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Praise for The Dream Weaver


“ ‘Dreams need time and freedom to grow and change.’ This is what stuck with me the most as I watched Zoey struggle to find her voice. Zoey is processing her own losses while trying to navigate her father’s dreams, her brother’s plans, and her grandfather’s grief. My twelve-year-old self would have loved a friend like her. When one girl’s voice gets louder, we all get stronger. Go, Zoey!”

—Doreen Cronin, New York Times bestselling author of Cyclone

“Brimming with heart and humor, Reina Luz Alegre’s The Dream Weaver is a tender story about belonging, friendship, and finding the courage to fight for your dreams. Lovely and empowering.”

—Ashley Herring Blake, author of the Stonewall Honor Book Ivy Aberdeen’s Letter to the World

“A debut full of complicated families, complicated friendships, and the complicated and awkward experiences of growing up (including an embarrassing yet relatable first period experience that would have brought comfort to me during my own embarrassing early period days). The Dream Weaver is a story I would happily hand to all the middle grade readers I know. From one Jersey boardwalk kid to another, Zoey is the type of character I could have spent hours with at the shore.”

—Nicole Melleby, author of Hurricane Season

“Charming, vivid, and emotionally real, Zoey’s story will capture your heart! Deploying her can-do attitude and resourcefulness, Zoey discovers that her own dreams are worth striving for and that reconnecting with her past might be the best way to brighten her future. On the Jersey Shore, Zoey reawakens to her heritage and the memory of her mother, while also trying to make new friends. Past and future collide as her brother packs for college, her father takes a new job, and her grandfather’s bowling alley drifts into decay. As Zoey tries to find her footing, she takes a risk on a project that could affect Poppy’s bowling alley forever. Flavorful details, a quick-moving plot, and psychological depth bring this Cuban American family to life. A treasure for any library.”

—Rebecca Balcárcel, author of Belpré Honor Book The Other Half of Happy

“Zoey is a root-worthy character! She is the only girl in her family, the peacemaker between Poppy, José, and Dad. I loved reading along as she navigated weird new friend moments and embarrassing period happenings all in stride. This book has an endearing cast of characters from Zoey’s older brother, José, who is not only full of perpetual optimism, but handles Zoey’s first period with a chillness that is so refreshing and AWESOME! This story really encapsulates family and friendships—the good, the bad and the messy. It also reminds us that there are always good people willing to help us when we need it.”

—Kristi Wientge, author of Honeybees and Frenemies

“A wonderful debut by Reina Luz Alegre! Told in clean and engaging prose, this story will thread readers through one girl’s coming-of-age as she struggles to keep together her fragmented family, each holding their dreams close, while contending with a longing to connect to lost traditions without her mother, and finding what will make her feel truly at home. A heartwarming book about growing up, growing friendships, growing the bonds of family and culture, and growing dreams of your own.”

—Aida Salazar, International Latino Book Award–winning author of The Moon Within
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Zoey stared at the rows and rows of makeup in front of her. Glittery lip glosses to her left. At least a dozen different kinds of mascara to her right—all promising lush, full lashes. Above, rows of foundation compacts for a wide range of skin tones. And beneath, rainbows of shimmering eye shadow and bright nail polish, just begging to be browsed. But Zoey’s hands stayed in the front pockets of her jeans. She’d watched so many tutorials online, and yet she always chickened out when it came to actually buying the stuff. It didn’t help that Dad would say it was a waste of money, either. She knew Mami would probably say the same thing if she were here. From what Zoey could remember, Mami had rarely worn more than a touch of blush, a dab of lipstick.

But of course, her mami had been beautiful—she didn’t need anything extra. Still, Zoey couldn’t help craving a dramatic transformation for herself. And it was more than just makeup she wanted—all the other girls at school magically knew what patterned tops and colored bottoms paired well, and how to coordinate outfits with fun shoes and costume jewelry. Zoey looked down at her own T-shirt, denim shorts, and beat-up, faded flip-flops. She wouldn’t even know where to start—and not knowing was embarrassing.

It reminded her of when she was little and Poppy had expected her to answer his questions in Spanish about school or the new toys he and Abuela had bought her. A language she should have spoken better—Mami had spoken almost exclusively to Zoey in Spanish before she’d started preschool years ago—but that left her feeling like a phony in her own skin.

She wished her mother were still alive so she could talk to her. But even if Mami were here, Zoey wasn’t sure she could find the right words to describe this uneasy mess of feelings that sank along with all her other problems into the pit of her stomach.

“Zoey! Where are you?” A deep, urgent voice cut through Zoey’s thoughts.

“Aisle nine!” Zoey called back.

A head of curly, dark hair poked around the aisle.

“Stop wandering off,” José scolded, deftly maneuvering a cart between a baby stroller and a delicate display of perfumes.

“I’m twelve,” Zoey said. “I don’t need to hold your hand like a little kid.”

“No, you need to help me find all the stuff on my list,” José said. He glanced at the endless tubes of concealer and foundation. “I don’t need anything from here. Vamos. Come on.”

Sighing and rolling her eyes, Zoey grabbed the cart from him and turned it around.

“Hey there. Don’t help me con mala cara,” José chided. “Leave the attitude in the aisle.”

“Sorry,” Zoey said, meaning it. Con mala cara had been one of their mother’s favorite phrases. It meant literally “with a bad face” and hearing it always made Zoey imagine evil fairy tale queens or cackling cartoon villains.

José looked down at his phone. “Okay, we’ve got the pillow, laundry bag, detergent, trash bags.… I still need bed sheets. I think they’re that way.”

Linens turned out to be on the other side of the store. Zoey’s stomach hurt as they walked. A few days ago, a dull ache had started just below her belly button. It was right around the time she’d done the math and realized she had only six weeks left before José went away to college. It totally sucked. José wouldn’t be here in August, helping Zoey buy supplies for her first day at yet another new school. Having José around always made settling into a new place easier. And this time was extra hard because they’d just moved in with their grandfather Poppy on the Jersey Shore, and Dad didn’t exactly get along with him.

“Navy or green?” José asked, plucking the last boxes left under the cheapest price for twin XL jersey cotton.

Zoey shrugged.

“What’s wrong? You’re so quiet.”

Zoey said nothing. She didn’t want to make José feel guilty about leaving. But she didn’t want to lie to him either.

“Tell me,” José insisted.

“I don’t want you to leave me,” Zoey finally said in a small voice. To avoid José’s gaze, she busied herself reorganizing the items in their shopping cart, making space for the set of sheets in José’s hands. He tossed them in.

“Aw, Zo. It’s going to be okay.”

The dull ache suddenly turned into a sharp pain and Zoey bit her lip to keep from crying. She hoped José didn’t notice and think she was being too emotional. But thankfully, he seemed oblivious.

“I have to go to college,” José said, spreading his hands matter-of-factly. “I’m not doing it to leave you. If I want to become an engineer, I have to learn how. College has always been my dream. You know this.”

He playfully elbowed her ribs. Zoey nodded reluctantly, still fighting down the lump at the back of her throat. She tried sucking in her stomach, which seemed to help—but only slightly. Of course she knew her brother’s dream was to be an engineer. He liked science and building solid things and math. Every decision was carefully weighed and measured in José’s world. But Zoey suspected José hadn’t assigned homesickness or missing family much weight when he’d decided to go to the University of Florida. After all, Dad made them move so much that they didn’t really have a permanent home.

“I know. It’s your dream. Like how Dad dreams of owning a food truck on the Jersey Shore.”

“Ugh. Don’t compare me to Dad,” José groaned, pushing the cart toward the shower caddies. “I’ve wanted to be an engineer since third grade. Dad’s constantly changing his mind.”

“Dreams need time and freedom to grow and change,” Zoey said automatically. It was what their father always said. And at least Dad took them with him when his dreams led him halfway across the country, unlike José. For a second, she wished she could stow away in one of José’s duffel bags and go live in his dorm.

José’s jaw twitched. He rolled his eyes. “Don’t quote him, Zo.”

“Why not?” Zoey demanded. The pain had gotten worse again and now there was pressure beneath her belly button too. It felt like her stomach was the dumpster at the end of a trash chute, filling up with gross, heavy garbage bags, except she hadn’t even eaten much today. Why did she feel so awful?

“You have to know the way Dad does stuff isn’t normal. Burning through Mami’s life insurance money every time we move? Switching jobs five times a year? Quitting every single one of his business ideas because he’s not a millionaire by the end of the week? Dad’s so-called ‘dreams’ ”—José made air quotes—“are unrealistic, and he gives up on them too easily.”

“He just likes to have new things to look forward to. What’s so wrong with trying to make life interesting?”

José crossed his arms over his chest, exasperated. “Dad could mix it up once in a while, not every two seconds. He’s a loser—”

“He’s not a loser!” Zoey cut José off. “He’s doing his best. And he’s all we have. His dreams make him happy. And we can’t afford for him to get so unhappy that he gets sick and dies too,” she said, her voice shaking slightly.

“¡Cálmate! Don’t get all dramatic. You have me, too,” José said, sighing and pulling Zoey in for a side hug. “I just don’t want you to think bouncing around like Dad is okay. Someday you’ll have to choose one thing and work hard for it, like me. I studied. I tutored seventh grade math on the weekends to save up. I earned scholarships.…”

Zoey pulled away. “At least I’m not going to miss you putting down Dad all the time,” she muttered under her breath. José didn’t seem to hear though. He was deep into his lecture and sounded like he was reading one of his college essays about perseverance in the face of adversity.

Zoey tuned him out. She’d heard this spiel from her brother before. And she hated it when José called her “dramatic,” like she was blowing some silly thing out of proportion. Her concerns about Dad were real, and with good reason. Zoey remembered how pale and dull Dad’s bright blue eyes had gone after their mother suddenly passed away five years ago. Sometimes he still got that look—randomly at the mall when they walked by one of Mami’s favorite stores or after coming home from an awful day at work, grunting about an evil coworker or a new boss who knew less about customer service than he did. And it wasn’t just Dad’s eyes that went sad. His face and shoulders would droop too. Then he’d lock himself in his room to watch a sports channel, barely talking to Zoey or José. Sometimes for hours. Sometimes for weeks.

When he got into his funks, Zoey was always terrified that Dad might have a heart attack out of the blue, like Mami, or maybe just slowly waste away in front of his basketball game. And then what would she and José do? They’d be orphans. Would they have to go to foster care? Would a new family adopt them? Were they too old to be adopted? Zoey had heard once that babies got adopted more often than bigger kids.

So Zoey was always relieved when a shiny new dream put the twinkle back in Dad’s eyes. Dad needed his dreams, and they needed Dad, so Zoey and José had to support Dad’s dreams. Why was that so hard for José to understand? It seemed like the straightforward logic that was usually right up his alley.

Suddenly, all the muscles below Zoey’s belly button seemed to tighten, the way her calf muscles cramped sometimes after she ran a mile in gym class. Zoey winced, doubling over the cart in pain.

José abruptly stopped mid-rant. “Zoey? Are you okay? What’s wrong?” he asked, clearly alarmed.

“Ow, ow, ow,” Zoey whimpered, resting her head on the green twin XL sheet set. “My stomach is killing me, and…” She trailed off as, all at once, the pressure and pain eased. Except Zoey was suddenly aware of a wet sensation between her legs, as if she’d peed her pants. Oh no!

“Zo? What is it?” José asked again.

“It feels wet down there,” she whispered miserably.

“You probably just got your period,” José said. He pulled out his phone. “I’ll wait here while you go to the bathroom.”

Zoey’s eyes widened as her heartbeat sped up. She’d given up on experiencing this rite of passage. Already five-foot-four, she’d been filling out sports bras for a while. But since no period ever came she figured her body had just decided not to menstruate. The same way some people just couldn’t roll their Rs. But now that La Tia Rojita (Mami had always cheerily rolled the R when referring to her own period as “The Little Red Aunt”) had finally decided to visit, Zoey felt anything but relieved.

What should she do? Was there time to run back to Poppy’s house? Had she already bled through her shorts? Zoey spun in a circle in the middle of the aisle like a dog chasing its tail, trying to see if there were any dark stains on her butt.

José raised his eyebrows. “What are you doing?”

Zoey didn’t answer right away, but she stopped moving and hugged her arms to her chest.

“It’s. My. First. Period,” she said, panic seeping into her voice. Her whole body suddenly felt too warm and she looked down at her flip-flops, on the verge of tears. “And. I. Don’t. Know. What. To. Do.”

“What? I thought we talked about this, like, two years ago,” José said. He sounded annoyed, like he’d crossed Zoey’s first period off some mental list a while back and preferred not to revisit the subject.

It was true they had talked about her period almost two years ago—after watching this awful cartoon in fifth grade that made puberty sound like the zombie apocalypse, Zoey had come home with Questions. And, for lack of better options, asked José and Dad to explain the logistics the video had left out. What a mistake that turned out to be! Dad had awkwardly compared La Tia Rojita to a “really private paper cut that bleeds like heck once a month,” while José read her the Wikipedia summary on menstruation. And then one about elephant shrews, because, apparently, they menstruate too. But none of that seemed to have prepared Zoey because she was freaking out right now.

“Just because we talked about getting my period doesn’t mean I actually got my period then!” Zoey gawked at her brother and began to hyperventilate.

José’s expression softened. He put a hand on her shoulder.

“Okay, breathe,” he said. “I’ll go get you the, ah, the supplies you need, and then you’ll go to the bathroom. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Zoey nodded, swallowing hard.

She forced herself to take deep breaths until she spotted José walking briskly back from the feminine hygiene aisle with a package cradled under his arm like a football.

“Got it,” José said, tossing the package to her.

She took one look at it before staring back at him in horror.

“Tampons?”

She batted the package back at him like a volleyball. José caught it easily.

“What’s wrong? Aren’t these the same brand Mami used?” José looked confused.

“Yeah, but Mami’s not here to show me how to put one in,” Zoey hissed, missing her mother more than ever. She took another deep breath. “And they look like they’re the size of crayons. What if it doesn’t absorb enough? Or what if it gets, you know, stuck? Can’t you just get me pads instead?”

José squinted at the lettering on the box, searching for instructions.

“They’re specially designed to be absorbent enough to do the job and small enough to be comfortable. I really don’t think these are that hard to use. You just put—”

“José!” Zoey shouted, then quickly lowered her volume when she saw a few people in the aisle glancing their way. Ugh. The last thing Zoey wanted was for strangers to hear her talking about her period. “I don’t want you to explain this. Especially in public! Just please get me the pads, okay?” she asked, feeling wretched.

“Yeah, okay,” José agreed, glancing around the crowded aisle. “I get what you mean.”

He returned with the pads, and, feeling slightly calmer, Zoey headed to the women’s restroom alone.

Inside the bathroom stall, she saw that a bright scarlet mark the size of a credit card stained her underwear, and there were red dime-shaped spots on her shorts, too. Should she take them off and wash them and her underwear before she put on the pad? But then she’d be standing in front of the sink naked from the waist down in a public bathroom.

That seemed like a really bad idea.

And she wasn’t sure what to do with the pad, either. She’d unwrapped it, but did it matter which end went in the front? And there were flaps on the side that had already gotten stuck to the underside of the pad. Zoey didn’t think that was supposed to happen. She wished desperately that she could ask Mami what to do, or even her abuela, but Abuela was gone too. And knowing she didn’t have any female relatives to call hurt worse than cramps. Zoey was about to dissolve into a big, sobbing mess when the door creaked open.

Zoey heard footsteps. A splinter of hope cut through her misery. Maybe the lady who’d just walked in was a store employee, or even a mom with kids around Zoey’s age who wouldn’t mind reviewing a few basics woman-to-woman.

“Um, excuse me,” Zoey called from inside her stall, pulling up her underwear and shorts. “I, uh, I just got my first period, and I don’t know what to do. Could you please help me?”

Zoey unlocked the stall door. But the person staring curiously back at her in the mirror over the sinks was no friendly mom or cashier. She was a girl around Zoey’s age. And she was rocking the best cosmetics aisle nine had to offer. Sparkly blue nail polish. Matching sky blue eye shadow. False eyelashes or killer mascara. Purple highlights in her hair. Indigo fit-and-flare dress patterned in daisies. Zoey’s cheeks flushed in humiliation.

“It’s okay. I know what to do,” Fashion Girl said confidently. “Do you need a tampon?”

“No, uh,” Zoey mumbled, glancing down at the pad in her hand. “I have a pad. But um, there’s blood on my underwear and shorts. And I was just wondering if I should clean it off first. But then, like, if I do that, my clothes will be wet and gross.…” She trailed off as Fashion Girl looked Zoey carefully up and down. Zoey felt even more self-conscious in her old, faded outfit.

“That shirt is pretty long,” Fashion Girl said finally, still staring at Zoey’s midsection. “It goes almost all the way down to your knees, so I don’t think you need to worry about anyone seeing the stains on your shorts.”

Phew. Zoey felt better—until Fashion Girl pursed her lips, appraising Zoey again in a way that made her glance down to make sure a river of blood hadn’t just gushed down her leg.

“Actually, can you turn around for a second? Just do a quick spin?”

Zoey turned in a slow circle.

“Okay good, the blood didn’t get on your shirt.” Fashion Girl grinned. “So, if I was you, I’d just wipe my shorts and underwear in the stall with a dry paper towel or some toilet paper, put on the pad, and then wait to throw everything in the washing machine at home.”

Fashion Girl waved a hand under the automatic paper towel dispenser and held out a couple of sheets. Zoey felt like an idiot for not thinking of this obvious solution on her own, but she gratefully accepted the paper towels. Fashion Girl smiled again. The purple and blue rubber bands on her braces matched her outfit.

“Do you know how to put that on?” she asked.

Zoey looked down at the unwrapped pad in her hand.

“I mean, like, I know the sticky side is the one that goes on the underwear. But does it matter which part goes in the front?”

“I don’t think so. If you fold it in half, the pad is pretty symmetrical,” Fashion Girl said, sounding pensive.

“When I took off the adhesive strip the wings got stuck to the bottom. Does that matter?” asked Zoey.

“Nah,” Fashion Girl said. “Not unless you have such a heavy flow that you really need the wings to hold the pad exactly in place to prevent a leak. But I didn’t need the wings the first time I got mine.” She shrugged.

“Okay,” said Zoey, feeling slightly better.

“Go put it on and I’ll wait out here in case you have other questions.”

Zoey went back in the stall and stuck the pad to her underwear. It wasn’t that complicated, really, she thought as she pulled up her pants. But then a new fear struck. Would everyone be able to see the outline of her pad through the denim of her shorts? Did she look like she was wearing a bulky diaper? You could always tell babies were wearing puffy diapers beneath their onesies. Zoey stepped out of the stall.

“Better?” Fashion Girl asked. Zoey avoided eye contact in the mirror.

“Sort of.…” Zoey hesitated, then figured if she’d asked this many awkward questions already, she may as well ask a few more. “Can you tell I’m wearing a pad? I feel like it’s showing through my clothes, and everyone will be able to tell I have my period.”

“I know! I felt that way too when I first got my period,” Fashion Girl said sympathetically. “But no one can tell. Believe me. I used pads the first six months before switching to tampons, and no one could ever tell I was wearing one. But if you want, lift up your long shirt a little and spin around again, and I’ll tell you if I can see anything on your shorts.”

Holding her breath, Zoey did as directed under Fashion Girl’s appraising stare.

“Didn’t see anything,” she said finally, with the same authority as a doctor delivering a favorable diagnosis.

Zoey exhaled and stretched her shirt down as far as it would go.

“Do you have any other questions?” Fashion Girl asked gently.

“No, I’m good. Thank you though. For everything,” Zoey said, quickly washing her hands and drying them on the hem of her shirt.

“Happy I could help,” Fashion Girl chirped, flashing Zoey one last grin before stepping past her into the empty stall. “Sorry, I really need to pee.”

“Oh yeah. Sorry to make you hold it so long. Thanks again for explaining everything!” Zoey said. She wished again that Mami was still alive and had been the one to walk her through La Tia Rojita’s first visit.

Faster than she’d ever hustled down a soccer field, Zoey sped out of the bathroom. She nearly knocked over José, who stood leaning against the wall, playing a game on his phone and whistling along to the game’s cheesy theme song. The opened box of pads sat at the top of the pile in the cart in front of him, pointedly waiting for them to pay.

“Are you okay, Zo?” José asked. “You were in there for twenty minutes. I was starting to wonder if you needed me to go in there to help—”

“I’m okay,” Zoey said quickly, brushing past him, heading toward the opposite side of the store. She wanted to put as much distance between herself and Fashion Girl as possible. She had been nice, but she probably secretly thought Zoey was a total freak.

“Chocolate helps with cramps, right?” José asked.

Zoey paused long enough to look over her shoulder. “I think so, but my cramps aren’t that bad.”

“I have sympathy cramps. You’re going to have to share some candy with me.” José grinned, turning down the snack foods aisle.

Zoey laughed, feeling a hundred times better than she had all day. She followed him and waited while he grabbed a humongous bag of miniature assorted chocolates that included Snickers, her favorite. The bag was so big it could have fed at least three hours worth of trick-or-treaters on Halloween.

“All right,” José said, glancing inside the cart. “Pads? Check. Chocolate? Check. You’re all set, Zo. Now let’s go get a dry erase board to put on my door so people in my dorm can leave me notes,” José said, sounding excited.

The pain in Zoey’s stomach returned. Only this time, she knew, it wasn’t a period cramp.
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Did you buy the whole store?” Dad demanded back at Poppy’s house.

He sounded mad as he untangled Zoey from the seven heavy bags she’d threaded her arms through. José’s shoulders tensed, and he glared at Dad as he put his own bags down on Poppy’s old brown couch.

“The only things we bought that weren’t on my college list were chocolate and pads.” José crossed his arms over his chest.

“But you already have elbow and knee pads for your skateboard. We don’t have money to throw away on extras. You’re going to have to return those.”

José rolled his eyes. “We bought menstrual pads, Dad. Zo got her first period.”

“José! You don’t have to go around telling everyone I got my first period!” Zoey protested.

She glanced at Dad, who looked as uncomfortable as Zoey felt. “I thought you got your, you know, two years ago,” he said.

“Um, no. I didn’t,” Zoey said quietly.

“Oh, uh, okay.…” Dad trailed off like he was trying to think of what else to say.

Silence swallowed Poppy’s living room. Zoey wished she could step backward and disappear into the portrait of her six-year-old self, laughing down at them from its perch above Poppy’s television. That girl, missing two front teeth, didn’t need to deal with La Tia Rojita and all the awkward conversations she brought with her. Dad cleared his throat at last and raised his hands questioningly. “Congrats, I guess. On Auntie Red arriving for a visit. Wasn’t that what your mom always called her?”

“Her?” José rolled his eyes. “Menstruation isn’t a person. It’s a biological process—”

“Thanks, Dad!” Zoey quickly cut in, massaging her wrists where the plastic bag handles had dug in and left marks. She glanced wildly around the empty living room, desperate to find a change of subject. The last thing she wanted was to listen to her father and brother bicker about her period. Talk about awkward. Her eyes landed on a black-and-white photo of Poppy as a teenager, leaning against a humongous antique-looking car, from when he stilled lived in Cuba.

“Is Poppy home?” she asked.

“No, he went to work at the bowling alley,” Dad said, also sounding relieved to be moving on.

He turned back to José, and Zoey noticed how Dad stood up straighter to emphasize the inch and a half he had over him. Oh no. Dad always did that whenever he was about to lay into José.

“José, I want a straight answer. Where did you get the money to buy all this stuff? I hope you didn’t hit up your grandfather for cash.”

José’s nostrils flared and his mouth twitched, just as Zoey knew they would. She’d seen Poppy slip her brother a few twenties over breakfast earlier that morning while Dad went to the supermarket. But José hadn’t asked for the money. Poppy had just given it to him.

“José used the money he saved up working after school,” Zoey interjected before José could answer. She made eye contact with her brother, and silently begged him to keep his mouth shut.

“Oh,” Dad said, relaxing slightly as his eyes roved over the bags once more. “This is a lot though. How’d you afford everything?”

“There were, like, tons of sales. All the school stuff was fifty percent off.” Zoey beamed like they’d just won first place in a contest for Best Bargain Shoppers in the Universe. José said nothing and even managed not to roll his eyes again.

“Okay, well, that’s great then,” Dad said, exhaling and running his fingers through his dark, curly hair. He glanced at the front door, then leaned in to whisper as if he was afraid Poppy might be able to hear him all the way from his bowling alley eight blocks away on the boardwalk.

“Look guys, don’t repeat this, but your grandfather’s got some money problems, and we don’t want to impose more than we already are by staying here. Do you understand?”

“Yup.” José grabbed a couple of bags and huffed up the stairs to his room.

Dad gawked after him. “What’s his problem?”

Zoey shrugged at Dad. “I have cramps. I need to find my pads,” she said, hoping more talk about her period would finally make Dad end this conversation.

It worked.

“Ah, feel better, kiddo. I’ve got a couple of business meetings this afternoon. You’ll be okay without me, right?” Dad asked, already beginning to walk away.

“Yeah, I’ll be okay,” she said, unearthing her pads and a handful of mini chocolate bars. “Just going to run upstairs to change and then head out to keep Poppy company at the bowling alley.”

Dad nodded before disappearing into the nook beside the stairs that Poppy used as a makeshift home office.

Still feeling stressed from her ordeal at the store and all the tension in their small house, Zoey eagerly retreated to the privacy of Mami’s old room. She rummaged through the shirts and shorts she’d unpacked into her mother’s childhood dresser. How Zoey wished her grandparents had kept Mami’s old clothes for her! Leggings and leg warmers in every color of the rainbow. Cropped jackets. Oversized, off-the-shoulder metallic tops. Parachute pants. Black, lacy, fingerless gloves. Poufy miniskirts. Earrings that could double as bangle bracelets. The old Polaroids still taped to the dresser’s mirror attested that seventh-grade Jasmeen had, indeed, been fabulous.

Finally selecting her comfiest soccer jersey and drawstring shorts, Zoey put them on and flopped back onto the bed, letting out a sigh of relief. Dealing with Dad and José reminded Zoey more and more of living with a bad cough. The negative energy between them was like a persistent tickle at the back of her throat that could develop into a full-on attack at any time. Zoey had learned to stave off big fights between her father and brother the same way someone might eat honey or avoid talking too much to hold a cough at bay. Sweetly distract José with a tough question. Ask Dad about how work was going. Be as quiet and independent as possible, so as not to bother either of them. But it was an imperfect science and Zoey often found it exhausting to live as if she were walking on eggshells around both of them. Sometimes she just longed for peace and harmony at home that didn’t require her to strategically manage her family’s moods.

She scrolled through her phone for a while, looking up suggested remedies for cramps. She decided she would try warm compresses later. But for now, Advil sounded like a good idea. José kept the medicine in his room. When she came to the door, he stopped reading the book he’d taken up and got it for her. Afterward, she went back and took her time hand-washing the bloodstains out of her clothes in the guest bathroom. The curtain bar suspended atop the bathtub looked like it’d been stuck to the white-tiled walls with chewing gum, but it held when she hung her clothes on it to dry. Satisfied, Zoey headed out of the house.



Sunshine warmed Zoey’s face as she walked the few blocks from Poppy’s house to the boardwalk. The pressure in both her belly and her shoulders eased, and she began to feel a little proud. As scary as it had seemed, she’d survived getting her first period. She was officially a woman, like Mami and the girls at school. It made her feel closer to Mami even, knowing that they had shared the same experience. But Zoey’s thoughts quickly returned to the men in her family. She’d been able to keep Dad and José from arguing back at the house, but how much longer before they went at it again? She understood why José often got upset with Dad. Sometimes she wished they could pick one place and stay there, too. But Dad also did the best he could, especially without Mami there anymore to help. He needed his kids to support his dreams so that, in turn, he’d feel well enough to take care of them. Why doesn’t José get it? she wondered glumly.

She cheered up as she neared Poppy’s bowling alley. The ocean stretched beautifully beside her, blue and sparkly, dotted with swimmers and boogie boards. Finally, the big red sign that said GONZO’S BOWLING ALLEY on one corner AND FUN on the other loomed ahead, a comfortingly familiar sight. Her family had spent two weeks with Poppy every summer before Mami’s heart attack, and she loved visiting Gonzo’s. She’d noticed the place seemed a bit smaller and less overwhelming when they’d come back last year for Abuela’s funeral. But that had been a quick trip, and Zoey herself had grown since then. She was tall enough to reach the A on “alley” now. Trying to grab it had always been a game with José, one Zoey always lost. She grinned and gave the A a pat. It came loose in her hand, nearly smacking Zoey in the head. Uh oh. She stood there for a moment, debating what to do. She knew she should tell Poppy, but what if she got in trouble? In a split-second decision, Zoey left the A swinging upside down, hoping no one had seen. Maybe she could sneak back with one of the hammers from Poppy’s basement later and try to fix it.

Inside, Poppy stood behind the shoe rental counter, frowning at his ancient laptop. When he spotted Zoey, he closed the computer and grinned.

“Hey, Poppy, cómo, um, how you doing?” Zoey said, struggling to remember the Spanish words her mom had used when Zoey was a little girl to ask Poppy how business was going.

Poppy shook his head, and pointed the blue pen he always kept in his pocket at Zoey.

“Did you forget all your Spanish, mija?” he asked, his voice playfully accusing.

“No,” Zoey said, not wanting to disappoint.

Poppy raised his eyebrows and said a bunch of stuff in Spanish that Zoey didn’t understand.

“I change my answer to sí,” Zoey said, her lips curving up sheepishly, and Poppy laughed.

“It’s okay, I teach you again this summer, eh?”

“Sí,” Zoey agreed.

“Tell me that’s not the only word you remember.” Poppy groaned.

“I’m sure more will come back to me soon. So how’s business going?” Zoey asked. School had just ended, and she wasn’t in the mood to be quizzed on her Spanish skills.

“Okay. A little slow today, mija,” Poppy said, waving a hand at the window. “Such a pretty day. No one wants to be inside bowling or playing games. Everybody is at the beach swimming. We do better when it rains.”
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