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To my mother, who supports me in everything that I do. 




Chapter 1







Light danced in the air like a vibrating symphony. The gold-and-white tiled floor reflected sunlight and bathed the hall in warmth. There was a sense of quiet that I didn’t expect. Just beyond the hall was a loud and bustling bullpen, overflowing with hard-working journalists. The sounds and energy of life didn’t flow through the closed doors at the end of the hall, creating an illusion of quiet loneliness. I was never afraid of being left alone with my thoughts, but to be confronted by silence in this situation made my mind feel much too exposed.

“Nervous?” a soft voice asked.

“Is it that obvious?” I responded. The girl next to me had short black hair tucked neatly behind her ears.

“It’s not uncommon,” she said, releasing a sound that was a mixture between a giggle and a sigh. “This is intimidating. I’m sure most people never imagined they’d make it this far.”

We were both candidates for the Executive Assistant position, to Elizabeth Stone, the head of Divinity Magazine. It was the most influential fashion magazine anyone could read, much less work for.

We sat in a waiting room located between Miss Stone’s office and the bullpen. This room’s floors and walls were gold and white. The furniture was purple. An empty glass desk sat by the office door: This was where the future Executive Assistant would work.

“I know what you mean,” I told her. “This is the fourth place I’ve interviewed this week. All the others…dead ends.” I had been searching for jobs in fashion for two years, and other than clothing stores, I hadn’t been very lucky. Then I heard about this position opening up. I jumped at the chance to apply, even if I was almost guaranteed rejection.

“Oh wow, that sounds exhausting,” the girl said with a drop of her jaw. “I can’t even imagine. This is the only job I’m applying for. Elizabeth Stone is the best, and I need the best. I had my dad make some calls to get me an interview.”

I didn’t even want to ask what gave her father the power to make a call like that.

“That’s nice of him,” I said with a smile, ready to be rid of the conversation.

“I applaud you for trying out for this,” she told me, her voice a hint heavier than before.

“What does that mean?” I asked. Her eggshell pantsuit was clearly worth more than a month’s rent on my apartment. If anyone had an advantage, it was the girl in designer clothes. Definitely not the girl whose entire wardrobe was made up of thrift store finds and self-made ensembles. It went without saying.

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for you putting yourself out there. I support and respect you for that.” She raised her shoulders and bared a small smile as if to hide what she was saying behind some form of innocence. “It’s just that…this interview is just a formality for me. It doesn’t seem fair to you.”

It went without saying, but there she was: saying it.

“So, you think I should just give up?” I felt heat rumble just beneath my skin. I knew exactly what she meant, but I wanted to make her say it with her chest.

“I didn’t mean anything bad at all!” she insisted. “I just hate watching people embarrass themselves.”

“Embarrass myself? I should be embarrassed because I don’t have a rich white daddy who can call and get me a job at a place where most people would kill to even have their application read,” I scoffed. “You’re right; my chances of getting this job are slim. But that shouldn’t be because of the privilege you wield like a weapon. You, me, and everyone else applying should be on equal ground, separated by qualifications, not status. Don’t act like you’re doing me a favor by telling me to give up. Especially when you have no problem benefiting from the unfairness.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you,” the girl huffed, crossing her arms. “I just—”

“Don’t try to justify what you’re saying. I’m not trying to hear any of it!”

“You’re being so aggressive for no reason,” she stammered as her pale cheeks and ears reddened. “I’m not saying anything bad!”

“Really? Because it sounds like you’re trying to intimidate me, which isn’t good.” My voice bounced off the walls of the empty lounge and echoed down the joining hallway. “I’m a person with experience, qualifications, and a personality. If I get this job or any other job, I shouldn’t have to jump hurdles—that are simultaneously boosting you—to do so!”

“Excuse me,” a low, regal voice said. The two of us looked up to see a tall woman wearing a smooth black double breasted blazer dress with gold embroidered lapels and a large golden belt buckle at the waist. She stood beside a younger blonde girl, in a flowing yellow high waisted maxi skirt and a salmon-colored lace blouse, holding a stack of papers.

The woman, who was most definitely Elizabeth Stone, looked at the two of us with an unamused glare. The blonde girl’s eyes were widened and full of concern.

Elizabeth Stone had a strong and sturdy build. Her skin was dark, and her hair was a ball of curls. She was stunning, dripping with excellence.

“What are your names?” Miss Stone asked with no inflection.

“I’m Cassidy Johnsen!” The girl jumped up from her chair and stood in front of me.

Miss Stone put her hand out to the blonde girl, who handed her the top paper from the pile. “My first interview today. Your application looks quite impressive.” She examined the papers and then looked Cassidy square in the face while she tore the application in half. “But what I heard here is not.”

“You’re not even going to meet with me?” Cassidy whined. “You’ve got the wrong idea!”

“I don’t think I do. I absolutely don’t want someone who acts like you just did working on my magazine, especially not directly under me. I’ve had to hurdle many obstacles to get where I am today. I’m not in the business of building more for those who come after me.”

“That’s not fair,” Cassidy protested.

“Seems you’re only concerned about fairness when it benefits you,” she responded with swiftness. “You may go.”

“My dad—”

“You may go.” Miss Stone took the rest of the papers from the blonde. “Please escort her out of the building.”

The girl approached Cassidy and gently guided her down the hall, remaining silent as Cassidy argued and complained.

“Thank you for that,” I told Miss Stone. “I’m a very big fan of yours, so the fact that you’ve stood up for me here means the world to me. I just wanted to say that before I left. I’ll see myself out.” I turned to walk away but she stopped me with her voice.

“Why would you leave?”

“I just blew up on that girl. It wasn’t very professional.”

“You stood up for yourself. I value the strength that takes.” She smiled. “Whoever taught you that professionalism is more important than your integrity was dead wrong.”

“So, you’re still going to interview me?” I asked her.

“What is your name?” she asked.

“Bryn Gonzalez-Ortiz,” I answered, straightening my back and putting my interview face back on, trying my best to wipe away any embarrassment or surprise.

Miss Stone stopped flipping through the pages and looked at me. She narrowed her eyes for a moment. Her body shuddered and my mind wavered while I tried to determine what that reaction meant. She tore her eyes away from me and went back to the papers. She pulled a particularly thin application to the top of the pile and said, “Come on in.”

Her office was bigger than my living room. A large redwood desk sat in front of a brown loveseat with two matching cushioned chairs on the opposite side. The walls were decorated with landscape paintings of nature. Images of lush green forests of flowers and trees, frolicking does, and naked women bathing in rivers and waterfalls. The entire wall behind the desk was a giant mural of vibrant colors. A beautiful island floating in an ocean of crystal blue waters. Prismatic colors made up the sky. Pearly white buildings were embedded into the mountains of the land. I felt like I could have walked directly through the painting and found myself on the sandy shores of the island it depicted. I didn’t recognize it, but I could only imagine it was even more breathtaking in person.

“Do you like it?” Miss Stone said. “I had an artist friend paint it for me. It’s a personification of paradise. Makes the office feel less…constricting.”

“This isn’t what I expected your workspace to look like,” I told her.

“Why is that?” She sat down at her desk. I suddenly regretted speaking the thought out loud, but it was too late to take it back.

“I expected more fashion photography or prints of magazine covers,” I told her, taking a seat in front of the desk. “Less nature and fantasy islands. Not that there is anything wrong with that!” I hoped she didn’t think I was laying down judgment. I was just surprised.

“This is me,” she said with a smile. “I feel like my personal space should reflect me. There is enough work out there with the staff.”

“That’s understandable,” I said.

“Let’s get into it,” she said, laying my application on her desk. “This is an interview for a position as my personal assistant. You’d be replacing Mila, the young woman who was with me earlier. She isn’t being fired, don’t worry. She’s moving up to other things, and I’m incredibly happy for her. How did you hear about the position?”

She spoke all at once as if she didn't have time for pauses and wouldn’t allow for interruptions, as if to tell me I wouldn't speak until she decided it was my turn.

“It’s kind of funny actually,” I began. “I’m currently looking for a job and I’ve been applying at boutiques, looking into stylist positions, and even tailoring jobs. No offers were coming my way, and I needed money, so I started helping out my downstairs neighbor.” I shifted in my seat as I became painfully aware of the eyes staring at me and the ears intently listening. “She runs a business from her apartment. She sells jewelry, art, and things. She needed someone to run some deliveries. While making my first delivery, I stopped at this little café and the man in front of me in line was on the phone talking about how Elizabeth Stone was looking for a new assistant. I don’t know who he was, but I jumped at the opportunity. I mailed my application here the next day.”

“How lucky,” she said, looking at my forms on her desk. “And what got you into this line of work?”

“We tell a story with our appearance. Everything from our hair, to our clothes, to our accessories, to the color of our underwear.” Miss Stone stifled a laugh. “We use these tools to express our inner selves, the person we want to be, or even messages that we want to tell anyone who looks at us. I think that’s an amazing and powerful art form. So, studying and writing about that has always appealed to me.” My answer felt very generic. Probably because I practiced saying that in the mirror too much. It felt like the exact thing that you would expect an interviewer to want to hear, so you say it. But it was still my truth. And I hoped she saw it for what it was.

She looked at me for a long moment. Was this a look of disappointment? I opened my mouth to speak, not knowing what to say next, but she spoke before I could. “So, you want to be a Fashion Journalist? You know that’s not what this position is.”

“Oh yeah! I get that,” I assured her. “But I figured that this is the best place for me to break into this field. You’re an icon in this industry. So being your assistant, working directly under you, and learning from you would be an amazing opportunity.”

“Something you couldn’t pass up,” Miss Stone said softly.

“If I passed up the opportunity,” I explained. “I’d never forgive myself.”

“An opportunity you don’t think you can get?” she asked, an eyebrow raised. Was she trying to insinuate that I was naive for applying?

“If I didn’t think I had a chance, I wouldn’t be here,” I told her. “I’d be stupid to think I had a huge chance. But a small chance is better than no chance.” I was an inexperienced college dropout, and my only reference was my high school Journalism teacher. There was nothing on paper that would make me stand out to this woman. But my parents always taught me to show my worth, beyond what is seen on the surface. I knew that if I was hired, she wouldn’t regret it for a second. Even though I didn’t have a lot of experience to show for it, I knew that I was a skilled writer with an eye for fashion. I just needed to get my foot in the door and I would soar.

“I like that mentality,” Miss Stone said, leaning back into her chair. “I think that it will take you far in this industry. In life too.”

“Thank you,” I said, feeling a glowing warmth in my chest.

“One more question,” she sighed heavily. “Tell me about an obstacle in your life and how you overcame it.”

I hated these kinds of questions. I got them a lot. Too much. I always felt like people wanted me to talk about racism or transphobia. But I never wanted to. Not that these things didn’t plague me. They definitely did. There was only one true answer to these types of questions, but I couldn’t talk about it. Not fully.

“I’m adopted,” I said firmly. Her facial expression responded for a brief moment, but I couldn’t decipher what her mind was saying. “I have wonderful parents who love me and accept me. That’s never been an obstacle.”

“Then what was?” she asked me. The interview was verging into odd therapy territory.

It was risky, but subtlety was my best friend in these situations. “Not to get into specifics…”

“You don’t have to say anything you’re uncomfortable with,” she told me. A sense of safety rested in her voice, and I felt a little bit better.

“The curiosity.” I found the words that bridged truth and lie. “I never felt the need to know them. I didn’t need my bio parents as parents. I needed them as puzzle pieces to understand me, I guess. And then of course, there is always that big question. Why did they give me up? I was angry for a while after I found out. But eventually, I reached a point where I realized that there was no way to know. I was abandoned as a newborn, with absolutely nothing connecting me to where or who I came from. That was the facts, and there was no going around that.” I wasn’t sure if this was the answer she was looking for, but I know my story is unique to me. If she was going to hire me, she should know this background is the foundation that built her future assistant.

“Plus, I have an amazing support system that helped me realize that no matter who I was or what my origins are, nothing would change my standing with them. I am a Queer Trans woman of color. I’ve found a lot of comfort from existing in my community. My community, my friends, and my family, they all taught me I didn't need to know my parents to understand who I am. And the wondering why, it lingers sometimes, but that’s not important either. I’m the person that I am because of my family and chosen family. Anything in my past or in my genes is just…extra.”

“Such a strong community.” She sounded like she had a sense of pride in her voice.

“Honestly, with them behind me, I can do anything.”

Miss Stone stood up from her desk and clapped her hands together. “Thank you, Bryn, I think I’ve heard enough.”

“Wait, really?” I asked, standing up with her. “You don’t want to ask more about my qualifications?” Even though I didn’t have much to say in that department. I had four years of high school journalism and an associate degree in journalism from my two years of community college. I also had a million stories from my various clothing store jobs. I could tell her about all of it.

“I can read all of that in your application,” she told me as she offered her hand. I gave her mine and her massively meaty palm covered it. I tried to give her my best firm handshake without crushing the bones of her fingers. I released that worry as soon as she let go of my hand.

She opened the door for me. Three other girls and one guy sat in the waiting room, all talking to Miss Stone’s current assistant.

“I’ll be in touch with my decision,” Miss Stone said with a smile.

“Thank you for meeting with me,” I said before leaving the waiting room. I was careful not to pay too much attention to any of the other applicants.

I made my way through the hall and exited through the door that rested at the end. I was immediately greeted by the clatter of voices tumbling over each other. The large open space was filled with lined up desks. People ran from desk to desk talking to occupants as they typed away at their computers. Some people stood at presentation boards against the far wall, discussing photos of clothes and models that were displayed.

I traversed the maze of workers, ultimately ignored. I approached the elevator and pushed the down button. I turned to look at the controlled chaos one last time as the doors dinged and opened.

I stepped into the silver box and as the doors began to close, I heard “Hold the door!” I quickly pressed the needed button on the panel and the doors jolted to a stop.

A young woman flew through the opened doors, nearly dropping the stack of manilla envelopes in her hands. “Thank you so much,” she gasped. “I’m late enough as it is, and knowing this building, the wait for the next elevator would have killed me.”

“No problem,” I said to her, prepared to spend the rest of the elevator ride in still silence.

“Did you just interview to be Miss Stone’s assistant?” she asked. Her emerald eyes sparkled with a glitz of excitement. Her almond-burnt skin had a soft glow to it. She wore a shoulderless black top with a white skirt that had black lace around the hem.

“I did,” I told her. “We’ll see if I get it.”

“Good luck! She’s the best.” Before I could respond, she spat out more excited words. “I love your outfit! Where’d you get it?”

“I made it actually,” I told her. “From hand-me-downs and thrift store finds.” I was wearing one of my dad’s old button-ups that I modified into a peplum top, 70s-style crosshatch pants that I hemmed into cigarette pants, and refurbished Oxfords.

“Wow, that’s amazing. It’s fun but not super exaggerated. You’ve got skills!” she said with a chipper tone. The elevator dinged and the doors opened. “It was nice to meet you! I hope you get the job!” She ran out onto the second floor as the silver doors shut behind her and took me to the building’s lobby.

I passed businesspeople in suits and blazers and left the building, with my fate resting firmly inside. The sun peered through metal giants engulfing the streets flooded with people. A world booming with life and color.

I began my walk to the subway.

A sweet smell hit my face, joined with the savory smell of cooking meat. A small woman stood at her street cart, flinging a bacon-wrapped hotdog from her grill onto a toasted bun before piling on a rainbow of caramelized peppers and onion and slathering ribbons of condiments on top like a personal signature. I smiled at the street vendor as I passed, and she nodded at me as a bicyclist handed her some crumpled dollar bills.

A few blocks over, I reached into my pocket and grabbed the change left over from purchasing my breakfast bagel. I dropped the loose coins in the coffee cup of the bearded man that sat beside a shopping cart full of handcrafted trinkets and treasures made of another man’s trash.

“Bless you, ma’am,” he said kindly.

“Hope it helps,” I told him as I continued on my way.

Closer to my destination, two young men carried boxes from a moving van into a building. “Don’t get that one by yourself, dude,” one of the boys said as he carried a stack of small boxes inside. “It’s hella heavy.” As I approached the van, the guy who was left behind made eye contact with me.

“Hey,” he greeted me with a smile. He squatted down and grunted as he lifted a large box. He didn’t take his eyes off of me until he lifted the box into the air, and it swiftly slipped from his hands. “Look out!” The box fell from the van and towards the sidewalk, right in my direction. 

I acted fast, putting my hands out and bracing for impact. I wrapped my arms around the cardboard before it could hit the ground. Stopping its momentum, I held it while the boy in the van apologized profusely for dropping it in the first place.

“It's okay,” I told him, nodding towards the box in my hands as a form of reassurance. I gingerly placed the box on the sidewalk.

“Dude, I told you to wait!” the other guy said as he rushed down the small steps of the building. “Are you okay, Miss? I’m sorry, my brother can be fucking dumb.” He examined both me and the box for damages when he got close.

“Yeah! No harm done,” I insisted.

“How did you catch that?” the brother in the van asked.

“I just have good reflexes,” I responded. I began walking again without giving them an opportunity to continue the conversation. 

“It took the two of us to get that thing in the van,” I heard one say to the other as the distance between us grew bigger. 

I spent the forty-minute subway ride kicking myself over the incident. My parents’ voices in my head rang like an alarm. The walk to my apartment building from the subway stop had never felt quicker, my feet propelled by my worry. My fingers fumbled as I input the code into the keypad on the wall, prompting me to put the code in again, getting it correct the second time. The door clicked unlocked and I pulled it open, careful not to pull it from the threshold, and passed through. I headed past the elevator, straight towards the stairwell when a voice stopped me.

“Bryn!” A tall woman with long shiny black hair in a thin red nightgown stood in the doorway of her opened apartment. She was in her mid-twenties, just a few years older than me. “I’ve got some more deliveries. They’ll be ready to go out tomorrow morning if you’re available.”

“Yeah, Ceci,” I said eagerly. I was happy to get work from her. Not only did she pay abnormally well for simple delivery jobs, but she was also by far one of our nicest neighbors. “Thank you so much for letting me help you.”

“Of course!” she laughed. “Although, I should be the one thanking you. I couldn’t possibly deliver on my own. Not as swiftly as you.” Her voice was smokey and her face cool and unbothered.

“Have a good rest of your day,” I said as I continued up the stairs. I stopped at the third floor and went to the end of the hall. I pulled my keys from my purse and unlocked the door. Two pairs of eyes shot up and looked at me.

“How did it go?” Lucinda and Macks asked in unison. They were both on the floor of our joint kitchen-dining room-living room, surrounded by poster boards, markers, scissors, and scraps of paper scattered across our floor and kitchen table.

Macks wore a neon yellow shirt with an abstract drawing of a cat on it, a personalized gift from an old artist friend. Their high-waisted blue jeans were splattered with remnants of dried paint. Gold and blue fishes dangled from their ears.

Lucinda had deep umber skin, dark and beautiful. She wore an oversize T-shirt with the words “plant mom” written out over sketches of various flora. Her head was wrapped in a silk piece of cloth decorated with a rainbow of geometric shapes.

“I have no idea,” I told them as I fell on our lumpy gray sofa. Macks jumped up and sat on the arm of the couch by my feet while Lucinda sat on the floor by my head and caressed my arm. “It lasted all of two seconds and she barely asked me anything.” 

I decided not to complain about the incident that happened before the meeting. Lucinda was currently dealing with enough ugliness in the world, I didn’t want to add my interaction onto her plate. I just know she’d make a crusade out of it, but she was in the middle of her own revolution.

Lucinda had worked at Cake’d, a popular bakery in the city, famous to tourists for their erotic-themed cakes and pastries, and a gem to locals for their delicious and expertly crafted treats. The owner had recently found himself in hot water due to complaints of racism and sexual harassment. Lucinda quit and was leading the charge against him. She was currently preparing for a protest right at the shop's front door.

“Even if you don’t get the job, something else will come your way,” Macks insisted.

“They’re right,” Lucinda piled on. “But if that woman doesn’t hire you, she’s not as much of a genius as you think she is.”

The conviction in Lucinda’s voice almost made me believe that Elizabeth Stone, top of her field, might actually be inferior.

“Something else happened today,” I said. “On the way home.”

“What?” Macks asked with a sense of worry and excitement in their voice.

“On my way home, I passed some guys who were moving into a building. Like the kind of guys that look like they go to the gym three times a day,” I began.

“Oh no, did they mess with you?” Lucinda asked, growing tense.

“No, they seemed like nice guys,” I insisted. “But one of them dropped a really heavy box, too heavy for either of them to carry alone, practically right on top of me.”

“And you caught it?” Macks asked, their voice heavy with accusation.

“It was a reflex!” I defended myself.

“Did they notice?” Lucinda asked, shutting Macks’ shock out of my brain.

“They definitely noticed but I doubt they’ll find a need to search for an explanation,” I said.

“You’re sure?” Lucinda asked, peering into me with her brown eyes. “They won’t be wondering why some perfectly average girl was able to outmuscle them?”

“They’ll probably forget about it by next week,” I reassured my housemates. “It was just a close call that got my head spinning a bit.”

This was a constant fear I shared with not just my best friends but also my parents. The five of us have been in a constant state of fear, wondering what might happen if someone catches wind of my secret and starts asking questions.

Questions none of us really had the answers to. The only thing we knew was one simple yet unbelievable fact. I had superhuman strength.




Chapter 2







“So, what's the next move?” Lucinda asked me as we approached Ceci’s door. “I don’t want you to fall into this position of freelance delivery girl. It’s not reliable work. No matter how well she pays you.” She had decided to join me on my errands for Ceci so she could distribute fliers around the city. After I made the deliveries and she hung up and passed out a significant number of fliers, we stopped for lunch before heading back home.

“I’m still looking for a job,” I told her as I knocked on the door.

“I’m worried,” Lucinda said. “With both of us not working, things will get rough real fast. Macks’ job isn’t going to cover the rent.”

“I know, but we’ll both find something,” I insisted. A small part of me was hopeful that my search would be over soon, but I had just been turned down for two positions and the only pending status was the assistant job for Miss Stone. “I know you’re worried. And that is super valid. But try to have some faith too.”

“Faith only gets you so far,” she sighed, dragging her fingers through the ends of her light brown hair.

Lucinda was so focused on her activism that she feared what her employment status would look like in the near future. She didn’t know if any bakery would rush to hire her after trying to destroy one of New York's prominent cake shops. Her former boss had a relationship with many bakeries in the city and any others would surely hear about her efforts from gossip or the media. 

The door in front of us swung open. “Hello ladies,” Ceci said with joy. “How’d the deliveries go?”

“Good,” I told her. “Everyone always seems really happy to receive your stuff.”

“I would hope so,” she laughed. “Or else I wouldn't be very good at what I do.” Ceci wore a silver-gray cardigan over a black jumpsuit. The form of her clothes accented her long legs. 

“What is it that you do?” Lucinda asked her. “I’m just realizing I’m not sure what it is you’re selling. From what Bryn tells me, it's all random stuff.”

“I’m a craftswoman,” she said proudly. “I truly do make random things. I grow herbs and make medicines and teas. I make jewelry. On occasion, I’ll make charms meant to stimulate a specific aspect life or the mind.”

“Like good luck charms?” Lucinda asked.

“Sometimes. But luck isn't the only thing people need. I can make charms for just about anything,” Ceci explained.

“And people pay for it?” Lucinda asked, skeptical.

“Luce,” I tried to rein her in before she said something rude to the only person paying me at the moment. She tended to be an uninhibited and impulsive person, and not everyone responded positively to her. Sometimes it seemed like Macks and I were the only people who understood that the things she would say on a whim were just free and harmless thoughts escaping her mind, not insults.

“Not just pay for it. They special order. I mostly work on commission.” Ceci answered, seeming eager to explain herself. She narrowed her eyes on Lucinda. “Do you not believe in that sort of thing? You have always struck me as a person of…high spirituality.”

“I don’t know,” she responded quickly, almost scoffing. “I think I’m more cautious than anything else.” She shifted the bag of take-out we ordered for Macks, from one hand to another, dropping the few fliers left over from the day. I quickly leaned down to catch them while Ceci did the same. She handed me the papers that managed to make it to the floor.

“I heard about that,” she said, looking at the Cake’d flier. “Such a shame. I think it's amazing how you are trying to hold this man accountable for his actions.”

“He refuses to even acknowledge the allegations,” Lucinda said, passion building in her voice. “He thinks if he pretends it’s not happening and that he is above it all, it will just go away.”

“It pisses me off that all it takes is white charm to disrupt and illegitimize claims of racism and sexual assault,” I said, trying to hold in my rage. I had been reading articles where Lucinda’s ex-boss was saying that the claims shocked him, seeing news interviews where he laughed it off, and even official statements on his social media accounts saying that he had always striven to make Cake’d a safe and comfortable business for both customers and employees. But not once did he ever address the allegations with an outward denial. Just pure deflection.

“We are holding a protest next week at the shop if you want to come,” Lucinda told her.

“I would love to be there,” Ceci said as Lucinda handed her a flier. “Anything I can do to help. He can’t get away with this.” She stared at the flier intensely for a few moments. Like she was lost on the page or perhaps within her own mind.

“Thank you,” Lucinda said, breaking the silent trance. “I appreciate all the support we can get.”

“Of course,” she said. “Oh! I almost forgot what you came here for.” She disappeared into her apartment and returned to hand me five twenty-dollar bills. I slipped the money into my pocket and thanked her for the work before saying our goodbyes.

Lucinda and I climbed the stairs to find two packages at our door. A large cardboard box topped with a smaller box wrapped in white paper. I picked them up and carried them in behind Lucinda. “We got mail,” I called out. Macks appeared from their bedroom and joined us around our tiny dining room table.

“Another care package from your parents?” they asked as I ripped through the taped cardboard with one tug of my hand. The box was filled with canned food, boxes of rice, a bag of flour sealed in a large plastic bag, protein and granola bars, laundry detergent, dish soap, and a box of my dad’s favorite cookies.

My parents sent us a care package once or twice a month. They worried about the three of us a lot. So, they would often send gifts, money, or just stop by for a week on occasion to make sure we were still alive and kicking. They moved away from the city a few years ago and I stayed behind and moved in with Lucinda and Macks. My heart was in this city, and I had dreams that could only be chased here, just like the two of them, so it only seemed natural. Plus, I wasn't quite ready to say goodbye to my best friends. Macks and I had known each other since elementary school and Lucinda came into our lives while we were in college.

“I love your parents,” Macks said as they began unpacking. “Where would we be without them?”

“Oh my gosh,” Lucinda said looking at the smaller package we received. “This one is from your mom.” She handed the small parcel to Macks, and they hesitated before taking it.

“I haven’t spoken to her in over a year,” Macks said, examining the object. “She addressed it to Macks.” They sounded surprised. This was understandable because getting their mom to call them by their name was a constant struggle. She only liked to use the name that she chose for them.

“Maybe she’s coming around,” Lucinda said with tempered hope.

“Maybe,” Macks said as they tore the layers of white paper. They uncovered a small wooden box with pearl-colored carvings of dots and lines that almost looked floral. They lifted the lid and removed a folded piece of paper. Reading it aloud, they said, “This belonged to your grandfather. He gave it to me the day you were born. He wanted to give it to you himself when you came of age, but he was very sick. I think he knew he wouldn’t live long enough to do so himself. I know we aren’t speaking, but I must respect my father’s wishes. Wear it well and with pride.”

Macks pulled a chain of braided brown strings from the box. At the end of the necklace hung a chunky black beetle in a translucent emerald-colored casing, embroidered with brass filigree around its rounded rectangular shape.

“What is that?” Lucinda asked, examining the insect.

“It’s this necklace my grandfather wore,” Macks said. “He had it on in every picture I’ve seen of him.”

“So, it’s like, some kind of family heirloom?”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure it was passed down through the generations,” Macks told us. “This was the most important thing he carried with him from the Philippines. My grandma told stories about it. It's supposed to be this symbol of power and protection. But no one ever told me that my grandfather wanted me to have it.”

“Maybe this could be a bridge between you and your mom. Couldn’t you ask her more about it and your grandfather?” I asked.

“Doesn't sound like she’s ready to talk,” Macks responded as they crumpled up the letter. They looked at the pendant before hanging it around their neck.

This broke my heart. I had seen Macks’ struggle with their family. I had been a shoulder to cry on, a support system in their darkest moments, even giving them a place to stay with my own family when theirs was too unbearable or otherwise unloving. My parents, bless their souls, gave them the love they needed. I only wished that it could come from their own parents. I know there is a piece of Macks missing, and only their parents could fill that hole.

I wanted them to know the warmth that can come from a parental relationship, and I'm glad my parents were able to offer the closest version of that, while Lucinda and I provided more love and support than they could possibly know what to do with. And while we were there for them, I continued to hold out hope that their parents would come around.

Instinctively, like a magnetic pull, Lucinda and I moved closer to Macks. Leaning into them in a wordless embrace that spoke volumes. As they gazed down at the pendant around their neck, no doubt seeing images of their mother playing in their head, I couldn't help but conjure my own.

My mother. A pillar of grace. More powerful than I could ever be, even with my strength. Everything seemed to come so easy to her. I wanted life to be as easy as she made it seem. In all of the world’s problems, she was the solution. The horrors of the world, which should have terrified me, couldn’t touch me as long as I was in her protective arms. We were soulmates, made perfectly for each other. 

The universe gave her to me.

Out of all the orphaned children in the world, Marcela Gonzalez-Ortiz somehow found me. Chose me.

The child of immigrants who dreamt of the home her parents told stories of. An art teacher and pottery maker. A genius baker but somehow a terrible cook. A storyteller. A woman who holds everyone she meets in her heart. A maternal force of nature. She shaped the woman I was today by navigating my childhood with a sense of calculated confidence.

When my parents told me that I was adopted, it didn’t occur to me that I was missing some piece of myself. I never saw it that way. I never imagined that I was abandoned as a newborn. The way I saw it, when they brought me home, they gave me everything I needed.

As a child, my mother would take me to work with her every Friday, and on the way home, we would go to the park. She worked at a private school in a white neighborhood. The park in the area was greener and cleaner with brand new equipment and sprinklers to cool you off on hot days. I was too young to understand why the park by our house was not given the same love and care. For one fleeting day of each week, she’d let me experience that love and care.

Eventually, kids in that neighborhood took notice of our routine appearances. A particular group of boys would wait for me at the top of the slide each week. Once we were face to face, they’d jeer about how my brown skin was actually a layer of dirt and how poor I must have been to not be able to afford bathwater.

After weeks of swallowing these comments, I went to my mother in tears. Appalled by what I told her, she rushed us home and I was sure that was the end of it. I was sure I would never go back to the nice park again. But sure enough, we went back the following week. I dreaded seeing the playground bullies again. But this time, the park was full of children and parents from our neighborhood. My mother had rallied the parents together to organize a massive playdate with playmates who looked more like me. A playdate that continued week after week while the park in our neighborhood went through a quiet rejuvenation. By the time summer came around, our neighborhood park was a beautiful wonderland of a different kind. To this day, I don’t know how she made that happen, but we never needed to find joy in hostile parks again.

When my dad got injured at work and was unable to go back for the month and a half it took for his arm to heal, my mom began selling her pottery to help keep us afloat. Awake with the rising sun to mold clay, off to work during the day, and then back home to continue molding until midnight. Then every weekend she’d pack up her creations of the week and the three of us would set up shop at street fairs and farmers’ markets. When my father healed and returned to work, my mother continued to sell her crafts, turning her passion into a third income.

When I told her that I was a girl, she embraced me. Her pregnant belly was warm against my tiny body, and I wished I could develop inside of her like my baby brother. To be birthed anew into the daughter I was meant to be.

When my strength first developed, I was afraid to touch anyone, worried that I might break them. She refused to let me fear myself. She went to the bodega and purchased three cartons of eggs. She told me that if I could grasp something delicate and keep it safe, I could hold my mother’s hand.

She sat with me on the roof of our building, as I trained myself in control. She talked me through it. A perfectly normal mother, without the slightest idea what was happening to her child. Somehow, she knew exactly how to fix it. After seven eggs shattered at my touch, eggshells sprinkled at our feet and our matching sundresses were dirty and yolk-stained, she placed the eighth egg in my hand, and it did not break for a whole fourteen seconds.

She cheered and celebrated my restraint. I looked into her bright smile and knew that I could do this because she believed I could do it. Day after day, she stood by my side as I tried not to crush things. Eggs, oranges, baseballs, her favorite vases. Eventually, I held my mother’s hand again.

Macks deserved a mother like this. Not a mother who refused their name and sent curt letters in the mail. And if they couldn’t have a mother like mine, I was happy to share her with them.




Chapter 3







“I have to admit, you were kind of right,” Macks said to Lucinda, a fruitful smile growing on their face.

“I was very right,” Lucinda corrected. “We all needed to get outside and enjoy life instead of stress out about it. Sun, friends, and alcohol. It’s the perfect refresher.”

Lucinda had forced us out of the apartment to have brunch at a rooftop restaurant that she used to work at, and because she’s still friends with the manager, the entire experience was comped.

We sat on top of the roof bathed in sunlight at a circular garden table. A golden pineapple mimosa in front of Macks, a hot pink strawberry mimosa in Lucinda’s hand, and a bright peach Bellini in mine. With our food plates cleared away, we sat in each other's company and the comfort of bottomless drinks.

With my job stress, Lucinda’s activism, and Macks’ family drama, a day where we could get out of our heads was much needed.

Lucinda wore giant sunglasses and a black bob wig on her head. A long floral skirt draped down her legs, and a plain white blouse rested on her torso. She looked upward, embracing the light that radiated from the sky. “This isn’t totally a selfless act by the way,” she said before taking a sip from her glass. “I need to loosen you up for tonight. I can’t have you killing the vibe.”

“Were you worried that we would?” Macks asked. A hint of offense was woven into their tone. The necklace they received from their mother sat prominently on their chest, above an army green jumpsuit. Earrings made from the heads of miniature baby dolls dangled as they spoke.

“I couldn’t afford to take the chance,” she giggled. “But no, I wouldn’t expect you two to be anything other than lovely.”

“I don’t think it's possible to be in a bad mood when you’re performing,” I told her. Lucinda had a reputation as a drag performer, working random bars all throughout the city. She had the amazing ability to hype up any crowd. Tonight was the debut of a monthly event that she’d be headlining. She was overflowing with excitement to be a regular performer and have a solid stake in nightlife entertainment. She had been planning and practicing her performance militantly for weeks, whenever she wasn’t planning the protest.

Macks and I tried our best to be at every performance, but this one was big. Macks made sure to call off work at the theater so they could be there even before it started to get some footage of Lucinda backstage, in her element. 

Macks was filming a documentary about the Cake’d scandal. Just their way of contributing to the cause. They were pretty sure the scandal wouldn’t get the coverage it needed. Macks is a believer in art speaking volumes, and thinks this film, centering the Cake’d employees, could spread the message further than the news outlets that might forget about it once the buzz died down.

“Except when she turns our entire apartment into a performance venue,” Macks teased, “and we’re the captive audience.”

“I’ve never heard you complain before,” Lucinda shot back.

“Of course not,” Macks responded. “How could you possibly hear over the music?”

“And the singing,” I added.

“So much singing!” Macks squealed. We all erupted into laughter.

I almost didn’t even notice the vibration coming from my phone. I lifted it, expecting to see photos of my little brother’s wrestling competition, which was the only thing my mother was able to talk about last time we spoke. But the notification was not from my mom. It was a phone call from a number that I immediately recognized as the same number that called to set up my Divinity Magazine interview.

I swallowed a knot that immediately formed in my throat. The laughter at our table stopped, Lucinda and Macks looking at me with curious eyes.

“It’s them,” I said. The two of them nodded in response, knowing exactly what I was referring to. They sat in silence while the tables around us continued to chat and revel in their fun. I answered, preparing myself to hear the rejection. It was kind of them to call, rather than just ghost me like most employers who decided to pass on hiring me.
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