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CHAPTER ONE



WHEN MY PARENTS PICKED OUT MY NAME, I DON’T think it even crossed their minds that they would be cursing me for life. Soledad—solitude. Or, to give them some credit, María de la Soledad, because I was unlucky enough to be born on December 18, the feast of Our Lady of Solitude.


No matter how hard I’ve tried, I have never been able to let go of the burden that comes with my name. My loneliness has a way of following me everywhere I go. I used to try to run away from it—I even tried to convince people to call me Marisol, but the nickname didn’t stick, so I had to try with Sol instead. It was then, once people stopped calling me solitude and started calling me sun, that I almost fooled myself into believing I would become a different person.


Now, even though almost everyone calls me Sol, most of the time I feel like a Soledad. That is especially true today, while I sit at the breakfast table next to Papi, breaking off bits from a piece of pan dulce.


Sitting here in silence has become part of our daily routine, much like getting up at the crack of dawn, or rushing out the door before the clock strikes five thirty. This is one of the few moments of peace I get to have each day, so I usually try to make the most of it. I like to breathe in the stillness of the silence, taste the sweetness of the bread, feel the warmth of my hot chocolate as it makes its way down my throat.


Today, however, there’s something about the silence that’s making me deeply uneasy. The bread tastes like nothing, and my hot chocolate may as well be cold, for the lack of comfort it’s bringing me. Since I opened my eyes this morning, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about all the ways everything’s about to change. I haven’t been able to shake off the realization that today will be our last day of normality, and come Monday, life will be a lot different.


From the corner of my eye, I catch Papi staring at me. He does this sometimes. It’s as if he’s trying to read me, as if he’s trying to figure out what’s going through my mind, even though it’s been a long time since either of us has spoken during breakfast.


“You don’t have to do it,” he says suddenly. His voice is loud, as though it came out stronger than he’d intended it to—as though he had been holding back what he wanted to say for a while, until it finally burst out of him in a near-shout.


“You could stay,” Papi adds, and this time, his voice comes out weak. In the muted glow of the kitchen lights, it’s impossible to ignore that there’s a lot more gray in his black hair and mustache than there used to be, or that the lines on his face are now deeper, as if they’ve been carved into his skin.


I turn to the window, and my eyes fall on the lime tree that Mami planted years ago, when she and Papi first moved into our house. On sunnier mornings, its leaves look bright green, but the days have been getting shorter lately, and today the sunlight is nothing but a soft gleam far off in the horizon. The tree is just a dark shape silhouetted against the sky, but still, I stare at it, trying to make sense of this loneliness that’s swirling around inside of me—loneliness because I wish more than anything that I could take him up on his offer, loneliness because I’m terrified of leaving home and starting a new life somewhere else, loneliness because even though Papi is sitting right next to me, there is distance between us that I don’t know how to bridge.


“We don’t have to talk about this, Papi,” I say finally. “Not now.”


I swallow hard, and a dull pain hits the back of my throat—the kind of pain that comes with holding back tears, with not being able to say the things that I actually wanted to say. Right when the tears start burning my eyes, I push my plate aside, looking up at the clock on the wall. It’s almost five thirty.


“We should get going.”


The morning air is crisp as we walk out of the house and toward our old Volkswagen. I get in the passenger seat, and Papi hops in a second later, slamming his door shut with a loud bang.


Tijuana looks bleak at this time of day. Even though those of us who cross the border every morning are already awake, the rest of the city doesn’t come to life until much later. It’s when the sun is shining high in the sky that you can see the bright facades of the houses along the street and hear the sounds of the city—the cars beeping, the music blasting from speakers at storefronts, the street vendors yelling to attract customers. Right now, all I can really see are the red lights of cars braking ahead of us.


Papi has always insisted on driving me to the border—ever since I started going to school across the bridge, back in the ninth grade. That’s the reason he wakes up at the crack of dawn and sits beside me at the kitchen table every morning. He says he wants to make sure I get to school on time, but I know he just doesn’t like the idea of leaving me to have breakfast on my own while the rest of the family sleeps, or of me walking through the city alone while it’s still dark out.


The streets become more alive as we approach El Chaparral. Finding a spot to pull over is near impossible some days, with all the traffic, and taxis dropping off people, and pedestrians moving between the cars. There are times when Papi has to slow down just long enough for me to jump out, but today we get lucky. A car pulls out ahead of us, and Papi takes its spot.


“Are you okay?” he asks as I unbuckle my seat belt.


I freeze, trying not to look directly at him. I don’t want to make him feel any more guilty than he already does, so I choose to lie.


“Yeah,” I answer. “I’m fine.”


Papi presses his lips together, nodding slowly. I know none of this has been easy for him, either. I know how badly he wishes things were different, how hard he’s tried to figure out alternatives, how long it took him to accept that this was the only way—that me taking a job on the US side of the border was the only remaining option we had to keep the family afloat.


I reach for my bag. With one hand wrapped around the strap and the other on the door handle, I try my best to give him a small smile. “I’ll see you tonight, okay?”


Without waiting for his answer, I step out of the car and start walking across the esplanade, toward the big sign that says PUERTO FRONTERIZO EL CHAPARRAL. This is as far as people who won’t be crossing the border can go—where parents wish their children a good day at school, and where people say goodbye to loved ones who are leaving for a while. I walk past the small crowd to get onto the ramp—a long, zigzagging structure that leads up to a bridge—and hold on to the straps of my backpack as I tighten my pace.


There are countless people rushing up the ramp all around me, many of them students wearing backpacks. There’s a good amount of workers, too, some of them in plain clothes, others in uniforms, and even a few dressed in suits and high heels. Nearly everyone here knows exactly what they’re doing. They know that you have to walk as quickly as you can, because for every person you pass, you’ll end up saving a few minutes.


The pedestrian bridge begins where the ramp ends. In the two years I’ve been doing this commute, I’ve heard some people say it makes them feel claustrophobic, and it’s not hard to understand why: It’s an iron and glass enclosure that seems to go on for miles. I walk quickly, twisting and turning with the bridge, until I see people slowing down ahead, where the line begins. It isn’t too bad today. Judging by where I’m standing, I’d say it’ll be about an hour, an hour and fifteen minutes at most.


While I move slowly with the line, watching the sun rising through the metal grating walls of the bridge, I can’t help but think about my brothers. A part of me suspects Luis is still asleep. Lately, his schedule seems to be the exact opposite of mine: He goes to bed late and sleeps in, but Diego might be getting up soon. He might open his eyes and begin his day without fully understanding that this will be the last normal Friday we’ll get to have in a long time.


“Sol!”


I turn around to find a familiar face staring at me. Bruno Rodríguez is one of the kids at Orangeville High who also commutes from Tijuana every day. He’s a year older than I am, so we never really hang out at school, but he always joins me whenever he spots me on the bridge.


“What’s up?” he asks as he comes to stand next to me. There are at least ten people who have lined up behind me since I got here, but no one protests. Joining friends in line is considered fair game.


“Not much,” I reply. “Just tired.”


Bruno nods once, as if to point out the obvious—that he’s tired, too. He has jet-black hair, which he rarely ever combs, and round features that make him look like an overgrown child—round eyes, round chin, round nose. Most importantly, though, he has a way of reading me that nobody else does. When I’m not in the mood to talk, he stands quietly beside me, keeping me company while we move slowly with the line. Other days, when I’m feeling more lively, he keeps us both entertained by telling stories—about his dog, a rescue bulldog who’s the laziest being on the planet; about his younger sister, who’s a year away from starting high school; and about his obsession with a Santa Monica–based rock band. He usually does most of the talking while I just listen, but I’ve also shared a few stories with him over the years—about my family’s restaurant, which has been around longer than any of us can remember; about my younger brother, whom I worry about every second of my life; and about what everything used to be like before Mami died.


Today, he seems to understand that I’m not in the mood to talk, so we wait in silence while my throat gets tighter and tighter. I’ve always resented the long hours of waiting at the border, but now that I know I won’t be doing this any longer, I’m almost nostalgic. I almost miss standing in line next to Bruno, even though we’re both still here, and even though I won’t be officially moving to Chula Vista until Monday.


The line moves slowly while the sun keeps rising, and it’s at least an hour before we reach the end of the bridge, which spirals down into a large room with shiny white floors, where the crowd breaks up into several smaller lines.


By now, I know most of the border officers by name—or by last name, at least, because that’s all that is printed on the front of their uniform. I get Johnson today. He is very different from officers like López or Harris, who sometimes joke around with the students. He takes a quick look at my passport, scans it, and hands it back to me, barely even looking into my eyes.


“Welcome to the United States,” he says.


I look over my shoulder to check if Bruno is coming up behind me, but he’s nowhere to be seen. He must still be stuck in line, so I keep walking toward the exit, knowing he wouldn’t expect me to wait for him anyway.


I swing my bag over my shoulder and follow the crowd toward the MTS station. When I get on the trolley, I look down at the time. It’ll take me about fifteen minutes to travel a couple of stops and another ten to walk to school, which means I’ll be early today. It’s just as well. I have found myself running breathlessly into school too many times, so I’ve learned that it’s much better to be early than late.


A bell rings softly overhead, and a woman’s voice comes from the speakers.


“This is a blue line trolley, bound for America Plaza in downtown San Diego. All passengers must have a valid fare. There is no smoking or eating permitted on the trolley and—”


Leaning my head back against the window, I allow my eyes to shut just for a little while. The commute is never exactly easy, but today has felt particularly difficult. Even with the short line at the border, I’m exhausted already, and my day hasn’t even started yet.
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There are a few things about Orangeville High that surprised me when I first started coming here a couple of years ago. The first was how massive the school is—three times as big as the middle school I went to back in Mexico, where almost everyone knew each other. The second was the fact that the walls were freshly painted, the desks in classrooms undamaged, the equipment in the laboratory relatively new. The third was how lonely this place can be, even when I’m surrounded by people at all times.


“No inventes. She couldn’t have said that.”


“Eso fue lo que me dijo, I swear!”


“—don’t think I got the answer right, porque—”


“He asked me que si quería ir a ver una movie after school, pero of course I said no.”


“Well, why did he even—”


The voices that fill the hallways are always a mix of Spanish and English. At least half of the students at Orangeville are Latino, which means that if you don’t have even a basic understanding of Spanglish, you might be feeling a little left out. Not that that’s a problem for me—I speak both languages, but there just aren’t many people I talk to on a regular basis, regardless of the language. The only person I ever really hang out with is Ari, but we aren’t in any of the same classes this semester, so I mostly see her at lunch.


When I walk into the cafeteria, a feeling of dread invades my stomach. It may be easy to blend into the crowd when I’m walking down the hallways, but here, where there’s lots of open space, I can almost feel a dozen different pairs of eyes falling on me the second I walk in.


“No one’s looking at you, Sol. I promise,” Ari said to me last year, when I told her about the way I feel exposed sometimes. “You could walk into the cafeteria in your underwear, and no one would bat an eye.”


That didn’t help much. If anything, the image of me standing in my underwear in front of all these people haunted me for weeks.


Once I’ve gotten a slice of pizza and an apple, I hold on tight to the edges of my tray and turn around to face the rows of tables. I can see Ari from here, already sitting at our usual spot and laughing at something that one of her new friends must’ve said.


She and I have known each other since we were both in diapers. She’s tiny, probably well under five feet, but she has a loud voice, which she’s always been unafraid to use—especially when I can’t use my own. When we were in elementary school and a kid on the playground pulled my hair, she made sure one of the teachers found out. When a guy made a mean comment about my shoes in freshman year, she snapped back at him before I could even open my mouth. And when I’ve told her about all the things I can’t quite understand, like the fear that people are watching me, or the loneliness that follows me everywhere I go, she’s always been there to listen to me, to reassure me, to make me feel a bit more like Sol even when I’m feeling most like Soledad.


“Hey!” she says when she sees me approaching the table. In a quick movement, she takes her bag off the chair she saved for me and places it on the floor beside her.


“Hi,” I say. No one else looks at me as I put my tray down. The conversation keeps going, which isn’t all that unexpected. Even though we’ve been sitting at this table for almost two years, I still have a hard time thinking of any of these people as my friends. To me, they’ve always been Ari’s new friends, even though they’re not at all new anymore.


“Congratulations again,” Ari says to me, her smile widening. “Did you do anything last night to celebrate the job offer?”


“Uh… not really,” I say. “My dad and my abuela were a little shocked that it’s all happening so quickly, so…”


Ari presses her lips together in a way that tells me she doesn’t need any more explanation than that—she gets it.


She’s the one who helped me find a job. For weeks, I sat in front of our family computer, applying to every single opening I could find, but the furthest I ever got was with a movie theater chain in Imperial Beach, which sent me a generic email where they spelled my name as “Sole” and blandly explained I was not right for the position at that time.


When I told Ari that I needed to find an after-school job to help my family, though, she jumped into action. She spoke to one of the managers at the department store she works at, got me an interview, and then helped me prepare for it, cheering for me every step of the way—up until yesterday, when I got a call saying that I’d gotten the job.


“No way,” Tony says suddenly from the other end of the table, his eyes widening. “No way.”


Ana María nods, her her mouth twisting into a smile. I’ve never understood what she sees in Tony. She’s the kind of pretty that makes people do double takes, whereas Tony is just… Tony. A bit snarky at times, a bit funny at others, entirely obnoxious always.


On my other side, Camila and Olivia are talking about this influencer that I’ve never heard of before.


“Oh, her eyebrow game is so strong.”


“I know, but it’s not like I have hundreds of dollars to spend on that shit.”


Before I can open my mouth to ask who they’re talking about, Ari whispers into my ear again.


“My mom told me to ask you whether you prefer a soft or a firm pillow.”


“I don’t—”


“She’s gonna freak out if I don’t come back to her with an answer.”


I can’t help but smile at Ari. I love it when we’re able to do this—when we’re able to have our own private conversations even though we’re sitting at a table full of people. If it wasn’t because of these whispered chats, I wouldn’t normally say much during lunch.


“I guess… soft, maybe?” That’s the way my pillow is at home, but it’s only because I’ve had the same one since I was little. For all I know, firm pillows could be so much better, but I don’t wanna cause Nancy any more trouble than I already am. Because Ari didn’t just talk to her manager at the store. She talked to her mom, too, and convinced her to let me move in with them so I’ll be able to make it to my early-morning and late-night shifts.


Ari nods once. “Soft it is.”


“Are you sure your mom is okay with everything?” I ask. “I don’t wanna be—”


“She is more than okay,” she interrupts me. “And, you know… I was thinking. Once you move in, we’ll be able to do fun stuff after school—when we’re not working, of course.”


“Yeah,” I say, nodding slowly to myself. “Totally.”


It feels like a lifetime ago that this used to be my main concern—finding time to hang out with Ari after school, not missing out on fun plans, trying to fit in with her new friends.


The truth is, I used to try a lot harder, but I stopped at some point. I just can’t remember when that was. It might’ve been when my mom first got sick, and I had to take on bigger responsibilities at home. It might’ve been last year, when Mami died and everything came crumbling down around us. Or perhaps it was much sooner than that, when I started realizing that making it back to Tijuana before sundown was more important than whatever after-school plans Ari invited me to—when I started to feel like I couldn’t fully be a part of her new friend group, no matter how badly I wanted to.


“Wait, wait, wait,” Tony says. “You gotta start from the beginning.”


Ari and I turn back toward the rest of the table, and while we listen to Ana María telling the story of how she got free tickets to a concert tomorrow, I can’t help but realize something: Things won’t just be different back home starting next week. They’ll be different around here, too, and maybe the change won’t be all bad.


Maybe leaving home won’t only mean missing my family, and worrying about my little brother, and stressing about making money to help Papi. Maybe Ari and I will be able to spend more time together, just as we used to before her family moved away from Tijuana. Maybe I’ll be able to join in on after-school and weekend plans, and get to know all her friends better, and start to feel as though I’m part of something on this side of the border for a change.


Maybe.
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CHAPTER TWO



WHEN I WALK INTO MY HOUSE LATER IN THE DAY, I find Diego sitting in the living room with his hands over his lap.


“I’m sorry,” I say as I close the door behind me. “Sorry it took me so long to get here.”


The commute back into Tijuana is never as bad as the commute out. I just have to go a couple of stops on the trolley, get off at San Ysidro, and walk through the tunnel toward Mexican customs, which is usually a quick line. Some days, the officers don’t even check my passport. I just flash it at them, they nod once, and then I’m on my way. The issue today was the bus. I typically take the Azul y Blanco, which drops me off a few blocks away from home, but as soon as I got to the stop, I heard people complaining about a service disruption.


I figured that waiting for the bus to come would be better than the hour-long walk home, so I stood there with the hot September sun in my eyes, until a blue-and-white van finally pulled up in front of me.


“You said you’d be home early,” Diego says. I know he doesn’t mean to make me feel guilty, but he can’t keep the disappointment out of his voice.


“I know,” I say, sitting on the couch next to him. “But we still have time. The ice cream shop won’t close for another hour.”


I texted him earlier, promising I’d take him out for ice cream as soon as I made it home. I figured that would be the best way to break the news to him that I’m leaving, because he’s the only one who doesn’t know yet—the only person I haven’t had a chance to talk to one-on-one since I got the job offer yesterday.


Diego nods slowly. “Okay.”


While my brother and I walk down the uneven sidewalk in the direction of Don Ignacio’s ice cream shop, I think about Mami. Among all the memories of her that fill my mind every day, there’s one that has felt particularly vivid today: the time she tried to teach me and Luis how to make homemade ice cream and gave up halfway through the process, which ended with a creamy mess in the trash can and a trip to Don Ignacio’s.


Something warm fills my chest when I remember the way we all laughed as we walked back home holding ice cream cones that day, and the way trips to Don Ignacio’s became much more common after that. Mami started taking us every other day, and when she had to stay at the restaurant late and couldn’t come along, she’d make sure there were three ten-peso coins on the little table by the door, so that Luis, Diego, and I could go get ice cream ourselves.


“Oye, ¿Diego?” I say, breaking the silence that has filled the air between us since we left the house.


My brother looks up at me, and for a moment, I’m shocked at how much he looks like Papi. Everyone’s always said that Diego’s a carbon copy of our dad, but I’ve never been able to see it, just as I’ve never been fully convinced when people tell me I look just like our mom. Today, though, it feels so obvious: They have the same thick eyebrows, the same sharp nose. If you added a mustache, gray hair, and thirty-five years of age, Diego would be an exact clone of our father.


“I, uh… I need to tell you something.”


“What is it?”


I clear my throat. “You… you know Papi’s been struggling with money, right?”


Diego frowns slightly, which tells me he knows exactly what I’m talking about—how Papi sits at the dining room table sometimes, sorting through endless stacks of papers and sighing loudly to himself every few seconds. The fact that our fridge and cupboards have been getting emptier lately, so the only option we’ve had for dinner is whatever leftover food Papi brings from the restaurant. The way trips to the movies, and the hair salon, and even to Don Ignacio’s have become all but nonexistent over the past few months.


“Well… we’ve been trying to figure out what to do,” I say. “You know, to get everything back on track.”


Suddenly, Diego stops walking. “Is he gonna close down the restaurant?”


“No,” I say quickly. It may be true that the restaurant is costing us more money than it’s bringing in, but the thought of it closing down brings a deep fear to my stomach. “Of course not. But we need extra money to pay the bills, and to keep the restaurant running, and…” And to put food on the table, I almost say, but I stop myself in time.


“So how’s Papi gonna get the extra money?” Diego asks me.


“That’s the thing—I’m gonna help him. I’m gonna go work in San Diego for a while.”


“You’re leaving?” My brother’s frown deepens, and all of a sudden he looks much younger, much more innocent than he did a second ago.


“Yeah,” I answer. “I’m gonna stay at Ari’s house for a while. But I’ll be back most weekends. It’ll be—”


“Don’t go,” he says, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Please, Sol.”


“I have to,” I answer, hugging him back. “But I promise I’ll be back—as soon as I’ve made enough money, I’ll quit my job so I can come back home for good.”


“You can’t leave me alone.”


I swallow hard, realizing exactly what all of this means for Diego. I don’t like admitting it—not even to myself—but sometimes it’s impossible to deny that I’ve become the closest thing he has to a mom. And now he’s losing me. He’s losing a companion, losing the one person who has the time and patience to help him with his homework, losing what little stability he’s started to feel since Mami died.


“Look at me,” I say. “Diego, you have to listen.”


He steps back, and I lean down slightly to level with him. He only meets my eyes for a second before looking away, but in his gaze, I can see all the things he’s trying to hide—the loneliness he’s felt over the past year, the struggles he’s had to face with kids picking on him at school, the distance he feels from our father. I have no idea how he does it—how he manages to deal with all of that at his young age. All I know is, some days, I feel like I’m about to crumble under all the pressure. I can’t even begin to understand how his tiny shoulders are able to withstand it.


“I’m always here,” I say, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “Even if I’m far away, you will always have me. You know that, don’t you?”


The corners of his mouth twist downward. He blinks quickly to keep the tears at bay, and then he starts nodding.


“Come on,” I say. “We gotta make it to Don Ignacio’s before closing time.”


Diego clears his throat, and we keep walking in the direction of the ice cream shop. Just as we turn at a corner, the sun disappears behind the houses along the street, which makes the light turn softer and yellower.


The shop is completely empty when we walk in. There’s music playing from a speaker in the corner, and I’m pretty sure I hear movement coming from the back, but there is no one in sight.


I hit the bell at the counter softly, and Don Ignacio stomps out from a curtained entryway a moment later, wearing the same old stained apron he always does. When he sees me and Diego, he presses his lips into something that looks almost like a smile.


“What can I do for you kids today?”


“Can I get a scoop of mango?” Diego says.


Don Ignacio shakes his head. “Can’t help you there, buddy. We have chocolate, vanilla, and strawberry.”


“But I thought mango was still in season,” I say.


“You know what else mango is? Freaking expensive these days,” Don Ignacio replies bitterly.


“Can I get lime instead?” Diego asks.


“Chocolate, vanilla, or strawberry only.”


“But you always have lime.”


“Not today, we don’t.”


I narrow my eyes a little. “Don Ignacio, is everything okay?”


“You tell me,” he says. “I haven’t seen you kids around here all summer, and suddenly you show up asking to see all the flavors.”


“But we—”


I’m interrupted by Samuel, who sticks his head out from behind the curtain. “Señor Ignacio, can I get your help back here? The blender’s stuck again.”


Don Ignacio lets out his breath in a groan. “Leave it to me. You take care of these kids.”


Samuel holds the curtain open so Don Ignacio can walk through, and then he steps forward to come stand behind the counter.


“Hey,” he says with his usual shy smile. “How are you?”


“Good,” I say, my voice several octaves too high. I’m hoping we’ll get our ice cream and be on our way as soon as possible, but Samuel leans his elbows over the counter and looks down at Diego.


“And you?” he asks. “How’s it going?”


Diego mumbles something, but I’m not sure what it is. My throat tightens all of a sudden, and I decide to intervene before Samuel has a chance to ask my brother any more questions.


“So… you’ve cut back on flavors, huh?”


His eyes flicker back to mine. “Yeah,” he says. “I heard Don Ignacio giving you a hard time just now.”


“It’s fine. He just—”


“It’s been a slow summer. I’ve heard a few people say that tourism was down this season,” Samuel says, lowering his voice. “And with fall right around the corner, he’s losing hope that business is gonna pick back up.”


“Oh.” I think about the restaurant. On the one hand, it makes me feel better to know that we’re not the only ones who have been going through a rough period—that the lack of customers might not be entirely our fault. But on the other, I can’t help but worry, because if this is true—if tourism has been down and other businesses are also struggling—it might be a lot harder for us to bounce back.


“I mean, it’s not just us,” Samuel adds, almost as if he can read my mind. “The coffee shop I worked at before was also cutting back—on staff, not on the menu, but you know.”


Samuel was a waiter at my parents’ restaurant a couple of years ago, back when the business was doing so well that we needed to hire extra help. Ever since we had to let him go, he’s worked all kinds of odd jobs, even while studying full time.


“Anyway,” he says, with that same shy smile, “what can I get for you?”


“I, uh… I think I’ll go with vanilla,” I say. “Diego? Have you decided?”


He gets chocolate in the end, and then we’re on our way back home.


I keep trying to sneak glances at him the whole time, trying to figure out what’s going through his mind. I almost ask him if he’s okay, but I stop myself when I realize that maybe I don’t want to hear the answer. He has every reason to be mad—mad that I’m leaving, mad that I waited until now to tell him the news, mad about all the ways I won’t be there for him anymore.


But when he looks up at me, it is not anger I see reflected on his face. Instead, there is gentle curiosity.


“You’re not eating your ice cream,” he says.


I look down to realize he’s right. My ice cream has started to melt, making my hand wet and sticky.


“There’s just… a lot on my mind, I guess.”


“Yeah,” he replies. “Mine too.”


There’s something in his voice that makes my heart break—something that tells me he’s growing up too quickly, that he’s no longer the child he should be.


While I clean up my sticky hand with a napkin, I try to keep my face hidden from Diego. I don’t want him to see the sadness in my eyes. Sadness because I won’t be able to take him to Don Ignacio’s for ice cream anymore, because I’ll no longer get to walk into the house every day to find him waiting for me in the living room, because we won’t get to sit next to each other doing homework every afternoon. But, mostly, sadness because I can’t stop thinking about how Diego has already lost a big part of his childhood, and now that I’m leaving, there’ll be no way to get it back.
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Papi brings home a seafood paella that he served at the restaurant earlier.


“There’s plenty for all of us,” he says as he sets down a big casserole at the center of the dinner table, but there’s something grim about his tone. It’s no secret that the less he sells at the restaurant, the more food he has to bring home at the end of each day.


We all sit around the table—Papi, Abuela, Diego, and me—waiting for Luis to get home, but even as the paella gets colder and the clock on the wall keeps ticking, there’s still no sign of him, and he’s not even answering his phone.


“I thought Luis was working at the restaurant today,” I say softly.


“He was,” Papi answers with a small shrug, which tells me Luis ran off the second they turned the sign at the door from OPEN to CLOSED. My brother’s been doing this a lot since the start of last summer—disappearing to go who-knows-where. I’m pretty sure he has a girlfriend he hasn’t told us about, but I haven’t dared to ask.


“Well,” Abuela says, leaning forward in her chair. “We should probably start eating.”


We’ve only just filled our plates with rice when the front door swings open and Luis steps into the house, wearing his old leather jacket and a white t-shirt.


“You didn’t wait for me?” he says as he approaches the dinner table. It’s been a few days since he last shaved, and even though he can’t really grow a beard, the scruff makes him look a lot older than nineteen.


“We waited for as long as we could,” Abuela says, nodding toward her left, where an empty chair is waiting for Luis.


“Not long enough,” he mumbles as he walks around the table to go sit at his spot.


Luis reaches for the spoon and starts serving himself some paella, which I’ve noticed is all rice and no shrimp. Mami would’ve rather switched up the entire menu at the restaurant than serve something like this, but my dad’s been trying to cut costs wherever he can, and I don’t think any of us can blame him for it.


It’s not every day that we get to go to bed feeling completely satisfied, so at first we eat quickly, eagerly. After a few minutes of sitting here in silence, however, Abuela looks up from her plate. Most days, it’s she who carries the conversation at dinner. She’s the one who makes comments about the food, or the temperature, or something that she saw on TV earlier, and who asks us all questions about our days.


She surveys us all carefully through her glasses, as if trying to decide who to interrogate first. But before she’s had a chance to make up her mind, Luis clears his throat.


“I’ve been thinking,” he says, and we all turn toward him at the same time.


“Thinking?” Papi asks, lifting his eyebrows.


“About my future.”


Ever since he graduated high school over a year ago, Luis hasn’t been willing to talk much about the future. The idea of going to college had always been in the back of his mind, but when Mami got sick, it all went out the window. He had to put everything on pause so he could help out at the restaurant, but now there isn’t much to show for it. The business isn’t doing well, Luis hasn’t been able to go back to school, and with every day that goes by, the dreams he once talked about seem more and more distant.


“I—I want to apply to college.”


“That’s good,” Abuela says. “Very good, mijo.”


“It’s not good,” Luis replies. “We don’t even have money to pay for the application fees.”


A heavy silence falls around the table, because there’s nothing any of us can say—no way for us to convince Luis that what he’s saying isn’t true.


“I think I should get a job, save up some money,” he adds.


Papi frowns. “You already have a job.”


“A different one.”


We played around with this idea at some point—the idea that if Luis got a job on the side, we’d be able to manage a lot better, and Diego and I would be able to keep focusing on school. But it didn’t take long for us to realize that whatever job Luis could find around here wouldn’t make much of a difference—not when the minimum wage for full-time workers in Tijuana is less than two hundred pesos, which comes to about ten dollars a day.


That was when we began doing a different kind of math: If I got a minimum-wage job in California, working after-school shifts, it would take me two or three months to make the same amount of money that Luis would make in a year. That was when I started looking for jobs, when I started getting used to the idea that I’d have to be the one to help the family.


“We need you,” Papi says to Luis firmly. “I need you at the restaurant. I can’t do it all on my own.”


“The restaurant is a lost cause,” Luis says, and suddenly, it’s as if a dark shadow has fallen over the dining table.


I have no idea how he can do this—how Luis is capable of speaking our worst fears out loud. The restaurant is the one thing that has remained constant our whole lives. We may grow older, Mami may have gotten sick, and no matter how hard she tried to stay with us, in the end she may have lost her battle, but her restaurant remained. Her biggest pride, her biggest source of joy. If Luis is right—if the restaurant is truly a lost cause and we’re left with no choice but to close it down—I don’t know what any of us are gonna do with ourselves.


Papi is the first to find his voice. “We will get the restaurant back on track.”


Luis shakes his head. “That’s what you’ve been saying for over a year.”


“I mean it this time.”


“Why?” Luis says, leaning forward over the table slightly. “Because Sol is magically gonna save it?”


He throws me a quick, resentful glance, and I’m left frozen, unable to speak up, unable to move, unable to do anything at all.


“We are all doing our part,” Abuela says. “And we will continue to do our part.”


“Why does she get to leave, then? Why does she get to start over somewhere new?”


“I’m not starting over,” I say, finally finding my voice. “It’s not like I want to leave. I’d much rather—”


“You have options,” Luis snaps back. “You always have.”


I watch him for a moment, thinking about how we used to be close growing up. We used to run around the restaurant together, and play on the street outside our house until the sky turned dark, and laugh for hours at each other’s jokes. I’m not sure when all of that changed, but I do know that right now, it feels almost as if there is a stranger sitting across the table from me, and I can’t help but miss my brother. I miss the person he used to be.


“I didn’t ask for any of this,” I say.


I wish I could make him understand that I didn’t choose to be born in the US, that Mami never wanted to be rushed across the border to give birth to me, but he’s already heard this story a million times. Mami was eight and a half months pregnant when her doctor warned her that things were not looking good. There was a chance that neither of us would make it, and so she and Papi decided to try their luck across the border. She had to keep a straight face and her big belly hidden under a coat long enough to drive through the border crossing, and by the time she made it to a clinic in California, it was almost too late.


I wish I could make Luis understand that being the only American citizen in the family isn’t what he thinks it is, because none of what I do is for myself. I cross the border every morning to go to school so I can become the first person in our family to go to college. I’ll get a degree so I can get a good job. I’ll work hard so I can take care of Papi and Abuela when they’re older. And, come Monday, I’ll move in with Ari so I can make enough money to keep the restaurant running, and so we can pay the bills. But if I could take all this responsibility off my shoulders, I would. If I could choose a life where I didn’t have to look after everyone else, I’d take it, without a doubt.


“Your abuela is right,” Papi says firmly. “We will all continue to do our part. For Sol, it means helping us with money. Luis, for you it means being at the restaurant. And that’s the end of it.”


Luis doesn’t reply, and I don’t, either. I notice the way he’s twitching in his chair, eager to storm out, but he doesn’t. He remains sitting at the table, eating slow bites of paella.


After a while, once the air around us has become a little less heavy and we are all getting full, I start to notice the way Diego is slumping in his chair. He’s been so quiet all night, but I know he’s been listening intently to what we’ve been saying, feeling more and more alone with each passing second.


I wish I could say something to make him feel better, but I just don’t have the strength right now. Instead, I shift my gaze toward Abuela, only to find her staring right back at me. And in her eyes, I find comfort, and safety, and all the things that I haven’t been able to find anywhere else today—all the things I wish I could bring with me when I move to California, and the things that I wish I could make sure Diego won’t ever have to go without.
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Abuela and I do the dishes like every other night. It’s the only time of the day that truly belongs to just us—while Luis helps Diego get ready for bed, and Papi sneaks off into his bedroom.


This was something she used to always do with my mom, but I took over for Mami after she got sick. It used to feel weird, stepping into her shoes. I used to dream of the day when she would bounce back—when she’d be cancer-free and go back to managing her restaurant, and looking after us, and doing the dishes next to Abuela every night. As time went on, though, I started believing in that dream less and less, until I was forced to give up on it altogether.


“Mañana será otro día,” Abuela whispers softly as she passes me the dish she was scrubbing.


I take it from her and start to rinse it, her words echoing inside my mind. Tomorrow will be a new day. I know that time usually has a way of making things better, but now I’m not so sure that it will. I can’t see how life will get easier tomorrow, or the day after that, or even a year from now.


“What are you thinking?” she asks me when I don’t respond after a few minutes.


“I just… I’m thinking about the restaurant.”


“What about it?”


I let out a long sigh, trying to push myself to ask this question out loud—the question that was on my mind through most of dinner.


“Do you think Luis is right? Is the restaurant a lost cause?”


Abuela nods slowly to herself, frowning sightly while she dips the sponge into the dish soap.


“What I think,” she says, “is that your brother is a little lost. And what he needs is not for us to push him away even more, but the exact opposite. He needs us to love him, and be patient with him, and try our best to understand him.”


“But that doesn’t answer my question.”


“Your dad will find a way,” she says. “He’s always managed to find a way.”


It makes me a little mad to think that Luis was right about at least one thing: the fact that our dad has been making empty promises for over a year. It was never Papi’s intention to take over from Mami, but once she got too sick to do it all herself, he had no choice but to quit his own job and try his best to keep the business running. Because letting the restaurant fail would’ve been like allowing a piece of Mami to die even when she was still here, like giving up on the hope we once had that she would get better and jump back into it.


We’ve been waiting for what feels like the longest time for Papi to bring the restaurant back to its former glory, but now I can’t help but wonder if this will end up being nothing but another dream that’s meant to fall beyond our grasp.


“You don’t need to worry, mija,” Abuela says suddenly. “You’re about to start a new job, a new routine. That should be enough for you to carry, without the added weight of worrying about what your brother said or didn’t say during dinner.”


I sometimes wish I could be a little more like Abuela—that I could think of my own worries in the same way she does, as though they were nothing but clouds drifting across a clear blue sky. As I take another dish from her and start rinsing it, I can’t help but think that maybe she’s right. Maybe by Monday I’ll have to go back to worrying about the restaurant, and Diego being lonely, and Luis’s resentment toward me, but for tonight, all I want is to wash the dishes silently next to my abuela. I want to let out my breath and just enjoy this small moment of togetherness.
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