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for migrants everywhere






no one leaves home unless

home is the mouth of a shark

you only run for the border

when you see the whole city running as well

—Warsan Shire, “Home”








Prologue

As she turns the corner onto her street, she feels instantly uneasy. There is no one around. Not the tortilla lady selling her last docena of the day, or some guy on a motorcycle whispering into his girlfriend’s ear, or a tired señor coming home late from work. The avenida is empty, save for a stray dog whose ribs Maya can make out even in the dark.

A surge of relief—she is home! Then, about to unlock the door, she sees it is already open a crack. She takes a step backward, instantly wary—pushes the door open carefully. She hears someone laughing. Who is that? Mama would never deliberately miss Maya’s big night. They’ve both been looking forward to the show for two straight weeks. Mama would never—she would never miss it….

“Mama?” Maya calls out hesitantly. The kitchen lights are on—and what is that strange smell? Smoke—cigarette smoke.

Again, a laugh. A man. A man laughing. Not a celebratory kind of laugh, not one that has been watered with jokes or chisme or… This laugh scrapes her from the inside.

Maya drops her bag soundlessly. Smoke, and bottles clinking, and men—two?

She takes a step, then another, quietly, quietly, until she can peek around the corner into the kitchen. There, at the round table with the plastic tablecloth—the one with mother hens feeding little chicks, a pattern repeated—sits her mother.

Tied to the chair.

Two men in black masks and gray hoodies surround her. Maya fixates on one—the one gripping the gun. No, no, no. He holds it to the back of her mother’s head. Mama! Her face is wet with tears. A gag covers her mouth. Teal. Their fabric.

“Mama.” The word escapes in a tangled whisper. As if she hears, Mama glances up.

Shakes her head ever so slightly. Don’t talk. Don’t say anything.

Maya briefly registers Luna whimpering somewhere, but she can’t, she can’t, look away from her mother’s face. It is her face too.
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Two Weeks Earlier

Maya felt about tomorrow the way she did at the top of a roller-coaster ride, right before it dropped—she both wanted to fall, feel the wind on her face, and to hold on, hold on, before everything changed.

“So, mañana is the big day?” her mother asked. It was late. She leaned against the bathroom doorframe and tightened her fuzzy pink robe at the waist. Her hair was wrapped in a white towel. The smell of shampoo lingered in the air.

“Yep,” Maya said. She fluffed her pillow, trying to get comfortable on the mattress she shared with her mother and with Luna, who was inching her way underneath the covers, tail wagging. Every evening Maya and her mother lay the mattress down on the living room floor, and every morning they lifted it back up and tucked it between the sofa and the wall. In this way, the living room became their bedroom and vice versa.

“Don’t be worried. I have a good feeling, mija,” her mother said, toothbrush in hand.

Tomorrow the director of Maya’s high school—the best fashion school in Guatemala—was going to announce the top ten designers of the year. These ten would then get to showcase three looks each in the annual fashion show. Two weeks from now! This was the first year Maya was even eligible; you had to be at least in your second year at the institute and be sixteen. She—finally!—was both.

“Are you worried about Lisbeth?” her mother asked before spitting out toothpaste in the sink.

“A little…” Maya snuggled against Luna.

Now her mother returned with a jar of Pond’s lotion. “What’s meant to be is meant to be.” Maya watched as she rubbed cream onto her cheeks. Okay—strange. That lotion was a morning smell, one that belonged next to coffee and oatmeal and folded newspaper pages on the kitchen table. Not to evening.

“Hey, what’s going on? You never shower at night.”

“Ay, mija. You have talent. And you work harder than most girls at that school.”

“And you’re changing the subject. Why are—”

“I have an early appointment. No time to shower in the morning.” Mama waved her hand dismissively. “Anyway, you have real talent.”

Maya managed a small smile. It was true that she could tear a yard of fabric with nothing but a steady hand and a ruler, and she knew a dozen different hand stitches by heart. Though she preferred La Betty, her sewing machine. Tucked in the corner underneath the swaying light bulb, its loyal presence—along with Luna, who liked to sit on Maya’s feet while she sewed—kept her company whenever her mother had to work late.

Dresses were Maya’s favorite. Tops a close second. Fixing hems, shortening skirts, creating pockets, closing pockets—she could practically sew those in her sleep by the age of ten. She couldn’t afford the fancy fabrics sold in the Mercado Central in the capital, so she improvised with the scraps her mother brought home from the factory, stitching them together. Soon she began including other materials. She began using, well… trash. Not trash from the dump. Trash in the sense of: plastic cups, scratched CDs, tablecloths. Even crayons and playing cards. Anything and everything. So Maya’s mother enrolled her in a sewing class, and she was sold. And it was this method of hers—the pinching of this and that here, that and this there, from cotton to denim to linen, and patterns from polka dots to stripes—that became her signature style. She learned about it on Instagram—it was a whole thing. Since then, trashion has been her passion! Now she prayed it was enough to win her a spot in the fashion show.

As her mother worked the Pond’s into the creases at her neck, the steam from the bathroom glowed behind her. “I’ll finish up in a sec. You go to sleep.”

“Okay—good night.”

“Good night, mija.”

Maya set the alarm on her cell phone for six thirty a.m., placed it facedown beside her, and curled into the sheets. “Besides…” She spoke into the darkness. “You’re right, Mama.”

“Right about what?”

“If I don’t get it this year, there’s always next year.”

Silence. Except for Luna snoring.

“Mama? Did you hear me? This is when you say, ‘Yes, mija, definitely.’ ” Maya swore she could hear her mother swallow.

“Sí, mija,” she said at last.

Well, that wasn’t exactly encouraging, Maya thought, fighting sleep. And just as she closed her eyes, she spotted a quick-moving shadow. Her mother, making the sign of the cross. Her mother. Carmen. Her only family in the world. The two of them finished each other’s sentences, ate halves of the same sandwich, shared clothes, sunglasses, sneakers, sometimes makeup on special occasions. They even shared the same dream: to open their own shop one day, not just a tailor shop, but an actual label. They’d need to come up with a good name….

The next thing Maya knew, it was morning. On the kitchen counter was a plateful of scrambled eggs and a slice of buttered white toast, a wicker basket full of pan dulce beside it. Her mother had already left for her appointment. Appointment for what? Maya wondered.
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The Finalists

“Maya! Hurry up!” Lisbeth called from Maya’s doorway.

“One second.”

“Mira vos, that’s what you said five minutes ago.”

“I can’t find my lucky scissors—you know I can’t go to school without them.”

Lisbeth paused. “You know, I never realized how creepy that sounds.” Then she laughed. “Have you looked on the roof?” She stepped inside and immediately checked herself out in the framed mirror hanging on the wall. She had the best eyebrows in all of Zona 7, thanks to the fact that she spent hours working on them.

For once, Lisbeth wasn’t being sarcastic. As small as Maya’s house was, it had a secret doorway in the bathroom. It was a trick door, because although it looked like a closet, it wasn’t. It led to a staircase that spiraled to the roof, and from there, you could see the whole neighborhood. The wide paved roads and uneven sidewalks. The few palm trees that never dropped coconuts—at least none that Maya had ever seen. And the entire colonia, the rows of pastel stucco houses adorned with black iron bars over the windows, looking like eyelashes thick with mascara. In the distance stood the skyscrapers that marked downtown Guatemala City.

“Maya!”

“Okay, okay. I’ll look for them later.”

Lisbeth was right. Lisbeth, who was practically a sister. Not that they looked anything alike. Maya was short, with thick black hair down to her butt, whereas Lisbeth was tall and slender and had curly hair that had its own agenda, which was why it was usually braided, loose or tight, depending on her mood.

Now they linked arms and speed-walked to the bus stop. On the corner, a woman with white hair tied in a bun, wearing a hoodie, a long skirt, and sneakers, called out, “¡Atole de elote! ¡Atole de elote!” A line of five people were already waiting for the sweet corn drink the woman was ladling into Styrofoam cups from a pot balanced on a crate. The steam swirled around her wrinkled face, and the sugary smell tugged at Maya.

Lisbeth read her mind. “No time. Come on!” She pulled at Maya’s elbow.

As the bus bumped its way through morning traffic, Maya stared out the smudged window at a woman who balanced a wide basket full of red and orange mangoes on her head, walking toward the market. Another lady held a tub full of magenta carnations individually wrapped in plastic. Maya’s abuela always said that women carried the country. No joke. It’d been her grandmother who’d introduced Maya to the world of fashion—well, sewing. Abuela never wasted a single scrap of fabric. She’d use even the leftover slivers, to make little pockets inside handbags, or to crochet flowers or sweet brooches she could attach to anything—purses or lamps or pillows, a headband, backpack, scarf. Maya had a distinct memory of her grandmother sitting by the lamp one evening, creating a ruffle by carefully rolling a piece of pink felt from one end, slip-stitching the layers together along the bottom edge as she rolled. In the dim light Maya saw little flashes firing from her hands, the needle moving this way and that under the lamp. It was harmony, the way her grandmother pressed and rolled and pressed and rolled. And before long, she handed Maya a pink rose. Magic. And then Abuela’s constant cough morphed into cancer and she passed away three years ago. Maya and her mother cried all through the forty-eight-hour vigil, and when it was time to close the casket and say goodbye for real—the ceremony had taken place waaaaay high up on the mountaintop in San Marcos—Maya stuck a tiny pincushion she’d made, in the shape of a strawberry, her grandmother’s favorite fruit, inside the casket so she could take it to the afterlife.



The bus stopped abruptly, jolting Maya back to the present. They were finally at Salomé Fashion Institute. Maya and Lisbeth elbowed their way off the bus and practically flew up the stairway. By the time they reached the top—it was steep!—Maya’s quads were burning. But in just a few minutes, they’d know!

From street level, the school looked pretty grand. Three stories high, it sat beside a movie theater that was converted to an auditorium for fashion shows. The all-girls school was the most modern Maya had ever attended; it had the best bathrooms, and the fanciest classrooms, with smart screens instead of whiteboards. If she hadn’t gotten a scholarship, there would be no way she could have attended this school. When she and Lisbeth turned fourteen and, like all Guatemalan teenagers heading to secondary school, had to decide what they’d study—prelaw, premed, education, dentistry, computer science, graphic design, business… the list went on—they hovered around the idea of fashion. Lisbeth could afford it, no question. She had an aunt in Mexico City—crazy rich—who sent her family money all the time, not only on birthdays and Christmas. But Maya and her mother, not so much. Then her mother found out about the scholarships, and that was that. Sort of. Keeping up with the courses was no problem, but whereas Maya pulled out notebooks and pencils from her backpack to take notes, most of the other girls slid out iPads with sleek digital pens. But with Lisbeth by her side, Maya was just fine. Notebook or iPad, she was here.

Inside the main hallway, a crowd had already formed by the bulletin board. Judging from the nervous whispers, Maya could tell that señora Guerrero, the director, hadn’t posted the list yet. And what if Maya’s name wasn’t there? Maybe last night her mom had just been trying to prepare her for the possible disappointment. She always told Maya, “You want something, mija. Get it. It’s yours. I couldn’t have it, but you can.” Mama was fully on board; she believed in her daughter. And she worked so hard to pay for the part of the tuition that the scholarship didn’t cover. She was also a wizard with a needle, but she was usually so wiped after spending the day behind a machine in the factory that she didn’t want anything to do with sewing once she got home. Even still, some evenings, she hemmed pants or stitched bags for customers in the neighborhood. Every stitch meant another centavo. Maya helped too.

“Ladies!” señora Guerrero called out, snapping everyone to attention. La directora was waltzing down the corridor, heels click-click-clicking, waving a sheet of paper.

“¡Ay, Dios! ¡Ya me muero!” Manu, who’d transitioned last year and was one of Maya’s favorite classmates, whisper-yelled.

At least thirty others made way for la directora like the parting of the Red Sea. Prayers and little squeals filled the air. Lisbeth gave Maya’s arm an excited little pinch. Señora Guerrero adjusted her emerald-green-rimmed glasses and cleared her throat importantly before pinning the paper onto the corkboard. Why couldn’t she have just posted the list online? This was so… old-school. And dangerous! Everyone pounced forward, and the list instantly fell to the ground. Just as quickly, señora Guerrero moved away from the frenzy. Eventually one of the girls managed to pick up the paper. Lisbeth!

“Everybody, quiet!” Lisbeth bellowed. “I’ll read it out loud.”

Señora Guerrero’s eyes went wide. She opened her mouth to say something but must have changed her mind, for she spun and retreated to her office.

Maya’s chest rose and fell.

Lisbeth yelled, “Quiet!” once more, and this time everyone listened. Then she began reading the names. “Angela Viramontes…”

“Yes! Thank you, God!” Angela gasped.

Her friend hugged her. “¡Ay, Dios!”

Lisbeth paused, a hand on her hip. “I’m only going to keep reading if you are all quiet. I mean it. And save the prayers. This is not church, okay?”

A few girls laughed. But Maya only had room for one emotion right now: fear.

Lisbeth went on. “Diana Pérez.” She raised a perfect eyebrow. They were all silent. Well, silent-ish. Diana made fists and did a little dance with her shoulders, whispering, “Yes-yes-yes!”

“Ana Mendez,” Lisbeth read next, her voice flat. No surprise there. Her father donated a ton of money to the school. Every year he had VIP seats at the fashion show. Ugh.

More names. Lucia… Flory… Gabriella… Until it was clear there was only one more name to be called. Lisbeth twisted her mouth the way she did when she wanted to tell the truth but was finding it very difficult… and Maya knew she hadn’t made it. But then Lisbeth lifted her chin and practically screamed, “Maya Silva!”

Maya covered her mouth. Maya Silva. That was her. She was on the list. She was on the list!!!!

But that meant Lisbeth—biting her lips, face gone pale—hadn’t.

The paper swished to the floor. A few girls actually began to cry.

Maya approached Lisbeth in the now thinning crowd.

“Hey,” Maya said carefully.

“Hey,” Lisbeth said. She gave a sad little shrug.

“I’m sorry—”

“Congratulations.” They both smiled. “No, really. You deserve it, Maya. I’m happy for you.”

Maya reached in for a hug. “Oye, thanks.” Relief swept over her. Maybe this didn’t have to be weird after all.

“Let’s get some air before class, yeah?” Lisbeth made a beeline for the concrete steps leading to the front entrance. Maya followed.

Then silence. Awkward silence. Maya felt so bad for Lisbeth, she had no idea what to say.

“Ana Mendez? Really?” Lisbeth said at last, not even trying to keep her voice down. “Her designs are so… basic.”

“I know, right?”

“No—like, does she have any original ideas? She copies everyone else. Remember the dress with the diamond cutout above the belly button? She only made that dress after Rosa Sánchez made a dress with a rectangular cutout in the same place. Like, who does that?”

“Ana Mendez does, I guess.”

It was enough to make them laugh. Even if it was a wilted one, it was still a laugh. And that was something.

“Hey, you wanna go off campus for lunch today? Get something at San Martín?” Lisbeth asked.

Just the thought made Maya’s mouth water. The sesame loaves and the glazed donuts and the cinnamon rolls. Mmmm. But that bakery was sooooo expensive. She could get a dozen pieces of pan dulce at her neighborhood bakery for the price of one croissant at San Martín. El Centro bakeries with El Centro prices.

As if reading her mind, Lisbeth offered, “My treat. To celebrate!”

Maya grinned. She really did have the best friend. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s go. I’ll meet you outside after third block?”

Lisbeth smiled. “You got it.”

Maya sat through the next few classes feeling electrified. It was almost impossible to concentrate. She’d made the list. She’d made it! She sent Mama a text, but oddly, got no response.

After third block, she passed a kaleidoscope of bulletin boards on the way to the bathroom before meeting Lisbeth. Tacked-up posters announced everything from upcoming sessions—Pattern, Drapery/Folds, and Portfolio Prep—to a flyer about a women’s weaving cooperative called Trama Textiles, whose mission was to create work for fair wages for the women of Guatemala. Everything looked interesting—she had made the list!

On the way back out of the bathroom, Maya reached for the door just as it swung open, hitting her smack in the face. The pain was blinding—she staggered backward. When the pain subsided and she could see again, who was there but Ana Mendez.

“Ay, I’m so sorry!” Ana cried out.

Maya managed to blink. Was she bleeding? She touched her eyes, nose, mouth. No blood, thankfully. But her forehead throbbed. She already felt a knot swelling. Great.

“It’s okay.” Maya forced the words out.

“And—hey! Congratulations on making the list!”

“Thanks.” Maya looked down at her ballet flats, saw Ana’s four-inch wedge sandals. “You too—”

But Ana wasn’t done. “Especially,” she went on, “because, well, you know, you’re a scholarship student.”

Maya shot her a look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing! Oh no—I didn’t mean to…”

Didn’t mean to what? Was she implying that Maya was like, a charity case? Maya cleared her throat. “I am. And I work really hard and try to come up with original ideas.” She couldn’t help emphasizing the word original.

“Even if you use trash,” Ana said matter-of-factly.

“Exactly.”

“And that’s really something!”

It seemed Ana’s talent was insulting Maya and then immediately complimenting her.

“Anyway, I gotta go.” Maya squared her shoulders. She’d rather win on her own merits any day. “I’m happy for you, Ana. Good luck at the show,” she added, and slipped by her, out the door, resisting the urge to cross her fingers.

She wasn’t trying to be snarky. She really wasn’t. It was just that it was hard to accept backhanded compliments from someone like Ana. Maya’s father—if he were alive—would never have tried to influence people like Ana’s father did. Her mother had always emphasized how ethical Papa was, how he believed deeply in right versus wrong, almost to a fault. Actually, to a fault. A deadly one. Maya knew the story by heart, how he’d been walking with a friend to a fútbol game. Mama was six months pregnant with Maya. And this guy on a bike cruised up and tried to rob them. Her father tried to reason with him. The man pointed to Maya’s dad’s wedding ring. Her father kept talking about how the man could turn his life around—there were people who could help him—and then, the man fired twice. Her father died right there on the street, with his ring still on his finger. Maya has seen the ring on a ribbon inside a baby sock in her mother’s bureau.

Nope. Her father would have wanted her to win on her own merits.

Outside, Maya breathed deeply to shake the memory. The smells emanating from the food trucks, already setting up for lunch even though it was only ten o’clock, were knee-weakening. Sizzling carne asada and peppers and onions, layered with diesel fumes and the bundles of fresh wildflowers being sold out of plastic buckets along the sidewalk. She looked for Lisbeth—probably near the ice cream truck. And yep. There she was—with some guy? A guy in tight jeans with holes at the knee and a long-sleeved shirt. His hair was spiked with gel, and his sunglasses hid the top half of his face. Who was he? And Lisbeth, she was totally flirting with him.

“Hey.” Maya tapped her on the shoulder a little hesitantly. “Ready to go to San Martín?”

The guy looked over, didn’t bother introducing himself. So Maya didn’t either.

Lisbeth did that twisty mouth thing again. “Oh… oops, well, we just bought some ice cream.” The man at the cart was indeed holding out a Styrofoam cup with one strawberry scoop and chocolate sprinkles. And two spoons. Okay—clearly Lisbeth knew this guy. It wasn’t like she’d be sharing ice cream with a total stranger.

“Maya—” Lisbeth began.

“Who’s… this?” Maya didn’t mean for her question to have such attitude. Okay—yes, she did.

“Who am I? Who are you?” He took off his sunglasses. His eyes looked bloodshot.

“This is Oscar.” Lisbeth put her hand on his arm. A tattoo peeked out from around Oscar’s wrist.

Maya caught Lisbeth’s eye. Oscar? How had she not mentioned an “Oscar” before?

“And this is Maya. My oldest friend in the world,” Lisbeth went on. Maya held her stare, waiting for more.

Oscar gave a short nod, then took the container from the cart dude and began eating the ice cream like someone was about to take it away from him. Then he suddenly said, “What did the French teacher say to her student?”

“Um—what?” Maya glanced at Lisbeth.

“It’s a joke.” He paused, spoon in midair. “I’m auditioning for a spot in a comedy show. Here, actually.” He gestured toward the movie theater beside the fashion institute.

“That’s where we met,” Lisbeth explained. Met? When? Ten minutes ago? Obviously, Maya was going to ask her a zillion questions later, and that was just one of them.

“I think I have a real shot, you know. But you have to try out first. So, what do you think?”

“Think about what?” Maya felt like she had entered an alternate reality.

“What did the French teacher say to her student?” Oh, wow, he was serious.

“I don’t know,” Maya said hesitantly. “What did the teacher say?”

“The student doesn’t know. He can’t understand her!” He laughed and laughed and shoveled in another huge spoonful of ice cream.

Lisbeth laughed too. “You’re stupid.” She play-punched him in the stomach.

Whaaaa? Okay, she definitely met him more than ten minutes ago. “That’s… kinda funny. Anyway, I’d better just eat at school,” Maya said. “Later.”

Oscar grabbed Lisbeth’s hand.

“Maya—I’ll text you!” Lisbeth said cheerfully.

Maya took the steps back up to the school in twos. At the top, she pivoted to see Oscar whisper something to Lisbeth, who cracked up, her hand on his chest.
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Maya’s structural design teacher was drawing shapes on the whiteboard, reviewing the principles of balance, proportion, and emphasis. Maya took notes, careful to capture every detail, forcing herself to concentrate on the importance of contrast and how to achieve it within a range of designs. Her mind kept drifting back to Lisbeth putting her hand on Oscar’s chest. She took her phone out and checked for a response from Mama about the big news. Nothing. So strange. Then Maya sent a quick text to Lisbeth without the teacher seeing.


???




give u deets later [image: smiley face emoji]

lol

xo



The buzz of Lisbeth’s reply caught everyone’s attention, so Maya put her cell on silent and scooched forward in her chair. The teacher then began talking about the relationship between the physical structure in a given piece of clothing, and how contrasting visual elements could be intensified depending on the shape of the garment. Again, Maya’s mind drifted. But this time toward an idea. She could showcase up to three looks at the fashion show. She had plenty of designs, of course, but what else could she dream up? And in two weeks, no less? In the margins of her notebook she sketched and sketched and came up with—a corset top. What could she use to make it structurally interesting? Coffee filters, chip wrappers, newspaper. No, no, no. A corset required something sturdier. Cardboard, maybe?

“Maya?” the instructor asked. Shoot! She must have asked a question!

“Present,” Maya said instinctively. Everyone laughed. Her cheeks burned.

“I suggest you pay attention, señorita.”

Just as Maya was saying, “Sí, señora,” she heard a girl in front of her whisper, “And she made the list.” The friend made a pffft sound.

Maya shot them a dirty look. Lisbeth would say they were just jealous. Two years ago, when the school offered Maya the scholarship, the admissions letter mentioned how they had seen great promise in her work. That was what mattered.



On her way home, Maya planned to head right over to Lisbeth’s after dumping her bag. Texting wasn’t going to do it. She needed every last drop of the story. How did she and Oscar actually meet? Did he walk up to her? What did he say? And when? Her thoughts bumped this way and that as she stepped around oil stains on the cracked sidewalk, past the man in the baseball hat selling fresh orange juice from a rickety cart underneath the shade of the few trees left in her colonia. Then—ooof!

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Maya cried. She’d bumped into a woman carrying a big woven basket on her head. A few dozen chuchitos tumbled out, and Maya immediately knelt to help the woman pick them up. The corn-husk-wrapped bundles were still warm.

“Está bien,” the woman assured her as they popped each chuchito back into the basket. None had unfolded—the señora had skills.

“Thank you for your help,” the woman said as Maya brushed her knees off. “And don’t rush, mija. Remember, you shouldn’t pick fruit before it’s ripe.” With a wink and a smile, she handed Maya a chuchito before moving on down the sidewalk.

“Gracias…” Maya held the little tamale in her hand. The warmth spread through her palm like a gift. Wait! That was it! She quickly unwrapped the chuchito and examined the corn husk, massaging the material. She would use corn husk to create the corset. Perfect.

Maya ran to catch up with the woman. “Please, can I buy ten?”

The woman’s eyes went wide. “Really?”

“Yes, please.” Maya handed her a twenty-quetzal bill. It was an entire week’s worth of side sewing jobs, but… the corn husks—it was a great idea, she just knew it.

The woman, ecstatic, balanced the basket on one knee. Then, licking her fingers, she pried a plastic bag from a bundle hanging on her belt and placed ten chuchitos inside. She tied a knot at the top and handed it to Maya with a flourish. “A la orden, señorita. God bless you.”

“Thank you! You too!” Maya ran the rest of the way home, floating from the news of the fashion show and now this discovery. Chuchitos!

She instantly went to work, Lisbeth forgotten. Hands practically quivering, she unwrapped the corn husks from each chuchito, placing the tamales tucked inside on a plate. The corn husks she lay flat on the kitchen table to see what she was working with here. They would need to dry before she did any cutting. Where were her lucky scissors when she needed them the most? She’d look again later; right now, she was in the zone. She arranged and rearranged the corn husks, making mental calculations, thinking about which direction the fibers of the husk would stay sturdiest. She heard her mother turn the key and walk into the house. Maya glanced at the clock—she’d been doing this for two hours!

“Ay, mija! You’re home. Gracias a Dios.” Mama made a cross over her chest, like she did every time she came into the house and saw Maya. Wisps of hair hung into her face; worry spread like a mist around her.

“Love you, too,” Maya said, her fingers sticky with fabric glue. She’d just started dabbing dots of glue onto the edges of two corn husks to make a larger piece of fabric.

She watched the tension fade from her mother’s face. But it was never fully gone—especially considering all that had been happening in the colonia lately. A kidnapping. A shooting. Even people they knew. Like Juan Morales, who lived just a few avenues over, murdered. A gang shot him in the back. The bloodstain was still there on the sidewalk, and the memorial cross that someone—probably his mother—had taped to the lamppost along with purple carnations was still there as well. The petals had wilted long ago.

Maya’s mother scrunched her nose. “Why does it smell like chuchitos in here?”

“Long story.” Maya wiped her hands on a rag and gave her mother a kiss on the cheek. Then she reached for her sweatshirt on the kitchen chair. Wow. Just thinking about Juan Morales had made goose bumps sprout on Maya’s arms. And lo and behold—underneath her sweatshirt, her lucky scissors! Maya held them to her heart.

Mama cocked her head in curiosity, then sat and took off her shoes. “Mija, be careful with those scissors,” she said, as she changed into her slippers.

“So, you clearly haven’t read my text…,” Maya began in a cheery voice.

Her mother’s face went bright, her eyes even brighter.

Maya could barely hold in a telltale grin. “Yup. I have some good news….”

“The show! You’re on the list!”

“I’m on the list!”

And then they were jumping up and down, hugging. In these moments her mother felt more like her sister, and Maya loved it. Good news turned on her mother’s happy energy so high it seemed to light the whole world. Like last week, when she’d found the one-hundred-quetzal bill she thought she’d lost in the wash when really it was just tucked in her bra. You’d have thought she’d won the lotería.

Pulling the calendar off the wall, Mama grinned mischievously, flipped one page, and circled the date with a red pen. Two weeks! Maya let herself feel a shimmer of excitement.

“Which of my designs do you think I should show? I can choose three. Or should I make up all new ones? The pantsuit, no? Or maybe the exposed-zipper jean dress? Or this new one here I just started; it’s why it smells like chuchitos—”

“Definitely, definitely, you should show the pink frilly quinceañera dress. You already have that one made, anyway. You can then focus on creating the other ones. You don’t have a ton of time, mija. Am I allowed to help?”

It was sweet of Mama to offer, but no, it was understood that parents—or anyone—weren’t allowed to help the finalists. Not that Mama had any free time. She was working so much lately; her last gig nearly wiped her out: a wedding dress for a wealthy family’s only daughter. Besides, Maya wanted to work on her designs. The quince dress was her favorite—she’d made it from plastic tablecloths. “Ooh. You think so?”

Her mother nodded with certainty. “Absolutely. It’s one of your signature looks.”

“Maybe I could fluff it up more? Add a hoop petticoat or something—make it more dramatic, you know, for the runway?” See, she had paid attention to the structural design lesson today.

“¡Eso!”

This was just the beginning for them; Maya could feel it in her bones. She’d gain exposure from the show and build her portfolio and who knows, maybe they could get hired by a trade designer or finally open up their own shop or—

Her mother interrupted her thoughts. “What about Lisbeth?”

Maya nearly flinched. Shook her head.

“Okay. Well, así es. She can still be happy for you, right?”

“She is! But you reminded me—I should check in with her.”

“Vaya.” Mama looked around and took in the pile of chuchitos. “I’ll heat up dinner and then you can tell me the grand plan”—she pointed at the spread of corn husks on the table—“behind these.”

Maya texted Lisbeth.


So, tell me everything!




His name’s Oscar.




[image: smiley face emoji] I know.




I really like him.




When did u meet him?




After school last week when u were with ur mom




…




Maya?




I’m happy for you.




And I’m happy for YOU! You made the list!



They’d always been honest with each other. Like the time Lisbeth had gotten blond highlights that were overbleached and she ended up looking like a skunk (sorry, it was true). Maya had told her exactly that, even if it hurt. And Lisbeth had cracked up—she thought so too!—thanked Maya, and went straight back to the hair salon. They trusted each other. So Maya took the plunge.


I just don’t get why you didn’t tell me before today




Honestly—didn’t know it would last this long




It’s been a week lol




I know—just… it all happened so fast




Oye, vos—it’s cool. Just, next time, tell your most favorite friend in the universe.




…you got it




Hey—will u be one of my models?




Of course! [image: smiley face emoji]




Great! Talk later. Dinner w/ mama



Maya didn’t tell Lisbeth that she’d gotten this… sketchy vibe from Oscar. She knew it would sound judgy, but some guys just gave off the wrong vibes, she thought as she started gathering her materials off the kitchen table.

Her mother placed a hand on Maya’s back. “I was thinking we could eat on the roof, before it gets dark.”

“Sounds great.” Maya loved eating outside. Plus, she wanted to tell her mother about the corset idea.

They carried warmed-up chuchitos and water bottles up the secret staircase to the roof, where a little table, beside two beach chairs that were always open, waited for them. Pink-streaked sky, the smell of wood burning in the distance, and her mother beaming at her—Maya still couldn’t believe she was on the list!—it was like a little celebration. She could hear señora Hernández on the street below calling, “¡Patojos! Hurry up!” to her grandchildren for dinnertime. The bells of a slushy cart tinkled not too far away. As the sun dipped lower, it bathed Maya and her mother in an orange glow. Her mother bit into a soft chuchito, an S of steam curling around her beautiful, lit face.

Then what sounded like a gunshot went off in the distance. Her mother went rigid. For a long moment, they moved not even a centimeter.

“The situation, mija…,” her mother began.

The situation. Maya groaned. She’d grown up hearing about “situations.” Always a “situation.” The economic situation. The political situation. The gang situation. That was the one Mama meant now. Gangs were slowly taking control of colonias near and far. They had started demanding money from people in some of the neighborhoods—simply to be able to come and go without harassment. The ones who didn’t pay up were sorry. Plenty sorry. A family from the next neighborhood over, the Padillas, had refused to pay, and so the maras literally took their front door. As in, they removed it entirely. And when señor Padilla replaced it, the maras took it again. This went on until señor Padilla gave in. He could not keep replacing doors; it was cheaper, in the long run, to pay. And the Padillas were some of the luckier ones. They lost a door, not a limb, or a loved one.

And, of course, there was Juliana.

It had been over a year since Maya had last seen her. It’d been at Maya’s favorite corner tienda, the one with a painted yellow curb, the wobbly plastic table with mismatched chairs, the ones you could sit in only if you bought something. It was where Maya would hear all the good gossip, mostly delivered by Lisbeth. That was where she’d been sitting, sharing a bag of TorTrix chips, coconut candies, and a Big Cola with Lisbeth, when out walked Juliana, who was, like, the sweetest girl ever. In primary school they all used to play hair salon together—even attempted to start a business when they were nine years old, but then a girl at school got lice and that ended that. Maya had lost touch with Juliana since then; she attended a different secondary school. Then, about a year ago, Juliana started hanging out with a marero, a gang member. Pretty soon Maya had heard she was skipping school, and more and more often, when Maya had seen her at the park or the mall, she looked spaced out, stoned.

So—the last time she saw Juliana, she was coming out of the tienda, holding a Coke, her hand shaking. She’d waved hesitantly to Maya and Lisbeth as her boyfriend loped after her. He’d cut his eyes toward them, spat, then hopped on his motorcycle, revving it. Maya had felt totally awkward, no idea what to even say to Juliana anymore. But as she passed them, Juliana had unexpectedly offered Maya a stick of gum. “I remember how you always chose gum as your prize on Fridays in school,” she’d said.

Maya did remember that. It surprised her that Juliana had too. The motorcycle engine coughed black smoke right into their faces. “Juliana!” the guy barked. Lisbeth covered her ears.

“Coming!” Juliana had said quickly, almost urgently, pressing the stick into Maya’s hand.

“Thanks.” Maya took in Juliana’s dyed blond hair, its perfect blowout, nothing like the double French braids she’d worn as a kid before their hair salon idea.

Juliana swung a leg over the back of the bike, tucked herself against her boyfriend. Waved once more. Maya slid the gum into her bag for later.

“Well, that was weird,” Lisbeth had said after Juliana and her boyfriend left in a roar.

“Beyond,” Maya said.

A week later, Juliana went missing. A few days after that, her kidnappers, who apparently were part of the most notorious gang in Guatemala, demanded a huge ransom, or else… So her family handed over the money and saved her—thank God—and then sent her to a private school in Costa Rica.

And maybe a week after that, Maya found the gum she’d forgotten about inside her bag. A pang arrowed through her—Juliana—she’d been so nice to give it to her. Maya was about to throw the gum out. Then, at the last second, she opened the foil. When she did, her heart stopped. Written in pen inside the wrapper: AYUDAME. Help me.



Mama cleared her throat. “The situation, it’s getting worse, mija—”

Maya cut her off. “I know, Mama.” Obviously she knew, but what was she supposed to do except stay focused on school and stay out of the gangs’ way? Which she did. If only Juliana had… No. Maya shook her head. It wasn’t fair to think that way—it wasn’t Juliana’s fault.

And now, Mama nodded, but the look on her face meant she had more to say. They ate quickly, Maya fast-forwarding Mama through her corset idea, the celebratory mood broken. Maya could tell her mother was listening for the next gunshot. Truth? So was she. They were back downstairs five minutes later. As Maya prepped coffee and pan dulce, their nightly tradition, she thought about that gunshot. Who had it been aimed at? Who pulled the trigger? And why? Her mother brought over the mugs, back to beaming happily at Maya, her good news of the day. Maya wrapped her arms around Mama, giving her a big bear hug. Even after a day’s work, she always smelled sweet, a mix of honey and toast.

Later, though, as she dried the dishes, Maya couldn’t get Juliana out of her mind. What if Maya had stayed in touch with her after primary school? She thought back to what her mother had said about Lisbeth. A true friend would feel happy for her friend. So maybe Maya should give this Oscar guy a chance. She could at least try. Even if his jokes weren’t funny. Like, at all. Still, something gnawed at her. She couldn’t stop her mind from comparing Juliana and Lisbeth…. And that wasn’t fair; she knew Lisbeth was smarter than that. And she couldn’t assume Oscar was a marero. Fair or not, though, Maya was going to find out, just to be certain.
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12 Days to Go

The next morning Maya was ready to ask Lisbeth for major details about what she liked in Oscar. Only, she didn’t have the chance. Lisbeth texted to say she wouldn’t be taking the bus, that Oscar was picking her up. Well, now Maya had some extra drawing time. Plus, she decided she’d head to school an hour early each morning until the show. Every minute and every stitch counted!

The studio was quiet, peaceful, as she sketched an oversized belt that she could use to accessorize one of her dresses, then made a list of items she might use to construct it with—paper plates, chip wrappers, socks whose partners had been lost in the dryer. Maya loved the studio. She was given free rein to work on her designs and got to use all the equipment the school offered—including iPads she could sign out, with cool fabric simulation apps like Digital Fashion Pro and Drape.

She had studio first period as well (Lisbeth did too—where was she?), so Maya gathered up random fabrics and materials, held them to the light, and massaged them between her fingers, trying to figure out which would be best for the belt. She was in the zone. She couldn’t tell if five minutes had passed or fifteen.

“Helloooo? Maya?” Lisbeth slid into the seat beside her, holding a coffee. “Wow, you’re super focused.”

“Hey!” Maya put down a piece of corduroy, lowered her voice. “Tell. Me. Everything. Does Oscar have a car? Or a motorcycle? Spill, girl.”

At that, Lisbeth lit up. “A car. Tinted windows. And the stereo system! Mira vos, you really have to come with us next time.”

“I don’t know if he’d want me tagging along—”

“Sure he would! He’s actually supersweet. Last night I told him how my stepmom was on my case about not making it into the fashion show—she literally brought up the price of tuition, vos. Saying how it’s too expensive for someone not serious about fashion.”

“Noooo…” Maya felt instant fury. Lisbeth’s stepmother was always pulling BS like that.

Lisbeth nodded slowly. “Yeah. Thankfully, my dad shut that conversation down. But you know my stepmom. She’s not exactly… subtle. So—I told Oscar all about it, and he offered to drive me to school. And he bought me this!” Lisbeth raised her coffee, the scent of caramel syrup making Maya want a sip. Lisbeth knew her so well, next saying, “Try it!”

It was as good as it smelled, Maya thought as Lisbeth proceeded to download all things Oscar. Still, a question tugged at Maya: Why hadn’t Lisbeth told her about her stepmom?

Lisbeth went on and on about how Oscar couldn’t stop kissing her, even in public. The way he sent her a good-night text and a joke before bed… “And he graduated from high school last year in San Lucas and now he works fixing computers. Helps his brother, who has a tech job or something like that. I guess his brother is really good with computers and he’s trying to teach Oscar everything he knows. They turned their garage into, like, a little computer café. They have beanbags and little mesas and everything,” Lisbeth explained.

“Cool.” Now Maya was starting to feel guilty that she’d judged Oscar so quickly. Lisbeth is not Juliana. Lisbeth is not Juliana. Then, “Hold up—you’ve been to his house?”

Lisbeth whisper-squealed, “Yes!”

Maya glanced at the clock. They’d been talking so long that there were only twenty minutes left of studio. “Oye, I have to look over my notes for an exam I have next period. You?”

“Design II. Where I’ll apparently be wasting away tuition quetzales,” Lisbeth said, a wisp of hurt clouding her face.

“Lisbeth…” Maya lifted her backpack.

Lisbeth drained her coffee, aimed the empty cup at the wastebasket, and—perfect shot—tossed it in. “It’s fine, for real, for real. But anyway…” She switched to a teasing voice. “Oscar has a friend.”

Maya dropped her backpack on her foot. “Ow! A friend?” Okay, she wasn’t going to get any studying done right now.

Lisbeth nodded, beaming mischief. “He wants to meet you. His name is Sebastian.”

“Por favor.”

“What? Come on, Maya. He’s cute.”

“Cute like Oscar’s funny?”

Lisbeth cracked up. “Mira vos. Seriously. I’ve seen a picture of him. Live a little!”

Maya’s cheeks flushed. Thing was, she didn’t actually know how to “live a little,” at least when it came to guys. Whenever she met a guy her age—at the mall or the carnival or a fútbol game—her voice always seemed to disappear. Literally every time. It was pathetic. And yeah, it was a sore spot. And Lisbeth knew it.

“Sorry. Never mind.” Lisbeth picked up a piece of lint on the table and massaged it into a little ball. “I just thought we could all hang out together.”

Maya quickly reconsidered. Yes, she had to work on her designs, but this way, well, she’d get to hang out with Lisbeth, and—okay, she was going there—she could keep tabs on this Oscar guy, and… and what if this Sebastian guy was actually okay? “Fine. How about we meet up at the corner tienda after school?”

Lisbeth shrugged. “Oscar hates corner tiendas. He says they’re so basic. Like only little kids with crushes hang out there.”

“Okaaay. How about the mall? Or is that too ‘basic’?”

“Oh, come on, Maya. Don’t be like that.”

“I’m not being like anything.” She shoved the jumble of fabrics back into the clear plastic bins where they were stored. Put her notebook in her backpack.

“We could go to his house… to the computer café…”

“No way. I don’t know him like that.”

“All right.” Lisbeth twisted her mouth. “Well… you know what’s not basic?” The bell rang. Maya started walking toward the door.

“Your roof. Maybe… we can all come over after school?”

Maya’s mouth fell open. Her mother would kill her if she had guys in the house. Especially guys she barely knew. But Lisbeth was her oldest friend… and that flash of hurt across her face just now… But, no. Nope.
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