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For Dad


Imagining you reading this was part of the dream.


But we build new ones. You taught me that.


This story was always yours, and when I see you again I’ll tell you all about it.
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The Santos women never go to the sea.


Once upon a lifetime ago a pregnant woman escaped Cuba with her husband by climbing into a boat he had built in secret with nothing but scrap and desperate hope. They left an entire life in the dead of night. They were still too late. The storm was sudden and violent, and the baby could not wait. As he fought a raging sea, she screamed into the angry winds and pulled her wailing daughter from her body.


When Milagro Santos reached the other side, it was only with her newborn baby.


My mom grew up in a new land and despite warnings, dared to love a boy who loved the sea. But the day before her eighteenth birthday, a spring storm formed out in open waters and shattered another dream. My father’s boat was found but never his body. Mom waited at the dock, her screams etched into the town’s memories as she clutched her middle, me growing inside.


That was the sea for us. And I am the bridge meant to grow big enough to span their tragedies. The lullaby of my life is that to know the sea is to know love, but to love us is to lose everything. We’re cursed, they still whisper, but whether it’s by an island, the sea, or our own stubborn hearts, I don’t know.
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“It’s now or never.” Ana-Maria sat on top of my desk as I paced the floor in front of her. She held up her phone and started the timer. I already wanted to quit this entire exercise in favor of verbally throwing up everything I’d been keeping to myself for months.


“So I think I’ve picked my college—”


Ana was already shaking her head. “Don’t say ‘I think.’ You picked it. Be assertive or she won’t take you seriously.”


I bounced my shoulders in an effort to loosen up. My abuela wasn’t even in the room, but my pulse was already hammering wildly. “Okay. Here it is, Mimi. I picked my college.”


“¡Qué bueno!” Ana trilled in a thick Cuban accent that sounded frighteningly similar to my abuela.


“But it’s out of state.”


Ana let out a wail of despair. She was really getting into this. “Ay, mi amor, why do you want to leave me?”


I rolled my eyes at her. “It’s only two states away. But I picked it because it has a study-abroad program—”


Ana sat up in a dramatic huff. “¿Cómo? A different country? ¡Eso no es college!”


I pinched the top corners of my blouse and pulled the fabric away from my already sweat-dampened skin. “It is college. They’re actual classes with real credits that count toward my degree. And the program I’ve applied to…” I paused and Ana nodded. I squared my shoulders. “The program is in Cuba.”


The College of Charleston accepted my transfer application last week. Right after I got that e-mail I celebrated by silently screaming in my bedroom before applying to their study-abroad program. A whole semester at the University of Havana. I would sit in on lectures taught by Cuban professors. There would be excursions and cultural visits. Old Havana, Viñales, Santiago. My Spanish would get better. I would have my own stories from the island that, for so long, had been an heirloom I couldn’t touch.


Of course the program was expensive, but there wasn’t time to hesitate. I was running against a clock ruled by politicians. I had financial aid, scholarships, and a shoe box of savings from working at the bodega. An education visa was one of the only ways to legally travel there now, and I didn’t have family waiting for me in Cuba, so school was the answer.


At my declaration, Ana gasped and pushed herself off the desk, knocking me aside. She clutched her chest and crashed backward onto the bed, my throw pillows falling over the side. The performance was worthy of a telenovela. I sighed and dropped my hands to my hips. “And I suppose this is where my long-lost sister bursts into the room and tells me she’s stealing my inheritance.”


“Or better yet, your long-lost mother.” It was just a joke, but it hit a nerve like always. If Mom still lived here full-time, maybe I wouldn’t be so freaked out about telling Mimi I wanted to live and learn in the country she’d fled. I’d have a buffer for once, since Mom usually made Mimi mad enough to forget everything else.


Ana stood and grabbed me by the shoulders. Ana-Maria was Afro-Latina, and her parents were also from Cuba. Mrs. Peña left the island as a young child, when family in the States had the money and ability to claim her, but Mr. Peña escaped as a teen. Now they were here, together. My best friend was surrounded by cousins and siblings and didn’t yearn to understand our island like I did. At least not outwardly. “You’re as ready as your anxiety and many family issues will allow you to be,” Ana offered with a loving squeeze as she pushed me out the door. “Go get ’em, tiger.”


It was Friday evening at the Santos house, so I knew exactly where my abuela would be: sitting at our tiny laundry room window on the east side of our house, between two lemon trees, where neighbors came in search of answers, guidance, and a little bit of magic. The neighborhood curandera oversaw concerns about struggling gardens, bad dreams, career changes, and terrible luck, and she brewed hope from her window that smelled like herbs and dryer sheets.


I found her there now, corking a bottle. On the other side of the window stood our neighbor Dan carrying a baby in his arms. Dan and his husband, Malcolm—my college advisor and dual-enrollment guiding wizard—had recently finalized the adoption of their daughter, Penny. Mimi shook the bottle and studied the liquid against candlelight.


“What’s the matter?” I asked Dan, momentarily distracted by the dark circles beneath his eyes. A paramedic currently on paternity leave, Dan handled his sleepless shifts pretty well, but he looked ready to fall over.


“Penny is teething,” he said around a yawn. “And Malcolm’s still at work, neck deep in appointments and paperwork right now.” Malcolm was the most sought-after advisor at Port Coral Community College. He had a calm, thoughtful way about him and looked strikingly like Idris Elba. “But ’tis the season of college app deadlines.”


“Why don’t you just come inside?” I asked. Dan’s family regularly came over for dinner.


“Because Mimi is working, and I won’t make her play favorites like Malcolm does with you. Speaking of, didn’t you—”


“See him earlier today? Why, yes. Yes, I did.” Behind Mimi’s back, I shot Dan a wide-eyed look. I’d met with Malcolm to see if we could find any last-minute scholarships for my study-abroad program. Dan was too tired to catch on immediately. I cocked my head toward Mimi meaningfully until his drowsy gaze was finally replaced by a look of surprise. Everyone was shocked I hadn’t told Mimi yet. But they didn’t understand what it meant to talk to Mimi about Cuba.


“For you,” Mimi said, ignoring us, as she handed Dan a tall, skinny blue bottle. “Drink it with tea one hour before bedtime.”


“Bedtime?” Dan asked. “We’ve never heard of her.” Penny laughed and kicked her feet.


Mimi grabbed a smaller bottle, its contents a golden-buttery color. She popped the top, and I caught the scent of apple pie. “For Penny and her gums. Pero un momento, I have something else for her, too.” Mimi shuffled past me.


Dan held Penny as they waited on the other side of the window. His eyes fluttered closed. Penny grabbed his cheeks with a happy smack.


“I’ll be right back,” I told them and hurried after Mimi.


“Stir the sopa for me,” she called over her shoulder as she moved through the warmly lit kitchen. It was usually only ever the two of us, but the house always made it feel like it was filled with more. More light, more people, more love. I lifted the lid of the pot on the stove and inhaled deeply. The stories about Mimi’s soup ranged from bringing people back from the brink of death to healing broken hearts. The secret was in the caldo, which was carefully nurtured with herbs, vegetables, and bones. I stirred the simmering liquid and took another fortifying breath. “Mimi?”


“Aquí,” she called from farther in the house.


I replaced the lid and went to stand at the threshold of her garden room on the far side of the kitchen. It was a terrible idea to try to talk to her while she was working, but I wanted to get this over with.


“Where are you?”


“Here!” she called again, but I still didn’t see her. The space was technically called a Florida room and was meant for lounging with a cold glass of sweet tea. Mimi turned it into a greenhouse. Breezy and warm even when the windows were closed, it was the beating heart of our home. Lush green plants stretched and swayed in their pots. Well-read books and bottles filled with medicines and potions lined the shelves. There was a wood-and-steel wind chime that was steady when the day was nice, a little wilder with the rain, and as agitated as a scared kid when bad luck was coming. It was our safe, protected garden that sometimes growled like a tropical jungle. We lived in Port Coral, Florida, but this was Mimi’s island now.


She popped out from between palm fronds, smiling. In her hands she carried a blue blanket—the color of a cloudless summer sky—that shimmered in the light. I slid my palm across the downy-soft fabric, a feeling of contentment stirring in me. Just like her soups. She headed past me, back to her window. I shook off the sunny feelings and followed.


“Mimi, I picked my college,” I confessed as she handed the baby blanket to Dan. They both looked at me. Dan was grinning.


“Pero you are already in college?”


“Well, yes, but that’s dual enrollment.” I was starting to sweat again. For the past two years I’d bussed my way between high school, community college, and summer classes. It hadn’t been easy, especially with my part-time job at the bodega, but now I was only weeks away from graduating with a high-school diploma and a two-year degree. This fall I was transferring from our local community college to a university to finish my bachelor’s in Latin American Studies.


“Ah, sí, I know. Okay, tell me.” She crossed her arms, the jangle of her many bracelets as familiar as a song. It was how I learned to find her when she disappeared among her plants. My mouth opened, but silence stretched.


Mimi waited. And I couldn’t do it.


“If you could go anywhere in the world, where would you go?” I threw the question out with panicked hands. Dan shook his head.


The candles beside Mimi flickered. “Hawaii,” she decided.


“Wait, what?” I hadn’t expected that. “Anywhere in the world, Mimi.”


“I heard you.” She smirked. “I like the Rock. He is very handsome.”


Dan laughed. “Can’t argue with that.”


“But what if you could go to Cuba?”


Her smile disappeared.


Everything I knew about Cuba came from this coastal town, hundreds of miles from the island that was so unknown to me. I met my culture in the food I ate at our table, the songs that played on my abuela’s record player, and the stories that flowed through the bodega and Ana-Maria’s lively home. But I couldn’t find my family in those stories. I couldn’t find me.


“I would not go to Cuba,” Mimi said simply, like it was enough. My abuela was patient and kind, but at the mention of her island, she became shuttered. So many people came to her asking for so much, and she gave them all answers and hope. But never me about this.


“Thank you for this,” Dan said to Mimi. He paid her for the sleepy tea and teething balm. Penny buried her tiny fists in the blanket. He gave me a reassuring smile before heading home.


Mimi began to clean her table. I could smell the soup and hear the hum of music coming from my room.


“But things have changed,” I said. Mimi’s face jerked back to me. This was my first time pushing this. My racing heart stubbornly knocked at her closed window. “They’ve been changing for years.”


My freshman year I watched my president step off a plane in Havana. Everyone at the bodega had frozen, watching in disbelief. Even at fourteen, I’d never expected to see the waters between us become crossable again. Soon after that I discovered study-abroad programs in Cuba and threw myself into dual enrollment.


Mimi exhaled sharply. “Ay, things change for you, but never for Cuba’s people.”


The gulf between Cuba and me deepened. “So even if you could go, you’d never return?”


“My spirit will, mi amor.” The regret in her voice haunted me like an old ghost. “They care more about tourists than the Cuban people who still suffer. That is the only thing that never changes.” Mimi snapped her window closed. She stepped up to me and raised a gentle hand to my cheek. “Where is your college, niña? Somewhere fancy?”


And that was that. I’d expected this. There was no reason to be surprised or disappointed. No reason to cry. “Never mind. I’m actually still deciding,” I said, trying to keep my voice neutral.


“Ay, Rosa.” Mimi sighed. “You will make a smart decision soon.”


Soup simmered, wind chimes sang softly, and candles lit the way back to my room. I was home, and talking about Cuba had no place here. Mimi was never returning, my mother was always leaving, and I was a flightless bird left at her harbor, searching for answers that were buried at the bottom of a sea I could not know.
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I opened my  bedroom door, and Ana looked up from her phone. Her hopeful smile fell away at my expression. “How’d it go, champ?”


I fell into my desk chair, defeated.


“You gotta tell her soon. You might lose your spot if you don’t secure it by May first.”


I needed to do a lot of things. I clicked my pen and flipped through my journal. My goals were nicely packaged here. Sketched vines grew between calendar dates and bloomed into flowers. This notebook of doodles and tasks held all my plans that now felt like secrets.


My laptop whistled with a new e-mail. It was just two words—Love you—and a link to a photo album. I glanced over my mother’s pictures this week. A cactus in the desert. A sketch of a daydreaming waitress on a diner napkin. A half-finished painting leaning against a brick wall. Next week, I’d likely get pictures showing the progress of that painting and glimpses of wherever my mom went next. I wondered if she would make it back to Port Coral before summer.


Ana’s phone rang. “What’s up, Mom?” She listened to whatever Mrs. Peña said before sitting up in a huff. “But why do I have to go?…Okay, okay, fine…I’ll tell them….Mom, I said okay!…I did not raise my voice….I love you, too.” She clicked off and rolled her eyes at me. “Emergency town meeting tonight.”


We had meetings once a month, and the last one was only two weeks ago. “What happened?”


“She didn’t say, but knowing this town, Simon changed the music at his diner without asking the viejitos. And my mom calls me dramatic.”


I got to my feet and checked my reflection in the mirror above my side table and tiny altar. A couple of pastel candles and fresh flowers sat beside a faded sepia picture of my grandfather and the single Polaroid I had of my father. I reapplied my lipstick and popped a strawberry candy in my mouth.


Ana rolled off my bed and followed me out of my room. “Tell Mimi about college in Havana now. She won’t yell at you in front of people.”


I stopped in the hallway, and Ana stumbled into my back. “What? No way. That’s not the plan.” Mimi wasn’t a yeller anyway. She grew quiet and closed off when she was upset. Her silence was lethal, and I was desperately trying to avoid it.


“Ah, sweet baby Rosa.” It was a lifelong nickname. I hated it.


In the kitchen, we told Mimi about the emergency meeting and helped her pack up the soup, which she insisted on bringing. She hauled the pot from the stove to the table, then rubbed her back where it always seemed to bother her as we grabbed the containers and began filling them. Mimi was always healing others, but it was impossible to get her to visit her own doctor regularly. I didn’t know if this was an old-folks thing or just a Cuban one, because the viejitos also acted like a person could live forever on coffee, rum, and cigars.


When all the containers were packed, Mimi slid a quick, disapproving glance over my outfit. “Nos vamos. But first, get out of your pajamas.”


I grabbed a bag of soups. “These are not my pajamas. It’s a romper.” I headed past her and out the door, knowing she would follow, bearing potions and opinions like always.


“¿Qué es un romper?” Mimi asked Ana, who laughed.


The town square was only two blocks away, and the April evening was a warm gold as the sun dipped low in the sky. Flowering trees lined sidewalks, and shop doors sang greetings with friendly bells. We headed toward the library’s meeting room.


Mimi handed out her soups inside while Ana and I took our seats beside her mother. Mrs. Peña was on break, her apron across her lap and pens still stuck in her curls. We all still called it the bodega, but el Mercado, once a neighborhood quick stop for lotto, snacks, and coffee, had expanded into the bigger grocery and deli restaurant it was now, thanks to Mr. Peña’s food. He was an amazing cook but hated talking to people, so it was always his wife at these meetings and deli counter.


“Don’t forget to put your drums in the van. You have jazz band tomorrow,” Mrs. Peña told her daughter as she handed us a bag of chips to share.


Ana sank into her seat. “God, don’t say that so loud.”


“What’s the matter with jazz band?” I asked as I did jazz hands.


Ana nearly growled. “I’m tired of wearing sequins and playing congas.” What Ana was tired of was school band. Her father was an amazing trumpet player—from what I’d heard—who never played anymore, but her family gave her a hard time whenever her drumming took her off their idea of an established path. To them, band equaled scholarships, which equaled college, which equaled a degree that wasn’t in music.


A bigger crowd than usual milled into the room for the meeting. A row over, Malcolm and Dan grabbed two seats. Penny was bouncing happily on Malcolm’s lap, looking nowhere near interested in a bedtime. Dan’s head dropped onto his husband’s shoulder. I knew a power nap when I saw one. Ana and I shared the chips while everyone said quick hellos and got settled. The four viejitos sat in the front row like always. They were the old Latinos of the neighborhood who mostly hung outside of the bodega drinking coffee, playing dominos, and gossiping. They considered it their duty to be at every meeting for their blog and had recently started an Instagram account, which meant their new response to everything was, Check our story. I recognized every face as the room filled—until I didn’t. My next chip stopped halfway to my mouth.


“Who is that?” I whispered to Ana. She sat up a little and checked out the boy who had just sat down ahead of us. I stared at the backs of his two very tattooed arms. “I don’t know,” she admitted. We knew most everyone by their name or relative, so it was a surprise that neither of us recognized him. He ducked his head to listen to the woman beside him. “He’s sitting beside Mrs. Aquino, though, so maybe he works for her.” The Aquino family ran the marina. I had never been there, of course, but I knew her from these meetings. I wondered if Tattoo Guy was new to town as I studied the blue, nearly luminescent waves that swelled from his wrists and up his forearms, before disappearing beneath the short sleeve of his shirt that pulled tight around his bicep. I leaned forward to get a better look.


And jerked right back when Mimi stepped into my line of sight.


She slid into the seat beside me and reached over to brush my hair out of my face. I gently batted her hand away, but she just switched to fussing with my clothes. “Look at how short these are. I can see everything.” She tsked with disapproval and whispered in Spanish, “I don’t understand this romper business.”


I tugged at my shorts. “You’re making me all tiki-tiki.” It was the sound of frazzled nerves and Cuban for You’re stressing me out.


Simon Yang, our mayor, stepped up to the front of the room. He wore the beach-bum version of office casual: a white button-up with the sleeves rolled and khaki shorts. In addition to his mayoral duties, he ran a breakfast place on the boardwalk. His service dog, Shepard, sat by him.


“What’s the big news?” Gladys asked, sounding annoyed. “My league meets in fifteen minutes.” Her gray hair was a frizzy mess, and her red-and-yellow bowling shirt read NO GUTTER GLADYS on the back. She was retired but wouldn’t tell anyone from what.


Simon sighed. “Unfortunately, we have to cancel Spring Fest.”


The room fell quiet. Beside me, Ana sat up from her slouch. Spring Fest was less than two weeks away. It started as a way for local fishermen and nearby citrus groves to share harvests, but had expanded into a sort of home-coming for the town that included food, music, and even fireworks over the harbor. This year’s was especially important because two of our neighbors were getting married.


The viejitos hurried to take out their phones.


“Canceled? Why?” Mr. Gomez demanded.


Jonas Moon got to his feet. “Because of the harbor.” Jonas was a soft-spoken fisherman with curly red hair. He was engaged to Clara from the bookshop on the board-walk; theirs was the upcoming wedding. “We’re getting bought out.”


At this revelation, the room exploded with noise.


Tattoo Guy moved to stand beside Jonas at the front of the room. As he turned to face us, I caught sight of his short dark beard and watchful brown eyes. He looked standoffish with his colorful arms crossed.


Ana ducked her head and whispered, “Oh my god, that’s Alex.”


I leaned in. “Who’s Alex?”


“Mr. Tall, Dark, and Mad. That’s Alex Aquino!” She gaped at me, waiting for me to confirm the apparently unbelievable news.


“I don’t know who that is,” I confessed.


“He was a year or two ahead of us. I had an art class with him and he never spoke. He was so lanky, I swear he just disappeared sometimes. Kind of awkward.”


I shook my head, unable to connect the name, let alone her description, to the stranger with the huge, brightly painted arms currently standing in front of us.


“I heard he left town after he graduated, but I guess he’s back.”


“Well, he looks mad about it,” I said, my voice small.


Jonas raised his hands for quiet. “A developer made an offer. They plan to turn the area into a mixed-use district. Condos will go up, and the marina will most likely become a private one for residents.”


“And you’re just gonna roll over and let that happen?” Gladys demanded.


“No, ma’am. We were working with Simon on applying for grants to protect the surrounding land from sale. Right up the coast, the university has helped smaller fishing towns with new methods of aquaculture, mostly clams, and they see the potential to certify us as a new conservation district. It would halt the sale.”


“Sounds smart,” Mr. Gomez said.


“Unfortunately, the university just cut funding for further outreach.”


Jonas’s crestfallen look reminded me of how it felt when I first saw the price for my study-abroad program. I sat up. “What would the university program do, exactly?”


Alex’s gaze shot to me before skipping away. Jonas explained, “They bring in teams of students and teachers to cultivate clam farms and retrain our fishermen to work them. Convert boats and open hatcheries. It creates a new, steady, and sustainable line of work.” Jonas gestured to Alex. A slight frown tugged his dark brows lower. “Alex has been restoring oyster reefs out in the Gulf and knows some of these folks, so he’s been helping us with the application process. But we got word today about the cut to funding, and without the project, we can’t stop this sale in time.”


Simon stood off to the side. With his hands in his pockets, he shrugged. “And without the harbor, there’s no festival.”


“Without the harbor, there’s no Port Coral,” Clara said, voicing all of our fears. She was a British Nigerian woman with a cardigan collection I envied. Clara’s soft, broken tone reminded me what losing the festival meant this year. Our weekend of flowering trees, feasts, and music to celebrate the season had all the makings for a whimsical spring wedding, so when Jonas had proposed, we all knew their Spring Fest nuptials would be perfect. Her mother, who lived in Nigeria, had even gotten a visa and plane ticket.


“But your wedding!” I said.


“There will be other days,” Clara said, shoring herself up. Jonas twisted his hands.


“Maybe even other marriages,” Gladys offered. “Get a hobby instead.” She patted the bowling bag beside her. “Marriage is for the birds.”


People broke off into smaller, resigned conversations. Jonas and Alex turned away to talk to a dejected Simon. Mrs. Peña sighed, like she could already see a CLOSED sign on the bodega.


I shot to my feet. “No!”


“What are you doing?” Ana asked, startled.


“Give me a second,” I said, my mind racing.


Jonas watched me with a curious expression. Alex’s sharp glance was dark and irritated. He looked impatient for this meeting to end. Standing in front of his imposing glare made my stomach spike with nerves, even as I straightened my shoulders. I had recently watched a video about power poses.


“A grant, right? That’s what all of this hinges on? If we fund the project, then we’re square and it crosses that problem off the list.”


“What list?” Jonas asked.


“There’s always a list. How much money was the grant for?”


Jonas rubbed his brow. “The one to establish the project here was for twenty thousand.”


Gladys whistled. Twenty thousand wasn’t shoe box money. But I was a scholarship kid with her eyes on a study-abroad program that cost nearly as much. It was time to get creative.


“We need a big idea, fast, because we can’t raise that much among ourselves in this time frame. We need to bring the money in from others.”


Mr. Gomez held his phone up and pointed it at me.


“How do we do that?” Jonas asked.


I caught sight of Clara. “We have Spring Fest anyway,” I declared with sudden certainty. The idea was forming too fast in my head.


“You don’t have enough time.”


I glanced at Alex, surprised to hear his input. His very gruff, negative input. It was disconcerting coming from someone so aggressively tall. I stubbornly stayed put even as Ana tugged on my romper. “We have enough to try.”


“To try to have a party?” His tone was serious, not teasing.


My eyes narrowed as a hot, embarrassed flush burned up my neck. “It wouldn’t be just a party. It could be a community fund-raiser, big enough to possibly raise that amount of money.” Everyone was used to my big ideas—even coddled them when I was younger and would nose my way into conversations, asking too many questions. They were not used to seeing someone so unimpressed by them. Or maybe I wasn’t. But I couldn’t let this go.


Ana tugged on my clothes again, whispering, “You can, like, not do this, you know.”


I glanced at Mimi. This was about all the layers of home to me. People and politics had broken my abuela’s heart. We couldn’t lose Port Coral.


“Unfortunately, the marina can’t afford to sponsor the festival with all of this going on,” Mrs. Aquino spoke up. Alex’s hard gaze softened.


Mrs. Peña stood. “El Mercado will sponsor the festival this year.”


“What?” Ana demanded.


Relief flooded me so fast I had to grab the seat in front of me.


“Rosa is right. We can do this. My husband makes the best Cuban sandwiches and croquetas this side of Miami. We’ll advertise the festival and what we’re trying to do, and then we sell those tourists some lechón asado that will have them throwing money at us. We play some salsa, serve some mojitos, and bada bing, bada boom, we save our town.”


“¿Bada qué?” Mr. Gomez asked.


“I love it.” Xiomara, the owner of the dance school, shot to her feet. “I can do the show for free and give away lessons. Between all of our businesses, we have something to offer.”


“And we won’t have to cancel your wedding,” I said to Clara and Jonas. They didn’t look convinced, but I locked onto the hope shining in both their gazes. “We can still totally do this, and your mom will be here, and it will be just as romantic as you hoped.”


“But how?” Clara wondered. “We already canceled everything, and if we turn the festival into a fund-raiser, Jonas has to work on convincing the university of our success. A wedding doesn’t fit into all of that.”


“It will. I’ll make sure of it.” They shared doubtful looks. I refused to glance at Surly Oyster Reef Alex. “I can do this. I’m super organized and all my classes are online this semester. Let me show you my bullet journal. The layouts alone will show you what I’m about.”


“Please don’t,” Ana said.


“I say it’s for the birds,” Gladys grumbled.


Clara grinned and playfully bumped her shoulder into Jonas’s side. “I’m still in if you are.”


He kissed her hand. “Always.”


Something passed between them before they turned to me with hearts in their eyes. “Let’s do this.”


I grinned at Ana, who was shaking her head. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?” she asked.


“Of course not,” I said. “But that’s never stopped me before.”
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The next morning, I sat outside the bodega to eat breakfast with the viejitos. My final semester was all online, allowing me to pick up extra shifts at the bodega, but it was weird to not go to school every day. I ate my pan tostado and café con leche as the four old men bickered over last night’s spring training baseball game. Within seconds, I’d finished the warm slice of bread smothered in sweet butter.


Mr. Saavedra took one look at my face before reaching into his shirt pocket and offering me antacids. I downed the rest of my cooling coffee and popped one. Mr. Gomez, Mr. Saavedra, Mr. Restrepo, and Mr. Alvarez always wore pressed slacks, button-up shirts, and smelled of sharp aftershave and cigars. Together they were an entire town’s abuelo.


“We need to start getting word out there about the festival and fund-raiser,” I told them.


“Claro,” Mr. Saavedra said. “We already posted about it.” He handed me his phone and I checked their most recent post. It was a picture of the marina with the caption Spring Fest, dale!


“Dale?” I asked.


“People like Pitbull,” Mr. Gomez said and tapped his temple. “You gotta be smart about advertising, Rosa.”


“I like it. I have some ideas to share with Mrs. Peña, too.”


Mr. Gomez harrumphed. “You’re too busy for this. You worry about college.”


“Trust me, I’ve got worrying about that under control.”


“Not like that Aquino boy.” Mr. Restrepo sucked his teeth with disapproval. “He comes back with all those tattoos? Qué oso. It’s always the quiet ones.”


“Yeah, what’s his deal?” I leaned closer. The only time Alex had spoken up of his own accord at the town meeting had been to criticize my awesome idea.


Mr. Saavedra shot me a sharp look. I knew that look. It was the one I got every time I escaped the kids’ table to interrupt grown folks. “Don’t worry about him. You worry about college.” Then he added, “And no tattoos.”


“College, college.” I got to my feet. “Ay, forget it.”


“Have you picked a university?” Mr. Gomez asked me, not for the first time. Only a handful of people knew about Charleston, but I definitely needed to tell Mimi before I told the viejitos.


“Not yet,” I lied. “And stop posting about it.”


They returned to their game of dominos. I headed around to the back where the big gates were rolled up. Inside, Ana’s cousin Junior was unloading a delivery. “Hey, valedictorian,” he called as I walked past.


“I’m not valedictorian,” I returned. Lamont Morris beat me out for the title. He’d also done dual enrollment and was transferring to Duke in the fall.


“Okay, nerd.” Junior was a few years older than me and managed stock. He used to sell weed, but now he was focused on getting his mix tape to go viral.


The back room of the bodega was a big space where they handled deliveries on one side, and set up tables and chairs on the other. It was more than a break room, it was the second living room where the Peña kids all grew up while their parents worked long hours. There was a handwoven throw rug, a TV that still depended on an antenna, and a small painting of the store on the corkboard among the schedules and Mrs. Peña’s many reminders. The painting was a long-ago gift from Mom.


I dropped my backpack on the table beside Benny. His leg was stretched out on the chair in front of him with an ice pack on his knee. Ana’s brother was a star soccer player, a year younger than us, and really popular at school. His injury meant that not only was soccer on hold, but so was his social life. He’d been bumming around with us a lot more lately.


“Thanks to you, I’m now an errand boy.” He shot me a look of disgust as he held up a to-do list.


“Your mom is the one who nominated the bodega.” I sat and unzipped my backpack.


“After your dramatic monologue. I saw Mr. Gomez’s Insta. Now Mom says we’re going to Cuban the whole thing up. Oil a pig and make a contest of catching it before roasting it.”


My smile disappeared. “What?”


He shrugged. “That’s what my tío says they had to do before they were allowed to marry a girl in their village.”


I slipped out my notebook, only half wondering if that was true.


“But, listen, I had a better idea. We should search for the Golden Turtle.”


“Oh my god, this again?” The viejitos had posted an old picture of the lost artifact for throwback Thursday, and Benny became obsessed. According to local legend, the Golden Turtle had first been discovered in a sunken pirate ship by a bunch of teenagers who, instead of handing it over to their parents, or I don’t know, a museum, hid the small statue of a turtle for their friends to find. A tradition was born, and every outgoing senior class hid it for the next one until it was lost forever about two decades ago.


“It’s still out there, so why not try to find it?” he asked, sounding earnest and determined, and not at all like the usually carefree Benny.


I slid his to-do list closer to him. “Because we’re all busy. You have to do all of that, and I’ve got to finish one more scholarship application, write a paper for my humanities class, and help plan a small wedding.”


“What happened to Rosa the dreamer?”


I tapped my journal. “She’s in here.”


Junior walked over to us, sighing louder with every pen and piece of paper I pulled out of my bag. “How many times I gotta tell you all those book smarts don’t help in the real world?” he said. “You need some life skills, little sis. How to make real deals. You need some street smarts.”


Benny laughed. “The hell do you know about any streets?”


“I’m from Miami. Three-oh-five till I die.”


“You were born in Palm Bay, bro.”


The door to the inside of the store flew open, and Ana exploded into the break room. She pointed her drumstick in Benny’s face. “You have to give me a ride to jazz band. Mom’s busy now, thanks to Rosa.”


I clicked my pen. “If you mean thanks to Rosa for saving the day, you’re welcome.”


“I got things to do today,” Benny said with a resentful wave of his list. “I don’t have time to take you to go bang on your shitty drums.”


“Hey!” Ana’s stick flew back up. “Those drums cost more than your shitty car.” Ana was a year older, but her brother was the one with the car, since she’d spent her savings on a drum set instead. Her parents were still pissed about that.


“Watch your mouths, coño!” Mrs. Peña demanded as she entered the break room, her phone up to her ear. She was frazzled, but she always operated that way. She shared my affinity for organization and vintage tropical aesthetics, and she ran the bodega like someone who knew all about making real deals. In her hands, this could work. God, I hoped it would work. It was starting to feel like everything hinged on this one weekend.


“Mrs. Peña, I wrote up some ideas last night—”


Junior interrupted. “Your head is gonna get as big as that nerdy book bag you carry everywhere, Rosa.”


I scowled at him. I loved my backpack. When I grew up I wanted to be my backpack. It was sturdy, with a colorful, busy fabric. Mimi had sewn it before I started high school, enchanting it with powerful words so it would always carry whatever I needed and never get lost.


“Don’t be a dick, Junior,” Ana said. She only let her family tease me up to a point.


Mrs. Peña pulled her phone away from her ear. “¡Oye! I have ears! ¡Carajo!”


“Ma,” Ana deadpanned. “Everyone here speaks Spanish. We know you curse as much as us, if not worse.”


Her mother ignored her and looked at Benny. “Please take your sister to jazz band.”


Benny sighed loudly and made a big show of getting to his feet, but he kissed his mom’s head on his way out the door. “Let’s go, bongo girl.”


“I’m gonna kill him,” Ana said as she followed.


Mrs. Peña sat down and continued talking on the phone. She quickly scribbled something down on her clipboard. I pushed my notebook closer to her. In a break in the conversation, she looked at me, and said, “I’m on hold. Go ahead.”


I hurried to say, “I listed all the businesses on the square and the neighboring ones between it and the harbor—”


Mrs. Peña smacked her forehead. “I forgot! I have a bread delivery I’m supposed to make. I was going to ask one of the kids.”


“I can do it!” I offered and jumped to my feet. They never let me do deliveries, and I needed in on the tips. Benny had flashed some serious dollars last week before blowing it all on a video game.


“Are you sure?” Mrs. Peña asked me.


“Totally. You look at those lists and tell me everything you think when I get back. Don’t worry, I got this.” I swept out of the room before she could change her mind.


In the kitchen, Mr. Peña sliced pork, preparing for the upcoming lunch hour. Garlic, peppers, onions, and bacon hissed together in the big pot that would soon hold arroz congrí, according to the menu board.


“Good morning, sir. How are you?” I stepped up close beside Mr. Peña. Ana’s dad wasn’t a talker. The deli was his kingdom and his food the gift he bestowed on the rest of us—as long as we didn’t bother him.


“Rosa?” he asked, looking past me to see if anyone else was coming.


“Yes, me. I’m on delivery duty today.” I saluted him, my eyes closing at the smell of roasted pork. “Sorry, I can’t think past the smell of the lechón. Whenever Mimi cooks it, I become this hungry, growling zombie and—”


“Rosa,” he interrupted, and his knife came to a quick stop. My waving, storytelling hands stopped, too. Mimi teased that they were the most Cuban thing about me. “Take that bread to the marina’s restaurant. Please go now.”
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