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To my synchro water baby, Isabelle


CHAPTER 1

It’s 10:30 in the morning, and Roosevelt Pool is packed with people. Big kids. Skinny kids. Babies shrieking because of the cold water while mommies try soothing them with sweet baby talk. Rough kids dunking each other. Girls in long T-shirts, hiding their panzas. Abuelitas sitting on the pool steps, cooling off their wrinkly legs.

Then there’s me.

I’m at the far end of the pool. The deep end. That’s where the real action is. I’m about to take Beto down. He doesn’t know this, of course. Just look at his clueless face, staring out at nothing. Beto is all cheeks, like a chipmunk storing food or like Kiko from that old El Chavo cartoon. I’m about to deflate those cachetes with pure muscle. What does El Chavo always say? Beto didn’t count on my astucias.

“Hey, Beto, I bet you ten bucks you can’t beat me in a race across the length of the pool.” My voice is loud enough so that everyone can hear. Beto turns to his group of friends and shakes his head.

“Dude, your sister,” he says to Ramón. He laughs off my challenge.

“Nat’s not playing,” Ramón says. “She means business.”

There are three boys in my family: Ramón is the youngest. Julio, the oldest, is married with a kid on the way. And Raymundo is attending college in Santa Barbara. Ramón is in high school, and so is his ugly friend Beto. Beto is on the water polo team. I’m not on any team. I’m just here to make money.

“Ten bucks says you can’t beat me.”

I lean back against the pool deck. Those around me chuckle or shake their heads.

“Why can’t you just chill for once?” Sheila says.

Sheila is my cousin. Technically, Sheila and Ramón are supposed to be taking care of me. “Taking care,” however, is forever in air quotes. It’s hard to contain a person like me—especially when that person grew up in a house full of stinky, loud boys. Sheila doesn’t get it. She’s an only child who loves clothes and Fenty lipstick.

“Me and you, swimming across the pool,” I repeat. “You know how to swim, right?”

Last week, I made an even twenty bucks outswimming twins. The twins were running their mouths about how there was no way a gorda could swim the full length of a pool. There’s always someone underestimating me. They see my stomach rolls and think, She can’t possibly be physically fit. When I emerged victorious, the twins had no choice but to pay.

Beto looks nervous. If he doesn’t take the bet, he’s a punk. If Beto agrees to race me and I end up beating him, which I will, what does that make him? So much is weighing on those balloony cheeks.

“From here to the other end of the pool,” I say. “C’mon. What are you afraid of?”

The crowd around us grows. I look over at my best friend, Joanne, who sits in our shaded spot reading Summer Hero, volume two of the manga series Kurahashi. I haven’t had a chance to read that one yet. I always get the manga after Joanne finishes, and then we dissect every little detail in the story. Joanne shields her eyes now and gives me a timid wave.

“Fine, but I’m only doing this to teach you a lesson,” Beto finally says.

Teach me a lesson? Even Ramón laughs at this statement. Beto hasn’t been around my house much, nor around me. He doesn’t understand that I’m like a shark: relentless. When I was seven, I sold chicles to the kids in my class until another mom told my mom. At ten years old, I found a way to teach kids curse words in different languages. A dollar a curse word. That lasted for a couple of weeks. Now that I’m twelve, I understand the importance of using my skills. I’m fast. I can beat anyone in this pool if I set my mind to it.

Sheila tries to be the timer. No way. I don’t trust her. Besides, it’s not a good look for family to be involved in business. Instead, I hand the honors to a boy with shaggy curly curls covering most of his face. He parts his hair away from his big eyes. Good. He’ll do.

“On your mark,” Shaggy Boy says.

Kids slap my shoulders. Girls giggle. Some of them think I’m cool to do this. Others think I’m too much. I’m not doing this to please anyone. I’m doing it because I can beat Beto.

I pull down my goggles.

“Get set.”

One more glance at Beto. He’s laughing. He thinks this is a joke. I’m going to win.

“Go!”

I propel my legs against the wall and shoot out like a rocket. The start is the most important part of any race. I glide underwater for as long as I can until I have to break the surface for air. Professional swimmers always do that. One quick gulp of air and I turn to Beto. He’s ahead, but not by much.

Okay, time to catch up.

My arms are like octopus tentacles, stretching as far as they can. I scoop water and direct it behind me. I kick my legs hard. Every stroke is important.

In this pool, I’m a swordfish. I’m a mermaid. I’m an underwater speed demon.

And this demon is about to take Beto down. Too bad, so sad.

A quick look. Beto is slowing down. He’s about to get beat by this twelve-year-old. Where has his training from water polo gone? He finally notices me. We are neck to neck. I bet anything there’s fear in Beto’s eyes. I dig deep and find the last burst of energy to seal this deal.

And boom!

I tap the end of the pool. Beto pulls in seconds later. The crowd around me cheers. I never get tired of this, the part when I’m victorious, when I’m able to prove the haters wrong. “Never underestimate the power of a Latina”—that’s what Mom always says. Dudes are always trying.

Poor Beto. He’s breathless, practically hyperventilating.

“I won!” I jump out of the water and point to my empty palm. “Pay me!”

“No way,” Beto says, pushing my hand away. He’s barely able to form words. “I’m not paying you.”

“Pay me! I beat you.” I don’t like where this is going. If you lose, you have to be a good sport. Besides, this is business. “Everyone here is my witness. I beat you fair and square.”

Beto tries to brush me off. The crowd eggs him on. They call him weak. How could you let a kid beat you? You let a girl win. I don’t care if he’s in his feelings right now. I won without any tricks. It was just me in the water.

“You owe me ten bucks,” I say. “Give me my money.”

Beto and my brother walk over to where Sheila and her friends hang out. They try to ignore me. I will not let up. Beto can’t renege on this deal.

“I’m not leaving until I get my payment.” I stand in the middle of their group, right on some girl’s towel. I’m a Taurus, and we’re known for our willingness to get into people’s faces. I will not move from this spot until Beto places some crisp bills on my hand. The girls complain about me standing on their towel. Beto pleads to my brother.

“That’s enough, Nat,” Ramón says. Not even my own blood is willing to back me up. Honestly, what’s the point of having brothers when they won’t stand up for what’s right?

“Go play with your friends,” he says.

“No,” I say.

If Ramón won’t help me, then I’ll have to get ugly. I jump on Beto. “You owe me.”

Beto doesn’t know what to do. He knows well enough not to hit me, but he also doesn’t want his eyes scratched out. So there is a whole lot of awkward wrestling going on.

“Give me my money!” I yell. Beto is obviously stronger, but like I said, I’m a shark. I will not stop.

“You have an interesting sister,” I overhear a girl say to Ramón.

I peel myself off Beto and turn to face the girl. “Well, you have an interesting face,” I yell. If she wants in on this, I will gladly include her. Before I can jump her, my brother pushes me away from the group.

“Go away, Nat.” Ramón has Mom’s face. The serious, not-in-the-mood-for-this face. I head to Joanne, who places an arm around my shoulder.

“I can’t believe it!” I say. I’m so angry.

“You can’t win them all,” Joanne says. She tries her best to protect her manga from getting wet.

“Of course I can,” I say. “Mom says if I work hard enough, I can do and be whatever I want. Beating Beto was just a tiny part of today’s goal. Besides, if I don’t get paid, then everyone else will think they can do the same. Know what I mean?”

Joanne gives a slight nod.

“Sure, but there will be other chances to make money,” she says.

I love Joanne, but honestly, I wish she could see things from my point of view. Joanne doesn’t like confrontation, which is funny because confrontation is basically how we met. It was in first grade at Sagrado Corazón Elementary School. A sweaty boy in our class kept pulling Joanne’s hair. The teacher did nothing. Instead, Ms. Castro said this weird thing to Joanne, “He probably likes you.” I couldn’t stop thinking how Mom says, “Your body, your permission.” So when the boy decided to touch Joanne’s hair, I grabbed his hair and wouldn’t let go. Mom was called in. The incident brought a quick end to my Catholic school days. It was worth it.

Joanne eventually ended up in the same middle school as me, and we’ve been best friends ever since. I’m always ready to defend us no matter what, while Joanne would rather hide behind a book and wait things out. Somehow, the relationship works.

“We don’t need Beto,” Joanne says. “We have more than enough money.”

It’s true. I’m saving money so we can go to the big anime con on October 30. For the past two years, Joanne and I have attended and cosplayed our favorite characters. Because Joanne’s parents don’t believe in spending money on “dumb” stuff, I save enough for both of our badges.

“I want to make sure we can buy cool manga at the con,” I say. “Beto’s going to pay. I just have to figure out how.”

“Oh, here you go.” Joanne digs through her tote and pulls out a brown paper bag. She hands the bag to me.

“Yes! You remembered!” I give Joanne a side hug and quickly pull out the latest issue of Vogue. Although my fingers are dry, I still wipe them off on the towel, just in case. Manga is really Joanne’s scene. I just like the cosplay because I get to wear awesome costumes and makeup, which Mom only allows for the con. Mom thinks girls don’t need to wear makeup to feel empowered. It’s the reason why I hide the Vogue and Elle magazines I ask Joanne to buy for me. Mom hates those things. She thinks they add to self-esteem issues and a “distorted view of the body.”

I get what she means. I do. I wish Mom could be more understanding. Every time I try to state why I love makeup and fashion, she shuts me down with big words and statistics. She’s really good at winning arguments. It’s hard living in a house where you have to outsmart the smartest woman on earth. I really just like the pictures.

I can’t wait to go through this issue. I’m starting to feel a little bit better. Joanne returns to her reading, and I try my best to concentrate on the fashion candy before me. I hear Beto’s cackle. He needs to pay. It’s not over until I say it is.

Christian, the pool manager, interrupts my scheming. “Everyone, we have a special treat today. The city’s only Black-owned synchronized swimming team is here to give a short demonstration.”

“Synchronized swimming,” I say loudly. “What’s that?”

“Just you wait,” Christian says.

The pool-goers are reluctant to get out of the deep end, but they eventually do. A group of six swimmers wearing matching electric-blue swimsuits march across the deck like soldiers. The swimmers are all different shapes and sizes. They look older, like high schoolers, but there’s one who looks about my age.

Christian gives a thumbs-up, and music starts to play. It’s Beyoncé’s “Break My Soul.” Then the swimmers do the wildest thing: They jump into the water and start to dance. Actually dance. Hands up in the air. Wrists snapping. One swimmer lifts another by the waist. The swimmer who is lifted waves to the crowd like no big deal. There are more twirls and leg lifts and all kinds of cool movements timed to the song. I can’t believe it!

The crowd claps and sings along. The swimmers all go underwater and kick their legs straight up at the same time. Heads turn to the left, then to the right. The music reaches its climax and the swimmers dive deep into the water. There’s no sign of them. It seems like we are all holding our breath in anticipation. I know I am. Then she pops up. A sole swimmer, standing on the shoulders of another. She’s the one who looks my age, and here she is being lifted up high. As if that’s not amazing enough, she smiles before doing a flip in the air. A FLIP!

In all my twelve years of life, I’ve never seen anything like this. Ever.

“Wow,” I say.

“Wow,” Joanne says.

The swimmers pull themselves out of the pool and then stick their hands up at the same time and wave. One of them addresses the crowd.

“Hi, my name is Yvette, and I am part of the L.A. Mermaids, an artistic swimming team, but you might know the sport as synchronized swimming. If you’ve ever wanted to learn how to dance in the water, we will be holding our first general meeting next week. You don’t need experience. You just need to have basic swimming skills. There will be flyers up on the bulletin board with a number to call if you have any questions. I hope to see you there.”

Synchronized swimming team. How cool is that?

“That was amazing,” I say.

“Yeah,” Joanne says. “It probably costs lots of money.”

Maybe it does. Maybe it doesn’t. I’m here to be the center of attention. To be strong and beautiful and graceful. To be lifted up to the sky. You probably have to be so fit to do the things they did. Imagine dancing in the water.

Before I head home, I make sure to grab a flyer.


CHAPTER 2

The only good thing about growing up with a bunch of boys is I get my own room. My sanctuary. The sign attached to the door actually reads NAT’S DOMAIN. No one is allowed in unless they knock—even Dad respects my space. He always uses a special knock. He bangs to the rhythm of an old hip-hop song called “La Di Da Di,” like he’s doing right now. His tapping allows me more than enough time to hide the new Vogue issue. God, I love the looks this month. I tuck the magazine into my hiding place between the mattress and the box spring.

“Enter,” I say.

“Reina, breakfast is about to be served.” Dad always calls the women in our house queens. He’s really into compliments and positive reinforcement. He wears an East Los Angeles College T-shirt. He owns way too many of them. My guess is they’ve given him one every year he’s taught there.

I sit at the dining room table while Dad serves me French toast with a huge glob of melting butter in the center. Saturday is the only day Mom sleeps in, which means Dad is in the kitchen doing what he loves to do: cooking. Breakfast is his specialty, so weekends are the days he goes all out. How lucky am I to wake up to bacon sizzling and extra-syrupy French toast? 

Ramón saunters in with his usual explosion of curly hair. When we walked back from the pool yesterday, I wouldn’t let up about his friend Beto owing me money, to the point where Ramón handed me five dollars to shut up. I reminded him the bet was for ten, but at least I got paid something.

“Good morning,” he mumbles, and joins me at the table.

I live for mornings like this one. I love knowing Mom is sleeping in her bedroom, not stressing about the next important meeting she has to attend or the pile of work she has to tackle. I like how Ramón has a sleepy face and electric hair. And I like how happy Dad gets eating his French toast.

Joanne’s family is not like this. Her father has been in and out of their lives ever since she was a baby. Her mother works at a factory in Vernon. There’s never enough money. That’s why I always bring a little extra with me whenever we meet at the pool, just in case Joanne wants to eat a bag of potato chips.

It’s not like my family is rolling in dough. We’re not, although my parents make sure we get to do the things we like.

“Joy is revolutionary.” Another one of Mom’s favorite lines.

While we talk about our plans for the rest of the day, we hear the bathroom door shut. Dad heads to the kitchen and soon returns with glasses of orange juice for Ramón and me and a large mug of black coffee for Mom.

Mom.

She’s wearing an ELAC T-shirt, too. It’s so oversized, it’s a minidress on her. Even though she just woke up, she radiates. Her long wavy hair is up in a messy bun. Her glasses are nestled atop her head. Her complexion is only slightly sun-kissed. I think my favorite Mom is this Mom. The one in a tee and not in a suit. The one who doesn’t have her cell phone stuck to her hand. The one who isn’t in front of a microphone about to give an angry speech.

Mom ruffles my hair and gives Ramón a kiss on the forehead.

“Good morning, my loves,” she says. “I feel like I haven’t seen you both in forever.”

Mom works as an administrator at ELAC. She’s also involved in what seems to be a part of every single community-run organization. There’s always a meeting or an action. A local newspaper ran a feature on her. They called her the Energizer Bunny of East L.A. Mom complained to the newspaper about them equating her to a bunny, but I think she secretly liked it.

“Mom, I beat Beto in a race yesterday. The full length of the pool,” I say. “It was easy.”

“She also tried to extort money from him,” Ramón says.

Dad hands Mom a plate of scrambled egg whites with a slice of avocado. She gives me a disapproving look, the one I always seem to get. “Nat, we talked about this. No gambling.”

“I’m not gambling. I’m betting them that I can beat—”

“Same difference,” Ramón interrupts.

“No, it’s not.”

Why is Ramón defending his dumb friend instead of praising me for outswimming him? Why does he always do that?

“Enough, please,” Mom says. “First, I’m glad you were able to teach Beto a lesson on gender roles. However, there is no need for you to do so for money.”

“Yes, there is,” I mumble.

“Excuse me?” she says.

“Mom. I consider his payment to be a contribution to my, um, like a scholarship to those who can’t afford to attend cons.”

I’m almost certain she loves my answer, because she’s trying really hard to hide her smile behind the coffee mug. Ramón shakes his head.

“No more gambling.”

“Yes, Mom,” I reluctantly say. I wish she would understand my point of view. It’s not gambling. I’m getting paid for educating Beto. It’s services rendered.

“Besides that, what is going on?” Mom says. “Ramón?”

Ramón is spending this summer taking an online course on creating video games. Plus, he’s in a band (he plays keyboard). Ramón is similar to Mom in that they are always working on five hundred things at once.

“Is it okay if Sheila takes Nat to the pool and back?” Ramón asks. “I was hoping to catch up on some of my work from the course.”

“Hmm, I don’t know how I feel about that,” says Mom. “We agreed you would earn money this summer by being in charge of Nat. Laying the burden on Sheila just because she’s family is not fair or what we discussed.”

Mom has her business voice on. She does this even with me. I think she doesn’t feel Sheila is a good influence on me. I like Sheila, though. I can talk to her about makeup, which is especially important when I’m not even allowed to wear lip gloss.

“It’s not for the whole summer—just when I’m behind,” Ramón says. “I will pay Sheila out of the money I get from you.”

Dad joins us at the table. “I’m okay with it.”

“Do I get a say in this?” I say, and Dad and Mom look over to me. Sometimes I feel as if I’m a small bullet point in their large schedule of life. Ramón hates me because he’s the last of the boys and stuck with me. I just want to be free to do whatever I want—earn money, look at my magazines, and talk to Joanne. And try to avoid getting into trouble. “Why can’t I go to the pool by myself? I know where it is. Joanne and I can walk there together.”

Mom and Dad smile.

“Nice try,” Dad says. “You’re too young.”

A ding goes off on Mom’s phone. That’s it for our family reunion. She has to get ready for a meeting about an upcoming rally. She gulps down her coffee and gives Dad a long kiss. Ramón makes a gross vomiting noise. I don’t. My parents are in love. I think it’s nice. After they kiss, I follow Mom to her bedroom.

“You okay, fierce one?” she asks as I plop myself on her bed.

Mom and I have very different shapes. She’s thin, while I’m a gorda. There are times when I feel people judge us, as if they think I should be as thin as Mom, as if my weight is some sort of failure on her part. 

One time at a community action to save a park, I went up to the food vendor to order a second helping of tacos. They were delicious, and I wanted more. I had my money. The lady, for whatever reason, said this to me: “No tacos for your mom? You don’t have a problem eating. Ah! You’re eating more than enough for both of you.” Then she patted her belly while looking at my stomach.

She was joking, I guess. I’m fat and proud, but something about the way she talked to me made me doubt things. I was in such a good mood until her words started to poke at me. I sat down next to my mom and just stared at my plate. I didn’t feel like eating anymore. Mom knew something was wrong right away, but I didn’t want to tell on the lady. Why was I protecting her? I guess maybe I thought she was right, that I was eating too much.

“Fierce one, what’s wrong? Did something happen?” Mom asked.

“No, just that … the taquera said something, you know, about me eating for both of us. She was trying to be funny,” I said, feeling shy and uncomfortable. “It’s okay. I’m not really hungry.”

“Oh? Come with me.” Mom took my hand and walked right up to the woman. “Don’t ever make my daughter or anyone else feel bad in regards to their eating. She’s her own person and she doesn’t have to look like me or anyone else.”

The taquera was insulted at first. “No pasa nada,” she said, not really looking at us. Mom stayed calm. She didn’t raise her voice once. Plus, she did it all in Spanish. “My daughter is beautiful,” Mom said. The taquera nodded. “Now, please apologize to her.” The woman was slightly annoyed, but she did say sorry. Mom is pretty badass.

“What do you think about synchronized swimming?” I ask now, from her bed. 

Mom barely looks up from her phone.

“Do you mean synchronized swimming, like Esther Williams?”

“Esther Williams? Who is that? No, I mean like dancing in the water. Girls doing the same thing at the same time.”

She takes a sip from her favorite mug. The mug reads GREATEST CHINGONA OF ALL TIME.

“In the fifties, Esther Williams popularized synchronized swimming in the movies,” she says. “It’s very beautiful and glossy, but I think the sport overlooks strength for stylized costumes and streamlined bodies. Go look at some videos and you’ll see what I mean.”

Mom always talks to me like an adult. Class. Body positivity. These are important topics in this house. What she doesn’t know is that I spent last night looking up synchronized swimming videos, and I couldn’t stop playing them over and over. The sequins. The wild makeup. The expressions. It was awesome. I guess I should have known Mom would think there was something demeaning about dancing in the water in public. I still like it, though. Does it make me less of a feminist if I like something so pretty?

Mom continues to get ready for her meeting.

“Anything else you want to tell me?” she asks.

“Nope. Just that it was fun beating Beto, that’s all.”

She laughs, shaking her head a bit.

“My rebel,” she says, hugging me. “Have a good day. Make good choices.”

I head back to my room.

Now to find out who Esther Williams is.


CHAPTER 3

I’m on my third viewing of the old movie Million Dollar Mermaid. Now I understand what people mean when they say a movie was made in Technicolor. The colors are so intense, it’s as if the movie people decided to use a special filter to make them super vivid. As for the costumes, I’ve never seen anything like them. It’s all so extra. Extra extra. I love it.

Esther Williams is the star, and she’s wow. It’s exactly like what those synchronized swimmers did in the pool the other day, but way more intricate. The swimmers look like a gang, a gang of girls ready to out-flip whoever dares approach them. Imagine being in the middle of those girls. Me, in the center of a circle of swimmers.

I stand in front of my full-length mirror. It’s been a while, but I think I can still do a split. I do a couple of quick stretches and then start to slowly lower my body.

When I was in third grade, I bet this girl Rosa her school snacks for a week if I could do a complete split. She said my stomach was too big, there was no way I could be so flexible. She said girls like me couldn’t even touch their toes. I didn’t even hesitate. I dropped right down on the cafeteria floor. For a whole week, Rosa forked over a bag of chocolate chip cookies every day, just for me.

“What are you doing?” Ramón asks. He entered my room without knocking, which is a huge violation.

“Get out!”

“Sorry. We need to go. Please, Nat, for once, will you work with me?”

Because he apologizes, I let the trespassing infraction pass. I dust myself off and gather my things. I really need to work on my split. I’m too rusty. Ramón waits by the door.

“What’s the big rush?” I ask.

“Band practice and homework. Sheila is going to look after you.”

My brother’s band is called the Boyle Heights Brothers. I’ve heard them play before. They aren’t very good. I think they’re going for an old-school vibe like Chicano Batman minus the matching suits. Dad thinks they have talent. Then again, Dad wants Ramón to live out his own rock-and-roll dreams.

“Hey, did you know Esther Williams was from Inglewood?”

Ramón has extra-long legs. It’s hard to catch up to him while he walks. We first have to head over to Sheila’s house. We’ll pick up Joanne on the way to the pool.

“Who?”

“Esther Williams, the synchronized swimmer. She was big in the fifties.” I pull up an image I saved on my phone. Ramón takes a quick look.

“She’s pretty,” he says. “Why Esther Williams?”

The cool thing about Ramón is even when he’s slightly annoyed about being stuck with me, he doesn’t always treat me like the plague. Sure, he didn’t stick up for me with Beto, but that’s not always the case. There was that time I almost came to blows with my next-door neighbor. The boy insisted on calling me Natalia instead of Nat, even after I corrected him multiple times. I guess one day I wasn’t having it and I lost my cool, but before I did something I would really regret, Ramón took the boy aside and explained the importance of names and naming. The boy shrugged and apologized. Ramón is pretty calm, like my dad. I could use some of that. I need to learn how to be a bit more diplomatic.
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