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Dedicated to all the strong women, especially the ones who were taken from us too soon.











  
  
The Cross




Fernanda’s mom, Maria-Elena, drove the car up the bumpy pothole-ridden road. Fernanda and I sat in the back while Fernanda’s seven-year-old sister, Gabi, sat up front with their mom. I had no clue where we were going. All Maria-Elena said was that we were heading away from San José toward a smaller town up in the mountains. She said she had something to show us. 

“What did it feel like?” I asked Fernanda quietly. Alanis Morissette’s voice wailed from the speaker system, drowning out our hushed conversation in the backseat.

Fernanda placed both hands on her belly button.

“It doesn’t hurt here.” She moved her hands down between her legs. “Or here.” Her hands settled back on the space between the two, right where her seatbelt crossed her abdomen. “But here.” 

“Was it scary?” I didn’t know much about that stuff, only that blood was involved. That’s what the pads were for. I knew this because I saw a bloodied one in the garbage once. My older sisters already had theirs even if they didn’t talk about it much.

Fernanda shrugged. “It’s not scary, just super annoying.”

“Ugh.” I feigned mild annoyance even though I wondered when my turn would come.

Fernanda was always more mature than I was. She was twelve, a full year older than me. She already had a boyfriend and an ex-boyfriend. She smoked cigarettes stolen from her mom’s purse, and sometimes she sneaked out at night to go to concerts. One morning at school she told me that some guy put a cigarette out on her arm. She even had the burn mark to prove it. Cool.

I knew I couldn’t sneak away from home even if I wanted to. I didn’t have a key for the front door and the backyard was surrounded by a fifteen-foot brick wall topped with tangled barbed wire. I was locked in my dungeon of a house.

At least, that was the excuse I gave Fernanda. The truth was I couldn’t bear to disappoint my mom by making her worry. I could never tell this to Fernanda though. This wasn’t an issue for her as she managed to keep all her late-night escapades secret.

And even if I did manage to sneak out on my own, I didn’t have the money or know-how to venture out into San José alone. I was an eleven-year-old Canadian expat with white-blond hair. I stuck out like a lightbulb compared to the dark-haired Costa Ricans. Eyes followed me everywhere I went. Strangers would approach me regularly, asking if they could touch my hair. It was impossible to blend in.

With her dark hair, golden skin, and brown eyes, Fernanda blended in easily. She also looked old for her age, allowing her to integrate with teenagers and young adults. And, unlike me, she was tough. A tomboy. She was good at sports, good enough to intimidate the boys. And she was bold enough to skip class. She had no problem walking into nightclubs, bars, and other places where she didn’t belong.

And now, with her news, she was officially a woman. And here I was, still just a girl.

The car pulled into a small town made up of single-level houses with tin roofs. The walls had been painted orange and turquoise years ago but were now dirty and faded. Maria-Elena parked on the dusty street. We all climbed out into the dry, scorching sun. The sky was bright blue, not a cloud to be seen.

“A beautiful day for a walk,” Maria-Elena said. She put on her glamorous way-too-large movie-star sunglasses and walked ahead of us. Her long maroon skirt fluttered behind her while her red toenails and flat sandals peeked out from under the fabric with every step.

Maria-Elena was short, petite, and extremely beautiful. The popular boys at school were always going on about how “hot” Fernanda’s mom was. Her frizzy dark curls cascaded down her back. Her flawless café-au-lait skin showed her youth while her deep red wine lips complemented the darkness of her features.









