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For the people in my neighborhood










author’s note



Thank you for purchasing or borrowing The Starter Ex, a contemporary rom-com set in my hometown, New York City. This book was originally published as an Audible Original, and I’m delighted that the wonderful folks at Putnam have made it available in digital and print formats. Still, I’d like to take a moment to acknowledge the audiobook narrators, Noah B. Perez and Miranda Jay, who delivered spectacular performances as Jason and Vanessa, respectively. If this is your first time experiencing TSE, I hope you enjoy reading the story as much as I enjoyed writing it. Now grab your favorite orange drink from your local bodega (if you know, you know) and get ready for a ride!
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VANESSA


It started out as a joke. During my junior year of college.


Red flags: 2. Vanessa: 0.


My roommate at UPenn’s International House, Elena Fernández, a well-off Spaniard who was fluent in two languages but skilled at cussing in five, complained that she’d been unable to snag the attention of her latest boy crush. He seemed mildly interested, she explained, and they’d gone on a few dates, but she couldn’t close the deal (her words, not mine). What she wanted was a boyfriend. What he wanted wasn’t entirely clear.


One evening, Elena and I sat at the table in the living room of our two-bedroom campus-adjacent apartment, noshing on jamón, albóndigas, and patatas bravas. Elena was an excellent cook; many of the international students were. Indeed, the high probability that I could sponge off their scraps factored heavily into my decision to select International House as my top choice in the school’s emergency housing lottery.


Minutes into stuffing our faces, Elena ventured into uncommon territory: asking for someone else’s opinion. “What would you do if you were me, Vanessa?”


I took a sip of water before I spoke. “Honestly? I’d find another crush.”


I didn’t understand why this was such a big issue. Back then, college boys were as interchangeable and ubiquitous as off-brand iPhone chargers.


“But I like him,” she said, her eyes pleading with me to come up with a solution.


“The thing is,” I said between bites, “he needs a push in your direction.”


“Get him jealous, you mean?” she asked, her eyes wide and creepily unblinking.


“Nah, that’s not something you want to encourage.”


“So what do you suggest?”


I thought about it for a second and casually dropped this gem: “You know what would be downright Machiavellian? If you could manufacture the world’s worst girlfriend to date him for a while. Then, when she’s made his life miserable and he’s hit rock bottom, you can swoop in and save the day. Be the breath of fresh air he so desperately needs.”


Blissfully unaware of the wheels turning in Elena’s brain, I chomped on fried potatoes while she picked at her food.


Suddenly she straightened in her chair and set her plate aside. “It’s a brilliant idea, actually.”


“What?” I asked, my eyebrows snapping together. “No, it isn’t. I was joking.”


“Joking or not, I think you’re absolutely right. And I want you to be the girlfriend.”


I cackled. I wheezed. My eyes welled up with tears. Until I realized Elena wasn’t joining in on my amusement. “Oh shit. You’re serious?”


“Very.”


I scoffed as I brought my dirty dish to the sink, the ratty sweatpants I adored sitting on my curvy hips. “Absolutely not.”


“I’ll pay you.”


Insert the proverbial record scratch.


I’m ashamed to admit that the prospect of getting paid made me pause. After all, I was a scholarship student living off the wages from the work-study hours I’d been fitting into a jam-packed schedule of classes and frequent weekend trips to New York to help my overburdened parents run a bodega in East Harlem.


Not that Elena knew any of this.


Making sure to mask any eagerness in my voice, I asked, “How much are we talking about?”


She shrugged. “For two or three weeks of your time? Does a thousand dollars per week sound fair? We can see where we stand after that.”


My heart galloped in my chest. Three thousand dollars. With the possibility of extra cash if the assignment proved to be more challenging than expected. Damn, I could do so much with that money. Buy books for next semester. Send most of it to my family. Not kiss my roommate’s ass in order to eat a decent meal for a month or two. Which reminded me: “Kissing?”


She narrowed her eyes. “If you must. No fooling around, though, and definitely no sex.”


“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that.”


But teasing was fair game, it seemed. And hey, I could be coy. I certainly could be a bitch. Someone’s worst nightmare? Sin duda. These were my personality traits in a nutshell, so the assignment wouldn’t be a stretch by any means. In fact, this would be a cinch.


Well, that’s what my overconfident and underdeveloped twenty-year-old brain reasoned, at least. So Elena and I shook hands, and thus began my lucrative college side gig.


By the time I graduated from Wharton with a degree in business, I’d served as the starter ex for ten struggling-to-solidify relationships. Bonus? I never had to explain why I wasn’t interested in dating anyone—because I was dating. Sort of.


Yes, I should have kept this highly problematic venture firmly in my past. But I didn’t. And now I’m screwed. What follows is my pathetic story. You’re going to want to grab some popcorn for this one.


Sidenote (in case you were wondering): A few years ago, Elena and her boy crush got married in a lavish waterfront ceremony at Penn’s Landing. They didn’t invite me to the wedding.
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VANESSA


Present Day


Let’s get this out of the way: I’m a terrible person.


No, I’m not being self-deprecating in an effort to gain your sympathy; I truly am a terrible person. If you trust me on this now, whatever happens next will make a whole lot more sense. That said, I believe in seeking redemption, so after working as a financial planner in Chicago for eight years and accepting a job transfer over unemployment in a limp economy, I’m back in New York, licking my wounds and trying to make amends for my past transgressions. Judging by my younger sister’s flat expression as she studies the menu in her hands, I have my work cut out for me.


We’re sitting in Grenadine’s Café on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. My treat, so my choice. I may have miscalculated on that front. Admittedly, it’s a bad habit of mine—miscalculating things, that is.


“Is this supposed to be appealing?” Lisa asks, her dark brown eyes narrowing in confusion. “Pea foam and carrot puree? And how the hell does one deconstruct bread?” She sighs, her huff of breath ruffling her curly bangs, and tosses the menu on the table. “Get the hell out of here with this.”


For as long as I can remember, this has been my life: straddling two worlds, the haves and the have-not-enoughs, neither of which fully embraced me. Or I suppose it’s more accurate to say I never fully embraced them.


Jesus. It’s as if the overwrought prose in my brain writes itself.


Get it together, Vanessa. You’re here to atone for your mistakes.


“This isn’t what I usually eat, but the place is close to the new office, and I’m trying to find lunch options so I’ll be ready to entertain clients once we start accepting them.”


She dismisses my explanation with a wave. “Ah, this is research. How convenient . . . for you.”


Oof. Lisa’s not in the mood for my bullshit. And I don’t blame her. Still, it’s hard to square the person in front of me with the fifteen-year-old who worshipped the ground I walked on when I left home for college more than a decade ago. Since then, she’s always been polite whenever our paths cross—which, granted, hasn’t been often—but civility between siblings is an embarrassingly low bar, and her attitude this afternoon suggests she’s no longer interested in meeting even that. There’s a “bite” to her personality I’m not used to, and it only underscores how far we’ve grown apart.


Promising to return for our orders “in a jiff,” the server sets down our glasses of water and a basket of rolls, then rushes off.


“I’ll let you choose next time,” I say, leaning over to take Lisa’s hand.


She dodges my effort and sits up straight. “Why am I here?”


I roll my shoulders and compose myself. This isn’t going to be easy, but I want to lessen the tension between us once and for all. “I’m sorry.”


The blanket apology gets her attention. She stares at me, and for the first time since we sat down, the furrow between her eyebrows disappears. “For what exactly?”


“For everything, Lisa. For leaving New York and never looking back. For saddling you with the job of looking out for Mami and Papi on the daily. For missing out on some really important moments in your life—prom, high school graduation, the celebration dinner when you got your master’s degree. Hell, for limiting your opportunities because you felt you had to be the one to stick around and watch over our parents.”


I didn’t want to miss any of those milestones, but I couldn’t face my family back then. Not Lisa. And certainly not my mother and father. So I pretended I was too busy managing other people’s money and made myself scarce at home. In the end, I only managed to become even more estranged from the people who truly matter.


Her lips thin as she studies me, then she says, “So you’ve decided that my job as a school counselor is directly correlated to the fewer opportunities I had because I stayed in New York to keep an eye on Mom and Dad. Wow.” She pulls in a so-help-me breath, then blows it out slowly. “You’re a piece of work, sis.”


See? Terrible.


“That sounded different in my head, Lili.” I forge ahead, despite the side-eye she’s giving me for using a nickname I lost the right to use years ago. “In my mind, it was ten times less condescending and a thousand times more graceful.”


She sighs wearily. “Look, I’m not trying to be difficult. I appreciate that you want to reconnect. It’s just . . . I don’t know you anymore, Vanessa. You want to pick up where we left off, but that’s not going to happen overnight.”


“I get it. I do. All I’m asking is that you let me in. Even if it’s only a teeny bit. Now that I’m here, I’d like to spend time with you. Remember what Mami used to tell us? ‘You two need to have each other’s backs. It’s you two against the world.’”


A hint of a smile battles her standoffish demeanor, and for the first time since we sat down at the table, a sense of hope takes root in my chest. Lisa’s smile tells me the door to her heart is still open. Not wide open, mind you, but if a crack is all she’ll give me, I’ll gladly take it.


“We used to make fun of her when she told us that,” she says, her expression suddenly wistful, as if she’s remembering us giggling and sneakily rolling our eyes when Mami lectured us on the importance of sisterhood.


“We sure did.”


In those days, Lisa and I were know-it-alls. Now I’m perfectly comfortable acknowledging I don’t know shit about anything. Well, that’s not entirely true. I know a lot about what makes men tick. As for everything else? Zip.


Lisa twists her lips, then angles her head. “Tell me about Chicago. Why’d you leave? What happened?”


My boss, David Warner, happened, I think to myself. For six months, I was happily dating a man who never asked me for more. Figuring we were on the same page about the obvious limits of our relationship, I foolishly overshared parts of me I’d never shared with anyone. Stuff about my goals and dreams, my strengths and weaknesses. My strained relationship with my family, and my fears about returning home someday. And then I continued to disregard everything I know about men and did the unthinkable: I rejected his attempts to take us to, as he put it, “the next level.” Worse, I told him I couldn’t see myself being serious with anyone, let alone my boss.


In a tale as old as time, he lashed out when I rejected him, accusing me of using him to climb the corporate ladder. As if my disinterest in a lasting commitment couldn’t possibly be genuine and had to be part of an elaborate ploy. He wouldn’t be duped, he said, so he recommended me for the team that would help build the New York office. A relocation would be good for my career, he suggested—in the middle of a staff meeting. Wow, message received.


David Warner taught me another lesson: Give men what they claim to want, and they’ll still find a way to screw you over.


Frankly, I wanted to shove that transfer up his ass. But I didn’t have that luxury. Not when my parents are struggling to keep their business afloat until they can sell it. Not when my sister’s working sixty hours a week and helping my parents at the store on weekends. How selfish would I be to put my needs before theirs? Especially after I cast them aside so easily years ago. No, the only answer was to grin and bear it.


“An opportunity to return to the city presented itself,” I tell Lisa. “A promotion of sorts.”


I’m not sharing the particulars with my sister. They’re unimportant.


“So you’re here for the foreseeable future?” she asks.


“Yeah.”


“Then I’d like you to help us off-load the store,” she says, picking at the sourdough carcass that passes for bread at Grenadine’s. “Mami and Papi are procrastinating, but they need to slow down. Like, yesterday. They’re exhausted. And they haven’t taken a vacation in God knows how long. It’s time.”


La Flor Superette is my parents’ bodega in East Harlem. Well, that’s the name on the official paperwork, but to the neighborhood, it’s the corner store. One of hundreds in the city. As for La Flor, though, my parents’ blood, sweat, and tears are built into its foundation. Their life’s work is situated at the intersection of 106th Street and Second Avenue. Getting them to give it up won’t be easy.


“Whatever you need, I’ll do it. I’d like to talk to them about their retirement funds too. I can help them make some strategic decisions. Do you happen to know if—”


“Vanessa?” a high-pitched voice behind me says, interrupting my inevitable barrage of bulldozing questions. “Is that you?”


I twist around in my seat and see one of my college roommates—and former clients. Yes, I’m using the latter term loosely here, but still. Shit.


“Charlotte,” I singsong, recovering quickly and jumping to my feet. Unfortunately, she’s not alone. The woman beside her could be her twin, though. “It’s so good to see you.”


“Get over here, woman.” She steps forward and pulls me into a light hug. “It’s totally bizarre that I’m seeing you after all these years. And today of all days.”


“Oh, is it a special occasion?”


She swings her blond bob around and raises a thick, legal-sized accordion envelope in the air. “Receipts. The divorce is officially final.”


“Oh no, you and Ian split up?”


I remember him well: Last name Thompson. White guy. A senior economics major from California. Straightlaced and serious. Biggest pet peeve: untidy people. Hence, the name of the assignment: Operation Messy. That one was fun.


“Sweetie, this is a good thing. I was in love with him. Truly. Then I discovered Ian doesn’t have a loyal bone in his body. Short story: He’s loaded. He cheated. No prenup. Cha-ching. We’re visiting my parents to celebrate. In fact, I’d clink glasses with you if I had any champagne handy.” Charlotte glances at her companion and furrows her brow. “Goodness, sorry. Julia, this is Vanessa Cordero. Vanessa, this is my bestie, Julia.” Turning to Julia, she says, “Vanessa and I went to college together. She’s the starter ex I told you about. The one who helped me land the asshole in the first place.”


In the beginning, I’d considered asking my clients to sign a nondisclosure agreement, then felt mildly embarrassed at the thought of taking what I was doing so seriously. In this moment, however, I have regrets. Many, many regrets.


Her companion’s eyes grow as wide as saucers. “Oh-em-gee, this is the genius who tortures men for a living?”


My face warms under her blunt appraisal. “That’s not an accurate description of what I did. And anyway, it’s all in the past.” I wave away my and Charlotte’s connection as if it’s no big deal. “Misguided college stuff.” Damn, it’s hot in here. Is the restaurant’s air-conditioning on the fritz?


“Well, past or not, I bow down to you, girlfriend.”


Still seated at the table, Lisa clears her throat. Or maybe that’s a snort. Yeah, considering this stranger unironically called me girlfriend, Lisa definitely just snorted.


I spin around as if my sister has appeared from nowhere. “Oh, right. Charlotte, this is Lisa. My younger sister. We were just heading out—”


“No, we weren’t,” my traitorous sister says. “We haven’t even ordered.” She motions to the empty chair next to hers. “Want to join us? I’d love to hear more about this torturing business from someone who has firsthand experience seeing my sister in action.” Lisa pins me with a frosty stare, as if to say, You have a lot of explaining to do, pendeja.


I drop onto my chair and rub my temples. Damn, this is going to be painful.


“Picture this,” Charlotte tells my sister, as droplets from the second glass of champagne she ordered land on her place setting. “Vanessa knows Ian’s a neat freak, so she comes over to his place after supposedly participating in a mud run—”


“A what?” Lisa asks, her forehead creased in confusion.


“It’s like an obstacle course. Lots of running. Lots of mud. Think army training. Crawling on the ground. Climbing over a wall. Sprinting through a tire maze. Point is, there’s no way you’re finishing without getting absolutely filthy. So then your sister goes over to his place and asks if she can clean up there.” Charlotte looks over at me. “Want to pick up the story from here?”


Not really, but they’re all staring at me expectantly.


“Um, yeah, there isn’t much to add. I stood outside his apartment, but he wouldn’t let me through the door. He asked if mud runs were a hobby of mine, and I said yes. A once-a-month thing, in fact, I told him, which of course wasn’t true. And I pointed out that if we got serious, I’d find a way to drag him along too. His face paled. He was already pale to begin with, by the way. I think the mud runs were the final straw. Before that, I’d rearranged his kitchen in a way that made no sense. Refused to take off my shoes at the door. Silly stuff, really, but I knew that wasn’t enough for him to end things. The mud run, though? That was a deal-breaker. The key is to know your target’s pressure points.”


Lisa leans forward, setting aside her ridiculous “naked” pizza, which boasts no toppings and is the least offensive item on Grenadine’s menu. “So how’d you smooth the way for Charlotte?”


“Well, he already knew Charlotte was my roommate. We met through her. So I started mentioning little things here and there. How she cleaned up after me. How she organized our apartment. How funny and engaging she was. Listen, it was all true. The thing is, he couldn’t see or hear any of it until he needed a lifeline. It was like the juxtaposition of our personalities helped him realize she was better suited for him than I was.”


“And you did this for multiple women?”


“Yes, and one guy. For that assignment, both the client and the target were bisexual men.”


Lisa collapses back against her chair. She’s peering at me as if she’s looking at a stranger, as if everything she’s ever understood about me has been upended. “Goodness. You’re blowing my mind right now.”


“You don’t do it anymore?” Charlotte’s friend Julia asks, a hopeful gleam in her eyes.


“No way. Can’t imagine doing anything like that ever again. I’m not proud of what I did.”


“Well, I’m grateful,” Charlotte replies, her speech slurring just a touch.


“Okay, babe,” Julia says, rising. “Time to get you to your parents’ place. Something tells me you’re going to have a nasty hangover if you don’t quit while you’re ahead.”


Charlotte allows Julia to help her stand. As Julia gathers their belongings, Charlotte slides over to me and squeezes my shoulder. “If you ever want to reopen your starter ex business, I have lots of friends who’d hire you.”


“Thanks, but I’ll pass. Those days are over.”


She giggles. “Suit yourself.” Then she blows kisses at us and trots away, Julia struggling behind her with their bags and that damn accordion file.


Lisa and I sit quietly for a moment, both of us absorbing the impact of Charlotte’s revelations. I want to ask Lisa what she’s thinking, even though I’m not sure I’d appreciate her answer.


After a minute, she blows out a breath. “I want you to do that for me.”


“Do what?”


“Be a starter ex. For someone I’m interested in.”


I cackle and wait for my sister to join in on my amusement. She doesn’t. An eerie sense of déjà vu sets in. “Oh shit. You’re serious about this?”


“I am.”


“Absolutely not.”


“Hear me out, Vanny.”


Oh, we’re back to nicknames, are we? How interesting. Still. “There’s nothing to hear, Lili. The answer is no.”


The light in her eyes dims, and her expression sours. “Fine. Let’s just get the check.”


Okay, I probably shouldn’t have rejected the idea outright. This is an opportunity to connect with Lisa, and I squandered it. Mind you, I’d never agree to this kind of scheme again, but what’s the harm in learning why she thinks she needs my help? Maybe I can use this as a chance to bond with her. “Tell me what’s going on.”


Lisa sits up, her expression softening. “His name is Jason Torres. He’s my best friend’s older brother. And I’ve had a thing for him since high school, but he doesn’t see me in that way. I’m starting to think he never will.”


“If he can’t see how amazing you are on your own terms, then perhaps it’s for the best.”


Lisa slumps her shoulders. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life wondering what if?, though. All the men and women I’ve ever been interested in pale in comparison to him. When I’m with someone else, I’m thinking of him. And questioning if I’m with the wrong person. I just thought this starter ex stuff might kick Jason out of neutral. If he can see you as a potential girlfriend, it wouldn’t be as much of a leap to see me as one too.”


“It’s a little more complicated than that, sweetie. The reason those other engagements worked was because I didn’t have a hugely personal connection with the person asking for my help. Being your sister injects a fundamental flaw in the mix. If anything, he’d run in the opposite direction.”


“That’s assuming you two had some kind of grand love affair. But it wouldn’t be anything heavy, right? It’s not like you’d be dating him for years. You wouldn’t even be having sex. And after the breakup, you’d sing my praises. Assure him you wouldn’t be jealous and you’re supportive of the relationship. Extra points if you were the one to suggest me as a replacement. Subtly, of course.”


“Okay, but let’s spin this out a bit: Let’s say this works. Jason decides he’d prefer to date his ex-girlfriend’s younger sister, and you two fall madly in love. There would always be this big lie of omission between you two. Honestly? I never understood why the people I worked with wanted that burden, but I was young and dumb and didn’t care. As a grown-ass adult, though, I’m having a hard time understanding why you’d want to do this.”


“Because I’m just not seeing it as a big deal. You’re simply giving him a little push in my direction, that’s all.”


“It would be awkward as hell.”


“Not really. It would be the kind of thing we’d laugh about one day. It doesn’t have to be awkward if we don’t make it awkward.”


“For him, Lili. I meant for him.”


She gives me a dismissive wave. “Guys are clueless about these things. They take their cues from us. Besides, if he thinks he’s dodged a bullet by dating me instead of you, he won’t care.”


“So this guy, Jason, he means something to you?”


The faraway look in her eyes as she considers my question is answer enough, but I still want to hear what’s going on in that head of hers.


“This isn’t some silly crush. I’ve had real feelings—strong feelings—for Jason for a while now. I just don’t know how to get him over that hump.”


“Is he a lot older than you? Is that his hang-up?”


“No, he’s twenty-nine. We’re only three years apart.”


This guy’s my age, then. That’s a relief.


“Is it because he thinks his sister would object?”


“She wouldn’t. If anything, Camila would love for us to get together. It’s him. He’s jaded. Cynical about relationships. Not wary of women, per se. More like he’s wary of people in general.”


“Sounds like a charmer,” I say under my breath.


“Don’t get me wrong, he’s a really great guy. It’s just . . . he has his relationship walls up.”


“Well then, he sounds like a challenge. And my usual antics probably won’t fly with him.”


“That’s where I think you’re wrong, actually. Remember, he’s jaded. A terrible girlfriend is exactly what he’d expect. Nothing you do would ever surprise him. You’d just be playing into his preconceived notions.”


“How does that help you?”


“I’ll be the antithesis of a terrible girlfriend. The exception to the rule. The one person who wouldn’t pull the bullshit you’re doing. And if I can get his family—his mother especially—on my side, there’s no way he wouldn’t at least consider me.”


I draw back and gawk at her. “Jesus. Who are you right now? When did my little sister become this scheming mastermind?”


“You’ve been gone a long time, sis. I’ve always been this way. It’s just . . . you were never around to witness it.”


A pang hits me deep in my chest. Well, she’s right about that. But trying to reconnect with my sister shouldn’t come at the expense of my efforts to be a better person, to make smarter decisions in my personal and professional lives. I’m trying. Agreeing to be a starter ex for her would set those efforts back several steps.


Lisa fidgets with the cloth napkin in her hands. “Let me ask you this: Has any person fallen for you despite whatever it is you do as a starter ex? Because that would be my only hesitation. I wouldn’t want to toy with Jason’s feelings. Not to the point that he’d actually get hurt.”


“Good Lord, no. My tactics make that virtually impossible. Now, mind you, being a starter ex was a bit of a dance. These men wouldn’t have continued to date me if I’d been terrible to them all the time. So there was flirting and fun. But then I was really good at making them miserable too. Seriously, Lili, my skills were unmatched. And my success rate stands at ninety percent. But again, that was a long time ago, and I have no interest in resurrecting that part of my past.”


“One more time, Vanessa. That’s all I’m asking. And it wouldn’t be for long. Camila’s getting married in July, and I’m her maid of honor. That’ll give me plenty of opportunities to be around Jason. And just as many opportunities for you to be around the family if you two hit it off.”


“There’s a possibility we wouldn’t hit it off at all. What then?”


“Then we’ll forget about the idea altogether. I’ll just act like Kathy Bates in Misery and chain him to my bed until he falls in love with me.”


“Be serious for a minute.”


“I am being serious,” she says, shaking her head. “And I’m not doing this for shits and giggles. Please, Vanny. I need this.”


There’s a touch of urgency in her voice; it baffles me. “But why?”


“Because I don’t have anything for myself, V. I work ridiculous hours, helping too many kids in an underfunded and understaffed education system, while my life remains stagnant. I’m tired all the time. My kids and their families take up most of my hours during the day, and when I get home, I continue thinking about their problems. And then when I’m not obsessing about my students, I’m helping our parents. I just want something for me. No, someone for me. Someone who’ll put me first. I always put on a smile and tell people things will be okay, but I’d love to be able to lean on my partner when I’m worried that things might be as bad as they seem. Is that so much to ask?”


Turns out, Lisa also knows my pressure points. Reminding me that I’ve been absent in our parents’ lives for most of my adult life—forcing her to fill the void—is an express ticket to the land of Guiltopia. And the feeling’s multiplied by thousands when I remember why I made myself scarce. “Of course it’s not too much to ask. But what’s wrong with trying to get close to Jason the old-fashioned way?”


“I’ve been trying, but whatever I’m doing isn’t working. He treats me like a sister, not a woman he could date. What he needs is a push. A well-executed push.”


“I’m sorry, Lili,” I say, avoiding her pained stare. “The answer is still no. It’s a bad idea. And I bet if you give yourself time to think this through, you’ll come to the same conclusion.”


She leans back in her chair. “No, I don’t think I will. Which isn’t surprising. We’re not as alike as I once thought.” Then she digs into her purse and pulls out her wallet. Poking the inside of her cheek with her tongue, she flicks a few bills onto the table—for her share of the check, presumably—and leaves without a backward glance.


Lovely. This redemption tour is off to a great start.










chapter 2
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JASON


Fact: I would take a bullet for my siblings if I had to.


Fact: If anyone ever hurt them, I’d track down the asshole and make him pay.


Fact: If my youngest sister begged me to take her place this very second, there isn’t enough money in the world to convince me to say yes.


Right now, Camila Lorena Torres—or Cami as we call her—is slumped in a dining chair, her vacant gaze fixed on an old Easter family portrait hanging on the wall behind our mother. We’re all wearing white in the photo. A cringe moment if ever there were one. To her credit, Cami’s making a valiant effort to hold it together, but her usual tactic of mentally transporting herself to a different location doesn’t appear to be working. A part of me feels sorry for her; the older brother in me thinks this shit is hilarious.


“Are you listening to me, Camila Lorena?”


Ooh, my mother invoked Cami’s middle name; she’s not playing around.


Cami shakes her head as if to clear it and rejoins the conversation. “Yeah, I’m listening, Mami.”


“What’s going on with your headpiece? The wedding is just weeks away, mija. It should have been here months ago.”


“Oh, right. I think it came in, actually. A few boxes arrived yesterday, but I haven’t had a chance to check. I’ve been busy with other . . . stuff.”


That pretty much sums up Cami’s interest in wedding planning. She loves her fiancé, but she’s not in love with anything about the run-up to saying I do.


Hearing Cami’s dull response, my mother’s lips flatten into a thin line. “Camila, I’m not going to plan this wedding by myself. It’s bad enough that we had to do all this rush, rush, rush. You need to participate too.”


Cami and her fiancé, both teachers, are moving to Chile as part of a two-year program to teach English abroad. Their marriage will guarantee they’re placed in the same school district.


“I know, Mami. Perdón. I’ll check tonight and let you know.”


My mother’s lips relax. Seconds later, though, her eyes widen in concern. “What about the ribbon and bells for the capias? Did you order them yet?”


Ah, the capias. A shudder runs through me when I remember my introduction to them as a kid. They were everywhere. Birthdays, graduation parties, and, yes, weddings. Somehow, Latinx people took the equivalent of a festive button covered in tulle and plastic charms and made it a thing. As a thank-you to their guests, supposedly. The plastic naked baby they put on the capia for baby showers was the worst. It was hot pink, had no eyes, and gave me nightmares for days. To top all that off, the hosts would pin it to your clothes but it never stayed in place, so whenever you touched your chest, it stabbed you.


“Umm, about that,” Cami says. “I don’t want to worry about poking people with those pins. Plus, the capia eventually falls apart anyway. And no one saves them anymore. So, yeah, Bryan and I don’t think they’re necessary.”


No one stirs, not even a mouse, as we wait for my mother’s reaction. I chance a glance at her face. Mom’s eyes are as round in surprise as they were the day my other sister, Denise, told us she’s a lesbian. Honestly, I bet in my mother’s mind, this announcement is equally momentous.


Cami rushes on. “We were thinking about chocolate coins or dragées instead?”


My mother raises an eyebrow. “¿Qué, qué? What’s a dragée?”


“A French drag queen,” I say.


Cami laughs, then affectionately drops her forehead on my shoulder. After she regains her composure, we share a conspiratorial smile.


My mother’s husband, Nelson, peeks his head around the Sunday paper he’s reading and grins. “Good one,” he says.


“Good one,” my mother echoes, her mouth twisted in distaste. “Is this a joke to everyone? Is no one else seeing the problem? Aside from a few salsa and merengue songs, where will the cultura be in this wedding?”


Cami expels an exasperated breath and slaps a hand on her chest. “Me. I’m the cultura. I’m literally Latina. You. You’re literally Latina too. Nelson, Denise, Jason. Well, how about that? They’re also Latine. What more do you want, Mami?”


“Ca-pi-as,” my mother says, exaggerating every syllable.


“Will that make you happy?” Cami says, her mouth twitching as she tries to hold back a smile.


“It will.”


“Let’s compromise, then. We’ll order capias for the couples shower. How’s that?”


My mother pouts, then asks, “Speaking of, are you sure Bryan and his family need to be there? Can’t we throw a party just for you?”


“No, Mami. We want to celebrate our new life together. It’s not just about me.”


My mother sighs. “Okay, then capias at the couples shower would be nice.”


“Great. It’s settled.”


“Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.”


My mother always gets her way, but she does it with love. Or so she claims.


Denise, who’s studying her phone with the focus of a brain surgeon in the operating room, raises her head and sweeps her disinterested gaze around the room. Satisfied she isn’t missing anything, she returns her attention to the screen. Honestly, I suspect she uses that device for only two things: TikTok and sexting. She’s licking her lips, so I’m guessing she’s engaged in the latter. Then again, some of the shit that pops up on that app has made me want to bleach my eyes, so who knows. Why didn’t I think to bring something to distract me from this conversation?


“Listen up, everyone,” my mother says.


Oh yes. That’s why.


My mother’s voice is loud and firm, alerting us that she’s not pleased. Nelson drops the paper, and Denise whips her head in our mother’s direction. Elba Graciela Guzmán Colón might look like the quintessential suburban housewife, but I’m almost certain she has a shank in that humongous bag she’s always carrying, and if you gave her a couple of cocktails, my mother could be the central figure on The Real Housewives of Spanish Harlem. Be afraid. Be very afraid.


“No one should be reading at the table,” she says. “This is family time. All I ask is that we have one Sunday a month to catch up. Can we do that, please?” She spares me the evil eye.


“Sorry, cielito,” Nelson says. “You’re absolutely right.” Hearing the appeasing tone of his voice, I can’t help but grin. Nelson’s a tall, imposing figure, with a head full of salt-and-pepper curls and smooth, dark skin; he’s not the kind of man to back down from anyone. But my mother’s not just anyone, and he chooses his battles wisely. In an effort to deflect any punishment for his minor infraction, Nelson turns to Denise. “Mija, put that phone away.”


Denise smirks at him. “Sure, Papi.” Then she turns to me. “So, bro, are you bringing a date to the wedding?”


I should have known this would come up. My mother’s single-minded focus on the wedding supplies Denise with more than enough material to torment me. Being the oldest child and only son in a Puerto Rican family comes with many privileges—it also comes with several burdens. I’m twenty-nine, single, and uninterested in dating anyone seriously. In other words, my very existence is breaking my mother’s heart.


“What single man in his right mind brings a woman to a wedding? I intend to show up unattached and ready to calm the fears of the unmarried ladies in distress.”


“What exactly will they be distressed about?” Denise asks.


“Their unmarried status, of course. Everyone knows single women fall apart when their girlfriends get married. I’ll be there to pick up the pieces.”


Truth: I don’t believe this at all. But someone has to annoy Denise, and I consider it my side hustle.


“You do realize you’re almost thirty, right? Isn’t it time for you to finally grow up?”


“You’re pot, I’m kettle. We’ve already met.” Denise flings a piece of bread at me, and I swat it away like a martial arts expert. I own a business. Denise is a second-year law student at NYU. We’re adults with respectable prospects. But when we’re together, we each chisel away at the other’s maturity until we both resemble teenagers.


“Para con eso,” my mother says. “In what world is it okay to throw food at the dining table? Not in this world, that’s for sure.”


“Sorry,” I say.


My mom points a fork in my direction. “Now, I’m only going to say this once. There will be no hookups at the wedding. Jason, find a date. A suitable date.”


“What about Denise?” I counter.


“Too busy with school,” my lying sister says with a wink.


“Well, how am I supposed to find a date on such short notice?”


My mother’s unmoved. “Use your resources . . . wisely. And don’t bring a woman who thinks one of those spandex tube dresses is an appropriate outfit for a wedding.”


“Now you’re just expecting the impossible,” Denise says.


Gesturing with her fingers, my mother tells Denise to zip it. Then she juts her ear out toward me, as if she’s daring me to say anything. “In fact,” she continues, “try something new: Bring someone you could see yourself dating seriously. Maybe even marrying. Isn’t it about time you start thinking about a wife and kids?”


Shit, she’s going for the jugular today. I thought about a wife and kids a few years ago, but as my mother damn well knows, it didn’t work out the way I wanted it to.


“What about Lisa?” Denise asks me. “You already know her, and she’s a do-gooder. The kind of person I could see you tolerating enough to settle down with one day.”


“Ooh, yes,” my mother says, detecting none of Denise’s sarcasm. “She’s a wonderful girl. Helps kids for a living. Good head on her shoulders. Respectful. Sweet. Doesn’t try to be the center of attention all the time.”


“All true, but I’m not dating my younger sister’s best friend. Ever.”


“Why not?” Denise asks. “She may not be my type, but even I can admit she’s hot as hell.”


Seriously, if Neanderthal were a language, Denise would be its most fluent speaker. To them, I say, “Because dating someone close to the family is a recipe for arroz y being all up in my business. Change of subject, please.”
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