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        Author’s Note

When I started writing this book, I saw it as a story about a disabled immigrant teen’s dreams and wishes, and the joys of encountering first love as she navigates her own relationship with her body. And while it is about all those things, they don’t exist in a vacuum. There are parts of Vero’s story that involve instances of bullying, ableism, slut shaming, and lack of consent, both medical and sexual. Processing them looks different for all of us, and there’s no right or wrong way to do it. There’s only what feels right for you, when and how you decide.

With love,

Natalia





Dedication

To all the HIPpies who’ve ever felt out of place:

together we are always home.
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To Ceci y Ramón: por todo y por siempre.





Anesthesia: an·es·the·sia


	(n.) a controlled, temporary loss of sensation or pain induced for medical purposes

	(n. VR) a dreamless state; a nothingness in which you have no control



Chapter 1




WHEN YOU’RE ABOUT TO GO UNDER, the doctors tell you to breathe and count back from ten. Or they’ll ask who the president is and what year we’re in, the kind of things a time traveler would want to know. It feels like losing all sense of time, because I don’t remember ever getting past nine or eight before the anesthesia numbs me and everything disappears. Everything switches. I blink and I wake, and I’m in another bed, another room, wrapped in a cast in another time. Six hours later, and I never even felt the emptiness.

Being underwater is the opposite. The faster I swim, the more time seems to slow down. I feel every ounce of breath inside of me. It’s loud and it’s quiet. It becomes a rhythm inside my body. Every four strokes, I tilt my head above the surface, long enough to fill my lungs, and not a millisecond or inch more. I practice twists, flips, and choreography if no one’s watching, mimicking all the moves I’ve memorized over years of following Mermaid Cove’s videos online. I hear my thoughts for once, clear as water.

It’s the most awake I ever feel, and it’s like I’m dreaming.

Except today there’s a beeping. It’s somewhere far away, but it’s getting louder and more insistent. I swim to the edge of the pool and lift my head just enough for my eyes to clear the top.

It’s not the construction truck I expected, but a moving truck, backing into a spot painfully slowly. A guy about my age stands by the curb, signaling to whoever’s driving to come closer. Closer. Closer.

He waves both arms very suddenly for them to stop.

Too close, I guess.

The truck comes to a screeching halt and goes silent. I try to get a good look at the guy’s profile, but it’s hard from so far away. There’s a whole tennis court between us, and it’s old and cordoned off by a sky-high chain-link fence. Through the crisscross view, all I can read is his body language: hands on hips, shoulders drooping, chin up. Like he’s tired of trying not to let his exhaustion show.

He disappears somewhere in front of the truck, and I go back to my swimming. I still have twenty laps to go, and if I hurry I’ll finish before anyone else gets here. Now that it’s summer, every parent in our apartment complex has decided this will be the year their kid learns to swim. Except they rarely use the kiddie pool like they’re supposed to. They swarm into the lap pool with their noodles and flotation devices, splashing along the perimeter as they grasp at the pool’s edges like they’re support beams at a skating rink. I’ve been waking up two hours early every morning just to avoid the rush.

I finish my last stretch of laps in under six minutes, tugging off my goggles by the deep end. A pair of dusty brown boots collapse off the side of the lounge chair a few feet in front of me. The feet they belong to are still in socks, crossed at the ankles as the toes wiggle around.

Gross.

The guy from the moving truck sits up, legs straddling the long seat, looking startled, as if I wasn’t here first. He’s in jeans and a dark beige and white baseball shirt. The sleeves are bunched up around his elbows, but he tilts his head to the side and pushes them up further for no apparent reason. I feel sticky just looking at him. Sweaty, wearing-too-many-clothes-for-this-weather sticky.

“Can I help you?” I say.

“What? No. I didn’t . . . I didn’t mean to make you stop swimming. Please, pretend I’m not even here.”

That’s going to be near impossible, considering there’s no one else on the pool deck right now, and of all the places he could’ve sat, he chose the chair where I left my things.

“My towel. It’s on the back of your chair.”

“Oh. Sorry.” He twists and grabs my turquoise and purple beach towel. It’s now a bundled wad that he passes distractedly from one hand to the other. “I just needed a quiet place to close my eyes for a bit. I wasn’t watching you or anything,” he adds hurriedly.

“I wasn’t . . . thinking that. Until now.” I dip my head back in the water to smooth my hair. When I come back up, he’s leaning closer to the pool’s edge. “Anyway you didn’t make me stop,” I say.

“How many laps did you do?”

“Fifty.” I rest my arms over the edge and place my chin on my forearm. From this angle the sun’s directly behind him, and all I can see is his dark silhouette, carved out by light. “This isn’t exactly a quiet place, with all the splashing.”

“I guess not. But you did me a favor.” He turns his attention back to the moving truck. A man lifts the back open, and the door rumbles like a trash bin being dragged across uneven pavement. It’s huge, one of those trucks people hire to move across state, and definitely bigger than any I’ve ever seen pull into Palmview Lakes. When my family and I moved from our one-bedroom across town into this bigger apartment eight years ago, Papi borrowed a pickup from a friend at work, and it only took two trips to bring over all our furniture. Mami packed all our other things into boxes she’d gotten from the loading dock at Publix.

“We brought way too much stuff,” he mumbles, turning away from the truck. He runs his fingers over his hair in a dipping motion, like he’s trying to hide his face behind his arm. Like maybe me seeing all his boxes is the same as being caught undressed. I look down and stare at my legs quietly flapping beneath the water.

“Where’d you move from?”

“Are you getting out?”

We break the silence at the same exact time, then both wait for the other one to answer. The quiet drags, and we let the questions drop like an overinflated dodgeball no one wants to touch.

I start growing cold in the water, but if I get out now, he’ll see me in my bathing suit, and I know how this part of introductions will go. Eyes like a magnet to my scars. Silence stretching up my thigh and pelvic bone as he stares down every inch of them. Inevitably, the question, What happened there? Before he’s even asked my name.

Sometimes I lie to people. I give them a story about a bizarre accident instead of the boring truth they’re never comfortable hearing anyways. But this guy looks so sad and tired, I don’t have the heart to mess with him. I contemplate asking him to pass me my towel, but now he’s hugging it over his stomach like a security blanket and I’m not entirely sure he’s noticed he still has it.

“Don’t you need to go unpack?” It comes out sounding ruder than I meant it, and it seems to catch him off guard, because his jawline and temple pop. His face is all sharp angles and smoothness, and his long lashes move like butterflies as he blinks several times.

“The movers won’t let me help. Apparently it’s some kind of liability thing.”

“Must be nice.” Most people in our apartment complex don’t exactly hire movers.

He lets out a half laugh. “Yeah. It’s just that management—”

A deep Southern voice cuts him off. “There you are.”

I don’t have to turn to know it’s Bob, our apartment’s security guard, who is always nowhere he’s needed and everywhere he’s not invited. My best friend, Leslie, and I have spent nearly every summer begging Bob to let us drive his golf cart. He usually gives us rides around the complex instead.

“What’d I do now?” I say. There’s always some new pool rule he teases me about breaking, though it’s never actually enforced.

“Not you, Verónica. Him. I’m supposed to give this young man the grand tour today.”

The young man finally releases my poor towel from his clutches and leaves it on the lounge chair as he gets up to shake Bob’s hand. While they chat I take the opportunity to dart out of the pool and wrap the towel around my waist, forming a nice V dip just below my belly button. Bob calls for me to come over.

“Verónica, this here’s Alex.” So the young man has a name. “Alex’s mom is our new property manager. How ’bout while she gets their things sorted in their new apartment, you show him around?” Bob slaps him on the shoulder with all the awkwardness of a drunk uncle. Alex raises his eyebrows into a look of quiet embarrassment.

“It’s okay. You really don’t have to,” he says.

“It’s just there’s really not much to show . . .”

“Then it shouldn’t take much of your time at all,” Bob says.

Before either of us can respond, he’s already rushing back to his cart. We watch him putter away until our eyes meet and redirect to the ground.

“That was really awkward. I’m sorry. It’s just that management’s set on giving us the VIP treatment, apparently.”

“Must be nice,” I say again, walking back to where I left my bag and change of clothes. I slip on a pair of jean cutoff shorts under my towel and pull on a yellow tank, then drape the towel back over the lounge chair for it to dry.

“It goes without saying, you don’t have to listen to him,” he says.

“Sure I don’t.” I grin and roll my eyes. It’s not like I really have a choice. As much as Leslie and I like to make fun of him, Bob calls the shots around here, in a strange behind-the-scenes type of way. Draping my bag over my shoulder, I take another look at Alex and try to assess the risk factor. When my parents said they better never catch me at the pool with another boy or else, they meant it. Never mind that this would be completely different—my parents were so furious the night they caught me making out with Jeremy Bradley they haven’t been able to see past their rage ever since. And they definitely don’t see me. Not the way they used to, anyways.

I check the time on my phone. Mami and Papi will be at work by now, and besides, I’m just doing what I was told. Being nice, welcoming. Doing everything I can to not to be “desagradable.” The second worst word in my family’s dictionary, right after “promiscua.” Heaven forbid an unpleasant or promiscuous daughter.

A tired sigh escapes me. I wrap it up with my most convincing smile. “Come on. I’ll show you your kingdom, Mr. VIP.”





Suelta: suel·ta


	(adj.) loose; often used to describe a promiscuous girl

	(v.—imperative VR) what I wish I could tell my parents to do—let go



Chapter 2




WE WALK TO THE RUSTED MONKEY bars and swing sets on the opposite side of the tennis courts. To the clustered mailbox unit that Mami constantly asks me to check, with its dried tiki hut roof that rustles at the lightest breeze, and then the faded hammock strung between two trees further down the road. Our apartment complex is, according to Leslie, a dinosaur—a giant, sprawling relic—but when we first moved in, my parents said we were lucky and we shouldn’t complain. They said our apartment in Peru was a tiny box in a four-story building, no recreational facilities or pools, like here. I wasn’t old enough to remember, but we lived right on a busy street that is practically a highway now. It’s why Mami always says “At least it’s not like Avenida Benavides” every time someone speeds through the main entrance. To which I usually respond that we should move to a unit closer to Leslie’s. It’s quieter, and those apartments have three bedrooms, which is the natural next step in our migration pattern: studio in Lima, one-bedroom across town, two-bedroom here. So far, they’re not exactly enthused.

Alex and I walk down the sidewalks and occasionally take a shortcut through the back of one of the buildings. There are eighteen total, lettered A through R, and the complex is bordered on one side by a canal and shaped like a snake, so we slowly make our way through its curves, meandering in one direction and then another. We end up talking this way, too, never staying on any one subject for long.

“So where’d you move from?” I ask, stepping onto the mosaic wall that lines the property. It grows from a few inches off the grass to several feet the further we walk, and I can tell he’s nervous, watching me tower over him, stretching my arms out for balance.

“Texas. You sure you’re all right up there?” He places his hand on the wall like it’s a ladder he’s trying to hold still for me, his palms resting against a row of seashell accents that line the edge.

I shrug and keep going. “It’s not really that high.”

“You walk like you’ve done this a million times.”

I slow down, aware of his eyes on my steps. It makes everything feel less steady. “Definitely enough times to know my way.” I try to think of where to take him next. “Do you play sports?”

“I was on the baseball team sophomore year.” He looks away from me, and I pick up the pace again. My hip socket cracks like Pop Rocks in an open mouth, sharp but soft enough that I’m sure he doesn’t hear it.

“So you’re a junior now?” I ask.

“Incoming senior.”

“Same as me.” I can’t imagine transferring to a new school senior year, right before college applications are due. My parents would never uproot me and my sister like that. They’re always talking about how leaving one country for another was hard enough, and now this—here, the four of us—is our home. It’s why I’m only applying to the state schools closest to us. None of them are more than a three-hour drive away, and they’re less expensive than if I went to college outside of Florida. It’s lucky that I want to major in marine biology, though, and not, like, deserts or something.

I jump off the wall, landing on a soft patch of grass. My sudden dismount seems to surprise him, and for half a second, Alex hovers his hands over my sides like he was trying to catch me. We lock eyes for a beat past casual. Technically, I’m not supposed to be doing any of this—the doctors have always said no high-impact movements on my joints, and Mami would for sure kill me—¡aquí y al toque!—if she saw me practically leap into a boy’s arms. They treat me like a fragile package no one should ever dare touch or open. All these rules, left and right, when I’m the one who knows what my body can and can’t handle.

What my ego can handle is another story. It’s still bruised by Jeremy. Sometimes I swear his touch is a soapy residue on my skin that refuses to wash away. Even worse, I think my parents see it, too. They look at me like I’m sucia, impossible to scrub clean. They say they’re just so worried about the kind of young woman I’m becoming.

“You good there?” Alex says. His concern for me, on the other hand, is kind of sweet.

“Million times, remember? This way, please.” Ignoring the slight stiffness in my hip socket, I point both hands straight ahead in my best impression of an airline attendant.

As soon as we get to the beach volleyball court, Alex takes off his shoes and socks (this boy is in desperate need of a pair of flip-flops, the official footwear of Floridians) and dips his toes into the sand. He does a twisty thing with his hips, like he’s trying to wedge himself in deeper.

“The sand is kind of shallow, actually. Maintenance hasn’t refilled it in years,” I say. “Every summer another tropical storm or hurricane depletes it more.” Mami’s tried to get them to fix it—she was captain of her high school’s volleyball team in Peru, and my sister Dani’s planning on trying out for ours this summer—but her requests go completely ignored. “You can’t even dive for the ball. Look.” I dig my foot in, exposing the concrete just a few inches deep. “I tried it last time my family and I played and practically scraped my whole knee off.”

“Ouch. That sounds painful.” He looks at my legs, and I want to kick myself for bringing attention to them again. I can never tell if I’ve been limping, because it’s usually really subtle until it’s not. But if I have been and Alex has noticed, right about now would be the moment he asks why. I hold my breath, trying to think of a way to change the subject.

“Maybe I can tell my mom,” he says.

“Your mom?”

“To add more sand?” His lips curve into a hopeful smile.

“Oh my God. Right. Of course!”

“Speaking of, I should probably head back. Just to see how things are going.”

“Right.”

And to think I was just starting to enjoy this whole tour guide thing. I make up for it getting cut short by pointing out small things on the way back to the pool, like the community bulletin board and the one apartment balcony that always goes all-out with a music-accompanied light show around Christmas. Nothing is really that impressive at Palmview Lakes, but Alex seems intrigued by everything I show him. I can’t tell if he’s sincere or just being nice, but I think it’s endearing either way. He has a polite air about him, like he knows he’s a guest in someone else’s home. Even though this is now his home, too.

“Let me just check in to see if she needs anything,” he says as we near his apartment. I wait by the sidewalk as he goes in and out. Even though it’s been barely a few minutes when he returns, something about him seems different—sad, almost. I ask if everything’s okay, and he nods and makes some vague comment about his mom before letting his voice trail off. We head back to the pool to pick up my towel.

“Do a lot of kids from your school—our school—live here?” he asks.

I sweep one foot over a large grey stain that marks the path from the pool to the hot tub. “Some of them do. And a bunch of them who don’t live here come over for the pool parties. See this? It’s from the shaving cream fight a bunch of the juniors and seniors had on the night of the last day of school, a few weeks ago. It was huge.”

“Shaving cream,” he deadpans. “Sounds . . . slippery?”

“A total lawsuit waiting to happen,” I say, echoing what Leslie said as a bunch of guys ran circles around our loungers. They had the whole deck reeking of a mixture of beer and Barbasol. When they finally settled down, a group of us got into the hot tub. Slowly, as the night wore on, people started leaving, until it was just me and Jeremy. Leslie was the last to go; she gave me a silent “you okay?” look, and I gave her a micronod while Jeremy wasn’t looking. The hot tub is sectioned off from the rest of the pool by a wall, so I never saw what was coming before my parents stormed in and pulled me out of the water.

“Is that why the pool hours are . . . that?” Alex points at the RULES sign that hangs over the main gate. It’s brown with white lettering, but the top line has a white patch of paper taped over it with new hours. Management used to look the other way, but leave it to our class to ruin a years-long tradition of parties by getting sloppy with the underage drinking and toiletry pranks.

I fold my towel and stuff it into my bag now that it’s dried under the sun. “Basically, yeah. So now no one can swim past nine, just in time for summer.” Not like my parents would let me swim at night anyway, after what happened. “You thirsty?”

We go to the vending machines that hug the wall of the leasing office, just outside the pool entrance. Unsurprisingly, they’re all out of order, so I take him up to the second floor of the building, where there’s a gym and a newish set of machines.

“The thing you should know about this place is nothing ever really works right,” I say as we climb the stairs. My voice bounces off the cement walls, mixed with the sound of our steps.

“That’s okay. I’m used to dysfunction.”

I stop. With him standing only two steps behind me, Alex’s eyes are almost level with mine and closer than I thought they’d be. They’re the brown of an old wooden chair we have in our apartment, all these thin streaks of grain and light flooding through them.

“What part of Texas did you say you’re from again?”

“I didn’t. But Houston.”

“And your mom’s in charge of this place now?”

“Yeah. She wants to do all this community-building stuff. Happy hours and get-togethers, things like that. To help everyone feel more ‘connected.’” His voice changes when he says that, as if he’s imitating something she’s said. He doesn’t sound very convinced by it, or even happy, for that matter. I think of all the complaints my parents have ever brought to management. That there aren’t enough guest parking spots. That there isn’t even a few days’ grace period for rent. That our front door doesn’t have a ramp, so every time I’ve been in a wheelchair after my surgeries, getting in and out has been that much more difficult.

They’re going to be so pissed if Palmview Lakes ends up hosting happy hours instead of addressing people’s actual needs.

“What kind of drink do you want? It’s on me. As a thank-you for showing me around,” he says.

I push the buttons for a La Croix and he gets one, too, then we sit at the top of the stairwell sipping them. Knowing that my shorts will ride up and reveal the scar on my left hip, I sit to the right of him.

Our bodies are still warm from the sun. We’re not even touching, but we radiate heat across the small space between us. I look at his hands and arms, the way he rubs them together nervously and squeezes them between his thighs like he’s cold, like he’s trying to make himself smaller. It must be ninety-nine degrees outside. His skin is a subtle bronze, but judging by how awkwardly he stretched out on the pool deck earlier, I’m guessing it’s not from the sun. I want to ask where else he’s from, but I don’t. I figure he’ll tell me eventually if we become friends, and besides, I hate it when that question is flung at me out of the blue. Our town’s not even two hours from Orlando, but our population is barely a fifth its size, and being born and bred here is like a rallying cry of pride for some folks, a flag staked in the ground. The way our neighbors slip Peru into every and any conversation with us, pronouncing it PAY-ru, like it’s a bouncy animal we owe money to, you’d think we’re the exotic attraction here instead of the springs down the road filled with mermaids.

Beautiful. Wondrous. Mermaids.

Alex keeps his gaze fixed straight ahead. Through the slits of the stairs, we have a perfect view across the pool of the movers unloading the truck. They’re maneuvering a large yellow leather sectional off the ramp and yelling directions at each other in Spanish. I try to catch glimpses of his parents, but they must be inside the apartment.

“God, I hate moving.”

“Have you moved around a lot?”

He nods and takes a sip of his water, still not looking at me. “Within Houston, yeah. But this is the first time I’ve gone out of state. The drive was fifteen hours straight. And I did most of it.”

There’s a heaviness in his eyes I hadn’t caught until now. When he blinks, he leaves them closed just a millisecond longer than most people, the way Papi does when he’s covering the night shifts for another security guard at the university. Like he’s just searching for one moment of calm.

“Do you have time for another mini tour?” I ask.

His face lights up with exaggerated glee. “There’s more?”

“Just . . . trust me.”

There are man-made ponds all over our complex, and sometimes I think our apartment buildings were constructed around them instead of the other way around, like bread crumbs scattered down a winding path. Each pond—or lake, as management insists on calling them—has a fountain at the center, but the one that’s just across the way from my bedroom window has two. I take Alex to the small hill that overlooks it.

“Sometimes I fall asleep with the windows open just so I can hear the water.”

“I can see why. It’s nice.” He takes off his shirt, revealing a white ribbed undershirt splotched with sweat, and uses it as a pillow while he lies down on the grass with both his hands behind his head.

I check my phone again. It’s barely past noon. No way my parents are anywhere near home, but my fear of getting caught in the vicinity of another boy runs deep. I stretch my towel several inches away from him and prop myself up on my elbows instead of lying all the way down.

The sky is a blanket of blue settling over our bodies. I can tell Alex is drifting into sleep by how his breath deepens, and after ten minutes or so, he stirs awake.

“Sorry about that. We’ve barely met, and I’ve already passed out in front of you.”

I shrug. “The water has that effect on people. And it’s much more peaceful here than by the pool.” The wind picks up and blows the fountain’s mist in our direction.

“God, that feels nice. I thought the Houston humidity was bad, but it’s like y’all live in a swamp.”

“I mean, we do. A few months ago, we even had a baby alligator living in this lake.”

“Wait, what?” He looks around, startled.

“Yeah. It was, like, maybe three or four feet?” I demonstrate by holding my hands apart. “It was really cute.”

“Cute? Those things can kill you.”

“Rarely,” I say, relishing how much Alex is so not from Central Florida. “Anyways, one time, my sister and I waved at it from my parents’ car, and it moved its little leg, like it was waving back.”

“Y’all are weird.”

I chuckle and throw a handful of grass at him. It’s nice, for once, to be called weird for being from Florida. Not for being born in a country that evokes nothing but llama jokes from everyone at school. Or for bringing “weird” leftovers to school for lunch instead of just buying from the cafeteria. Or for walking in a way that makes people look twice, think twice, as if something about me is just . . . off. Now that we’re sitting up and I was careless about which side to sit on, I know Alex sees my scar. I know his eyes have caught on it the way a chipped nail catches on a new shirt, tugging at the most delicate thread in the fabric.

And yet he hasn’t asked. Hasn’t glanced my way like there’s something wrong with me.

“Whatever. Animal control came and took the little guy eventually. Which sucked because he had become kind of like the Palmview Lakes mascot.”

“Didn’t an alligator kill a kid at Disney World a few years ago?”

“At one of their resorts. And yeah . . . that was a really horrible and isolated incident. We don’t like to talk about it,” I say. “It’s too morbid and bizarre.”

“Sorry. I won’t bring it up again.” He smiles apologetically and turns onto his side, head resting on his elbow.

“So, um . . . this town is pretty obsessed with water stuff, huh?”

“What?”

“The gators, the mermaid memorabilia everywhere. All the things that are shell shaped. The school mascot.”

“Oh God, I was wondering if you’d seen that yet!”

“On our way into town? Oh yeah. It’s kind of hard to miss a marquee with the Greek god of the ocean on it.”

“So you’re not a fan?”

He looks down and raises his eyebrows as he shrugs. They’re so thick and dark, they make the whites of his eyes pop with intensity. I bring my knees as close to my chest as I can. He does the same, only he crosses his legs in front of him first. He makes it look so effortlessly comfortable, this twisting into a human pretzel.

“It’s your mascot too now,” I say, bopping my shoulder into his.

I actually used to love it, but then three years of pep rallies and our vice principal telling us to “show some Poseidon spirit” over the PA every morning made those vibes wear off real fast. There’s nothing more tragic than describing a football team that’s zero for twelve as the Mighty Poseidons. It doesn’t even make sense. The god of the ocean, but in Central Florida, we’re landlocked. The nearest body of water is the freshwater springs. Mami always jokes that it’s unnatural; our family was born on the Pacific, and its cold salt water might as well run through our veins, yet we ended up here, in a town where the nearest body of water is a fresh spring.

“It’s all because of Mermaid Cove,” I say. “It’s kind of this place’s claim to fame. Your parents have to have known that before you moved here.” Everything in our town is either water- or mermaid-themed, and generally, people either embrace it or can’t wait to get away from it the second they graduate. Me, I’m obsessed. Right down to my tote that rests between us. It says I WANT TO BE WHERE THE PEOPLE ARE on one side and NOT on the other. It was a birthday gift from Leslie, the perfect blend of my Ariel obsession and her quirky snark.

“My mom,” Alex says. “It’s just me and my mom.” His smile disappears into a grimace, as if he’s stretching a sore muscle.

“Oh.” I don’t ask for the same reason he probably hasn’t asked about my scar. Why push down on a place that’s hurting? Instead I barrel through the silence, trying to bring the lightness back to our conversation. “Well, Mermaid Cove’s been around since the fifties. It’s a whole production. There’s this troupe of women who dress up as mermaids and dance in the springs, and people view them through a glass in an underground cave.” I’m about to tell him about the first time I saw them perform when he sighs.

“It sounds to me like another Florida-theme-parkmanufactured fantasy.”

He pronounces it Floe-ri-da, like my parents do, like each syllable’s its own entity instead of sounds that run into each other. I want to tell him he’s wrong: the mermaids and the dreams are real—at least to me they are.

But it’s such a huge part of me to trust him with. I say the next best thing. “It’s not as corny as it sounds. Believe me.”

“If you say so. I mean, you’re my guide. And I like everything you’ve shown me on the Verónica tour so far.”

My cheeks flush. Did he mean the Verónica tour as in what I’ve shown him of the apartments, or the Verónica tour as in . . . me?

He looks down at his hands. “I was thinking maybe next time I’m trying to find my way around, I can text you?”

I tell him that’s fine, and we exchange numbers. I do my best to act like it’s no big deal. It’s just me showing a new neighbor around to be nice, like Bob asked me to.

“So you come here a lot?” he asks, raising his eyebrows toward the lake.

“Not really.” I shrug. “Just when I’m tired of my latest boy toy and need a hungry alligator to help dispose of the body.”

“Wait, so I’m your . . . Interesting.” And he leaves it at that.

I can’t believe what I just said. I can’t believe he called me on it. I was trying so hard to stay casual that the words sort of tumbled out of me like marbles in classic pseudo-flirt fashion—so clumsily I can’t even pick them back up. I’m almost lightheaded from thinking of eight million comebacks when he smiles and lets out a little huff.

“I mean. I’m not objecting, is what I’m saying.”

It grows so quiet, we actually hear a fish poke its tail out of the surface, quick as a shooting star.

“I gotta go,” I say, getting up so fast I’m momentarily dizzy.

I wish he wouldn’t watch me as I walk away.





Sirena: si·re·na


	(n.) a half-fish, half-human creature of the sea

	(n. VR) a calling that reverberates inside you, impossible to ignore



Chapter 3




THE FIRST TIME I SAW THE mermaids, I was seven and wearing a cast from my chest to the toes on my left foot. They wore tails with fins as delicate as algae, and each time they flipped or twirled, I imagined millions of microbubbles tickling my own skin. I held my breath watching them—at moments from the pure awe of it, at others, out of a desire to be them. They seemed mythical then, like they’d come from some faraway land. Sitting in a hospital-rented wheelchair in the front row of an underwater amphitheater carved out of limestone, I felt, for the first time, that I was in the right place.

It didn’t matter that I couldn’t move. The surgeons said it would be at least six weeks until they removed my cast, and months more of physical therapy. Unable to see my legs, I felt a kinship with the mermaids. My cast covered my left leg in its entirety and my right down to my knee. It created a dividing line between the upper and lower parts of my body that I could and couldn’t use. Like the mermaids, I, too, was a hybrid creature with two halves that didn’t match. Until I first encountered them, I’d never considered that this could be beautiful.

“Do they breathe like fish?” Dani asked, loud enough to be heard over the fading finale music. She was sitting between my dad and my mom, and from the end of the row I tried to tune out Mami’s sharp whispers as she leaned in to explain the mermaids’ secrets to my little sister. I knew—of course I did—but every twenty or thirty seconds, when a mermaid twirled and quickly sipped on an air hose she oh-so-subtly reached for, I’d look away. I wanted to pretend, just a little longer, that it was all real.

There were seven of them, and they were dancing some thirty-four feet underwater, according to the brochure we’d gotten at the entrance. The clear water springs and the limestone caves had been here for millennia, carved by the force of the current. The underground theater we sat in had been built in the late ’40s. We watched the mermaids from behind eight large panels of glass the length of a school bus. Instead of a curtain, every once in a while gusts of bubbles would shoot out from below the glass, and suddenly the mermaids would be in a new formation or they’d be holding new props. That day’s show was a tribute to Mermaid Cove’s seventieth anniversary; with each new song, they’d go through the decades, recreating routines that the mermaids performed as far back as the early ’50s. There was a pirate-themed fight, an underwater picnic sketch, and for the very last one, a simple ballet-like dance to classical music. Everything slowed down—the sounds, their movement, my breath.

“¿Por qué esa mueca? You look angry,” Mami said. I relaxed my cheeks and forehead and assured her I was fine, though I was so awestruck my face had probably contorted into some expression caught between a sob and a smile. I envied the way gravity seemed like a plaything for them. Their hair jellyfished around their faces, pulsating in slow motion.

When it was over, the four of us waited by the end of the front row, letting everyone else leave before we cleared out. We always did this, because it was easier than having Papi try to push my wheelchair through a moving crowd. “¿Te gustó?” Mami asked.

I nodded. “When can we come back?”

“I don’t know,” Papi said, and I could already hear the judgment in his voice, threatening to dull the mermaids’ sparkle. “A mí me parecieron un poco huachafas.”

“Déjala,” Mami said. “If she likes them, she likes them. ¿A ti qué te importa?”

But Papi didn’t seem to care either way. He was always calling things in the US tacky and cheap, which made no sense because we were always tight on money. He inhaled in the heavy way he did when he wanted to say something but wouldn’t, like he was loading up his words for a later moment.

“They’re just like la sirena de Huacachina,” I said. According to Peruvian legend, a young Inca princess turned into a mermaid centuries ago in the desert oasis now known as Huacachina. I begged Mami to tell me the myth anytime she brushed my hair in front of the mirror. During the weeks I was home recovering after surgery, Mami would help me bathe and dress before braiding my hair. She ended up telling me the story so many times she began playing with it, editing and adding details, each embellishment a new surprise. Over the years it’d become our own secret story, like a family recipe that evolves with each hand that makes it. It changed with our moods and preoccupations. Now different versions of the Huacachina stories are forever intertwined with the surgeries I’ve had at different ages.

“Sí. Something like that, hijita,” Mami said. I was about to tell her what my favorite part was when I heard a boy whine from the row behind us.

“Why’d they get to cut in front of us just because she’s in a wheelchair? It’s cheating.” Instead of looking right at me, the kid bored his eyes into my left foot, where my toes poked out of my cast because no shoe would’ve been big enough to cover them. Instinctively, I clenched my toes, as if that could hide me from the coldness of his stare.

But neither his parents nor mine said anything. The mom just turned his body away from me by gently redirecting his shoulders. I felt out of place all of a sudden, all right angles and stiffness. I wished I could be underwater, where a simple twirl made all the hardness of the earth disappear.

Mami pushed me into the souvenir shop while Papi and Dani went to get the car. A machine that looked like a jukebox was dispensing wax statues the size of a small doll behind a pane of glass, pressing them together with two hot sheets of metal.

“Would you like one?” the lady at the register asked.

I smiled as Mami gave her a firm thank you, but no. The lady turned away, then gasped and clapped her hands together as if something had just occurred to her. “You know, you’re our fiftieth customer in the store today. Which means you get a special prize.” She took a golden token from the register and pushed it into the machine. Minutes later, the statue of a mermaid lying on top of a rock came out of the slot at the bottom, still warm. The whole ride home, it smelled like wax and blown-out candles, like it was my birthday.

They took off my cast six weeks later exactly. I remember feeling the vibration of the electrical saw, its teeth millimeters from my skin as it sliced through the plaster. It almost tickled, but I was too afraid of the sensation turning into pain to move. When they pulled apart the fractured pieces, all I could do was stare at my leg. It looked like one of those lizards that come out at night, so small and pale its veins show through its skin.

“Her muscles have atrophied, so water exercise would be best for her, to help regain mass,” the doctor said, talking, as usual, to my parents, as if I wasn’t in the room. “Gravity is weaker in water than on land, so swimming is far more gentle on her joints and hip than other activities.”

“Does that mean I can be a mermaid?” It was the first time I actually said it out loud, but they all laughed.

“That park put ideas in her head,” Papi said, pointing at his temple. Making a small loop in the air. Even back then, Papi never missed a chance to remind me I should be focusing on serious things, like school, good grades, and a promising career—all the things my parents came to this country seeking for me and Dani. The only reason we had even gone to Mermaid Cove was because Mami insisted that we also should have a little fun.

The doctor simply reiterated, “Limit strenuous physical activity. Or stick to swimming.” Then he rattled off a list of things I shouldn’t ever do. Run. Walk long distances. Horseback riding and tap dancing and kickboxing and basically anything that was high impact.

I don’t remember that doctor’s name anymore. All I know is he’s the reason we moved to Palmview Lakes, with its two large pools. My daily ritual. My one escape. The place I go to hear my thoughts and the reason my skin is perpetually pruny and my hair is dry as hay. In the water, chlorine tastes like peace and movement becomes freedom. Nobody notices my limp or scars; nobody stares as I move past them. Gravity is so much kinder here. Water is home.





Anomaly: a·nom·a·ly


	(n.) something different, abnormal, peculiar, or not easily classified

	(n. VR) a weak spot, a place that hurts the most



Chapter 4




BECAUSE THERE’S NO SUCH THING as privacy when you live in a two-bedroom apartment with three humans and a beta fish, sometimes Leslie and I hang out in my parents’ room when they’re at work. I lie on Mami’s side of the bed by the window. Leslie lies just off the bottom edge in the middle, her feet still touching the floor. We stare at the ceiling like it’s made of clouds.

My parents call her Leslie la atrevida because they think she has a wild streak and it amuses them; she’s not their daughter, after all. They roll their eyes playfully at her “loud” makeup and purple highlights, or at how she once got caught stealing her mom’s car just so she could take it to the car wash and shoot a TikTok video of all the colors of foam. Meanwhile, I’m not allowed to wear red lipstick or foundation, and I still haven’t been able to get my driver’s license. Los americanos get away with everything, my parents will say, then let out a resigned, it-is-what-it-is kind of laugh. I don’t think it’s funny. Back in seventh grade, they thought it was adorable that Leslie dressed up as Morticia Addams for Halloween, but they forbade me to dress up as Wednesday to match.

“Es que that little girl has such bad manners,” Mami said. So I asked for my second choice, an astronaut costume, which she sewed for me in pink because it was the only fabric on sale.

When Leslie and I posed for pictures, I looked like an earless Easter bunny that Morticia was going to hunt. To make matters worse, the temperature that night had dropped below seventy.

“Here, ponte una chompa,” Mami said. No one understood what I was as we went door-to-door for candy, because astronauts in space don’t wear hand-knit button-up sweaters that look like doilies.

But Leslie loved my costume so much she asked to borrow the suit the next year. And the sweater. When people asked about her costume, she said, “Don’t you know it’s super cold on the moon?”

I guess she basically can get away with anything. Maybe it’s because she doesn’t care if people laugh at her so long as she beats them to it. I aspire to her level of confidence, but it’s harder than she makes it look.

Today it’s so hot out Leslie’s cheeks are still red from the few minutes it took her to walk over. Dani’s in our room doing a workout, and the apartment’s quiet except for the pounding of her feet and snippets of sound that escape her headset. We’re killing time before Leslie has to pick up her sister, Tanya, from work. Of course I’ll be tagging along. Tanya became a mermaid at the Cove last summer, and we’ve been begging her to let us sneak into a dress rehearsal ever since. She’s always said no—something about being the new girl with hardly any pull—but I guess she’s feeling more confident this year, because she finally told us we could come. It’s lucky timing, too, because there’s no way my parents would have given me money for tickets to an actual show; I’m not grounded so much as sentenced to a constant, quiet period of “thinking about what I did” and their passive-aggressive judgments. My nightstand is stacked high with a pile of books Mami checked out for me from the library, practically all of them outdated college exam guides and career assessment workbooks that promise to help me chart a path to a successful career. Then she snuck in a book on abstinence and teen pregnancy, something with a real subtle title like One Night: A Life of Consequences, that looks straight out of the 1980s. Leslie laughed so hard at the illustrations of two teens hiding behind a tree as they looked in horror at a pregnancy test that she nearly woke Papi from his post-nightshift nap.

It’s not just that I’m pseudo-grounded or that the tickets are expensive, though. It’s that Papi’s general disapproval of the mermaids, ever since we went that first time, runs deep, and I hate the expression he makes anytime I mention them. Like it pains him. Like it stings to know my passions have nothing to do with his dreams for me. He’d never say that out loud, but I can tell by how he always finds some way to disparage them. He’ll call the Cove an overhyped tourist trap, or say that the mermaids have no future in the real world. Mami doesn’t agree, but she doesn’t bother contradicting him, either. She probably thinks it’s just his harmless opinion.

So now I try not to mention Mermaid Cove when my dad’s around. The handful of times I’ve gone to a show with friends, I lied and told my parents I needed money for the movies. Everything else I know about the mermaids is thanks to the pictures and videos they post on social. The fact that we finally got access to a dress rehearsal—with no one else in the darkened theater—feels surreal. The anticipation rolls around inside me like bubbles when you blow into a straw. Leslie, on the other hand, is calling out shapes she sees in the popcorn on the ceiling.

“Look, see that?” She points her arm straight up, but it wobbles as she opens and shuts each eye. “It looks like the profile of a ghost.”

“Ghosts have profiles?”

“When they look like a dead guy from the 1800s, they do.”

“I don’t see it,” I tease. Because surprisingly, I do. Leslie’s mind works in just the right amount of weird. People at school have
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