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Aarón


MAKING MUSIC IS LIKE SUMMONING A GHOST. PLAY the right melody, strike the right chords, and people remember the past with their whole bodies. What it felt like to fall in love for the first time. What it felt like to have that heart you never knew could be so big, broken.


The right song sinks its teeth in us and makes us feel in places we thought were numb. The right song hangs us high above the clouds and makes us dream.


My mother’s favorite song was “The Book of Love” by Peter Gabriel, and when life gets quiet, when life gets loud, I close my eyes and sometimes I can hear the strings washed in synthesizer. I can feel the rise and fall of the notes in my chest. I can feel her unfurling my clenched fists and wrapping her arms around me.


I feel things that I can’t unlock otherwise.


It’s been eight months since she died and the only thing that makes life bearable is being the one to turn the key, to find the song that finally reaches the person who’s been hiding in the corner of the dance hall all night, to watch it slide over their body and wrench them onto their feet.


Sometimes it’s just a toe tap, a jiggle of the knee. Sometimes a tear falls. Sometimes it’s a smile so small you can barely see it. And it’s those moments that keep me coming back to these grimy dance halls and smelly gymnasiums, DJing every family reunion and quinceañera that comes my way.


Because it’s better than being home on the weekends with my dad and my brother who have stuffed their grief so down deep that it’s like we live on two separate planets—one where Mom is a bittersweet memory and the other where she never existed at all. Because when I’m the one controlling what’s coming through those speakers, I can change my whole mood with one swipe of the play button. I can remember her when I want. I can forget it all too.


The seven-foot robot standing next to me shrugs. “Or maybe you’re the only DJ, and I use that term loosely, ending up in smelly gymnasiums and dimly lit refectories because you’re also the only one without a flashy pseudonym and an oversized headpiece with an ironic costume to match.” The robot frowns. “You need some style, kid.”


At first glance he looks like one of the party decorations or maybe even tonight’s second act. What kid doesn’t want a giant walking, talking robot leading everyone into La Macarena?


But he’s not and the only one glancing in his direction is me because I’m the only one that can actually see him.


I wish I knew what he is. All I know is he’s been following me around since the funeral. A ghost as invisible as I am when I’m roaming the halls of Monte Vista High School. All my sadness wrapped up in shiny tinfoil and shaped like an oversized child’s toy. He keeps playing games with me like one, his latest some deranged version of cat and mouse with my sanity being the mouse.


But just because he’s (probably) not real doesn’t mean he’s wrong. Maybe I wouldn’t still be here, half an hour after the party was supposed to have ended, if I had a flashier setup or a larger-than-life persona. Maybe then I wouldn’t be so invisible. But being invisible has its perks. For one, none of the drunk partygoers have attempted to make small talk with me. I’d definitely call that a win.


“I’ll admit,” the robot says, “that is pretty impressive considering some of these people have been drinking for three hours straight. Well, at least all the white people who showed up at four because that’s what the invitation said.”


Some of them were already buzzed by the time the family finally arrived. But is it even una fiesta real if the birthday boy doesn’t arrive late to his own party? He showed up bouncing in a souped-up muscle car with hissing hydraulics. The kid should have been wearing a helmet, but that would have messed up his perfectly gelled hair.


The robot scoffs. “If these people wanted to cumbia the night away, they shouldn’t have booked the church during peak funeral season.”


“I didn’t know funerals had a season.”


“Everything has a season.”


It’s not just about the wake, I think. I’ve got shit to do too.


“Mm-hm, sure you do.”


Two little girls with bare feet and cake-stained faces elbow each other on the way to my setup.


The taller one asks, “Can you play ‘Yo Perreo Sola’?”


The robot lifts a hand to his mouth. “Not sure that’s an age-appropriate request…”


The smaller one stamps her feet. “No, Nayeli, you said it was my turn!”


Neither of them can see me rolling my eyes behind my sunglasses—my only attempt at creating a mysterious persona.


“Not to mention the fact that you’ve played that song twice already.” The robot groans. “Seriously, kid, one more and I’m popping every single balloon in this goddamned place.”


The girls walk right through him, still shoving each other.


“I want Bad Bunny.”


“I want the baby shark song!”


There’s hair pulling now. The little one screams.


“Bad Bunny!”


“Baby shark!”


I override them both and load “La Carcacha” into my queue. The girls perk up at the sound of el güiro and drag each other back onto the concrete area that’s been marked off as the dance floor, before hiking up their skirts and spinning in circles under the strobe lights.


I scan the other dancers for birthday boy’s parents. The priest stands in the doorway, probably looking for them too. They’re supposed to be setting up food in here for the wake that’s just wrapping up down the hall. Some of the family is already here, all dressed in black and clutching rosaries.


My cell phone buzzes on the table. I check the screen.


ACADIA AUDITION 8PM


Shit. I’m not gonna make it.


The robot shrugs. “Maybe showing up and vomiting your guts out onstage is worse than not showing up at all.”


“You don’t get it,” I growl.


“Enlighten me.”


I remember finding the flyer about the auditions on the floor outside stats class, the little stars someone had doodled around the words SCHOLARSHIPS AVAILABLE.


And my first thought was I need to show Mom.


A gut-wrenching reflex. The worst kind of muscle memory.


But then the truth caught up to me, grabbing that big veiny muscle and squeezing hard. Until my next thought was I can’t. Because she’s gone.


The alarm on my phone goes off again and there’s something otherworldly about it. Like she’s calling me from another dimension.


You can do this, Aarón. You can do it for me.


I glance toward the exit. I have exactly ten minutes to run six city blocks, catch the 37 bus, then change out my dirty DJ shirt for a clean button-down, all while engaging in a battle of psychological warfare with myself.


The robot raises a hand. “And don’t forget about me.”


I glare at him. How could I?


But people are still dancing. If I leave, they’ll notice.


“So a distraction, perhaps?” The robot beams.


“Don’t you dare,” I snap.


Suddenly, there’s a pop, the music dying out in a static hiss.


“What did you just—?”


The robot raises his hands. “It wasn’t me!”


A woman in a black dress is clutching the power cord next to the generator. She’s breathing hard, eyes narrowed like she’s ready to take that cord and string it around all our necks. But then it slips from her grasp like she’s just woken up from a dream. Or maybe she thinks she’s in one right now.


My mom’s funeral felt like that. Like we were all wading through fog, thinking we’d been swallowed into some kind of parallel universe.


“Party’s over,” the priest interjects. “Thank you all for coming. If you’ll just start making your way toward the exit…”


The woman who pulled the power cord still looks shaken, trying not to make eye contact with the disgruntled dancers.


And I wonder for the first time who’s inside that casket. Because the look on her face tells me they were everything.


Suddenly, I’m angry all over again. Because someone she loves is dead. Because my mom is too. Because you can’t just take the sun away and expect everything else to go on living.


“Is that what you call this?” the robot gestures around the room. “Living?”


This time when the alarm sounds it’s like an electric shock. A sign that I could be. If I was just brave enough to try.


I pack up my stuff and race through the exit doors, my backpack bouncing like a ton of bricks. I pray the laptop doesn’t shatter against my keyboard.


Please let Señora Muñez be waiting for the bus. Please let Señora Muñez be waiting for the bus.


Señora Muñez is ninety years old. If she’s waiting for the bus, Mr. V will have to put it in park so he can get out and help her up the ramp. She’ll hold his arm in a death grip, trying to make small talk while the other passengers look on in annoyance. She’ll start calling Mr. V Enmanuel because that’s her oldest son’s name. He’ll correct her, a reminder that Enmanuel is dead, and then she’ll burst into tears while Mr. V and the other passengers desperately try to console her.


If Señora Muñez is waiting for the bus, I can make the audition.


If Señora Muñez is waiting for the bus, well, it could change everything.


I round the corner, bounding over broken sidewalk and past Speedy’s gas station. A horn blares. A pickup truck almost swipes me as I’m crossing the driveway. I wave my hands, more of a prayer than an apology.


Please let Señora Muñez be waiting for the bus.


I see the bus stop on the other side of the school building and cut across the grass, trying not to remember all the times I puked my guts out on the track. My twin brother, Miguel, was always the star athlete, not me.


But I try to channel his speed as I cut through the courtyard and zigzag across the parking lot. When I emerge on the sidewalk directly in front of the bus stop a truck is idled, blocking my view. It pulls away as I cross the street.


And on the other side… Señora Muñez is not waiting for the bus.


I look down the road, searching for taillights.


Instead, there are two cats spitting at each other, wrestling over something rotten. I sit on the empty bench and I don’t want to feel it. But I do.


I’m relieved.


I’m a coward.


The street is quiet, but my skin can feel what my eyes can’t see. Bass jumping a few blocks over at Speedy’s. Mutts snapping at the holes in the chain-link fence lining the highway. My father’s alarm screaming in his ear to get ready for his night shift.


The relief I was feeling just a few seconds ago is replaced by a pang. Because he’s the reason I have to get out of here. Because orbiting a black hole is exhausting.


My phone buzzes again and I silence it.


It was stupid. I’m stupid.


“You’re scared.” The robot stretches his arms across the back of the park bench. “The difference is slight, but there is one.”


“Can you be quiet?”


“I don’t know. Can you?” He shrugs. “I’m in your head, kid. Not mine.” The robot that is just a figment of my imagination sighs like he’s the one being inconvenienced by my constant presence instead of the other way around. “Hey, not just any robot. I think you mean, the robot that is the stage persona of a musician who you idolize a little too much and who is also just a figment of your imagination. I’d call it an obsession, really. And I’d be flattered, you know, if the whole thing didn’t have this creepy serial killer vibe, which come to think of it, I shouldn’t actually be worried about since I’m already dead.”


“You’re not dead,” I say, even though I have no idea.


Xavier López, aka La Maquina, who is a musician that I deeply admire but am in no way obsessed with, has been missing for almost a year, and I may or may not have been collecting clues in an attempt to find him. But just to make sure he’s okay.


“Like I said. Creepy. Also you forgot to mention the love letters.”


“They’re not ‘love letters,’” I snap.


They’re more like updates; neighborhood news to let him know that he still matters. Like when the Little League baseball team he sponsors, the Flying Chanclas, took photos in their new uniforms, robot patches sewn onto their sleeves, or when La Puerta Abierta held their annual Easter egg hunt on the soccer field he paid for, every kid in the neighborhood waddling home with baskets overflowing with candy thanks to a generous donation that I know came from him.


“If you know it came from me, then why the hell would I need an update?”


“Because someone should say thank you.” I shrug. “Shouldn’t they?”


And because this isn’t the first time La Maquina has had a mental breakdown and disappeared. Reminding him he matters might be the key to pulling him out of it.


“And if I don’t want anyone to pull me out?” the robot asks. “What then?”


My stomach twists. Because I don’t know what happens then.


In the quiet, I’m bombarded by the sound of my own heartbeat, still racing. I let it swell in my ears until I’m dizzy with it. And yet, I still don’t know it quite as well as the night screams and chattering TV screens. The monotone voice at the crossing lights mixed with the Spanish guitar intro of Amor Eterno.


I know the sounds of this neighborhood better than my own heartbeat.


They usually make me feel safe. But right now, sitting on this park bench instead of the bus, weighed down by the chains of my own indecision, I wonder what it would feel like to not exist within this symphony. To leave Monte Vista and live in a fancy dorm, the sounds of instruments I’ve probably never even heard of wafting down the corridors.


But then I remember that Monte Vista is not a symphony. Not to the people in the new high-rise apartments on the edge of our neighborhood. Not to the teachers at Acadia or the judges who would have been listening to my performance tonight.


When they drive through our barrio or see it on the news, they don’t hear a song. They hear sirens. Secrets.


If I had gotten up on that stage, if I’d played something for them, maybe that’s all they would have heard. A secret language they’d rather make disappear than try to understand. Or maybe they would have understood. Maybe if I could have arranged the notes just right, they would have heard something they could understand. Something they could accept.


Forgive.


Around the neighborhood, gas ranges click on, flames gasping for air. It’s dinnertime, voices swirling around hot stoves and cramped kitchen tables, families full on big belly laughs and posole. There’s static—someone adjusts the radio. “Soy de Rancho” plays as bare feet dance on linoleum floors.


I wait for something inside me to click and catch fire too.


Maybe I need a match.


I tap my cell phone screen, igniting the sound in my headphones that always saves me. Suddenly, Monte Vista is behind glass, drums punching at the barrier, making everything rattle and shake. Sometimes I turn La Maquina’s music up so loud that I can feel my skull filling with cracks.


But that’s when things slither out. Sometimes those things are choruses and drumbeats. And sometimes they’re giant robots that follow me around wherever I go, whispering things, calling me crazy. The one thing my brain hasn’t been able to create is a remedy. Maybe I just haven’t found the right song yet, something to turn my cracks into puzzle pieces.


“Or maybe there’s just no figuring you out.” The robot grins, his mouth a neon U.


Suddenly, the whir of an engine pulls my gaze and the brakes squeal as the 37 bus comes to a stop in front of me.


The doors open with a gasp. “Hey, Aarón, sorry I’m running late. I know you have your audition tonight.”


I look past Mr. V and see Señora Muñez dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. There’s a pharmacy bag on her lap.


She was waiting for the bus. She was waiting for the goddamned bus.


“S’okay,” I mumble because I can barely open my mouth.


I sit across from Señora Muñez, not sure if I want to kiss her or start crying too. Because now I have no choice. I have to do this.


I think I’m going to be sick.


At the next stop, I consider hopping out and saving myself from what is guaranteed to be a total shit show, but then the doors open and the thing that’s usually pumping blood through my veins starts to go haywire. Like when you drop an Alka-Seltzer in a soda bottle and the whole thing fizzes and explodes.


Because there is Mia Villanueva, hair in a bun, lips like the pink seam of a peach, holding her trumpet case and scanning the empty seats.
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After God flooded the earth, he fashioned a rainbow as a promise—that no matter how bad a storm seemed, it wouldn’t keep raining forever.


In the weeks leading up to my mom’s death, the rain didn’t stop. It pelted me in her hospice room. Stung me in my sleep.


Until the day she died.


When the nurses told us she was gone, I ran out of the sliding glass doors, down the next street and the next, and when my legs finally slowed, it was her voice that made me look up.


“Does it look brighter to you?”


Mia was standing on the sidewalk outside Speedy’s, head hanging back.


“What?” I followed her eyes to the cobalt sky above our heads.


It was electric, pocked with silver clouds. Even the trees looked different, the leaves so vibrant, I could barely look at them without squinting. And I felt her. In the colors too saturated to be real. In the sunlight and birdsong and warm gentle breeze.


As if the second my mother slipped away, God took the best pieces of her and scattered them like glitter.


And I almost didn’t notice; wouldn’t have if it hadn’t been for Mia stopping me in my tracks. The rainbow after a yearlong storm that I was so sure would swallow me whole.


“Maybe I’m wrong.” Mia furrowed her brow.


“No.” I shaded my eyes, taking in the way she sparkled like everything else. “You’re not wrong. I see it too.”


I wanted to tell her that my mom was dead. I wanted to tell her that sometimes when I walked past the empty band hall and heard her playing her trumpet alone, I thought about stopping and asking her what it felt like. How she survived it when she lost her dad; when we were twelve and the other kids wouldn’t stop staring at her, like if they looked in her eyes long enough, they might be able to see how it happened.


But when she smiled and walked away, taking that sparkle with her, I didn’t try to stop her.


I didn’t tell her that our hearts now carried the same scar.


Just like I never mustered up the courage to ask her out.


Just like I never mustered up the courage to do anything.


Now there are just a few weeks until graduation and I’m still choking.
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“Mia, your audition is today, isn’t it?” one of the other bus riders, Mrs. Molina, asks.


She nods and I can tell by her blanched knuckles that she’s nervous.


“You’re going to be amazing,” Mr. V promises.


Her tense smile disappears as she heads to the back of the bus. And then Mia Villanueva, the girl that turns my brain to static, comes to stand directly in front of me.


“Hey…”


I glance to my left. The seat is empty. I look to my right at the seven-foot robot sitting next to me. But I know she can’t see him.


“Is this seat taken?”


I shake my head, too hard and too fast. Then she sits, her leg brushing mine, and I stop moving. Everything stops moving. The other bus riders. The cars that just a few minutes ago were whizzing past the windows. The people on the sidewalk. The clouds overhead. Everything stands perfectly still, pressing every millisecond of this moment into a memory.


But then Mia’s fingers start tapping her bare knee, and everything is set in motion again, my heart pumping at warp speed.


“You okay?” she asks.


Words somehow force their way to my lips. “I don’t know.” I find her reflection in the window across from us, too afraid of looking at her directly. “You?”


“Same.” Then she turns to face me. “Are you auditioning tonight?” She nods to the keyboard sticking out of my backpack.


I swallow. “Yeah…”


“Me too,” she says. “I think…”


The tires graze the concrete curb, signaling our arrival at the auditorium.


“Buena suerte, mija.” Mrs. Molina reaches over and pats her hand.


Mia heads for the exit but not before looking back at me one last time. She means Aren’t you coming?


But for some reason I’m not moving.


I. Can’t. Move.


Mia’s face softens and I can’t read what’s there. Disappointment? Anger? Betrayal?


“She barely knows you,” the robot interjects.


My mouth falls open, but I don’t know how to speak to her. I don’t know how to tell the truth. That I’m scared.


She knows it anyway and I can tell by her eyes, shifting from me to the stairs of the auditorium, that she feels it too.


The last of the exiting passengers are almost down the steps.


Say something.


I inhale, but the words are stuck.


“Wish me luck?”


Then she heads for the exit, disappearing into the crowd headed for the concert hall as I bury my phone and all its useless alarms in my bag. Because my songs are not a symphony and nothing I’ve made will catch the world on fire.
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Mia




IN MY FAMILY, DOUBT IS AN INHERITANCE. IT CHASED my mother out of her bed in the middle of the night, into our 1998 Chevy pickup truck, and off to God knows where the year I turned twelve. It kept my father in an alcoholic chokehold that squeezed the life out of him six months after she left. It’s forced my brother Andrés to breathe his muffled poetry behind the elastic of a luchador mask, and it’s taught my other brother, Jazzy, that the only way to avoid a broken heart is to break the other person’s heart first.


Some nights it pulls up a chair at the dinner table; others it stares at us from the dark corner behind the television. But we are never allowed to mention it by name. We are never allowed to show how it haunts us.


And the hardest part is that Doubt does not lie. It just doesn’t tell the whole truth.


For the past two days, Doubt’s half-truths have frozen me to the back row of bus number 37, holding my hand and whispering in my ear. You can’t let them see you. They’ll hate it. They’ll hate it. And tonight, it will be the only member of my family watching from the audience as I perform for a spot at the Acadia School of Music.


“Psst.” A sharp hiss makes me jump. A girl in a black dress and a tight shiny bun waves a hand at me. “Hey, what number are you?”


I stare down at the number stuck to my chest.


Her eyes widen. “You’re right after me.” She turns her attention to the stage. “Can you see what number she is?” Adrenaline paints her cheeks a rosy pink. “Eighteen. Three more musicians and then I’m up.”


I feel myself pale in reply. Three more musicians before her means four more musicians before me.


“Are you going for one of the scholarships?” she asks.


I swallow, tasting bile.


The school received an anonymous donation along with explicit instructions to hold auditions for students from Monte Vista, Real, Los Feliz, and Grant Avenue. Places these fancy private university people would never actually step foot in, which is why they needed an incentive.


Although, that hasn’t stopped some of the rich kids from the west side from showing up anyway. I heard some of their parents had a problem with special auditions being held for mostly Black and brown kids and have been screaming about reverse racism.


I think it’s funny since Acadia has been holding auditions on the west side for years at donors’ homes, pretending they were just invitation-only fundraisers. In other words, the white parents loved the pay-to-play policy when they were the only ones who could actually pay to play. But this donation has changed everything.


No one knows who the anonymous donor is, probably some social justice vigilante who will step out of the shadows sooner or later once this whole thing goes viral. But what we do know for certain is that Acadia never would have given us a chance without all that money hanging over their heads.


That’s why every kid I’ve ever known who thinks they can sing, dance, or play an instrument has shown up in their Sunday best. Which is why I’m surprised by the girl’s question—am I going for one of the scholarships? Of course I am. Doesn’t she see it all over my face? In the sweat staining the sides of my dress? The dress that isn’t even mine but that I borrowed from one of the other hairdressers at the salon where Jazzy works.


“Yeah, I’m going for one of the scholarships,” I finally say.


“Me too. Where you from?”


“Monte Vista.”


“So, I guess you’ve heard the rumor then…”


“What rumor?”


Someone in the next row shushes us.


The girl gives them a dirty look before leaning closer. “The rumor that La Maquina might be the anonymous donor. He’s from your neighborhood, right?”


I nod. I’ve heard the rumor.


But no one’s seen or heard from Xavier López in months, and part of me thinks this is just another desperate attempt by people to bring him back from the dead, or Mexico, or wherever the hell he ran off to. He’s been missing for almost a year, so the possibilities are endless.


But letting go of your hometown hero is hard, especially for people who love his music so much he’s not just their hero but some kind of god. Unless he really is dead, which would definitely negate that whole theory, and which, honestly, is probably closer to the truth. I’ve known addicts. My father was addicted to alcohol and my mother was addicted to freedom. I know where they ended up.


But maybe as long as people still have La Maquina’s music, they’ll never be able to think of him as a ghost.


My trumpet teacher, Mr. Barrero, says that’s what happens when you’re a great storyteller. Once the story has a life of its own, there’s no making you disappear.


I turn my attention back to the girl onstage and at first she looks totally in control. But the longer I stare, the more I can see that she’s grasping at the notes. Because all that practice hasn’t tuned the only instrument that matters.


Her heart.


I can’t hear it.


Because the girl is not a storyteller.


I try to tell myself that’s the difference between me and every tight-lipped musician that’s taken the stage. They are experts at telling other people’s stories. Beethoven, Chopin, Bach. But I grew up with different fairy tales, ones I told myself, alone in the dark behind my closed bedroom door. Where monsters wore my mother’s face and the best heroes knew how to hide.


As applause signals the end of one performance and the beginning of another, that’s all I want to do. But I promised myself I wouldn’t run again.


That I would try.


That I would fight.


The next performer is a violinist. His hair is slicked back, some gel dried white to his forehead. The first few notes of Caprice no. 5 by Paganini leap from the strings like flint stones igniting a spark. He sets everything on fire. The crowd erupts.


My skin is hot. Like I’m dangling over those flames, ready to drop any second.


“Are you okay?” the girl asks.


I wipe my brow with the back of my hand. It’s soaked.


“Stage fright?”


I nod even though stage fright does little to describe what is actually happening inside my body right now.


I barely hear the girl as she says, “Good luck,” before rising to her feet.


Which means I’m next.


She maneuvers under the spotlight, stone-faced. But as she cradles the violin, I can’t help but search for signs—that I should bail; that I should do what I do best and hide.


It doesn’t take long for me to find what I’m looking for.


The girl’s instrument glints beneath the light, catching her smile. She looks shiny and new. But then she shifts, bow tearing across the strings as she angles closer to center stage. She’s trying to find her mark.


So are the judges. I watch as their eyes narrow in on the tiny piece of plastic sticking out from the neck of the girl’s dress. One of them motions to her collar, pointing it out to the woman sitting next to her. The dress only looks new because it is, with the tags still on it and everything.


The faster the girl plays, the more exposed it becomes. And as the judges take their eyes away from her performance, noses down over their scorecards, I realize that just because this anonymous donation guarantees that two of us will get in, that doesn’t mean they’re going to treat us any differently once we get there.


“Number twenty-two?” Someone stands over me and I jump.


My forearm instinctively presses to my chest, hiding my number. But she already saw it.


“Come this way, please.”


I stand, knees quaking. Because I can’t follow her to that stage. I can’t even move.


The woman tries to wave me forward.


My trumpet case is sweaty in my hand.


“Miss!” she hisses.


That’s when I realize the auditorium has erupted in cheers again. The girl bows, finished.


I take one last look at the judges. They can sense I’m causing some sort of disruption. The spotlight feels like it’s already reaching for me.


And suddenly, I am frozen.


I am nine years old standing under an artificial sun. I look down at my brothers as they squirm in the fourth row. My father has Jazzy by the arms, trying to hold him still. My mother snaps at them both and then everyone turns to look. While I hold the old trumpet Mr. Barrero let me borrow because my parents couldn’t buy me one. While I silently plead for them to stop.


Stop. Please. Stop.


But my mother’s anger is left over from that morning when my father called her a puta and she called him a drunk. He yells the same thing now, Jazzy crying and trying to break out of his hold. No one is looking at me and then everyone is looking at me. Holding my trumpet, cheeks stained with silent tears as a wet shadow appears on the front of my skirt.


Now I’m watching that little girl from the audience. She reaches out her hand, sobbing, begging me to drag her offstage. To replace her with someone strong. To be strong.


Be strong, Mia.


But I can’t. Because I’m sobbing too.


Before the woman beckoning me to the stage can see the tears, I bolt, running without thinking.


There are people outside on the steps. I push through them and someone calls after me. “Watch where you’re going!”


But I don’t know where I’m going. I’m just going. Going until my lungs are screaming, until I’m halfway home.


A car races past, reggaeton bumping loud from the speakers, and I press myself to the wall of Speedy’s gas station. Lights buzz above me and I think I’m going to be sick.


Get out your phone. Call Andrés.


Unlike the woman who tried to coax me toward the stage, I know he won’t think I’m crazy. At least, not for running. For signing up to audition, sitting through over a dozen other performances and waiting my turn—all that he’ll think was nuts. But only because Doubt whispers in his ear as often as it whispers in mine.


What I don’t know is whether or not Doubt is the only voice or if he hears our father too. Exasperated and talking a mile a minute about dreams and hope and promises. Like he knew one day he was going to disappear. Like he could already feel it happening.


The night of the talent show we were running late. I was alone in the back seat of the car, counting the seconds tick by while I watched my parents through the kitchen window. They were still inside the house, backlit by the six o’clock news, yelling at each other.


I pinched my eyes shut, stomach aching at the thought of missing my turn.


A door slammed. My father slid into the driver’s seat and I found his eyes in the rearview mirror.


“We’re going to be late,” I said.


“No.” He turned to face me. “I won’t let that happen.” He reached back and squeezed my knee, his hands rough.


They should have been scrubbing plates at the Chinese buffet, but he took off work because he said it was important. As we idled in the driveway, I couldn’t help but think he was wrong.


“It’s okay.” I looked down. “It’s stupid. We don’t have to go.”


“Mia.”


I met his eyes. They were serious. Maybe even a little sad.


“Do you love playing?”


I shrugged.


“Mia, do you love it?”


I nodded, cheeks warm.


“Then it’s not stupid.” He sighed, facing out the window. But I could still see his reflection, eyes narrowed as his entire body sank into a memory even older than I was. “Before you and your brothers were born, I thought about who you might be. What you’d like.” He smiled to himself. “Your passions.” Then he frowned. “Your fears.” He tapped his pointer finger against the steering wheel. “Maybe one of you would want to be a doctor or an actor or maybe even an astronaut. And for a second it all felt possible. Like all your mother and I had to do was bring you into the world and that would be enough.” He exhaled. “But it wasn’t enough. Hoping. Praying. Bargaining with God. It wasn’t enough. Because the where mattered so much more.”


He flexed his fingers, staring down at the scars and callouses. “More than whatever I could build for you with my bare hands, more than whatever battles I could fight for you, where you took your first breath…” He shook his head. “It was the only thing that really mattered.


“So we left Mexico even though it was dangerous. And with every step, those dreams I dreamed for you and your brothers, they started to feel possible again. They started to pull me toward our new home.” He turned to face me. “They carried me, Mia. On days when I didn’t know if I could keep going, your dreams carried me. And that’s why you have to hold on to them.” He took my hands, squeezing them between his palms. “You have to hold on to them so tight because someday when you don’t know if you can keep going, they will carry you too.”
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The tears come again. Harder this time. Until the sob is rattling in my teeth. Because what he didn’t say is that before the dreams can carry me, I have to be able to carry them first. And they’re so heavy.


Like if I drop them, if I let them go, I’ll be crushed under the weight of all that I could have been. Just like he was.


A car honks and I quickly wipe the tears from my cheeks before I walk beneath the harsh gas station lights, dodging grease stains on my way to Andrés’s truck.


“¡Ay, Mamacita! ¿Adónde vas?” One of the Zapatos who’s always posted up outside Speedy’s hangs out the window of his purple Pontiac Firebird.


I glare at him as I pass. “¿Perdiste algo?”


Andrés steps out of the truck. “¡Sí, como tu cabeza!” He slams the roof of the car. “That’s my sister, pendejo.”


My catcaller just laughs. “Oh shit, güey. I thought your sister was still, like, twelve. Why’s she dressed up all fancy?”


We both ignore him as I get in the car.


Andrés doesn’t ask about the audition. Instead, he looks over at me and says, “You hungry?”


I’m not. In fact I still feel like I could puke, but I know he’s just trying to make me feel better. When he pulls up to Pen’s Pastelería food truck, I’m suddenly hopeful that it just might work. It’s parked near Devine Lake, strings of lights running from the truck to a pair of pecan trees and casting a warm glow over some plastic tables and chairs that are almost full.


Chloe, a girl who graduated from Monte Vista High School last year, leans out of the order window. “The usual, Andrés?”


He slides over a ten-dollar bill. “Throw in a few chamucos.” He shrugs in my direction. “Someone needs a pick-me-up.”


“Be ready in five.”


Andrés and I find two empty seats across from a woman who’s tearing off pieces of a sopapilla and feeding them to her toddler. The little girl is transfixed, watching a young guy tune his guitar.


“Open up.” The woman stuffs another piece of sopapilla into her daughter’s mouth.


Andrés’s eyes flash with something dark. He looks away, and I know I’m not the only one who can’t see someone else’s mother without thinking of our own. Andrés had her longer than I did, which means his memories always take longer to shake off. Especially in moments like this when I’m sitting here with puffy eyes and makeup smeared across my face, desperately in need of the kind of comfort and advice that a parent should give.


But we don’t have parents anymore. We only have each other. So he does what he always does, places his giant hand on top of my head, squeezing and mussing up my hair, a sad smile on his face that says he knows he’ll never be able to fix what’s wrong. Not really. Because what’s wrong is so much more than blowing a stupid audition. What’s wrong is me.


“You look like a raccoon.” Andrés wipes some mascara from my cheek. “What were you doing hiding behind Speedy’s anyway? You know kids your age shouldn’t be hanging around there after dark.”


“Kids my age? I’m not a kid anymore, Andrés. I’m seventeen and I graduate in a couple weeks.”


“Well, according to Zapato you’re still twelve and I’d like to keep it that way.”


I groan. “Please don’t be a stereotypical big brother right now.”


He shakes his head, dropping the argument. Andrés is a closet poet whose primary conviction is shining a light on the ways stereotyping harms the Latinx community. Being a stereotype in real life is out of the question.


Mr. Martín, unofficial president of the Monte Vista retirees club, comes to sit next to us. He slaps his knee along with a mediocre rendition of “La Camisa Negra.” “My nephew.” He wags a finger at the woman feeding her little girl. “That’s my nephew, Joaquín, up there.”


Joaquín’s right hand plucks the strings while his left jumps from one end of the guitar’s neck to the other. He reaches a high note and his voice cracks, but somehow the imperfections make it even more endearing. Okay, slightly more endearing. He holds out the next note, much longer than necessary, and all my ears can focus on is the fact that it’s flat.


“Kid’s good,” Mr. Martín says.


He’s not that good. At least not from a technical standpoint.


My trumpet teacher, Mr. Barrero, says I’m too technical sometimes. He’s been teaching me the trumpet since I was seven years old and I’m still trying to harness whatever magic he does. Which is hard to do when you’re not sure if you believe in magic. But I believe in stories… and the one this guitar player is telling is definitely true.


When our alfajores, chamucos, and coconut flan arrive, I mostly pick at them, my stomach still tied in knots. My dress suddenly feels like a straitjacket and the fake pearls around my neck are hitting my collarbone in just the wrong way. I rip them off, the clasp popping and landing in the gravel.


Andrés licks some caramel off his thumb. “I told you that you didn’t have to go back up there again.”


The first night of auditions, I actually made it all the way to the stage. I walked beneath the spotlight and then I kept walking, off the opposite side of the stage, through the emergency exit, which set off the alarm, and then all the way home.


The next day I only made it as far as the check-in line. Each time I was struck by a memory, a feeling, like something was going to go terribly wrong. I could sense a monster lurking around every corner. But now I know that the monster wasn’t lying in wait, ready to jump out and devour me. It already was. From the inside.


“How was your group?” I ask, transferring the shame onto Andrés. He’s been going to this poetry group for months and still hasn’t been able to read a single thing without wearing his signature luchador mask, which he claims is some kind of commentary on Latinx stereotypes but really it’s just a way for him to hide.


“About the same as your audition, I guess.” He reaches for one of the uneaten alfajores on my plate and scarfs it down.


I look back at Joaquín, at all his defects on display. But as he plays, he looks like he’s holding on for dear life. Like everything he’s feeling has pushed him to the edge of a cliff and he has to keep strumming, keep screaming into the void to keep from falling off. He looks like he likes the way it feels.


When I’m alone in my room, playing for no one but me, sometimes I can get close to that feeling. But the closer I get, the more Doubt starts to pull me in the other direction. And the current is so strong. I wish I knew how to fight it.


I look right at Andrés and say, “There’s something wrong with us, you know.”


He nods. “Probably.”


I know he isn’t satisfied, but he’s gotten too good at convincing himself otherwise. Even though I can tell all he wants is to be different. To be able to tell himself a different story. That has to be why he started going to his poetry group in the first place.


What if I want to tell myself a different story too?


I try to say it out loud, to give us both permission. But I can’t get the words out. Maybe he wouldn’t want me to.


He’s too afraid. So are you.


Doubt places a finger over my lips and I let it. Then I turn back to Joaquín who’s singing the most off-key rendition of “El Canción del Mariachi” I’ve ever heard. And I resent him for making me believe it is beautiful. I resent myself even more for believing I could never make such a thing.
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Aarón




I GRAZE MY KEYBOARD AND THE LED LIGHTS ABOVE my bed flicker red. I tap the synth in front of me and now I’m underwater, the lights washing everything blue. I bring up the bass until I’m a thousand feet below the surface where no one can reach me, the sound through my headphones submerging me somewhere safe. Somewhere I don’t have to think about the audition and the fact that I totally blew it. Again.


Touching the drum pad pocks the ceiling in flecks of gold, twinkle lights turned makeshift stars that my mother and I tacked to the plaster when Miguel and I started sleeping in separate rooms.


“I know you’re afraid,” she’d said, pulling me into her lap. “But there’s no reason to be.” She looked up and I followed her eyes, her arms slowly rocking me. “There’s an entire universe looking after you while you sleep. Think of that…” She kissed me on the forehead. “People have marveled at the stars for centuries, but out of all of the little boys in the world, they’re shining on you.”


Miguel poked his head in. But he wasn’t looking at the lights. He was looking at me in our mother’s lap and suddenly I felt too big to be in her arms, my face turning red as I wriggled free.


“Your room next, Miguito?” She pinched his cheek and he groaned.


“I don’t need a night-light. I’m not afraid of everything like Aarón is.”
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For so long, I thought that was true; that the biggest difference between my brother and me was that I was afraid and he wasn’t. But really the biggest difference was that no matter how old I was, I still let myself need her, and Miguel refuses to need anyone.


She was wrong, though, about the stars. She thought they would make me feel less lonely, but the truth is, there’s nothing lonelier than looking up at the stars; at the distance between them, twinkling even though they’re already ghosts.


But they’re also a reminder—that the most beautiful things die twice. A star implodes but it isn’t gone. When the light finally disappears, that’s when a thing really dies.


So the key to cheating death, the key to living forever, is to make enough light that nothing and no one can ever snuff it out. Which is why every song I write has a bit of my mom in it, her voice stripped from old home videos and laid over violins and guitar solos and synthetic heartbeats that trick me into thinking she’s still here.


“Is that what you’re doing with me?” The robot lounges on my bed. “Pretending I’m alive like you do your mother?”


There’s a difference, I want to tell him, between pretending and hoping. Hoping requires something tangible. Like an X-ray with no menacing shadows. Blood work that comes back cancer free. A photograph of the person, alive and well on an island off the coast of Belize.


The wall above my computer is covered in them, plus printouts and newspaper clippings—all the evidence I’ve been collecting since the news broke that La Maquina had disappeared. All of it staring back at me, waiting for me to put it together.


My mother’s diagnosis wasn’t a mystery. There were no clues to examine or threads to unravel. There was nothing I could do except watch her slip away.


But La Maquina is nothing if not an enigma, his disappearance a problem I might actually be able to solve. Most people think that he’s dead, but they’re wrong. Because even if he is… there’s still the light.


I mute the keyboard and scroll through my music library until I find his first single, “Thirteen Heavens.” The sound ratchets up and I lean back, feeling the vibrations in my teeth. Until there’s nothing inside my skull but synth and drum machine.


I turn back to the keyboard, tapping out my own beat beneath La Maquina’s. Like he’s right in front of me, serving the sound like a ball over a net, waiting for me to hit it right back at him. Like he’s asking me questions I’ve never even thought of and I’m conjuring answers in a language I’m still desperately trying to learn.


We talk like this, back and forth, until the lights strung around my room seem to multiply. Red bleeds into every dark corner and suddenly I’m not underwater anymore. I’m sitting in the middle of the left atrium, pumping blood this way and that. Until my own heart is racing.


I paint with the sounds, long strokes that make the hairs on my arms stand on end, and as I do, every note on the scale draws my eyes to a different clue on my wall.


There’s something about the clippings when they’re awash in different shades. The red emboldens the lines, headlines popping, faces in photographs more ghoulish, suspicious. I turn everything blue, then green, trying to coax out some important detail. A road sign, a piece of jewelry, a distinctive tattoo. So far they’ve all been dead ends.


My fingers flex over the keys, summoning the sounds of what I know: On February 3, Complex magazine runs an article titled: “The Precise Mechanics of a Mental Breakdown: How the Most Anticelebrity Celebrity Is Manufacturing His Own Demise.”


It was scathing, comparing his music to the Popsicle stick figures of someone in a mental ward. La Maquina goes on a Twitter tirade, claiming the article is complete bullshit and that every word he said was taken out of context. He claims it harms people with mental illness…


“Which it does,” the robot adds.


… and that the media has been trying to destroy his mental health for years. Because he doesn’t fit into their box. Because he doesn’t apologize for it.


“And I never will.”


He stops tweeting in English and starts tweeting in Spanish. He stops tweeting in Spanish and starts tweeting in Nahuatl. He stops tweeting in any alphabetic language and starts using dots. But it’s not nonsense. It’s Morse code, the same almost indiscernible clicks he buries deep in the underbelly of his songs.


Twenty-four hours later all of his social media pages go dark.


The robot puffs a ring of smoke. “Poof!”


Fans are sent an email with a countdown clock. The internet freaks, thinking he’s going to release a new album on Thanksgiving Day. The people who hang around his fan forums, the people who follow him on tour, they know better. Thanksgiving Day is the day La Maquina’s mother passed away from ovarian cancer. When the countdown clock strikes zero, La Maquina doesn’t release any new music. Instead, he removes every song he’s ever made from all streaming services.


The robot laughs to himself. “Suckers…”


Then crickets.


The robot makes a chirping sound.


“Are you done with the ridiculous commentary?” I spit.


He shrugs. “Are you done pretending to be sane?”
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