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VEGA


IF IT WEREN’T FOR Mila’s flip-flops thwacking along behind me on the concrete walkway, I might have forgotten she was there. Of the two of us, she’d always been the quiet one. But now she hardly said a word. It was the second Monday in June, which made it the first real day of summer vacation, and Mom had sent Mila and me to the Date City branch of the Imperial Valley Community College with my older brother, Felix. He took a math class there every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Not because he had to or anything. That was just the kind of thing Felix did for fun.


The college didn’t look very much like a college. At least it didn’t look like the colleges I’d seen in movies or on the covers of those brochures that Felix’s high school counselor kept sending home. There weren’t any brick buildings covered in moss and ivy, just eight brown trailers and the kinds of scrubby gray-green plants that won’t wither under the sun and don’t need too much water.


Still, treasures were hidden all over Date City CC. You just had to dig a little to find them.


I let my eyes relax and my focus soften until the ground in front of me was a brownish blur. That’s when I noticed something. A glimmer in the dirt. It was probably a crumpled corner of aluminum foil that used to be wrapped around someone’s breakfast burrito. But it could have been something else. For that moment at least, it could have been anything.


Maybe another Hot Wheels car to add to my collection. Felix taught me how to look them up on antique toy forums, and some of those cars were worth a lot of money. None of the ones I’d found so far, but I kept looking.


Or maybe it was a lost bracelet, silver links winking out from underneath a layer of dust. I might not get to keep it, but there could be a reward. Like that time I helped Ms. Rocha find her earring in the paper goods aisle of the Lone Star Market, her chihuahua, Guapo, yapping around our ankles the whole time. Ms. Rocha was so relieved she bought me a KitKat bar. The king-size kind. Technically, the candy was already mine since the Lone Star belonged to my family and everything. But that wasn’t the point. The point was, sometimes there’s a reward for finding what’s lost, and you don’t know if a thing is valuable or not until you get a good look at it. Sometimes it’s hard to tell even then.


“Hold up,” I told Mila.


Mila was my cousin. She was five months younger than me and staying with us for the summer. Mila lived up in Los Angeles. She didn’t say so, but I guessed she’d rather be back there slurping a snow cone on the beach, like we did the last time I went to visit her, instead of practically evaporating in the desert.


Not that I wanted to be anyplace else. But I was starting to think I was the only one who wasn’t in a hurry to leave Date City.


“Why is she coming, exactly?” I had asked Mom over the weekend while we were filling up the air mattress. Mila and her parents almost never came down to Date City—we always drove to visit them. Back when Mom could leave Tata, my grandpa, alone with the Lone Star, anyway.


And why does she have to stay in my room? I almost added, but didn’t.


“Your tía and tío, well… they think it’d be good for Mila to… to have a change of scenery,” Mom had answered, tripping over her words while she stretched a fresh sheet over the mattress. Then she pressed her lips shut like there was more to the story but she wasn’t going to tell.


She didn’t have to. Mila might as well hang on to her secret as long as she could. I’d uncover it eventually.


The smack-smack of Mila’s flip-flops slowed, then stopped. The low buzz of the power lines that stretched overhead swelled in the stillness. I hopped off the walkway and tiptoed across the wood chip mulch, careful not to let any splinters slip inside my sandals. I knelt near the sagebrush where I had seen that flicker of light, and for one last moment there wasn’t any difference between what it was and what it might be.


“What are you looking for?” Those were the first words Mila had spoken all afternoon, unless you counted the “Okay” she mumbled when Felix parked outside the Construction Technology Department and said he’d meet us at the vending machines once his class was over. It took a second to even realize she was talking to me.


“Nothing… probably.” Or maybe it was more than that. I looked down.


A brass key.


I wasn’t disappointed, really, or even surprised. It’s not like you usually found treasure buried in the mulch. But there was always a chance, so it was always worth looking. Besides, I already knew exactly what to do with the key. I brushed some dirt off with my thumb, stood, and stuck it in my pocket.


“You’re keeping that?”


“Sure,” I answered, picking my way back to Mila. “Tata can use it for one of his projects.” There was still a shimmer of possibility between what it was and what it could be. Maybe not as much as before, but a little. So in some ways it was like treasure. Or at least it wasn’t trash.


Mila twirled the end of her long ponytail around her finger. “But what if it belongs to someone? What if you get in trouble for taking it?”


I reached back into the pocket of my cutoff jeans and took out the key. I blew away a bit of bluish fuzz and held it up. “No,” I said. “See? The teeth are all filed down. It won’t work anymore. It must have fallen out of a trash bag or something.” I wrapped my fingers around the key and put it back in my pocket.


Questions still flitted over Mila’s eyes. I waited for her to ask them, but she didn’t.


“Come on,” I said. “It’s right over here.” I walked ahead, listening for the smack of Mila’s flip-flops following a few steps behind.


Trailer number 4 looked like all the others except for a sign over the entrance that said ROCK AND MINERAL MUSEUM AND WORKSHOP, DEPARTMENT OF GEOLOGY.


“Why don’t you take Mila?” Mom had suggested earlier, when Felix was packing up for class. She grabbed two orange Fantas out of a refrigerated case and set them on the counter for us. “She hasn’t seen the fossils yet.”


I told her we should wait until Friday because there was going to be a free rock tumbling demonstration. But Mom insisted, herding us outside the way my fifth-grade teacher, Mr. Bailey, used to during a fire drill.


Now I stood with my shoulder pressed against the museum door, about to nudge it open. I hesitated.


“Should we go in?” Mila asked. Her dark bangs, all sticky with sweat, curled against her forehead.


I looked past her. The campus was eerily still, like we were the last two people wandering a scorched planet.


“I… need… to…,” I said, grasping for an excuse, “… go to the bathroom real quick.” I pushed the door open for her, and an air-conditioned gust blasted our faces. “You go inside. It’s cooler in there. I’ll be right back.”


It was one of those times when a smallish sort of lie seemed both harmless and necessary. And anyway, it was cooler inside the museum.


The thing was, I still had that feeling I got sometimes, like something was waiting for me to find it—something better than an old key. There was one more place I had to check, and I’d be faster without Mila. Plus, I wasn’t sure that what I had in mind was strictly allowed, and Mila worried a lot about bending the rules. She’d been that way since we were little.


After the door shut behind her, I ducked around to the back of the trailer where the college kept the trash bins. I wasn’t going to dig through them or anything. I wasn’t that obsessed with treasure hunting. I only wanted to lift the lids to peek inside. Sometimes things got thrown away that shouldn’t have been. That only needed the right person to come along and notice that they were still worth something. Like that time I found an emergency radio in one of those bins. The kind you power up with a hand crank and you’re supposed to have around in case there’s an earthquake. It had a bent antenna, and there were pebbles stuck in the speaker. I took it to Tata’s workshop, and together we cleaned it up and got it working again. Mostly. I kept it under my bed, and when I couldn’t sleep, I twisted the dial for as long as it took to pick up a clear, clean sound fighting its way through the static.


Unfortunately, I had forgotten that the garbage got picked up on Monday mornings, so the trash bins were almost empty. But next to them was a cardboard box filled with jagged chunks of rock, along with some chisels and brushes and safety goggles.


I crouched, sitting back on my heels to keep my knees off the blistering pavement, and reached into the box. I lifted out a piece of rock, warm and rough. It was the size of my fist and the same dull gray as a pencil point. I passed it from one hand to the other.


“Vega?”


“Gah!” I teetered backward and dropped the rock.


But there was nothing to be afraid of. It was only Mila.


“You’re supposed to be in the museum,” I said once I caught my breath.


She looked at me, then looked away and dug her hands into her pockets. “And you’re supposed to be in the bathroom.”


“I was—” I started to argue, then stopped when I realized she was right. Instead, I hoisted myself back to my feet and picked up the rock again.


“Check it out,” I told her. “Seashell.” On one side of the rock was the perfect impression of a shell, left behind as if someone had pressed it into wet clay.


Back when I was in first grade, Felix had told me that Imperial Valley hadn’t always been dry. That millions of years ago it had been an ocean. That it swirled with coral and oysters and sea turtles and whales. Even megalodon sharks with terrifying jaws so enormous I could have turned a cartwheel inside. If I ever learned how to do a cartwheel.


It seemed like one of those silly-sounding but maybe-possibly-true ideas he was always trying to trick me into believing. Like that time I swallowed a watermelon seed and he convinced me it would sprout inside my stomach.


But a couple of years later, in third grade, Ms. Arana told our class that same story about the ocean, so it must have been true.


“So, you might say we’re all living on beachfront property,” Ms. Arana had said.


It was a terrible joke, but it had been all I could think about for weeks. How there was the desert world I lived in, and there was the ocean world where ancient mollusks burrowed in the mud. And somehow, those worlds were the same.


Mila craned her neck to see the fossil better, but she didn’t come any closer.


“Are you sure we’re allowed to be here?” she asked. “Maybe we shouldn’t be, like, messing with this stuff.”


This was why I hadn’t asked her to come with me in the first place. I shrugged and bent over the box again. “If anyone cared, they wouldn’t have put it in the trash.”


I set the rock by my feet and pulled two pairs of goggles from the box.


“Try these on,” I said, tossing one to Mila. “We can take them back to Tata’s workshop.”


Then, just as Mila caught the goggles against her chest, a voice barked, “Hey! Put those down! What are you two doing back here?”
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MILA


THERE WAS A CHANCE, a small one, that Vega hadn’t noticed the tears that stung Mila’s eyes when the security guard started shouting at them. But since when had she ever been so lucky? She had tried to blink them back, to turn her head and hide her face at least. But in that moment, she could already hear the familiar voice inside her head buzzing with so much worry it made her hands shake. What now?


And then Mila’s breath caught on the sharp edge of a terrible question: Where will they send me next?


She would have to find a way to make Mom and Dad understand that it wasn’t her fault. That she was trying.


She had waited in the museum as long as she could. Staring at ancient oyster shells while the whirlpool of her thoughts swirled faster and faster. What if it’s almost closing time? What if I get locked inside with the lights off and no way to call for help? What if Vega forgets I’m here?


And she didn’t want to be alone in there anymore. Couldn’t be alone.


But in the end, despite his threats, the security guard hadn’t called the police or even Tía Clara. He had only said they had to leave the campus. Immediately. And not to come back without adult supervision.


Now Felix was gripping the steering wheel so tightly his skin stretched thin and pale over his knuckles. “Do you have any idea how embarrassing it is to have a security guard come and yank you out of class? In front of everyone? In front of the professor?”


He was shouting. Maybe it was because they were driving with the windows rolled down and he had to raise his voice to be heard over the whoosh of hot, dry air. Still, Mila shrank lower in the back seat. She glanced at the rearview mirror and caught Vega looking back at her.


Vega rolled her brown-black eyes. But at who? At Felix? At her? Mila picked up the orange Fanta bottle resting against her leg. She had left it in the car, unsure whether you were allowed to bring drinks inside the museum. Now the soda was too warm to drink, so she fidgeted with the top, twisting it open and tightening it shut as the car sped past the sand-colored motels and offices and auto mechanics that dotted either side of the highway.


WORLD-FAMOUS DATE SHAKES! a sign announced in sun-faded red letters. ORIGINAL AND BANANA. ONE MILE AHEAD. EASY PARKING!


Dad had pointed to that same sign when he’d driven her out here on Saturday. “Make sure you drink at least ten of those for me,” he had said in a way that made Mila forget this wasn’t exactly a vacation.


“Maybe we should get one now,” Mila had suggested, regretting it almost as soon as the words slipped out of her mouth.


For a few long moments, Dad had been quiet, and the whir of the air conditioner roared in Mila’s ears.


Finally, Dad had swallowed. “Another time, Milagros,” he said, his voice heavy. “I need to get back home. Need to help your mom with her fundraiser.” Mom was running for mayor. A lot of pressure, they kept saying. Maybe too much pressure.


“You’re going to have a great time down here,” Dad went on, and Mila hadn’t been able to tell whether he was making a promise or giving instructions. “It’ll be good for you to get away. To get a little space.” Dad had squeezed her shoulder, then reached for the volume dial. Mila pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the passenger window, wishing she could tell him he didn’t need to turn up the radio to make her stop talking. If that’s what he wanted, she wouldn’t say another word.


Vega’s voice jolted her back to this new disaster.


“Don’t blame me, blame the guard!” she was shouting back to Felix. “He’s the one who overreacted. I’ve never seen him before. He must be new. Otherwise, he’d know we weren’t stealing anything. I thought it was trash. How was I supposed to know the geology club just came back from a field trip? I didn’t even know they still had field trips in college.”


Felix slapped his hand against his forehead. “Not that kind of field trip. It’s when you do research out in the field—like in the real world—instead of the lab or the—”


Vega yawned.


Felix stopped in the middle of his sentence and shook his head. He and Vega had the same wavy brown hair with threads of red and gold in it. “That’s not the point,” he said. “The point is, I’m missing class because of you. Not that you care, but I really want to impress the Pacific Coast Institute of Technology, and that means I need to take Multivariable Calculus.”


“What’s so great about the Pacific Coast Institute of Technology?” Vega said, deepening her voice to match Felix’s. “Why can’t you go to college here?”


Felix steered into the gravel lot in front of Tía Clara’s market. He parked in a patch of shade underneath the big blue sign that spelled out THE LONE STAR in swooping white letters. It had a neon star on top that glowed yellow after the sun went down.


Mila’s throat tightened again as she imagined Tía Clara’s face when Felix told her what had happened.


She could explain that it had all been Vega’s idea. That was true, more or less. But it didn’t seem exactly fair.


“Besides,” Vega continued, unbuckling her seat belt. “You can just get the notes from Caridad.”


Mila didn’t have any siblings, but she knew when someone was getting teased.


Felix lurched out of the car and slammed the door. He pulled off his glasses and wiped them with the bottom edge of his plaid button-down shirt. “Ma!” he bellowed, and stomped toward the entrance.


Vega hopped out of the car and chased her brother across the parking lot. “I said I was sorry, and anyway, it wasn’t my fault!”


Neither of them looked back. It was as if Mila was invisible again.


Good, she reminded herself. Things were better that way.


She grabbed her soda bottle and reached into the front seat to retrieve Vega’s from the cupholder in the passenger-side door. Then she followed her cousins to the market.


“She doesn’t care about anyone but herself !” Felix was still shouting when Mila opened the door. It chimed brightly as she stepped through the entrance. She didn’t dare step any farther, though. That would mean putting herself between Felix and Vega.


“I don’t care about anyone else?” Vega lunged forward. “You didn’t even try to back us up! You could have told the guard that Professor Cuevas doesn’t care if I look at the rocks and stuff. She lets me do it all the time.”


The door chimed again, but Mila didn’t budge.


Tía Clara pinched the bridge of her nose. Then she raised her eyes to Mila. “Mija, please come in. That door won’t stop ringing as long as you’re standing there.”


“Sorry,” Mila mumbled. She took another step forward and edged behind Vega, bumping backward into a spinning rack of postcards.


The Lone Star wasn’t a regular grocery store. It was small, not much larger than her kitchen back home, and waited dependably, just off the highway, for customers heading into and out of Date City. Inside, there were four rows of shelves, filled mostly with snack food—chips, crackers, cookies, granola bars, beef jerky, and mini-donuts. Stuff like that. But Tía Clara also sold toilet paper and Band-Aids, sunblock and cold medicine, and other things people needed the second they realized they didn’t have them.


As she ducked into the canned food and breakfast cereal aisle, Mila noticed two men standing near Tía Clara at the register. They wore khaki pants—like the kind Dad wore to work on Fridays—and white collared shirts with the sleeves rolled up to their elbows. One had a navy-blue coat draped over his arm. He checked his watch while the other glanced at one of the hand-drawn maps of hiking trails that Vega kept on the counter and sold for two dollars each. He cleared his throat.


“Thank you for the tour of the property, Ms. Lucero. I can see that you’re”—he paused and looked from Felix to Vega, both of them still red-faced but silent now—“a little busy here.”


Tía Clara blew away the curls that had fallen into her face. “I’m sorry about all this,” she said, turning back to the men. “This is my son, Felix. He was supposed to be watching my youngest, and—”


“I was supposed to be in class!” Felix interrupted.


“I don’t need anyone to watch me!” Vega said at the same time, just as loudly.


Tía Clara shot them a glare that made Mila want to crawl into one of the refrigerated cases even though she hadn’t done anything wrong.


Then Tía Clara breathed in deeply through her nose and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she flashed a tight smile.


“Thank you so much for coming all this way,” she said. “Please take something cold to drink on the drive home. And… we’ll talk some more soon?”


“You can count on it,” the man with the blue coat said, nodding. “Date City is the next hot market. A desert oasis. You have something special here, Ms. Lucero. We’ll put some numbers together and see you on Wednesday.”


The door chimed again as they walked out. They didn’t take a soda, Mila noticed. They didn’t even say thank you.


“A tour? Who were those guys? What numbers?” Vega demanded before the door had clattered shut. “And what’s happening on Wednesday? You’re not trying to sell the Lone Star, are you? You promised you wouldn’t sell.” She pointed at Felix. “You heard her—when Tata was in the hospital. She said this is his home, and she’d never sell.”


Tía Clara rubbed the bridge of her nose again.


“Vega, por favor. I know what I said, but I’m not so sure this place is right for Tata anymore. He can’t get around like he used to.” Tía Clara reached to place a hand on Vega’s shoulder.


Vega wriggled away and picked an apple out of one of the wire baskets near the register. She tossed it from one hand to the other. “What do they want to turn it into anyway, another shopping center?” She swiped her hair out of her eyes. It was just long enough to pull into a ponytail, but the wind had shaken most of it loose on the drive home.


“Cottages,” Tía Clara said.


Vega pretended to gag and lobbed the apple back in the basket.


Felix draped his arm around Tía Clara’s shoulders. “I support your decision, Ma,” he said. “Just as long as we don’t move before graduation.”


“All you’ve ever cared about is leaving!” Vega said, her voice rising again.


“Ya!” Tía Clara yelled.


Mila crouched and pretended to straighten the cans of SpaghettiOs on the bottom shelf.


Tía Clara sighed. “I’m going back to the house. Felix, you take care of the store. Vega, check on Tata.”


“Sure, Ma,” Felix said, tossing his backpack onto the counter.


“I was already going to,” Vega muttered.


Mila waited for her own directions to follow, but she didn’t get any. She watched Tía Clara take the apple Vega had tossed in the basket, bite into it with a crunch, and leave the store. The door chimed again as she stepped through.


Maybe I’ll go look at my book for a while, Mila thought. Losing herself in its familiar pages—without anyone asking why she didn’t read something new for a change—was one of the few things she had left to look forward to this summer. That, and listening to Tata’s stories, and maybe taking her telescope out to the craggy wilderness that began near the edge of Tía Clara’s property.


“What are you doing down there?”


Mila looked up. It turned out she wasn’t invisible after all. Vega stood over her.


“Just… fixing these?” Mila answered.


Vega glanced at the cans, then back at Mila. “They look fine. Come on, let’s go see what Tata is working on.”


Mila turned one last can of SpaghettiOs so its label was facing outward. Then she stood and followed Vega out through the stockroom and around to their grandfather’s workshop tucked between the market and the house.


The workshop was built out of an old shipping container, the kind they stack on top of trains, with a door and window cut into it. Inside, the glow of a desk lamp illuminated Tata’s face as he squinted over some pliers and an old tin can. “Who’s there?” he asked without looking up. “I wasn’t expecting company.”


Mila couldn’t tell if Tata was joking. She knew he’d taken a fall not too long ago, and she had overheard Mom and Dad saying his memory wasn’t what it used to be. His hair was thinner and grayer than the last time she saw him. His cheekbones sharper.


But then Tata swiveled his chair toward them, and the warmth of his smile told Mila he knew exactly who they were.


“Brought you something,” Vega said, and reached into her pocket.


“Vega found it,” Mila spoke up. “Over at the college.”


Tata held out his hand, and Vega pressed the key into his palm.


Tata’s forehead wrinkled. He held the key up toward the lamp, then looked back at them.


“How did you know?” he asked. “This is exactly what I needed.”
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