote that down too.

My handwriting got tighter.

Broadnax moved through history like a prosecutor with patience.

Ancient slavery. War captives. Debt. Conquest. Empires. Slavs. Africans. Indigenous peoples. Europeans. Mediterranean raids. Christian and Muslim powers. Ships and corsairs. Prayers said on both sides of water by people who still found ways to sell each other.

Then Iberia.

711 711.

North African Berber and Arab forces. Umayyad expansion. Al-Andalus. Spain before Spain had the story most of us carried in our heads.

He did not teach it like one side wore horns and the other side wore halos. Broadnax hated halo history. Said it made cowards out of students and liars out of teachers.

“You will not use this,” he said, scanning the room, “to play racial dodgeball.”

Someone in the back laughed.

Broadnax looked at him.

The laugh died with no funeral.

“Some of you were taught slavery like it had one color. Some of you were taught it like it had no color. Both are lackadaisical.”

Lazy in freshmen terms.

That word cut different from him. Stupid was too easy. Lazy meant you had the tools and chose not to lift them.

“Slavery is older than what we came to call the Americas, yes,” he continued. “But race became one of slavery’s most efficient weapons. If you only study the old world, you miss America. If you only study America, you miss the warning pattern.”

He wrote two phrases on the board.

OLD WORLD CAPTIVITY RACIAL CHATTEL SLAVERY

Then underlined the second until the marker squeaked.

“American slavery made human beings property by law. It made children inherit the condition of their mothers. It made Blackness into a cage that could reproduce wealth for somebody else.”

Nobody joked.

The room got soul-heavy.

Deep-dark & cold. 🥶 

Not sad like a movie wanted your tears.

Heavy like truth had sat on the desk and nobody had permission to move it.

Broadnax talked about the transatlantic slave trade, 12 million Black Africans forced across the Atlantic, bodies packed into ships, names stripped, families broken, children born inside a system already waiting for them with blood ink ledgers.

The number was too big at first.

Ten to twelve million.

Freshman brains do not know what to do with that many ghosts.

So mine started shrinking it into people.

Mother. Brother. A girl with a laugh like Joker’s. A boy with Peso’s mouth. Quiet ones like Darnell. A little brother like Dro, backpack too big, pretending not to be scared.

That was when the number grew horns.

A girl by the window wiped under her eye and pretended it was allergies.

I let her have that lie.

Some lies are just privacy wearing sunglasses.

Broadnax leaned against his desk.

“History is not here to make your group innocent,” he said. “History is here to make your excuses harder to keep.”

The sentence slithered straight into me and took a seat.

I looked at the word on the board again.

SLAVE.

Only now it was not alone.

Other words started lining up behind it.

Criminal. Troublemaker. Illegal. Tardy. At-risk. Case number.

Labels.

That was the first time I felt it, before I could explain it. Words were not stickers. Words were handles. People used them to drag you.

Broadnax watched us sit with it.

He knew silence was not empty.

Silence was where the truth took its zapatos off.

Then he said it.

“Pain does not need to compete to be real.”

I looked up.

Some sentences do not hit like thunder. They do not shake windows. They do not knock books off shelves.

They enter quiet.

Then they become part of your breathing.

I wrote it in the corner of my notebook.

Pain does not need to compete to be real.

My pen drew three little stars around it because fourteen-year-old me had emotional depth and apparently needed stationery effects.

Peso glanced at my paper.

“You decorating slavery now?”

I slid my eyes toward him.

“You jealous because my notes got more value than your whole financial plan?”

Darnell coughed into his fist.

Joker whispered, “She bites.”

“Only when the meat deserves it,” I said.

Broadnax turned.

“Miss Riviera.”

A beautiful moment.

My first public execution of freshman year.

“Yes, sir?”

“You have something worth sharing?”

The class looked at me.

I could have played dumb.

Girls do that sometimes. Smile small. Shrug. Let the room stop noticing the brain before somebody decides intelligence is attitude.

But Broadnax watched me like he had already seen the thought try to hide.

So I sat up.

“I was thinking,” I said, smooth enough to pretend my heartbeat was not trying to kick through my ribs, “people use pain like currency sometimes. Like whoever suffered most gets to buy the truth.”

The room stayed quiet.

Annoying.

I liked jokes better. Jokes gave you somewhere to put your hands.

Broadnax nodded once.

“Go on.”

A normal teacher might have saved me.

Broadnax handed me a shovel & pointed at the grave.

I looked at the board.

“At school it happens too,” I said. “Somebody lies about you, & their words feel loud because they’re cheap. Like plastic chips on a scale. Everybody can throw them. But truth from people who actually know you feels heavier. Like metal. Like gems. You can’t stop people from tossing plastic, but you can stop acting like plastic weighs the same.”

Now everybody was really quiet.

My face got hot.

I hated that. My face liked to confess things my mouth had not approved.

Broadnax studied me.

Then he turned to the board and wrote:

PLASTIC WORDS DO NOT WEIGH THE SAME AS TRUTH.

Under it, he added:

PAIN IS EVIDENCE, NOT A TROPHY.

I stared.

My words.

His chalkboard.

That was teacher theft, technically. Academic robbery. But I respected the hustle.

“Class,” Broadnax said, “Miss Riviera just gave you a survival tool. Rumors are cheap because they are easy to produce. Truth costs relationship. Witness. Character. Time. Be careful which one you let name you.”

That sentence did something to me.

Because the hallway was already waiting outside with its mouth open.

By lunch, I saw what he meant.

The cafeteria was loud enough to scramble thought. Trays clattered. Milk cartons sweated. Hot chips stained fingers red. The covered eating area was packed, every table pretending not to be a kingdom. The Quad shimmered with heat. The M-Stairs had older boys posted like punctuation marks. The Gazebo Walkway had couples orbiting each other, fake privacy in the most public place on campus.

I moved through it all with my lunch bag in one hand and my board under my arm.

Cruising.

Not lost.

Learning the weather.

A girl from second period, pretty in a polished kind of way, waved me over.

“Cazadora, right?”

Nobody called me that soft. My family mostly said Rosa unless I was in trouble, then they used my whole government like a legal summons.

“Depends who’s asking,” I said.

She laughed too fast.

Bad sign.

“I’m Maribel. We were talking about you.”

“Lucky me.”

“My friend thinks you’re cute.”

Her friend, a boy with too much cologne & a smile he probably practiced near reflective surfaces, leaned against the table behind her.

Set up.

Freshman social trap, beginner level.

Girls fake-nice to hand you to boys. Boys smiling like they discovered you before you discovered yourself. Everybody watching to see if you knew your price.

I tilted my head.

“Does your friend have a voice, or do you rent it out?”

The boy’s smile twitched.

Maribel blinked, then laughed like I had entertained her instead of refusing the leash.

“He’s shy.”

“Terrible condition. Hope he recovers.”

Joker, two tables away, barked a laugh.

Peso looked over with interest, like somebody had dropped dinero.

Darnell watched without moving.

Behind me, near the edge of the Quad, César Cortez leaned off the wall just enough.

Just enough.

Protection without performance.

I did not need saving. But the world seeing I was not alone helped.

The boy finally spoke.

“You always this mean?”

I smiled then.

Small. Sweet. Venom with lip gloss.

“Only when people confuse me for available.”

His friends made that low ooo sound boys make when another boy gets cut and they are glad it was not them.

Maribel’s smile hardened.

There she was.

Fake-nice melting off like cheap wax.

“Whatever,” she said. “We were just being friendly.”

I nodded. “Friendly is beautiful when it’s honest.”

I walked away before they could turn it into a dramatic scene.

That was another rule I learned early: do not wrestle every lie in public. Some lies want an audience more than they want victory.

I found Peso near the cafeteria edge, holding court like lunch had a stock exchange.

“You got a mouth on you, Riviera,” he said.

“& you got interest rates on illegal snacks. We all have gifts. Mind jus’ happens to be legal.”

Joker slid beside me. “Maribel’s gonna talk.”

“Let her.”

“She’s good at making people believe things.”

I glanced back at Maribel’s table. The boy was already performing emotional injury. His friends were snickering. Maribel leaned close to another girl, eyes flicking toward me.

Plastic chips.

That’s what Broadnax had called them without knowing he had named my whole lunch period.

Plastic chips on a scale.

Cheap. Loud. Easy to throw.

I took a breath.

Then I looked at the people around me.

Peso, slippery but not cruel. Joker, chaos with eyeliner. Darnell, quiet enough to be real. Gus’s boys in the distance, a fence made of reputation. Aiko across the way with her perfect notes. Naomi near the
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