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THE MOON IS WHISPERING TO ME AGAIN.


At first, I don’t look. Instead, I pull the blankets over my head, squeezing my eyes shut while I pretend to sleep. Even though I’ve barely slept for days. When the moon’s whispers grow louder, I know tonight won’t be any different.


Omega.


I slowly roll over to find it staring at me from the other side of my bedroom window. Glowing and golden. Like the face of someone I used to know.


I wonder if it’s calling to me more loudly now that I set my cousin Luna free. She says it sings to me because I’m special. Because I can tap into the emotions of supernatural beings in a way that other empaths can’t. Maybe the moon is drawn to me for the same reason.


“I knew all that Halloween candy would keep you up.” The statue of La Virgen on my nightstand tsks, reminding me why religious keepsakes with the ability to speak are one of the most annoying things about being an empath. Because even when Abuela or Father Torres isn’t around to make sure I’m following the rules, La Virgen is always there to chime in when I’m doing something wrong.


Maybe I should move her to the attic with the rest of cousin Kitty’s (her previous owner’s) stuff. But then who would argue with Aunt Teresa’s antique lamp when it makes a snide comment about something that is one hundred percent not its business?


“You should have stuck to the sugar-free kind,” La Virgen goes on.


I’d rather eat rocks, I want to tell her. Instead, I say, “If I could sleep, I would,” and then I rub my legs together until my pajamas create static sparks under the blankets.


The truth is, I’ve had enough late nights to last a lifetime. The night of the botched séance, sneaking out to Aiden’s tree house, Marisol’s disastrous quince. I am very much looking forward to a break from things that go bump in the night just so I can finally go to bed at a decent hour.


La Virgen smiles. “Heroes, especially, need their rest, Omega.”


I feel my face warm, not sure if the title fits. Ever since my empathic abilities first started to reveal themselves, I’ve been struggling to control them. So even if it feels nice to finally not be the person screwing everything up, is it true? Am I really some kind of hero?


“The girl was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time,” the lamp says, unamused, “and it’s a miracle she made it out alive. But that’s what this family gets for meddling with things that shouldn’t be meddled with.”


“And what do you call it every time you chime in without being asked?” La Virgen says. “All you do is meddle. And Omega saved Luna’s life. That’s a fact.”


“The whole town too,” the Selena poster on the wall above my bed adds in her singsong voice.


I remember grabbing the rope Father Torres was using to tie Luna down and suddenly we were all connected. But not just me and the crowd, me and their memories—each one I brought to the surface like a drop of rain, dampening the flames of their anger.


And then came the real miracle—my powers worked on Luna too, making her human again.


“She saved a bunch of ungrateful humans who have probably already found something new to hate.” The lampshade swings its tassels, annoyed. “You could be taking over the world and instead you waste your magic on these boring bags of flesh.”


“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m also one of those boring bags of flesh,” I shoot back, reminding it that I’m half-human.


The lamp harrumphs. “You still believe that?”


I chew on my lip, thinking about all the times my powers didn’t work. All the times I thought I was broken. In some ways I feel like I still don’t know the answer to the lamp’s question. Or maybe I’m not ready, the idea that I could be something different—something more than just an empath—setting a small fire in my belly.


Omega.


I turn to the moon again, another fire I don’t know how to put out. But instead of burying myself in the blankets, hiding and trying to ignore its pull, I slip out from under them, slowly making my way to the window.


“It’s awfully big tonight, isn’t it?” Selena says, her face washed in light.


“Omega, where are you going?” La Virgen hisses.


I move slowly like I’m sneaking up on one of our chickens that’s escaped the coop. “Just to look…”


As I step into the moonlight pouring through the glass, it feels… magical. But also dangerous. Like getting too close to a hot flame I know I shouldn’t touch.


I press a hand to the cold glass instead. Watching the moon as it watches me. Feeling its pull snake around my arms and legs, trying to lure me outside.
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“Omega…?”


I look back at La Virgen, her face scrunched with worry.


“What’s wrong?” I ask.


Selena gasps. “Your hands.”


I glance down and see the faint stripes. Wide and slightly curved. Like flowing water. As if someone’s painted on me with my godmother Luisa’s watercolors.


I jump back from the window, the lines disappearing as soon as I step into the shadows. And then I just stare at my reflection in my vanity mirror, breathing hard as I wait for the strange shapes to reappear.


“Just a trick of the light,” La Virgen says, giving me a tense smile. “That’s all it was.”


“Whatever happened to ‘thou shalt not lie’?” the lamp shoots back. “Clearly, the girl is cursed.”


Cursed.


That’s how I used to feel about my empathic abilities always going haywire. Even now the word feels like sandpaper against my skin, and any pride or wonder I was feeling earlier at the thought of being someone’s hero quickly evaporates.


Suddenly, I’m warm, like someone’s breathing down the back of my neck. I turn toward the moon again, the light it gives off so bright I practically have to squint. Still reaching for me. Whispering in that strange but soothing voice.


“Please,” I whisper back. “Just leave me alone.”


Because I know the lines on my skin weren’t just a trick of the light. Because if I was just special, if this connection to the moon and the darkness around it was just a gift, it wouldn’t come with a cost. With the risk of turning into a monster.


So, no, I’m no hero.


Because as long as there’s this darkness inside me—this magic switch that can be flipped without my control, turning me into a monster just like La Lechuza—it’ll never actually be true. No matter what I do. No matter what people think of me. I’ll always be holding in this secret.


With my back to the moon, electricity races up my spine. Tiny sparks like the ones ignited by my flannel pajamas. Just then, a shadow passes by my bedroom window, eclipsing Selena’s face as the warm glow blinks out like a light.


I spin. “What was that?”


“I’m not sure,” Selena says, squinting. “It was too fast. I didn’t get a good look.”


“Maybe your abuelo’s sleepwalking,” the lamp offers.


But Abuelo hasn’t had one of his prophetic dreams since Luna showed up. In fact, he’s been sleeping harder than ever, his snores muffled on the other side of my bedroom wall.


“The cows at Mr. Alan’s place could have gotten loose again,” La Virgen says.


A cloud slides past the moon and I take the opportunity to peer out. Señora Avila’s house is still empty, the for-sale sign blowing in the wind. Nothing passing between the trees. No animals wandering off into the nearby field.


“Maybe some ghosts have decided to cross over early for Día de Muertos,” the lamp says. “It wouldn’t be the first time one of them has broken the rules.”


By the salt in her voice, I know she’s talking about Clau and the fact that she has absolutely zero interest in crossing over to the other side.


“Speaking of Clau,” La Virgen says, “maybe she went out for a midnight walk?”


“Ghosts don’t walk,” the lamp says. “They glide.”


Selena furrows her brow. “I’d say it’s more of a hover.”


“It doesn’t matter,” the lamp says. “Ever since they put up the ofrenda, she’s been in the attic like she is every time she gets in one of her moods. Which means my money’s on the cow.”


The lamp is right. Clau started acting strange as soon as we swapped out the Halloween decorations for the special altar we make every year for Día de Muertos. I haven’t seen her since she left me to clean the empty candy wrappers and glitter residue from our costumes all by myself. I thought she was just avoiding doing chores. But that was hours ago.


I stare up at the ceiling, listening for the whistle of a light breeze or even a faint sniffle. But it’s quiet.


“Or maybe she’s hiding,” the lamp goes on. “Who knows what the other ghosts will do to her once they find out she’s been refusing to cross over. And tomorrow there will be a whole procession of them.”


Tomorrow marks the beginning of Día de Muertos—which is actually a two-day celebration, not just one—and Mami and Abuela have been driving to every farm, nursery, and flower shop across South Texas, picking up bushels of bright orange marigolds and fluffy white chrysanthemums to add to the baskets full of flowers we picked from Abuela’s garden.


My fingers are sore from tying them into crowns and bouquets, but Mami always makes a killing at the parade and then again at the cemetery when people need flowers for their loved ones’ graves, which means it’s all hands on deck.


Even Clau was helping out by counting how many crates had been filled. She seemed like she was having fun, turning it into a game like she does everything else. But Clau only ever disappears when she wants to be alone and if she wants to be alone that must mean…


“She’s not afraid,” I finally say. “She’s sad.”


I ease open my bedroom door and spot the light of a single candle at the end of the hallway. When I reach the living room, I see Clau sitting within the golden glow. She’s kneeling in front of our ofrenda.


“I thought you were sleeping,” Clau says, not taking her eyes off the flickering veladora.


“Tried to.” I reach for one of the marigolds forming the arch over the altar, rubbing the smooth petals between my fingers.


“My family didn’t celebrate Día de Muertos in Venezuela.” Clau turns to me. “How does it work again?”


I sit next to her. “There are three levels: Heaven, Earth, and Purgatory. Some people do just two. Some people get all fancy with it and do seven. But it’s just a symbol. Like the other objects on the altar. Salt to keep our ancestors pure on their journey, water in case they’re thirsty, the scent of flowers to help guide them home.”


Clau stares at a dark blue bow tie that belonged to my tío Arthur before leaning closer to a tube of lipstick that belonged to my bisabuela Ynez.


“Is that why you put out their old things? So they know which house is the right one?”


“Sort of. I guess they’re all just like tiny ghost magnets and the better your ofrenda, the better your chances are of having visitors.”


“With that bare face?” The tube of lipstick rattles on the table. “You’re not ready for visitors. Back in my day a young lady knew how to present herself. Hair and makeup done. You wouldn’t catch me dead without my signature red lip.”


First of all, you are dead, I want to say. Instead, Clau and I just roll our eyes.


“Don’t listen to her, niñas,” Tío Arthur’s bow tie shoots back. “Looks mean nothing without talent.”


Clau perks up. “Oh, I’ve got loads of that.”


I think back to Clau’s infamous hijacking of the school talent show a few months ago and then her solo dance routine while the DJ at Marisol’s quince was still trying to set up his equipment. Clau’s definitely got moves. Just none people can actually see.


“Pues, ¡a ver!” Tío Arthur’s bow tie eggs her on. “Acting? Singing? Dancing? What’s your specialty?”


Clau winks at me. “I’m a triple threat.”


She snaps a finger and one of Abuelo’s old records starts to play. Samba. Clau’s favorite. She wiggles her hips while I crawl over to the volume button to turn down the music.


“You’ll wake up Mami!” I hiss, trying to sound serious even though I can’t help but laugh.


The next song starts, and Tío Arthur’s bow tie is suddenly belting the words. He used to travel with his band all over the Southwest—Texas, New Mexico, California. They even played a few shows across the border, back when the government wasn’t so strict about people coming and going.


Every time he stopped by Noche Buena to visit Mami and Tía Tita, he’d bring them a souvenir from some far-off place. A deck of cards with a different luchador on each one, a jewelry box with a flamenco dancer inside. The objects sit right next to his bow tie on the ofrenda and as it begins to sing, their voices join in like he has his own backup singers.


Clau claps, enjoying the show.


“Who’s skinning a cat over there?” the lamp from my bedroom calls out, voice gruff.


“Excuse me?” Tío Arthur’s bow tie snaps back. “Wait. Is that the trash of Teresa Morales I hear? I guess someone took pity on you and found you a new bulb. Though it’s obviously still not the brightest of the bunch.”


The lamp cackles. “Why don’t you come over here and say that to my face?”


Clau shrugs. “Uh, because you don’t have one?”


“At least I don’t spend most of the year tucked away in some shoebox,” the lamp adds, “being eaten alive by moths!”


This doesn’t just offend Tío Arthur’s bow tie. Suddenly every object on the ofrenda is up in arms.


The flamenco dancer screams about being a sacred object.


The luchadores challenge the lamp to a fight.


The tube of lipstick starts calling the lamp ugly.


Then even more shouting from the ballet slippers that belonged to Papi’s little sister, Ana, who died of meningitis; from the pocketknife that used to belong to Abuelo’s best friend, Julio, who fell off a horse; and from the paintbrushes that used to belong to my second cousin Mariana, who died in her sleep at the age of a hundred and two.


“What’s all this yelling?” Abuela flicks on the light, her hair rumpled. “It’s almost morning, Omega. ¿Qué está pasando? You all are so loud you’re going to wake the dead!”


Clau raises an eyebrow. “Isn’t that sort of the point?”


Abuela sighs as she marches over to the record player and shuts off the music. “The point is to celebrate the lives of those we’ve lost and to remind us that the journey from this world to the next is one we will all take someday.”


All except Clau. She looks away and I wonder if she’s thinking the same thing. That she should be one of those ghosts, on her way to an altar with her favorite foods and her favorite things, a photo of her smiling face sitting at the very top, surrounded by bright orange cempasúchiles and multicolored papel picado.


But she’s not. She’s here.


Because she’s not like other ghosts.


That’s what Luna said when she admitted to being the one who brought Clau here in the first place after finding her family’s car turned over in the middle of a terrible storm. Because she’s… special.


Except Luna and the other adults aren’t quite sure how yet. So even though there’s a part of me that wants to tell Clau that it’s not her fault she feels drawn to this side of the veil, I know that still won’t answer her questions about her parents and her little sister, Candela. So I don’t say anything, listening instead to Abuela as she goes on and on about the Aztec, and the Toltec, and the Maya, and the Nahua.


“… and then all those souls traveled through the nine levels of Chicunamictlán—the Land of the Dead—before arriving at their final resting place.”


“Mictlān,” I say proudly, remembering the story.


“So it’s like a video game,” Clau says.


I nod. “And each level is harder than the last. That’s why people started creating altars. To deliver supplies to their loved ones who were trying to reach Mictlān.”


Clau grows quiet. “You don’t…” She looks up. “You don’t think that’s where my parents are, do you?” She sits up suddenly. “I didn’t make them an altar. What if they don’t have any supplies?”


Abuela gently shushes her. “Cálmate, cálmate. The story of Chicunamictlán is only one of many. There are countless versions of heaven and hell and whatever lies between the two.” She takes Clau by the hand. “But what I know in here”—she presses their clasped hands to her chest—“is that your parents are somewhere safe and that they are surrounded by love. Which is why Día de Muertos is not a time for mourning or sadness. It’s a time for joy and laughter…”


“And lots of food,” I add.


“And dancing.” Abuela holds on to Clau’s hand as she twirls her in a circle.


Clau laughs. “So it’s a party.”


Abuela grins. “Exactly. The biggest party of the year!”


Clau spins. “I love parties!” But in the middle of her next dance move, she pauses, her face growing still. She meets my eyes, then Abuela’s. “Do you think my parents will be at the party?” Her lip trembles. “Do you think I’m going to see them again?”


Abuela’s quiet, glancing at the ofrenda, at all the objects backlit by flickering candlelight. Ghost magnets, I’d told Clau. But we don’t have any for her parents. And if there’s nothing calling them to this side of the veil, they might not be able to cross.


“You don’t think they’re coming…” Clau’s face falls.


Abuela reaches for her again. “I’m not sure if they can.”


Clau floats over to the altar, gazing down at the objects, all of them just as silent. Then she turns to us, face scrunched with tears. “But I’m here. Isn’t that enough?”


“Of course it is.” I wrap my arms around her. “Of course you’re enough, Clau.”


But as I hold her, I feel her wrestling with yet another question I can’t answer. What if it’s not just this Día de Muertos that Clau’s parents can’t cross over? What if, as long as Clau refuses to cross over herself, she’ll never see her parents again? Ever.


And if that happens, if she’s earthbound without them for all eternity, will we be enough?


“Now, that’s plenty of stories for one night.” Abuela pinches my cheek. “Omega, you should get some sleep. We’ve got a busy day tomorrow!”


I groan. “Flower Duty. I know.”


“Dulces sueños.” Abuela flicks off the light before heading back to bed.


“Hey,” Clau says, “I thought you weren’t supposed to eat the bread that’s on the altar.”


“You’re not. It’s an offering.” I kneel next to her, examining the pan de muerto on the second tier of the ofrenda.


“Well,” she says, “it looks like someone got hungry.”


She’s right. A big bite’s been taken out of the side.


Suddenly, the hairs on my arms stand up. The same electricity I felt earlier.


“Who would—?” I go to pick up the bread, my fingers touching something cold and wet. I drop the pan and between the bite marks, slimy and squirming… are worms.


Clau gags. “Oh my God!”


I crawl away, rubbing my hands on my pajama pants.


“How did those get in there?”


I shake my head and then my whole body’s shaking. Like I can still feel them squirming, crawling all over me.


“Deep breaths,” Clau says. “Just breathe, Omega.”


I inhale but the feeling makes my head swim. Something terrible and taunting. Mischievous.


Clau swirls around me. “Are you all right?”


“No,” I say, still trying to shake off the feeling.


No. No. No.


Because I can sense it, deep down, that bite was taken by a stranger, which means there’s another mysterious visitor in Noche Buena. One Abuelo’s prophetic dreams didn’t see coming.
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I SIT ON THE GRASS WHILE MAMI WAVES a hand at Papi, guiding his truck into our designated parking spot. We’re right next to the parade’s starting line, which means the dancing skeletons in their giant top hats and Las Catrinas in their big fluffy dresses will toss us the best candy from their elaborate floats.


Usually, I’d already be salivating at the thought of sucking on a sour Lucas Chamoy or a Sparkle Cherry Laffy Taffy but my stomach is still in knots from finding those worms in the pan de muerto this morning.


“You need to eat something, Omega.” Abuela tosses me a barbacoa taco wrapped in wax paper.


As my cousins Carlitos and Chale approach, she tosses them some too.


“The weirdest, grossest thing happened.” Clau circles Carlitos, wrapping him in a cold frost until he’s shivering.


He sidesteps out of her path, peeling back the wax paper on his taco. “If it’s going to make me lose my appetite, I don’t wanna know.”


Clau hovers right in front of his face. Then she says, “Worms! They crawled out of the bread for the dead.”


Carlitos chokes, coughing into his hand.


“Oops!” Clau fans him with her hand. “I didn’t think he was actually going to get sick.”


Carlitos’s eyes water and I think he’s going to puke. But then I look closer and I realize that it’s not shock on his face… it’s fear.


The same sickly sweet fear I felt this morning.


I lower my voice. “It looked like…”


“Like someone took a big bite out of it?” Carlitos finishes.


“Wait.” I get to my feet. “How did you know?”


“We found the same thing on our altar this morning. We thought Chale had snuck a bite when he wasn’t supposed to. Then maybe it went bad. Attracted worms.”


“Old food attracts flies,” Clau says. “Not worms. Unless maybe it was you who attracted the worms.” She ruffles his hair and he jumps.


“Stop that!”


“What do you think it was?” I ask.


“I don’t know. But something… not good.” He shakes his head. “The feeling it left behind. It was like sinking to the very bottom of…”


“Of everything,” I add.


He nods. “Something sad. But also ugly.” He sighs. “When Mom found it, she burned it; said it was the only way to kill the eggs if there were any.”


“Abuela burned the one at our house too. Told me not to worry.”


“Yeah,” Carlitos huffs. “Never believing that again. Don’t worry. There’s no such thing as La Lechuza. It’s just a story.”


“They also said they were sorry and wouldn’t lie to us again.”


“Unless that was a lie too,” Clau says.


Mami calls from the bed of the truck. “I hear a lot of chitchat over there. If you’re finished eating, we need some help setting up.”


“We’re coming,” I call back before scarfing down the rest of my taco.


We help Mami and Tía Tita set up the awning over the truck bed before hanging some baskets over the sides to show off the fresh bouquets. I stop to wipe the sweat from my brow before looking out at the other vendors setting up tables—Mr. Huerta and his shaved ice cart, Señora Ximena and her elotes, Barbie Garcia and her gorditas.


Families lounge in plastic chairs by the side of the road, sipping on ice-cold Jarritos in every color of the rainbow or stuffing their faces with chicharrones covered in lime juice and hot sauce. Fanning themselves with straw hats and paper plates or whatever else they can get their hands on.


Even though it’s November first it’s still unbearably hot out. We’ll get a few weeks of winter if we’re lucky but for now late summer still lingers, the leaves on the trees changing color only to match the blazing sun.


“Omega…” Mami wags a finger at me.


I meet her by the passenger-side door where she cracks the top off an ice-cold water bottle before handing it to me.


“There will be a big crowd here today.” She looks me up and down. “Lots of energy. Lots of emotions.”


“I know.”


She presses the back of her hand to my forehead like she’s checking for a fever. Instead, I know she’s reading me for any signs of distress.


“I’m fine,” I say, even though the parade hasn’t started yet.


“Sí, pero last year we found you facedown in your cotton candy.”


“At least I found a soft place to land.”


She smiles, unamused. Then she says, “You feel different,” and it’s not a question.


I go still, sensing the same easy calm she had. Usually, I’m a magnet in public spaces, using up all my energy to swat away people’s emotions. Even the positive ones can leave me feeling overwhelmed and exhausted. But for some reason I’m not buzzing.


“Maybe it means I’m getting stronger,” I say.


She squeezes my shoulder and I feel her hope like sunlight breaking through clouds. I feel her relief like the biggest, deepest exhale. Until worry creeps in, like a bug burrowing up through sand.


“That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t still be careful,” she says.


“I know. And I will be.”


“Good. Because there’s a back seat with your name on it if you need to take a breather, okay?”


“Thanks, Mami.”


“We’re here! We’re here!”


Mami and I both turn at the sound of footsteps. The wind catches the lip of my godmother Luisa’s giant sunhat and it almost blows right off her head. Her hands are full—her giant bag of paints thrown over one shoulder while she clutches a small black puppy in the other.


“Sorry we’re late.” My other godmother (and also our school librarian), Soona, drags a cooler behind her. “I had a few things to wrap up at the library.”


Clau floats right through her, squealing as she gets a closer look at the puppy in Luisa’s arms. “What’s his name? Can I pet him? How old is he? When did you get him?”


Luisa laughs, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “His name is Goyo. Yes, you can pet him. He’s about six weeks old. And we found him wandering around outside the school a few nights ago.”


Carlitos and I approach, each scratching behind the puppy’s ears while he lets out a big yawn.


“I wanna see!” Chale tugs on Carlitos’s waistband like he’s trying to climb him.


Carlitos tries to hold him back. “Wait your turn, Chale!”


“I can’t believe Soona finally let you get a dog,” I say, knowing how team cat Soona is. They have like seven of them.


Soona gives Luisa a sad smile, something wordless passing between them. Their melancholy floating in the air like the spritz of an old bottle of perfume.


“Does this mean you’ve stopped trying?” Mami asks quietly.


Luisa gives Mami the same sad smile Soona gave her. “For now.”


“Stopped trying what?” I ask.


“To have a baby,” Soona says.


Luisa gently pinches my cheek before ruffling Carlitos’s hair. “Your mommies are lucky to have you. And maybe someday it’ll happen for us too. But we can grow our family in other ways.” She gives Goyo a kiss on the head. “Starting with this little guy.”


“Wait,” Clau says, nose wrinkled. “Why doesn’t he have any hair?”


“It’s the breed. Xolo are usually hairless.”


“And wrinkly,” Soona adds. “They’re also known to help guide souls to and from the underworld.”


“Wait, is that why he’s here?” Clau asks. “To help the ghosts find their way?”


Luisa cradles him while he nips at her long feathery earrings. “I’m not sure he’s ready for that.”


“But meeting a ghost or two today will still be great practice,” Soona says.


The puppy yawns again, distracted one second and snoozing the next. Luisa uses her jacket to build him a little bed in the back of the truck before unloading her paint supplies.


Before Soona and Luisa met, Luisa traveled the world painting anything and everything that would hold still. But whether she was painting in the heart of the jungle or in the middle of the ocean or under a million stars, as soon as the paint would dry, she would give each piece away without even signing her name. Because gifts are meant to be shared, she always says. And Luisa does have a gift, which is why her line for face painting always stretches the entire length of the parade route.


But since we’re her godchildren, we get first dibs.


“Me! Me! Me!” Chale flails his arms, screaming at the top of his lungs.


Carlitos plugs his ears. “Geez, he’s so annoying!”


“You were the same way,” Tía Tita says, trying to quiet Chale down.


“No way. He’s like a tiny wrecking ball.”


Chale sticks his tongue out at Carlitos, blowing him raspberries.


“Yuck!” Carlitos throws up his hands. “See?”


Tía Tita just laughs.


After Luisa finishes setting up her painting station, she reaches for a brush, reading our minds as Carlitos and I try to elbow each other out of the way.


“I’m older!” Carlitos says.


I shove him back. “I’m a better muse!”


“You know,” Luisa says, a sly smile on her face, “I think I’ll let… Chale go first this year.”


“Chale?” Carlitos groans. “But he can’t even sit still.”


She shrugs. “Babies first.”


Chale wriggles and laughs every time Luisa brushes his face with the cold paint. And yet, somehow she’s still able to shade in his skeleton eyes and teeth perfectly. She draws a spiderweb peeking out from his hairline, the design on his chin reaching up like dark tree roots. When she’s finished, Chale jumps down from the chair and starts growling at the passersby.


“Skeletons don’t growl,” Carlitos corrects him.


Chale turns on him next, opening his mouth wide before biting down on Carlitos’s arm.


“Ow!” Carlitos yelps before running around to the other side of the truck, Chale chasing after him.


While they’re distracted, I hop on the stool in front of Luisa.


“So, what’ll it be?” she asks. “A mermaid calavera? What about something cheetah-inspired?”


“Oh,” Clau butts in, “what about a glitter unicorn skeleton?”


“What’s with you and glitter?” Carlitos asks, huffing and puffing as he returns from being chased down by Chale. “It took hours to get that stuff out of my hair after changing out of the Halloween costumes that were all your idea.”


Chale moves on to growling at customers until Tía Tita finally notices and drags him out of sight.


“Glitter makes everything better,” Clau argues. “You could use some.”


“Well, you could use a whole truckful,” Carlitos shoots back.


Clau furrows her brow. “Too bad there’s not enough on this whole planet for you.”


Carlitos crosses his arms. “Well, too bad there’s not enough in this whole solar system for you.”


“The whole galaxy!”


“The whole universe!”


“¡Ya!” Luisa grabs a handful of glitter and blows it in both their faces. “There’s enough glitter for everyone, okay?” She turns to me, still waiting for my answer as Carlitos coughs and sneezes.


I stare at the vibrant colors in her paint tray, my eyes moving between the cool turquoise and the electric yellow and the various shades of purples and pinks in between. But I’m not sure what to choose. I’m not sure who I want to be.


Luisa senses my hesitation. “You know, our ancestors believed that death is not the end, but a rebirth. A chance to become someone new. That’s what the face painting is about too. A chance to be your most fearless self. The version of you that isn’t afraid of anything. Not even death.”


“So it’s about how the face paint makes me feel,” I say. “Not how it looks?”


She nods. “Exactly.”


I glance down at Luisa’s paints again, the smear of ruby red catching my eye. “I want to feel brave. And strong.” I think about my hands gripping those ropes that were tied around Luna. I think about the moon so big it burns. Then I meet Luisa’s eyes. “Like a fire you can’t put out.”


She smiles and then winks. “You got it.”


The paint is cool against my skin and I feel her tracing the teeth and filling in the deep black eye sockets. She covers my nose next before drawing a giant red rose right on my forehead, the green leaves dotted with bright gold jewels that she also uses in the orange flower petals around each one of my eyes.


And with each stroke, I feel my own temperature rising. The colors and symbols stoking the flames inside me until I finally open my eyes and it’s like the world is on fire. Everything so bright like it’s the first day of spring instead of the first day of November.


I race to the side mirror on Papi’s truck, and I look like a character from a fairy tale. A beautiful princess. An ancient goddess. But mostly I feel proud to be a Morales and a Caamal, to still be connected to something so old and powerful.
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“I think it’s missing something.” Mami comes up behind me and places a crown of red roses and bright yellow sunflowers on my head.


My roots, tying me back to the earth. To the soil where my ancestors first stepped foot. To the ground where they are now buried.


Papi plants a big kiss on the top of my head. “You look beautiful, mija.”


And brave, I think. Not like last night when I was begging the moon to leave me alone or when Clau and I found the worms in the pan de muerto. And all because of Luisa’s gift for making things beautiful, because of the calavera’s gift for making things new.


You have gifts too, a voice calls from between my ribs. And I want to trust it. But then I remember what’s beneath the layers of paint, hiding deep beneath my skin. The truth the moon revealed. That sometimes gifts are mistaken for curses and there’s danger in not knowing the difference.


I stand back and watch as Luisa takes up her paintbrush like a magic wand, transforming face after face—moons and stars for Belén because of her obsession with aliens, azaleas and hibiscus for Marisol because of her obsession with pink, and red rocks and cactus flowers for Señora Delarosa because of all the time she spends scouring the desert for ingredients for her potions shop.


Luisa paints the past and the people we’ve lost—the future and the fate that awaits us all—and as each sugar skull leaves her stool, it’s like watching the veil between this world and the next suddenly disappear. Noche Buena filled with the ghosts we’ll all become someday.


“Do you ever think about what it feels like?” Carlitos asks.


I smile at the next person in Luisa’s line before taking their ten-dollar bill and stuffing it in the lockbox.


“Dying?” I say.


He nods and I’ve never seen him so serious.


I look down at my hands and almost say, No. I worry about something much worse.


“Do you think she might tell us?” Carlitos asks.


I watch Clau from across the street as she swims back and forth among the crowd, nosily peering into people’s plastic cups and salivating over their churros and tortas and sausage on a stick. Observing from a distance the same way she did on Halloween. The same way she does every holiday, every trip into town, every day we go to school. And I wonder what hurts more. The moment she left her body or all these tiny movements that remind her she doesn’t have one anymore.


“I wonder if she even remembers…,” Carlitos goes on.


When Abuela first discovered Clau in the attic, Clau didn’t even realize she was dead. For the first week, we weren’t allowed to mention it. Not until Abuela had helped her ease into the transition. But it definitely took some convincing, especially since we could all see her. Which meant that not only did Abuela have to prove to Clau that she was dead, she also had to prove that we were empaths with the ability to see ghosts. Which also meant convincing her that magic was real.


“I just want to know if it hurts,” Carlitos says.


“I’m sure if you get hit by a truck, it hurts.”


“Yeah.” Carlitos quirks his mouth. “You’re probably right. Or like when Don Luis took that bullet for his long-lost daughter on Amor Eterno.”


“Also not a great way to go. But at least he was sacrificing himself for someone he loved.”


“Uh-uh”—Carlitos shakes his head—“no offense but I will not be shielding anyone from bullets or trucks or trains or anything else that might send me on a four-year journey to Mictlān.”


“What? Not even for Chale?”


“Especially not for Chale.”


“Some big brother you are,” I say before taking money from the next person in Luisa’s line.


“You know he drew a green mustache on my poster of José Hernández?”


“But José Hernández already has a mustache.”


“Exactly! It was mean and redundant! He also keeps putting my Wolverine figurine in the toaster. It’s a collectible! Or at least it was.”


I shrug. “He’s just doing what little kids do.”


“Spoken like someone who doesn’t have a younger sibling.”


“I have you,” I say. “That’s pretty annoying.”


As if on cue, the crowd on the sidewalk parts, and Chale comes at us like a rocket, slamming into Carlitos from behind. I shut the lockbox before the cash goes flying but Carlitos isn’t as lucky, falling out of his chair.


“You!” Carlitos catches Chale by the wrist.


But Chale’s not empty-handed. Gripped in his tiny fist is one of Luisa’s paint tubes. Flamingo pink.


Carlitos’s eyes widen. “Oh no you don’t.”


Chale snickers. Then he squeezes, paint splattering all over Carlitos’s shirt.


Carlitos screams. “Napkins! ¡Toallas! Help!”


“You’ll just smear it,” I warn him.


Chale wriggles free from Carlitos’s grasp.


Carlitos grabs for him again. “Get back here!” But there’s paint on his hands too, Chale slipping right through his fingers.


Chale takes off running, Carlitos chasing after him again.


“I’m missing a paint tube,” Luisa calls out. “Anyone seen it?”


I kick the empty paint tube out of sight and shake my head.


“Flower crowns!” Tía Tita calls from the truck bed. “Get your flower crowns here!”


The crowd in front of Papi’s truck gets even bigger, people whistling and waving bills, trying to get a crown before they all sell out.


Marisol’s mom buys her the biggest crown we have—an explosion of electric-blue cobalt dreams and giant Casa Blanca lilies and lavender camellias.


As they pin it to her head, Marisol never taking her eyes off her reflection in the window of Papi’s truck, I think about Carlitos’s question again. And then I think about the moment those flowers were plucked from the ground, how they’re withering even though we can’t see it. How soon they’ll be dry and limp and dead.


I’ve helped Abuela bury the stems, our hands smoothing the soil and leaving behind a prayer for seeds. Not like when we buried Bisabuela Ynez. The only thing we said then was goodbye. Knowing, if we were lucky, her soul would bloom once a year during Día de Muertos. But also knowing that nothing is guaranteed, that the days to come would be painful, that grief never goes away.


I search for Clau among the crowd again. She senses me looking and finally shimmies back over to us, dancing to the music playing from Papi’s truck. She flicks her wrist, turning up the volume, and Abuela just sighs, crossing her arms. I guess she gets a pass because of the parade. And because everyone in line is suddenly bobbing their heads too.


“When is this thing supposed to start?” Clau swoops down, ruffling the cash in my hand as I stuff it into the lockbox. “We’ve been waiting forever!”


Abuela motions down the road where the floats are lining up, flags and streamers fluttering in the wind.


“At the beating of the drum,” Abuela says, turning back to us. “And until then we—”


A cold wind rushes past, Clau flying as fast as she can straight for the giant drum attached to the first float. Then they collide, Clau striking the hide and sending out a deep thrum, the vibrations passing over the crowd as everyone turns to look.


Then there are cheers, people raising their cups and whistling between their teeth and gritoing at the tops of their lungs.


Abuela shakes her head. Then she laughs, throwing up her hands. “You heard her. Let’s get this party started!
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