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               PRAISE FOR SONORA REYES

            

            ‘An immediate favorite. Sonora’s voice is one to watch!’ Julie Murphy, New York Times bestselling author of Dumplin’

            
                

            

            ‘Weaves a story of teenage romance with discussions around first-generation pressures, migration, mental health, and growing pains … in reading Reyes’ writing, I gave my teenage self a little more grace.’

            Elle Magazine

            
                

            

            ‘A uniquely hilarious and deeply moving journey of self-acceptance.’ Abdi Nazemian, author of Stonewall Honor book Like a Love Story

            
                

            

            ‘Full of heart, humor, and a swoon-worthy young romance … this is a must-read for queer teens growing into their own.'

            Emery Lee, author of Meet Cute Diary

            
                

            

            ‘A hilarious and heart-tugging coming-of-age novel … Sonora Reyes has become one of my new favorite authors.’

            The Lesbian Review

            
                

            

            ‘Sometimes you come across a book that speaks to you in a way that truly, fully, and uniquely gets you. For me, this is that book.’

            Jonny Garza Villa, Stonewall Award-winning author of Canto Contigo
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            For the ones who have to hide,

            I see you. I love you. You are not alone. v
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vi
            Author’s Note

         

         Please be aware that the chapter titles in this book are intended as a representation of the specific way mental illness manifests itself in Cesar’s personal experience. These stages in Cesar’s mental health journey are meant to be read as one way that mental illness and recovery can look, not as universal stages of bipolar disorder for everyone who has it.

         Cesar is an unreliable narrator who has a very complicated relationship with both his spirituality and the mental healthcare system. His opinions about medication, therapy, and religion are not meant to be read as healthy, and I hope that the journey and growth he goes through by the end of the book will illustrate that.

         That said, I did my best to write this book with the utmost care and sensitivity toward anyone who may relate to the struggle of having severe and/or heavily stigmatized mental illness, including myself.
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            Resources

         

         
            If you or someone you know is struggling with mental health, here are some resources that may help:

            YoungMinds:

            YoungMinds offers free confidential online and telephone advice and emotional support to anyone worried about a child or young person up to the age of 25. They operate across the UK.

            Mind:

            Mind offers a wide range of services, including helplines, information and advice, and a supportive online community.

            They operate across England and Wales.

            Samaritans:

            Samaritans is available 24/7 through free phone calls, email, and in-person at its branches. Its core mission is to offer a safe and confidential space for people to talk and be heard. They operate across the UK and Ireland. viii
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            WHEN HE’S A TEN BUT YOU

ALREADY DUMPED HIM

            lack of foresight

         

         I watch the air leave Jamal’s mouth when he lets out a nervous breath – but no, it’s not because I was staring at his lips. It has nothing to do with the fact that it’s New Year’s Eve, and in less than an hour everyone inside will be paired up sharing their midnight kisses. The thought of using the new year as an excuse to kiss my ex-boyfriend/current best friend has absolutely not crossed my mind, and I’m definitely not thinking about it right now.

         “Are you sure this is a good idea?” he asks as he crosses his arms and rubs his biceps. I can’t tell if he’s doing that out of nerves or because he insisted I wear his jacket while we’re standing on the curb outside the party.

         “It’ll be fun,” I reassure him. “Besides, I already paid for it; I’m not going back now.”

         Jamal turns his head when he spots our hookup coming around the corner.

         “You have a leaf,” I say as I reach out to pluck it from the ripples of his dark hair, careful not to mess up the waves he’s been training recently. 2

         “Thanks,” he says with an almost-shy smile. That’s when I realize I leaned in a little too close to get the leaf, and he didn’t back away.

         Before I can read too much into it, though, the black Dodge Challenger with tinted windows makes its way to the curb we’re waiting at.

         The window rolls down, and my friend Hunter nods at us from the driver’s seat. He was one of my best friends last year, before he graduated. Now that he’s in college and free from Catholic school, he’s able to get his hands on the kind of stuff us mere minors would have to practically sell our kidneys for.

          “You’re late,” I say as I step closer and lean forward, resting my forearms in the window.

         “Well, yeah, this shit wasn’t easy to get. I had to go all the way across town!”

         Jamal steps up next to me, looking guilty. “Shit, sorry you went out of your way. Do you want to join the party?”

         Hunter grins. “Hell yeah. I didn’t go out of my way for nothing. No way I’m letting you guys try this shit without me.”

         “Cesar, what the fuck!” I jump as the gate leading to the backyard slams and a voice shouts from a few paces behind me.

         I whirl around to see my sister, Yami, marching angrily over to us. I hadn’t heard her open the gate, but it seems like she just overheard some of our conversation with Hunter.

         “You better not be in the middle of a fucking drug deal right now. How am I supposed to cover for you if you don’t even try to hide your own tracks? Mom and Bo’s parents are literally right inside!” Yami yells as she pulls me away from the window and then throws her arms up in exasperation when she sees Hunter inside the car. “You couldn’t have pulled up like a block away from Bo’s house? Our parents are in there!” 3

         I burst out laughing at Hunter’s deer-in-headlights look as he stumbles over a frantic denial.

         “What? I’m not … It’s – it’s not like that!”

         I’m laughing too hard to offer an explanation, so Jamal chimes in. “We bought fireworks for New Year’s. It was supposed to be a surprise. Still potentially dangerous, but nothing illegal.”

         I almost want to be annoyed at Yami for being so overbearing about literally everything I do. Still, the reminder that she has my back if I ever get in trouble is kind of nice.

         Just then the front door to Bo’s house opens, and Bo walks over to us, followed by our friends David and Amber, who were also invited to Bo’s family New Year’s Eve party. Hunter parks the car on the curb, and after we explain the situation to everyone, Yami laughs it off and agrees to have some fun with fireworks.

         Hunter and David jump at the chance to unpack the fireworks, but Jamal stops them. “Wait, wait! We have to read the instructions!”

         “Eh, I feel like fireworks are pretty intuitive,” Amber says, without looking away from David’s thick black hair as she tries to pull it up into a tiny pigtail. He’s been growing it out just enough for it to feel like a rebellion from our Catholic school dress code, but not enough to actually get a violation.

         “I respect you for being able to access the intuitive part of your brain, but I’d rather rely on clear instructions than a gut feeling of how not to blow my hands off.”

         Maybe I’m too protective, but I do a quick scan of the group’s reaction. Jamal might have come off a little sarcastic, which doesn’t always land well if you’re not close enough to the group. Hunter, Bo, Amber, and David met Jamal at Slayton’s anti-prom last year, but they probably don’t know him well enough to know he’s not 4making a jab at them. Jamal’s body language, tone, and general personality all prove to me that he’s genuinely trying not to offend anyone right now. Hence the whole I-respect-you thing. Luckily no one looks annoyed.

         “I’m with Jamal,” Yami says. She’s the only other one here who knows Jamal pretty well, since he lived with us for a while after he got kicked out last year. “I’m so good at being intuitive. Like, my intuition is talking to me right now. It says we should read the instructions so no one gets blown up.”

         Yami, on the other hand, is definitely being snarky on purpose. She takes the box and starts reading the instructions out loud. Once she and Jamal are satisfied it’s all safe, she holds the box up.

         “Who wants to do the honors first?”

         David eagerly volunteers, so Yami hands him the box. But before he’s able to set off any fireworks, Bo looks worriedly at her phone.

         “How long is this gonna take? We only have ten minutes until midnight.” She squeezes my sister’s hand, and Yami’s eyes light up with something eager.

         “Hey, Siri, what’s my next alarm called?” Yami says with a flirty smile, not taking her eyes off Bo.

         Siri responds from Yami’s phone. “I found one alarm, ‘New Year’s kiss,’ set for twelve o’clock a.m.”

         Bo’s cheeks go red almost immediately. Considering how shy Yami was about Bo last year, she has clearly been working on her game.

         “Aww, I’m getting a New Year’s kiss too, right?” Amber looks to David, who pulls his phone out to set his own alarm. 5

         “Of course, babe.”

         I turn to look at Jamal like muscle memory from when we were together, only to find he was already looking at me. Jamal isn’t the type of guy to look away when he gets caught staring, though, so he holds my gaze earnestly. I glance down at his lips and wonder if maybe I should set an alarm of my own. What better time than the new year for a fresh start?

         Before either of us can say anything, though, David effortlessly sets off the first firework without warning. Bo lets out a startled scream and hides behind Yami when it goes off. I watch it shoot high into the air before lighting up yellow sparks in the sky.

         From the corner of my eye, I can see Yami and Bo holding hands, and David and Amber holding each other. The warmth from Jamal’s hand being so close to my own but not quite touching makes my fingers twitch in anticipation. He must notice, because I suddenly feel his gaze on me once again.

         His fingers twitch too, and for a tiny fraction of a millisecond, the tips of our fingers make contact. If anyone saw, they’d probably be able to write it off as a firework-induced flinch, but I know better.

         Bo and Yami are next to set off a firework. They do it together, since Bo seemed so skittish the first time. Yami pretends to be brave, but the slight tremble in her hands as she holds the firework tells me it’s all an act to impress Bo. As if Bo wasn’t already completely head over ass cheeks.

         As soon as the firework shoots up, Yami’s tough-guy look disappears as she and Bo both hold each other, screaming and laughing. 6

         I watch as the sky crackles again, like really pretty popcorn in an invisible microwave in the sky.

         “Question,” Jamal says, quiet enough for only me to hear under the sound of exploding lights. He’s been prefacing his questions this way ever since his cousin told him his tone doesn’t always translate, which I guess makes him sound sarcastic when he’s not trying to be. He used to just blurt out questions at random times – anything from a “would you rather” to a deep investigation into your soul. Having the preface of “question” usually does nothing to prepare me for whatever might come out of his mouth next.

         “Go ahead,” I say, once I realize he’s still waiting for me to give him permission.

         “What are you thinking?” he asks – one of his go-tos. “Skycrowave,” I blurt out and immediately regret it. A question like “What are you thinking?” while we’re watching fireworks and our fingers are almost touching should have been my golden opportunity. The amount of smooth or flirty things you can say to that question are basically infinite. But apparently all the brain cells that got me a photographic memory and a 5.0 GPA don’t mean shit when a hot guy’s involved. Put Jamal in front of me, and all those brain cells work on overdrive, sifting through all my knowledge and memory files to find the perfect answer, and somehow the best I can come up with is skycrowave.

         “Skycrowave,” he repeats, as if it’s a math equation. He pauses for a minute before finally saying, “I understand,” which makes me laugh.

         “You understand skycrowave?”

         “It’s the sound, right? Like when you microwave popcorn. That’s 7what this is.” He gestures at the sparkling sky. “A sky microwave.”

         Okay, maybe he does understand. I really can’t get enough of how sincere Jamal is about things most people (myself included) would just make a joke about.

         Hunter goes to light his firework next, but he must not have been paying much attention when Yami was reading the instructions, because his firework shoots off prematurely, right in Jamal’s direction!

         Jamal freezes while everyone else runs for it. I must be going off pure adrenaline because I jump right into gear, yanking Jamal out of the way by his hand.

         “Sorry, sorry, sorry!!” Hunter shouts as we scatter, screaming and darting in all directions away from the literal explosives headed toward us. Everyone else takes cover behind Bo’s car, while I pull Jamal across the street to hide behind his truck.

         The street doesn’t stop igniting once we’re safely crouched and huddled together for cover. I shut my eyes tight, as if not seeing the colorful explosions on the street will keep them from hitting us. It isn’t until the metaphorical popcorn kernel-bursting slows down that I finally open my eyes and realize I never let go of Jamal’s hand.

         He meets my eyes without pulling away. His eyes flicker down to my lips for a moment, not bothering to hide where his gaze lingers before going back to meet mine.

         No one can see us. We could kiss right now, and no one would have to know….

         The final popcorn kernel bursts, but I don’t bother checking on the settling dust on the other side of the truck. The sounds of our panting breaths and beating hearts slow, fading into the 8background. Maybe I can’t hear because of the fireworks having been so loud and so close, or maybe I’m just laser focused on him.

         Without sound, the only proof that we’re both still breathing is the condensed air coming from our mouths in puffs. His shirt slightly tightening and loosening with the rise and fall of his chest. The movement of his shoulder pressing softly against mine.

         Then the silence ends as two separate phone alarms go off at the same time, and we’re making out before anyone can shut off the sound again.
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            WHEN YOU’RE READY TO GET

BACK TOGETHER BUT YOU’RE NOT

READY TO GET BACK TOGETHER

            trouble making decisions

         

         Yami stays the night at Bo’s house, and instead of going home with my mom, I let Jamal give me a ride. If he was anyone else, I’d assume he was offering to take me home as an excuse to hook up within the privacy of his truck. Unfortunately, this is Jamal we’re talking about. Which means he wants to talk.

         It’s one thing to make out at the designated kissing time when everyone else (but Hunter) is also doing it, but it’s a wholly different thing to be alone together afterward and talk about it. Despite all odds, though, I get in the truck. I’m giving Spartan levels of courage right now. I’m braver than any U.S. Marine. Chuck Norris has nothing on me.

         But being brave doesn’t make me smart. It doesn’t mean I have a single idea about what to say. So the first few minutes of the drive go by wordlessly except for his favorite poet, Saul Williams, playing from the old truck’s CD player. Jamal waits for the track to end before stopping the next one from playing. There’s a moment of silence before he says anything.

         “I still love you,” he admits. 10

         “I love you, too.” I surprise myself at how quickly I say it back. Like all I needed was to know it wasn’t just me, that it wasn’t just in my head.

         He smiles but doesn’t take his eyes off the road. He’s a responsible driver like that, even if it’s inconvenient for me not to be able to search his eyes for a hint of what he might say next.

         “Question,” he says, and for once I’m almost certain I know exactly what he’ll ask.

         “Hmm,” I mumble in response, trying to give him the go ahead to ask without sounding too anxious.

         “Do you want to get back together?”

         Somehow, even though I knew the question was coming, I don’t have an answer. I haven’t exactly been mentally “well” since last year, and there is one consistent theme of relationship advice every mentally ill person inevitably gets. It’s either “You can’t love someone else without loving yourself first,” or even worse, “You can’t expect anyone else to love you if you don’t love yourself.”

         And while I feel like I’m doing better at the moment, I can’t lie and say I feel any kind of love toward myself. Does that mean I shouldn’t be in a relationship? Pretty sure I’ll die alone if loving myself is the prerequisite.

         “Didn’t it kind of suck though?” I find myself asking.

         “Not at all.” Jamal looks almost hurt. “Did it suck for you?”

         “No, I just mean … like, you know how my brain is all …?” I do some weird hand gestures around my head to avoid calling myself crazy. “Like, you could never love me into fixing my brain, you know?”

         He’s quiet for a second as he thoughtfully pushes his glasses up his nose. “Is that why you think I want to be with you?” 11

         I just shrug. The whole I-can-fix-him sentiment is pretty common with people who date people like me, isn’t it?

         “Well, I don’t want to fix you. I mean, I do want you to feel better, but that’s not the same thing. I’m a lot more selfish than you think. I like being around you. It makes me feel better.”

         I’m glad it’s dark in the car so Jamal can’t see my cheeks flush. Obviously, he makes me feel better, too. But when we were together before, it was a secret only Yami knew about. And keeping him a secret was like this weird mind game where I had to justify why it was a secret in my head. Like, if we were hiding, we must have been doing something wrong, right? I ended up feeling guilty for keeping the secret, so I told the school’s priest about Jamal at confession and got my answer. Definitely a sin. And to get right with God, my penance was to break up with him.

         And I did.

         Breaking up with Jamal was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, and if it made God like me any more, I didn’t get the memo. I ended up spiraling so hard I wound up in the mental hospital. I’ve been in therapy and on medication ever since, but honestly, I’m still playing whack-a-mole to keep all The Thoughts buried. The Catholic guilt, internalized prejudice, and mental illness shit keep popping their heads back up, but I’m getting better at whacking them right back down.

         As if he’s reading my mind, he goes on before I give my answer. “We wouldn’t have to tell everyone if you’re not ready for that. It can be just between us, for as long as you need … if you want to get back together, I mean.”

         Jamal’s hand is resting on the console between us, and I reach for it on instinct. He doesn’t take his eyes off the road but does let 12a little smile crack at the contact. I think on his words for a second, letting his hand in mine be my tether.

         Do I want to be with Jamal again? Of course I do. But I don’t know if I can be with him again if it’s a secret from the rest of the world. Hiding our relationship before mixed all my feelings of shame into our dynamic, and I don’t want to do that to him again.

         Jamal lives with his cousin now, who knows he’s gay. And my extremely traditional Catholic mom is all-in on being an ally now that she knows about both me being bi and Yami being lesbian. Even though I’m still technically in the closet, Bo, David, Amber, and Hunter know I’m bi since I impulsively came out to them at anti-prom last year, so I already know my friends are cool with it. Even if we didn’t have to be out to everyone, it seems like everyone I actually care about is on board with me being bi now. We could tell them and at least be ourselves around some people if we wanted to.

         “I don’t know, maybe …” I trail off and start absent-mindedly tracing the lines on Jamal’s palm while I stare out the window.

         The only person I haven’t heard from since they found out about me and Yami is my dad, but since he hasn’t lived with us since I was, like, nine, it’s easier to kind of push his existence to the background. Sure, I caved and sent him an email a few months ago, but he never responded, so I sort of just pretend that moment of weakness never happened.

         Then there’s Father John. It’s not that he particularly cares about me or me him, but he’s still the closest connection I have to God at the moment. I try to pray and all that, but I’m not one of those lucky people who hears God talking to them or anything. Since Father John is, I guess I do put some stock into what he says. 13

         So, do I believe being with Jamal is sinful? Yeah. I do.

         But do I care? Maybe not anymore.

         If I don’t sin, then Jesus died for nothing, right? Besides, I don’t even go to the public high school my old homophobic bullies go to anymore. Though with Jamal still going to Rover, it’s almost a shame I’m not there too.

         I realize I’ve been leaving Jamal hanging for a while. He’s used to me getting lost in my own head and he’s always patient about it, but I do have to give him some kind of answer, even if it’s an uncertain one.

         “I have to think about it,” I finally say. I’m used to acting on my impulses, but this is different. If I get back together with Jamal, I don’t want to fuck things up again.

         “Okay, that’s fair,” Jamal says as he pulls the truck into the driveway to my house. “Just let me know what you end up deciding.”

         “Okay.” I want to lean forward and kiss him goodbye, but I hold myself back. That would imply yes, and I want to give myself enough time to be sure. “See you later,” I say before hopping out of the truck and heading inside.

         When I walk in, I’m not surprised to see my mom still up, cleaning the kitchen. Between her main job, cleaning, cooking, and her side business of making jewelry with Yami, that woman barely ever sleeps.

         Ever since my dad got deported, she’s been running everything on her own – at least, until Yami started helping with her jewelry business. It’s been eight years with just the three of us, but my mom has probably aged a few decades in that time. Wrinkles crease around her mouth and eyes, and the color from her once-black hair 14has been slowly syphoning into the dark circles under her eyes for years.

         Today, though, seems even worse than usual. Her eyes are puffy, and her nose is red. She must have thought I’d be staying the night with Jamal, because she’s not wearing her I-was-just-crying sunglasses that she thinks keep me and Yami from being able to see her bloodshot puffy eyes.

         “Everything okay, Mami?” I ask.

         She smiles and ruffles my hair. “Don’t you worry about me, mijo. You have enough going on in your own life.”

         “Not really,” I reassure her, ignoring the hidden meaning behind her words. Ever since I went inpatient, it’s like she thinks I’m made of glass and if she lets me carry the tiniest bit of weight from her shoulders, I’ll shatter. “Whatever it is, I can handle it, I promise.”

         “My sweet boy.” She puts a tender hand on my cheek and gives me a teary smile, like me asking her what’s wrong is worthy of the Nobel Peace Prize or something. “I guess I’ve been a bit lonely lately. The party tonight was fun and everything, but I’m just too busy to make any time for friends or dating outside of holidays. Too much to do, and when it’s done there’s always more to do,” she admits.

         “Maybe I can help?” I offer, knowing I’ll probably regret this in the future, but hey, it’s the new year. Perfect time to start picking up some slack.

         “No, no, no.” She waves me off. “You can help by paying for my retirement when you’re the next rich and famous inventor or scientist, or whatever brilliant thing you end up doing.”

         I sigh. “Who knows if I’ll even be alive when you retire?” I 15blurt out, and her pained expression makes me immediately regret it. “I mean, like, anyone can die at any time. Why wait until later when I’m here now, and I can help now?”

         She shakes her head. “You have school to focus on. I don’t want you prioritizing me over your own success.”

         Sometimes I feel a little bad that she coddles me like this, when she’s always been more than happy to accept help from my sister. But I guess I’m the one with “limitless potential” or whatever, according to her. “What about on the weekends? It doesn’t take me a whole two days to do my homework. What if I just make dinner or something, like, once a week? You need a break. Like a regular, predictable break. I can start tomorrow for New Year’s. It can be our resolution.”

         She smiles, eyes getting watery again. “I would love that.”

         “Mami, don’t cry …,” I say, reaching out and wiping the tear that falls with my thumb.

         “It’s happy tears, mijo. Now go get some sleep, okay? School is starting again soon, and you need to get your sleep schedule back on track.”

         “Fine,” I say, not bothering to argue that my sleep schedule has never been on track. She doesn’t need to worry about me any more than she already does.

         I pass through what Yami used to call the Hall of Shame on the way to my room. It’s where Mami had so many crosses and pictures of Jesus and the Virgin Mary plastered up that you could barely see the paint on the wall. There are still Jesuses and Marys, but now some of the crosses are rainbow and there are Bible passages with uplifting quotes about loving everyone, etc., etc. My 16mom kind of went a little overboard when Yami and I came out to her last year.

         When I get to my room, I pull out my secret poetry notebook that literally no one knows about. Not even Jamal, who does poetry slams and open mics every chance he gets. The thing is, I don’t even know if I’m good at poetry. I might be absolute shit.

         And that’s the entire point.

         I’m the family’s golden boy. I’ve always gotten the best grades and picked things up easily and been really good at whatever new thing I tried. But when you’re good at everything, that becomes the standard, and then I’m not allowed to just do something because I like it. When everyone is expecting to be impressed, I can’t just be good, I have to be the best. And if no one knows I like poetry, then I’m allowed to suck at it. I’m allowed to just have something to myself that no one expects me to be good at. Someone else can be the best at poetry, I don’t care.

         So, instead of writing a super-deep epic or sonnet or spoken word piece that would make an audience cry, I turn to the Jamal section of my notebook (yes, I have sections, sue me) and write a haiku with a title longer than the poem itself.

         
            A Non-Exhaustive Pros and Cons List of Getting Back Together with Jamal

            Pros: I feel like I

            Could live forever if he’s

            There – Cons: … TBD
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            WHEN YOU’RE INCREDIBLY LUCKY AND TALENTED AND SMART AND EVERYTHING ALWAYS GOES YOUR WAY

            compartmentalization

         

         I go to the kitchen to start cooking around five, since I want to make sure everything’s ready and we’re done eating by seven, which is the time Jamal always calls me. Even on weekdays, we’re both usually done with all our homework by this time, and it’s after dinner for me and before for him. He likes his schedules, so even though we never officially decided on this time, he’s always been consistent with it.

         Thinking about it now, that does feel like a very coupley thing to do, even though we haven’t been together since junior year. Maybe that’ll change soon, though? Who knows.

         Yami must hear me getting out the pan and ingredients because she’s in the kitchen interrogating me before I can even turn on the comal.

         “What are you doing?” she asks, as if me cooking is some miracle of modern science.

         “I’m making dinner tonight. And every Sunday, starting now. It’s my New Year’s resolution, to give Mami a break,” I say proudly. 18

         “But you don’t cook?” She raises a skeptical eyebrow.

         “What are you talking about? I cook like a chef, I’m a five-star Michelin—”

         “You can’t have more than three Michelin stars,” she says smartassily. “And I don’t think you can get a star with only one menu item. Do you know how to make anything besides guisado?” She crosses her arms, all judgy.

         “Fuck you, it’s a Stray Kids reference! And my guisado is fire, what do you want from me?” She hates when I copy her, so I purposely imitate her crossed arms.

         “So, we’re gonna eat guisado every Sunday for all time?”

         I just shrug, and she pinches the bridge of her nose.

         “Ay, ay, ay, let me help. I’ll teach you how to make sopa de pan, it’s Mami’s favorite.”

         Normally, I’d be annoyed at Yami inserting herself into my act of service. But even if I’d never let her know it, cooking with her would be way more fun than doing it on my own. Besides, guisado will probably get old if it’s all I ever make.

         After a while of swallowing my pride and letting Yami be better than me at something, Mami follows the spreading smell into the kitchen and practically melts, putting a hand over her heart when she sees us working together.

         “My kids feeding me, what a treat!” She starts trying to serve herself a bowl, but Yami slaps her hand away.

         “Let us serve you, Mami,” I say, and she holds her hands up in surrender, then goes to sit patiently at the table with a smile.

         Yami ladles the soup into some bowls while I set the table. When I put the napkin and silverware in front of my mom, she beams. 19

         “I’m so proud of you, mijo,” she says softly. “You’ve come so far since last year.”

         I stiffen at the comment as it hits me why she’s so emotional over me making dinner. Why she thinks I need to be coddled and sheltered and why I can basically do no wrong. But I quickly snap into whack-a-mole mode and shoot down all the budding thoughts jumping out at me from where I buried them last year.

         My last episode – BAM.

         The hospital stay – BAM.

         My dad disowning us – BAM.

         None of that shit can touch me now. In fact, I’m so unbothered that I scarf down my food and joke my way through dinner with Yami. So unbothered that when Jamal calls afterward, I don’t even bring it up. We also don’t talk about the lingering question of whether we’re getting back together or not. I told him I’d think about it, so I know he’s not gonna ask again so soon. Instead, he invites me to an open mic right by his house the Friday after next where he wants to share a new spoken word piece.

         “I’m a little nervous,” he admits, which isn’t really like him. Not when it comes to his poetry.

         “Why?”

         “This one is … uh, well, it’s gay.”

         It takes me a second to register what that means. “You’re coming out? Like, publicly?”

         “Yeah,” he says, sounding more confident now. “But don’t worry! The piece isn’t about you or anything, I wouldn’t do that to you.”

         I know he means he’d never out me in front of a crowd, but for half a second, I find myself getting a little pouty at not being the 20subject matter of his gay poem. It doesn’t last, though, because I quickly realize I absolutely don’t want Jamal to write and perform a poem about me in public.

         “Thanks,” I finally say. “So, are you ready for all that? What about school? Do Nick and all them still go there?” I can’t help but worry about Jamal coming out.

         When I went to Rover, Nick and a bunch of his little lackeys jumped me pretty much every chance they got. I’d written a note to Jamal back when we were dating, and Nick got ahold of it before I could give it to him. Luckily, he never found out who the note was for, but he still made me his friend group’s punching bag until I transferred to Slayton.

         “I’ll be okay,” Jamal says, still sounding cool and confident. “I doubt anyone from school will be at the open mic anyway. So, you want to come?”

         “Obviously,” I say with a smile.

         “Thanks, Cesar. I really appreciate you.” I can hear him smiling back, and it makes me blush. Jamal’s never said he appreciates something I’m doing or offering. No, he appreciates me. I’ll take this to my grave, but sometimes he just makes me want to kick my feet and giggle.

         
            *

         

         After we get off the phone, I lie in bed playing out scenarios in my head. This is usually what I have to do in order to fall asleep, though it’s pretty hit-or-miss. Tonight’s scenarios all involve Jamal. The first one is me telling him I’m ready to get back together. Who cares if I still don’t know if I’m ready in real life? This is my pre-sleep fantasy, fuck off. 21

         Eventually the scenarios go from us getting back together to making out to a full-on sex dream. I’m not really sure which part is my imagination or a real dream, but I must have fallen asleep at some point because by the time I open my eyes again, I’ve somehow missed my first alarm, and my second one is going off already.

         7:00 a.m. take meds

         I let out a tired whine as I roll over and force myself out of bed. It seems like even when I do manage to fall asleep at night, my body doesn’t get the memo, and I’m still completely exhausted. I quickly throw on my school uniform and make a drive-by trip to the bathroom to swish some mouthwash since I’m too tired to brush my teeth properly.

         I’m still swishing it around when I head to the kitchen, where my mom is waiting for me with a plate of fried egg on toast.

         I know the deal: meds first, then breakfast. I spit the mouthwash in the sink, then reach for the pill counter and take out the pill for Monday. I make a show of rolling my eyes as I pop it in my mouth.

         “Happy? Can I eat now?” I ask.

         “Of course.” Mami smiles as she hands me the plate, but her eyes look sad. I know I shouldn’t give her attitude about taking my meds, but I can’t help it. Maybe I just don’t like being told what to do or something, but I was never a fan of all the surveillance that came after my inpatient stay. I feel like a fucking zoo animal, being monitored over everything. But since Mami getting sad feels worse than me getting smothered, I push the annoyance down and go along with it like I always do.

         Even though I got ready pretty fast today, we still barely make it to school on time, thanks to Yami trying out a new eyeliner look 22while still insisting on absolute perfection. By the time we get to school, the first bell’s already rung, and we have to book it to our classes.

         I take my seat in astronomy just before the final bell rings. As soon as the music stops, Mr. Franco doesn’t waste a second before getting started, talking in his usual drawn-out monotone that could put even the most caffeinated student to sleep.

         “I hope you’ve all done your reading over the break, because we’re having a pop quiz,” he says as he picks up a stack of papers off his desk and starts handing them out. Groans echo throughout the room from practically everyone except Jeremy, who sits right in front of me.

         “I’m all caught up.” Jeremy turns around and smirks at me. “Are you?” he asks with an air of confidence. He’s always seen me as his rival in this class, since I consistently set the curve, and he consistently gets the next-highest score.

         “I skimmed it,” I say honestly, and Jeremy’s grin falters, which tells me he may not be as well versed in the material as he’s trying to let on. If me just skimming it is enough to make him think I have a leg up, he’s probably not much farther ahead than the rest of the class.

         Which means I have to recalculate my usual percentage of test answers to purposely get wrong in order to still set the curve without making everyone else fail.

         Mr. Franco is one of those teachers who prides himself on being a hard-ass and brags about how impossible his tests are and how many students fail his class. I always make sure to keep my score under a 72 percent, but even that score sets the curve every time, with 23Jeremy’s being the next highest at usually around the high sixties.

         When Mr. Franco sets the test down in front of me, I get to work. Setting the curve without screwing everyone else over too bad is an art form, and I’ve perfected it. Based on the intensity of the groans and Jeremy’s feigned bravado, I should probably not score higher than a 65 percent on this one.

         Part of me wonders if rigging everyone else’s scores like this counts as cheating. Slayton is a zero-tolerance type of school, and people have gotten kicked out for less. If I got caught, I doubt I would get expelled in this case. How can it count if my “cheating” doesn’t even benefit me? Deciding that I’m probably fine, I finish up the last quiz questions.

         Once I’m done, I doodle for a while in the margins to keep from turning it in too early. I know some people get real anxious when other people start turning in their tests if they’re not close to finishing yet. I wait until a few people turn theirs in before getting up and handing mine to Mr. Franco.

         His eyes catch the doodles, and he gives me an amused smile. “You are something else,” he says under his breath, and for a second, I can’t tell if he’s on to me or not.

         
            *

         

         After school, Yami and I get a ride home from Bo. She usually only gives us a ride on Wednesdays since our mom works late that day, but lately she’s been offering all the time. We don’t live anywhere near Slayton, but Bo will take any excuse to spend more time with Yami, which is a development Yami is absolutely thrilled about.

         “Wanna hang out at a park or something?” Bo asks once we start getting close to our side of town. I guess the forty-minute 24drive wasn’t enough quality time.

         Yami agrees right away. I kind of assume the invite is just for Yami and that I’ll be getting dropped off before they go, but Bo tries coaxing me into it when I don’t respond right away.

         “We should invite Jamal too!” Bo offers when we start passing his neighborhood, which gives my heart a little tug. I know Bo is Yami’s person, but having people in my life who want to be around Jamal makes me happy. I want my friends to like him, almost more than I want them to like me. Actually, definitely more.

         “Sure,” I say as I shoot Jamal a quick text inviting him.

         We end up pulling into the park in Jamal’s neighborhood so he can walk over. Just like the one on our block, this one is a little run-down. It’s not so much a park as it is an open field with a couple of aluminum park tables at the edge of it and two makeshift soccer goals on either side. Still, we’ve been coming here since we were kids, so it has that nostalgia appeal. Growing up, this field was our Wembley Stadium, and the park tables were the stands holding the imaginary roaring crowd.

         Now, though, it’s not Jamal who walks through the field to meet us. I swallow the lump in my throat when I hear a familiar laugh coming from behind me. I turn my head to see Nick and a few of his friends gathering in the field before starting to kick a ball around. I forgot he moved into Jamal’s neighborhood last year.

         I quickly turn my head forward again so Nick can’t see my face. He either doesn’t realize I’m here, or they’re all ignoring us, so I want to make that option easier for them. Yami sees me tense up and puts a hand on my shoulder.

         “Should we leave?” she asks, and I shake my head. 25

         “It’s fine. I already told Jamal we were here.” I don’t mention I also really don’t want to give Nick the satisfaction of thinking I’m running away from him. “Let’s just talk about something else.”

         Bo quickly takes the hint. “I can’t believe it’s already January,” she whines, slumping her head on Yami’s shoulder.

         “Ugh, I know. I still don’t know what I’m doing for my senior project,” Yami responds, fully committed to distracting me.

         “Don’t worry, me either. We still got time,” I say, trying to sound reassuring, but she just looks even more exasperated.

         “You’re forgetting I’m the dumb one,” Yami says humorlessly, and my chest tightens. Does she really think that? I know I should probably tell her it’s not true, but since school is so much easier for me, she’d just think I’m lying.

         “Don’t say that, babe!” Bo frowns and takes Yami’s hand, but Yami keeps going.

         “It’s true! You still have time, Cesar, because you’re gonna come up with something brilliant at the last second without even trying, and you’ll set the curve like you always do.”

         “Hey, it’s not my fault my brain’s so sexy!” I say with a shrug, hoping to lighten the mood. She shoves my shoulder with a laugh.

         “You’re right, I guess only one of us can be sexy on the out side.”

         “Hey!” I shove her back. “Are you calling me ugly?”

         “Aww, don’t listen to her, Cesar, you’re adorable!” Bo says through a laugh.

         “Adorable, exactly! Just look at him!” Yami gestures toward me as she goes to pinch my cheek. “Ay, mira que cute!” she says like 26she’s cooing over a baby.

         I pretend to gag as I slap her fingers away from my cheek. I swear, I haven’t gone a day without her holding the fact that she’s a whole ten months older than me over my head.

         Finally Jamal walks up and joins us at the table. I’m relieved we can change the subject now, but of course Yami won’t miss an opportunity to embarrass me in front of literally anyone.

         “I bet he agrees with me, don’t you, Jamal?”

         “About what?” he asks as he sits next to me, just close enough that it feels like we should be touching even though we’re not.

         “About Cesar being adorable,” Bo answers, and Yami goes for my cheeks again, but I snap at her fingers with my teeth, and she pulls her hand back to her chest with a gasp.

         Jamal grins. “I can’t argue with that.”

         “That’s three against one. Sorry, I don’t make the rules,” Yami says with a shrug.

         I shake my head with a dramatic sigh. “When mere mortals gaze upon the face of an angel, of course they cannot grasp its true nature,” I say, trying to sound biblical, which for some reason means I’m using a low voice and a British accent. Basically, I’m channeling Chris Hemsworth’s Thor. “Clearly, you’re all mistaking sexiness for cuteness.”

         Yami and Bo burst out laughing, and Jamal looks at me with a small smile. He doesn’t break eye contact when he speaks, but his words are quiet enough that Yami and Bo don’t seem to hear over their laughing.

         “You can be both,” he says, and suddenly he’s the angel my mortal eyes can’t bear to look at, so I look away, blushing. 27

         I so badly want to say something back. To flirt with him or tell him he’s gorgeous too. His question of whether I want to get back together comes to mind, and the answer is hard to ignore.

         I definitely, definitely do.

         Despite all the love-yourself-first advice out there, at least right now I don’t hate myself more than I love Jamal. That’s got to count for something, right?

         Before I get a chance to say anything, something whacks the back of my head, hard. I spring to my feet and whirl around as Jamal catches the ball as it bounces from my head. I’m expecting a fight, but Nick and all of them are still on the field. Nick has a smirk on his face like he kicked the ball at me on purpose, but other than that, he doesn’t make a move.

         “Avery, go get it.” He points in my direction. Avery, being Nick’s right-hand henchman, obeys without question, jogging right over to us.

         I don’t know why I grab the ball out of Jamal’s hand when Avery approaches. Maybe part of me craves confrontation, or maybe I just want to feel like I have any kind of power over the guys who used to beat the shit out of me.

         “He did that on purpose, right?” I ask, and Avery sighs.

         “I don’t read minds.” Avery holds his hand out for the ball, but I don’t give it to him just yet.

         “Ask nicely,” I say, and Avery glances behind his shoulder like he’s checking how close by his friends are. Sure, he could call them over if he wanted a fight, but they’re far enough away that Avery probably wouldn’t want to risk it.

         Before I get a chance to milk it too much, Yami plucks the ball 28from my grip and throws it back to the field. Avery looks weirdly relieved as he runs back over to his friends.

         “Do you have a death wish?” she asks me, but I just shrug.

         “I don’t get what the big deal is….,” I mumble. It’s not like Nick would have his friends jump me with Jamal and Yami and Bo right here. He’s always been a coward; he only ever picked a fight when he had more than a two-person advantage. Usually when I was by myself.

         I don’t think I’ve been truly by myself since before I went inpatient, but I’m not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing.

         I know Yami was being sarcastic when she said I don’t really have to try to do well in life or get what I want, but it’s kind of true. It seems like no matter what I do, I have support from Yami, my mom, Jamal, all my friends, all Yami’s friends … the list goes on, but I’m still not really sure how I got here.

         Did I earn a single thing in my life? Do I even deserve any of it?

         I grab a metaphorical shovel and smack the guilty feeling over the head, then bury it as deep as I can. Sometimes people are lucky, and it’s a good thing. I’m lucky, and smart, and talented, and I can do anything I put my mind to. I deserve good things. I’m a good person.

         I’m a good person.

         I’m a good person.

         Maybe if I repeat it enough, I’ll actually believe it.
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            WHEN TALKING ABOUT YOUR FEELINGS GIVES YOU HIVES

            emotional unavailability

         

         On Tuesday, I barely have enough time to change real quick when I get home from school, grab some Takis for the road, and head to therapy. I’m about to go back out to the car with my mom when there’s a knock at the door. Mami and I both ignore it, assuming Yami will answer since she’s the only one not about to head out, but she takes one look through the peephole and rushes after me.

         “Cesar! Make her go away,” Yami whispers, about as loud as you can without it not being a whisper anymore.

         I don’t have to ask who’s at the door. There’s only one person who gets under Yami’s skin enough to make her want to hide like that.

         “I got you,” I say as I go to answer the door, and sure enough, I was right.

         “Hi,” Bianca says shyly. She holds out a Tupperware box full of empanadas, but I don’t take them from her.

         “What are you doing here?” I ask, making sure to block the doorway so she can’t see inside. Yami would not want to be perceived right now, at least not by her. 30

         Bianca sighs. “My mom’s making me go around the neighborhood giving these away. She made too many, I guess.”

         “Thanks, but we’re good. I’m sure Doña Violeta would take some, though.”

         “Okay …,” she says, but doesn’t move to leave. “So … is Yami home?”

         “Nope. And I gotta go,” I say as I reach to close the door, but she stops it from shutting with her foot.

         “Look, I know Yami hates me now, but you don’t have to pretend you do too. What happened is between me and her, okay?” She moves the empanadas so they’re resting on one hip like a baby. “Don’t you even want to know my side of the story?”

         “Not really,” I say, to keep from drawing out the conversation. “I’m staying out of it.” I don’t have to know Bianca’s side of the story. All I know is that she and my sister used to be best friends, until she outed Yami when we both went to Rover sophomore year. They’ve hated each other ever since. That’s enough story for me.

         “Good,” Bianca says with a little smile that I can’t quite read. It could be genuine, but she could also be pulling some shit right now.

         I smile back politely, then go to close the door. But she’s talking again before it closes, so to keep from being a dick, I stop it from shutting.

         “So, we’re good?” she asks, still smiling.

         “Uh, sure, whatever,” I say, since I know any other answer would start shit, and I really do have to go.

         “Okay, good, because I like you.” She winks.

         “’Kay, bye.” I shut the door before she can get another word in.

         What the hell was that? 31

         
            *

         

         I’m not usually one to bring a list of talking points to my therapist, or even know what the hell I’ll be talking about in any given session, but today is different. And not because I actually want to tell her about anything, but because I need an unbiased opinion here, and asking my mom or Yami would open me up to a swarm of questions that are either none of their business or that I don’t even know the answer to myself.

         I want to get back together with Jamal. But as much as I hate to admit it, I have some concerns. Which means I could actually use Dr. Lee’s help right now. This is only our third session, so she doesn’t really know that much about me yet. She’s my sixth therapist in as many months, but my mom finally put her foot down and said she’s not letting me switch again before giving Dr. Lee a real chance.

         Dr. Lee is the first psychotherapist I’ve seen, though, which means she can therapize me and prescribe medication, so I let her go through the meds spiel before getting into the other stuff. She quickly asks if I’ve noticed any changes or side effects from my medication, and about my recent six-months-on-meds bloodwork I got to make sure the meds weren’t giving me any health problems. All clear. Now on to the important shit.

         I’ve learned from experience that a new therapist will ask all kinds of irrelevant questions trying to get to the bottom of things. So, in order to avoid wasting any time, I pull out the list I made on my phone’s notes app and start reading immediately after sitting on the couch in her office.

         “My mom probably already told you a bunch of shit, and I know you have all my records, so you don’t have to pretend to be 32surprised that I’m bi or that I went inpatient last year or anything else you already know, okay?”

         Instead of answering, she just nods and silently writes something down in her little notebook, waiting for me to go on.

         “Okay, so here’s what you need to know….” I go on to info

         dump as quickly as I can from the list on my phone. About Jamal, and that we were secretly together for over a year before I broke up with him as part of my penance. About how we stayed friends ever since but ended up kissing the other night. About how we still love each other, but I didn’t want to act impulsively like I usually do because I don’t want to fuck things up. And about how I don’t exactly love myself, and I’m worried that means I can’t expect someone else to. Basically, I tell her everything I think might be relevant to the question I came here to ask her.

         “So, with that context, do you think I’m ready to be in a relationship again?” I ask her as soon as I finish running through the list.

         “Well, I think the fact that you’re even asking me shows you’re making progress.” Dr. Lee’s expressions are usually tiny, probably because she doesn’t want me to know she has actual feelings or something, but I can still see her mouth’s micro smile and happy brown eyes as she answers.

         “Okay, but, like … what’s the answer?” I say, trying not to gag at the unexpected compliment.

         “Well, let’s talk about it,” she says, and I roll my eyes. That’s exactly what I’m trying to do. “You mentioned not loving yourself as one of the reasons you’re having doubts. Do you mind if we dive into that a bit?”

         “Um, sure …”

         “I want you to think about someone else in your life who you 33care about and love deeply. It doesn’t have to be romantic love, just anyone in your life you have love for.”

         “Okay …” I find myself thinking of Yami.

         “Now imagine that person is struggling with self-love the way you are. Do you think that would make this person unworthy of your love? Would it make you love them any less?”

         “No,” I admit, “but don’t you think it’d make it easier on Jamal if I’m not … you know …” I trail off. I don’t know how to end that sentence. Sick? Broken? Unlovable?

         “No, I don’t,” she answers without me having to say it. “Working toward self-love is a great goal, but I don’t think it’s fair to say that those who aren’t there yet don’t deserve love in their lives.”

         “So, you’re saying I’m ready?” I ask, letting myself feel a tiny bit hopeful.

         “Well, I can see you’re being careful not to be impulsive about this, which is good. Having healthy boundaries for yourself is a good step. But I’m afraid I can’t speak to whether you’re ready for a relationship or not. That’s a decision only you can make.”

         I roll my eyes again. I don’t ask therapists for advice very often, so she shouldn’t take it for granted. But I guess she might not realize that yet, since we’re still fresh. I remind myself I can’t just ditch her for another therapist this time, so I resist the urge to fire back about how unhelpful that answer is. I let out a measured breath, and an equally measured response. “Then how am I supposed to figure that out?”

         “Well, let’s unpack that. You said you broke up before because of your penance from confession, correct? Do you still feel that same guilt or shame about your sexuality that led you to want to make amends for it?” 34

         Well, fuck. I hoped to get through this conversation with minimal vulnerability. I hardly know Dr. Lee, so I wanted this to be as simple as me listing off all the relevant information and her diagnosing me with my current amount of relationship readiness.

         I shift uncomfortably on the couch at the prospect of a feelings-heavy conversation. Talking about shame and guilt isn’t exactly the most clinical topic, but if that’s the information she needs for my relationship diagnosis, fine. But if she wants a tragic backstory or to see me cry, she’s out of luck.

         I don’t know how to answer right away, so I grab one of the stress balls in the basket next to the couch and lie down. Something about being horizontal and tossing a ball in the air over and over again makes this whole thing feel more casual. Her question reminds me of a conversation I had with Yami when she visited me in the hospital last year. She asked me then if I was ashamed of her, or of Jamal, or of Bo. And since the answer was an easy no, she reminded me there’s no reason to be ashamed of myself.

         A fair argument, but it’s never been that simple for me. It’s hard to explain, but it’s like there’s this nagging voice in the back of my head that says it’s different. That I’m different. That I’m special, and uniquely bad.

         I told Father John about that guilty voice during the infamous confession, and he explained that it was probably God’s way of reaching out to me, trying to save me from the devil’s influence. I believed it then, but now I’m not so sure.

         “I don’t know,” I say with another toss of the ball. “If I do, does that mean I shouldn’t be with someone?”

         “I don’t think there’s a black-and-white answer here. I suppose 35it depends on where those feelings are coming from and how you address them. Do your feelings of shame come from within, or is it other people and outside influences that say there’s something wrong with you?”

         Honestly, I expected her to just tell me I’m not ready if I can’t get over that shame, so she gets an unexpected point on my imaginary how-much-I-like-this-therapist scoreboard. “Well, my dad isn’t supportive. And I used to get bullied for it at my old school. So I guess some outside influences. And I’m Catholic, too, so there’s that. Would religion be an outside or inside influence?”

         “That’s an interesting question. I’d say your spirituality is your own, but organized religion comes from other humans. So perhaps it’s a bit of both.”

         “Okay, so two and a half points to outside influences, and half a point to myself,” I say as I catch the ball in front of my face and toss it up again. People have always described my shame as being internalized, so I never really thought of it as coming from anything but me.

         She starts jotting something else down while she answers. “And are those outside influences any threat to you? Is there any fear for your safety or well-being if you were to go against them?”

         “I don’t go to Rover anymore, and my dad lives in Mexico, so I’m not in any danger or anything, but …” I hesitate before tossing the ball again or saying the next thing. Going against God doesn’t threaten my physical safety, at least not while I’m still alive. “I don’t want to go to hell,” I finally say.

         Her eyebrows tilt upward just a tiny bit in another micro expression of what I assume is pity. “I want to give you full disclosure that I’m not a religious person, but for the sake of this 36exercise I’ll speak as if your experience of Catholicism is the objective truth, all right? With that said, would you mind if we explore this a bit?”

         “Okay …” I go back to tossing the ball. I’m not trying to have a religious argument during therapy, so maybe her pretending she believes what I believe for “the sake of this exercise” is best for now.

         “Can you tell me what it is that makes someone worthy of a fate like hell?”

         I squint at her skeptically, not really sure where this is going. Still, she seems to have an end goal and not just random questions, so I humor her. “Sinning. If you don’t confess and repent for your sins before you die, you go to hell.”

         “I see.” She nods her understanding. “And do good deeds have an effect as well, or only sins?”

         “Well, it depends. Like, if you’re so well-known for being good that you get canonized as a saint, then you’re guaranteed to get into heaven. And if you do something so bad that it’s a mortal sin, then you’re pretty much guaranteed to go to hell unless you confess to a priest and repent.”

         “And is your sexuality a mortal sin?”

         “Depends who you ask,” I say automatically, still tossing and catching. I’ve been trying to figure that out for so long, but none of the nuns or priests I’ve asked can seem to agree. “To be a mortal sin, it has to be grave, done intentionally with full knowledge of the impact and consequences, and done with full consent of the sinner,” I say, basically from memory. The grave part, I think is what gets everyone hung up. Like, what qualifies a sin as being grave? Everyone agrees on murder, but that’s pretty much the only consensus we’ve all been able to come to. 37

         “I see,” she says again. “Did you fall in love intentionally with full knowledge of the consequences? Did you consent to falling in love?”

         Her question surprises me so much that I miss the ball and it bounces right off my forehead before rolling away on the ground. I laugh a little. “I guess not.”

         No one’s ever focused on that part of the equation when it came to this whole mortal sin debate. Another point for Dr. Lee. If me loving Jamal isn’t an unforgiveable type of sin, then maybe there’s hope for me. But is it the type of sin that can be canceled out with a good deed?

         “I think, in general, good deeds should also count,” I add.

         Another micro smile. “So maybe you can focus on the good deeds you know you can do, like treating people with love and being generous and kind as much as possible, instead of focusing on something you can’t control.”

         “You know what, yeah,” I say, feeling a little pumped up. I think back to that conversation with Yami from the hospital. She told me she loves herself because she loves me. Because we’re the same. Maybe loving Jamal will be like that for me. If I love someone I can see myself in, maybe I’ll hate myself a little less. And with hell out of the picture, the only consequences of being out are other humans, who I can handle for sure. “Fuck what anyone else thinks. Who cares if people don’t like it? It’s my life, not theirs.”

         Micro smile. “I think you found your answer, Cesar.”

         She’s right. The answer was so obvious all along, I don’t know why it took this conversation for me to figure it out. The answer is him.

         I’m ready.
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