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To those in my circus family who welcomed me and never said I had to look or be a certain way to fit in
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IT WAS BAD ENOUGH THAT Mario’s parents were banishing him off the face of the earth for one insignificant, harmless misdemeanor, but did they also have to hire someone to watch his every step?

“Mario Gallegos?” A woman with a tight bun, a tighter smile, and an all-black uniform opened the taxi door as soon as it arrived at the Hopkins International Airport in Cleveland.

To make matters worse, she’d pronounced his last name “Gally-goes” instead of the correct Spanish way.

For a second, Mario thought of telling the nice cab driver he was being kidnapped. The other option would be the old “no espeeca eengleech” standby. Except that a glimpse of his sixth-grade school picture, the one that made him look like a gangster, and not in a cool way, shone from the tablet at the crook of her arm. He grunted and exited the taxi from the traffic-side door, not the one opened for him.

“Who are you?” Mario demanded.

The woman held out the lanyard with her ID card as if she really were an FBI agent proving her identity and high-security clearance. “My name is Frances, and I’m here to escort you to your departure gate.”

Too late now to get back in the cab as the driver heaved Mario’s suitcase out of the trunk. “Have a good flight!”

“Your mother said she left you money to tip the driver,” the FBI nanny reprimanded him, as if he were three and had forgotten to wash his hands after going pee pee in the potty.

Mario frowned. The whole point of giving him cash for the tip had been to teach him responsabilidad (Papi) and accountability (Mami). Having this FBI nanny remind him to do it defeated everything.

The driver grinned and flashed the folded five-dollar bill in his hand that Mario had slipped him in exchange for the suitcase. “He gave it to me already. Thank you, my friend.”

“Yeah, thanks, man.” Mario jerked up his chin in farewell. As much as he had wanted to keep the money, just to annoy his parents, he couldn’t cheat the driver.

The FBI nanny turned to Mario with a stern, mind-reading glare. She’d obviously been given an account of his record and even had one of those hands-free phone devices that clipped to one ear.

She broke her eye contact when someone tooted their horn, and seeing his chance, Mario bolted into the crowded terminal.

Unfortunately, he’d packed too much, and even with three-sixty-degree wheels, his bag wasn’t built for quick crowd maneuvering. Double unfortunately, he was spotted before he was able to hide himself among a family with six kids.

Must be his darn tracked phone. One mistake and his parents acted like he’d burgled the US Treasury.

“Please don’t try that again,” the FBI nanny scolded him the second she materialized next to him.

“Or what, you’re going to handcuff me to you?” Mario demanded so loud, all eight members of the family in front of him turned to stare. He pulled his hood over his head.

Once again, she gave him that stern, patronizing look. “No one’s handcuffing you. You’re a little boy, not a criminal.”

A little boy?

He swallowed several times and, once he was calmer, tried a different tactic. “Look, I don’t need a babysitter. I’ve flown more times than I can count. I’m twelve. I know how to read the boards for flight information.”

“I’m just doing my job.”

If only he could make a run for it again. But first he’d have to slip his phone into one of the bags of the large family and hope they were flying to Bangkok. Try tracking that.

Seriously, though, if his parents thought he was such an irresponsible flight risk, they should have brought him to the airport themselves. Or at least come out of their home offices to say goodbye when the taxi had arrived at the house.

Being escorted through the airport might have been bearable if he were only around strangers, people he’d never see again.

But no, it had to become personal.

“Yo, Mar-ee-yo!” called a familiar voice when they got to the gates.

Swaggering over were Derek and Patrick, from his basketball team. They held their arms up for the high-five handshake the teammates used in greeting. To add insult to injury, they both sported brand-new limited-edition Air Jordans, the very thing that had gotten Mario into this whole “we don’t know what to do with you” mess with his parents in the first place.

“Hey!” Mario plastered on a wide smile and slapped each of their backs in return. “Where are you guys off to?”

“Chicago,” Derek bragged. “Dad got home-plate tickets for the Guardians–White Sox game tonight.”

“Nice,” Mario lied. He secretly found baseball boring, and even more secretly, he really wanted to ask if he could go to the game with them.

Patrick’s face twisted in confusion as he stared at Mario’s hovering chaperone. “You’re not Mario’s mom, are you?”

“No way!” Mario said. Not that the question should have surprised him. In all the years they’d been in school with Mario, the boys had probably only seen Mami a couple of times.

“I’m Frances, Mr. Gally-goes’s unaccompanied-minor escort.”

For a second Derek and Patrick gave them blank expressions. Then they doubled over in fits of laughter, as if she had said that she was also responsible for changing Mario’s diapers. At least they didn’t pull out their phones to document the shame. If his whole basketball team found out, Mario wouldn’t be able to show his face in Ohio again.

Not that he knew he’d be back. Papi had only bought him a one-way ticket.

“It’s Gallegos,” Mario corrected, pulling up his hood even farther. Just in case the boys’ phones did come out. “Pronounced ‘Gah-YEH-gos.’ ”

Instead of responding, the FBI nanny touched her earpiece as if listening to something. Was Mami seriously overhearing everything they said?

Derek and Patrick’s mom came over and wrapped Mario in a big hug. She was like one of those perfect humans from TV shows: worked full time at her doctor’s practice and still managed to drop the boys off at school before the first bell and never forgot to pick them up from practice. Whenever Mario had been over for dinner, she actually cooked, too. Like, with a pan and lots of fresh ingredients.

“Mario, sweetie, we heard what happened. Are you okay?” she asked, holding him at arm’s length and examining him up and down. He suddenly wished he’d taken a second look in the mirror before leaving the house.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Mario said. Like he’d say anything different.

“Is it true the cops were called?” Derek asked, his eyes wide in awe.

“Is that why Mary Poppins is here?” Patrick jerked his thumb at the FBI nanny.

Mario tugged at the cords on his hoodie. Seriously, just kill me now.

“No, I—” Mario started, but found he couldn’t explain.

His friends’ mom seemed to understand something Mario didn’t and gave him another hug. “I’m sorry, sweetie. Call if you need me. Boys, they’re boarding us now.”

Mario watched them join their dad for their family trip. Forget sending his phone off to Bangkok. Mario really should have asked them if they’d be open to acquiring a third son. Bet Derek and Patrick wouldn’t be shipped off if they’d done something wrong.

“They seemed nice,” the FBI nanny said, reading his mind.

“Don’t even,” he snapped. His flight wasn’t due to board for another forty minutes, and he couldn’t stand her one more second. He grabbed his backpack and stormed off to the one place she couldn’t follow.

Mario burst into a bathroom stall, slamming the door so hard it jammed into the lock mechanism. He braced his back against a side panel and raised his feet to press against the other so he “sat” suspended in midair.

Can you please tell the FBI nanny to lay off? Mario texted Mami, though he didn’t read any of her previous fifty-two messages. Stop treating me like a baby. I know what I’m doing.

Mami responded so quickly, Mario wouldn’t have been surprised if she had the message drafted already: Ms. Frances is there to make sure you behave and get on the plane.

Mario muttered some choice words in Spanish, which, judging by his stall neighbor’s chuckle, were understood by at least one person in the bathroom. He went back to ignoring his mother and opened a game app to pass the time.

It didn’t load.

He checked that he was connected to the free airport Wi-Fi and tried again. Nothing. Not only that, no streaming music or videos, no search results on the browser. You have got to be kidding!

He put in his earbuds. Time to handle this face to face.

“Did you block all my apps?” he shouted in Spanish when Mami, from the attic, and Papi, from the basement, picked up the video call from their respective home computers. Even when Mario was in the house, most communication with either parent happened through screens.

“Tienes que aprender,” Papi said, his eyes clearly shifting between the two massive programming monitors in his home office. “I can’t have you getting into more trouble and acting like un niñito malcriado without consequences. You’ve forfeited any trust we had in you by stealing from us.”

“And we both agreed you needed less screen time,” Mami said in English. The sound of her clicking fingers typing code transferred through the speaker.

Mario squeezed his phone hard, wishing he were strong enough to crush it in his bare hand. “So you’ve left me with nothing?”

“Not nothing,” Mami said in a cheery voice. “You can call, text, and video your friends like normal. And to make sure you can still learn, we left the Wikipedia app active.”

Also active, it turned out, was his End Call button.



A different sort of escort awaited Mario when he landed at his final destination.

“¡Mi amor!” Abuela waved at him as soon as he had walked across the tarmac and into the building of the municipal (or minuscule, as it should be dubbed) airport in New Mexico. “How’s my favorite criminal?”

And here he’d thought he’d had enough embarrassment for one day. Why couldn’t she have just driven by to pick him up once he’d gotten his checked bag? Or better yet, gotten him a taxi like a normal parent? But no, she had to meet him in person with perfect hair and makeup (“because you never know who you might see”), expensive Native jewelry, and clothes that looked like they had been made just for her.

To make sure everyone in the tiny airport noticed her, she hadn’t come alone. On either side of her, still as statues, sat two intimidating Dobermans in red service vests.

“¡Mira qué grande estás!” Abuela hit him on the shoulder, hard, as if it were his fault he’d grown taller than her since Christmas. Then she pulled down his cheek to cover it with kisses.

As soon as she released him, the dogs rose to thigh height, wagging their nub tails.

“Say hello to your cousins,” Abuela ordered. “They’ll help keep you in line.”

“Hola Pancho. Hola Villa.”

The two Dobermans slobbered on his hands in greeting, their uncropped ears flapping in excitement. He slipped them each a pretzel he’d saved from the plane. He’d never admit it, but he didn’t mind when they kissed his hands to say hello. Despite Abuela’s tough love, he knew at least one person and two dogs were happy to see him.

“Now, call your parents to let them know I have you and you arrived safely,” Abuela continued in her way of making everything she said sound like an order, which it was. “They were frantic when you gave the escort the slip in Dallas. I told them not to worry, that you knew how to read the flight information on the boards to get to the right gate.”

Mario felt the heat rise on his cheeks as he tried not to smile. It had been pretty James Bond of him to dodge the new escort waiting to help him change planes when he’d landed in Dallas. Even in a bustling airport he’d darted one way and another through the hordes without crashing into anyone to get to his next gate alone. Talk about off season training.

He’d also kept his phone off after having hung up on his parents to escape being tracked. Getting back online wasn’t going to be pretty.

The phone flashed like a strobe light as literally hundreds of messages pelted down from the satellite.

“Mami already knows.” He held up his phone showing the latest of the messages. “She just texted to say hi to you.”

Abuela grumbled. “In my day, we communicated with our voices.”

Not that Abuela was one of those elderly people who didn’t get smartphones—she knew how to use hers better than Mario. When his worked. But she didn’t think technology replaced live communication. As a result, Abuela was the only person Papi would actually call.

“They’re both deep in deadlines.” Mario excused his parents out of habit.

Abuela shot him a disapproving look. Whether the criticism was for defending his parents or his parents’ behavior itself, he didn’t know.

The four walked to get his suitcase, the two dogs never once pulling on their leashes. Abuela had paid to get them “service dog” training just so she could take them anywhere. Here at the airport, everyone gave them a wide berth.

“You know I was the one who told your parents to send you to me, ¿verdad que sí?” she asked.

Mario nodded.

Not that it’d taken much convincing. Papi had already been on the phone with Abuela when the credit card fraud alert had come in. That had been Mario’s first mistake. He should have never tried to get away with something while Papi was talking with Abuela, who always rattled Papi’s nerves by saying what Papi didn’t want to hear.

Mario was willing to bet that was the first time anyone had dared hang up on Abuela.

Mistake number two came from trying to order the just-released limited-edition white-and-red Air Jordans with a certificate of authenticity signed by MJ himself from a website called genueengoodznotstollen.com. In Mario’s defense, they were fifty bucks cheaper than on other sites with guaranteed free next-day delivery.

While Papi had yelled at Mario (“¿Cómo se te ocurre gastar tanto en unos zapatos?” and “I should call the cops to teach you a lesson” and other threats and accusations for what felt like ten hours), Mami had gone through their credit card statements and discovered a lot of other purchases neither parent remembered making.

In retrospect, Mario also probably shouldn’t have bought an e-zine subscription to Farts and Toots, even though it was a gas. Call that his third mistake.

And of course Abuela had called back and demanded to know what was going on. His parents locked themselves in Papi’s office, but even from within his own room, Mario overheard their side of the conversation: “What are we supposed to do with him? Our jobs have us under a lot of pressure. We can’t deal with a delinquent right now.”

That’s probably when Abuela had suggested having him come to her, because the next thing Mario knew, Mami had texted to tell him they’d booked him a one-way flight to New Mexico.

“Thanks for having me,” Mario said automatically as he collected his luggage from baggage claim. It was what she expected him to say.

“I promised your parents I’d whip you into shape. Don’t let me down,” Abuela said.

Mario grumbled his agreement.

It’s not like he didn’t like his abuela. Truthfully, she was by far his favorite family member, and he knew he was hers (after her beloved canine children, of course). She never switched between ignoring him and treating him like a niñito chiquito. She got him presents she knew he’d like (and she was almost always right) and thought up things for them to do as a family. But their past time together had happened during short breaks and holidays, often during snowboarding season. What was he going to do here for an entire summer? It wasn’t as if she had friends with kids or grandkids his age.

“I have a surprise for you tomorrow,” Abuela said. She pressed a button on her key fob to open the rear of her Mercedes SUV for Mario’s suitcase. Then, like a chauffeur, she held open the door to the back seat for the pups, who clambered onto the leather seats with the entitlement of spoiled children.

“You signed me up for basketball camp?” Mario had overhead Mami suggesting this when they finalized the arrangements to send him away. All of two days ago.

Abuela winked. “Even better. Ya verás.”
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LUNA ARRIVED EARLY TO THE studio with her parent and camp director, Cosmos. Very, very early. Too early for summer. She hadn’t noticed this early start last year. Or any of the previous years. She also should have eaten more than the dry piece of bread she’d grabbed on the way out the door. When it had come down to eating or sleeping an extra few minutes, her bed had won out.

“I thought you had everything ready last night,” Luna said as she stifled a yawn. She got out of Cosmos’s hand-painted, beat-up Subaru. Literally hand-painted, as in with handprints all over the body, and with an elephant like a tattoo on one side, its trunk trumpeting over the car’s trunk. It’d been ages since she and Cosmos had worked on a project like that together.

Cosmos began pulling out plastic crates of files from the back seat. “I need to print out a new attendance sheet; we had a last-minute enrollment. Plus, I have to call the landlord. Since he raised our rent, we’re a bit behind, and now he’s threatening to charge interest. Help me unload.”

From the car’s trunk, Luna extracted a bag filled with repaired equipment big enough to fit at least three bodies. When she pulled out her unicycle, a rogue beanbag caught in the spokes and fell onto the pavement under the car. Luna set down the body bag and bent over to pick up the beanbag.

Her T-shirt rode up and exposed bare skin on her lower back.

“Pull down your shirt,” Cosmos said.

“What?” Luna asked, automatically tugging it back to her waist. A quick hand swipe confirmed that there wasn’t a rip in her leggings or anything. What was the problem?

“That shirt’s too small. You aren’t ten anymore.”

“It fits,” Luna said, straightening up. “I’m wearing it, aren’t I?”

Cosmos opened their mouth to say something and then seemed to change their mind. “Maybe it’s best you don’t officially attend camp this year. I can’t afford to hire an extra coach, and with this last-minute enrollment we’re technically over the limit of campers by one. I can use you as a helper if you’d like.”

Luna frowned. A helper would essentially be an unpaid kid wrangler. She wouldn’t get to participate in any of the classes nor in the end-of-camp showcase. No way she’d agree to that. Why would Cosmos even suggest such a thing? And right now? In the parking lot outside the studio? Not to mention after she’d been yelled at to get out of bed so they would arrive ridiculously early. Luna wasn’t having it.

“What’s the big deal? I love camp, and I missed out on it over the past year.”

The bangs of Cosmos’s bleached-blond asymmetrical haircut covered one eye, leaving the other like a glaring monocle. “Exactly, you’re completely out of shape.”

Secretly, Luna had been worried about that too. Worried that she wouldn’t be able to live up to last year’s standards. But that just gave her more reason to want to attend. To get back into shape. “So? Half the kids have never been here before and aren’t exactly fit. You always talk about welcoming everyone at camp.”

Cosmos turned away, riffling through some files there in the parking lot, and continued talking without looking at her. “How will it look when you, my child, don’t have the skills you used to? You’re only going to embarrass yourself in front of the whole camp.”

Again Luna tugged at her T-shirt, this time to hide her discomfort. She got Cosmos’s issue now. It was the same one Cosmos had been nagging her with for months. Ever since her figure had filled out and she’d gotten much heavier. So what if she no longer resembled a “traditional” lean and lithe aerialist like Cosmos? That didn’t mean Luna didn’t belong at camp. It didn’t mean she wasn’t good enough anymore.

“I’m not giving up camp. And unless you shove me in a box and saw me in half, you can’t stop me.” Luna heaved the body bag she’d pulled out of the trunk onto her shoulder.

“You can’t carry that. It’s too heavy for you,” Cosmos said.

Luna shifted the strap higher on her shoulder and wheeled her unicycle in front of her toward the studio door. Yes, the bag was heavy, but not so heavy that she couldn’t handle it. “I think I know my own abilities better than you do.”

Before Cosmos could retort, a girl around Luna’s age appeared out of nowhere. Her waist-length straight black hair was pulled tight in the popular high ponytail of girls their age, adding a couple extra inches to her already tall height.

“I’m sorry, we don’t start for another hour and a half.” Cosmos didn’t even change the reproachful tone they’d used on Luna to address the new girl. “You’re going to have to wait outside with your parents. We can’t be responsible for you so early.”

The girl turned away. Luna dropped the unicycle’s saddle and reached for the girl’s hand. For a second Luna stared Cosmos in the eye, daring them to object. Cosmos turned away first to unlock the door. Luna grinned. With everything being a battle with Cosmos these days, the smallest victories felt triumphant.

“Were you dropped off?” Luna gestured to the girl to enter after Cosmos. There weren’t any other cars in the lot, and the morning desert air hadn’t lost its chill. Luna noticed goose bumps all up the girl’s dark-tan arms to her tank top.

“Bus,” the girl whispered.

That made sense. Considering how late and sporadic the city buses were, there probably wasn’t another one for a couple of hours.

Luna dumped the body bag in the studio and retrieved her unicycle from outside.

“What’s your name?” Luna picked up the new sign-in sheet from the printer and placed it on a clipboard.

“Betina Ortega?” the girl said, as if she were unsure whether that was really her name.

Luna was right about Betina’s age. The number twelve was printed next to her name. She glanced at the rest of the roster, recognizing at least half of the kids from previous years. She also noticed that out of the thirty-three campers, only two or three were twelve like her. The rest were mostly nine or ten. The age range had never bothered her before, but before she hadn’t felt and looked so much older.

Maybe she should see if the gardening camp still had availability. Anyone could plant a seed.

No sooner had Luna checked Betina in than a hipster dad and his gangly son entered the building, wearing cycle helmets and bike-safety pads. The boy’s helmet alone sported a face shield, mouth guard, mirrors that looked like antennae, and a reptilian crest.

“Sorry, I know we’re early,” the dad said.

The boy spat out the mouth guard and raised the plastic face shield of his helmet. “Hi, I’m Ricky! I couldn’t wait! What are we doing first? Tightrope walking? Trampoline? Feeding the elephants?” He had so much energy, the vibration from his bouncing feet managed to knock over a plastic cup of pens on one of the desks. “Sorry!”

He scrambled to pick up the pens while also banging his head twice on the underside of the desk. At least he still wore the apocalypse helmet.

“I’m happy to pay extra for before-care,” the dad said, holding out his credit card.

Cosmos turned from the desk, grumbling. “Unfortunately, I have to remain in the office, and without another coach present to supervise, I can’t—”

“Bom dia!” Coach João interrupted, arriving in his motorcycle helmet, boots, and leathers. While Ricky’s protective gear had been overkill, Coach João never looked anything other than cool. Luna rushed to hug him.

“Como vai?” Luna asked in Portuguese. Not that she knew too many Portuguese phrases that she could repeat in public without getting into trouble, but she enjoyed practicing what she knew and could understand a lot of what João said in return.

“Tudo bem, menina,” Coach João said, and switched to English for the benefit of the boy and his dad. “Cool helmet! Let me set down my things and get changed, and I’ll show you some object manipulation skills until everyone else arrives.”

The boy removed his crested helmet with such a flourish that the attached wing mirrors almost took out his dad. “I love object manipulation! What is it?”

“Everything from juggling to hula-hooping to bouncing a ball. It’s when you take an object and make it do what you want.” Coach João reached for a pen from the cup Ricky had spilled and twirled it over his knuckles so fast that it resembled a wheel. Except Ricky was now looking out the window.

“Is that your Harley, Coach? That’s so cool! Dad says I can get a dirt bike when I turn sixteen. I’ll be twelve in twenty-nine days. I need to keep practicing on a regular bike first, though,” Ricky said.

Coach João held out a fist for him to bump. “That’s how I got started.”

“Luna, hang out with Ricky and Betina and show them the space while João gets ready,” Cosmos said before accepting Ricky’s dad’s credit card. Five bucks said Cosmos wouldn’t even think of offering Luna some of that before-care money.

Luna gestured to the gender-neutral, two-stall bathroom and the cubbies where they could put their lunches, socks and shoes, and anything else they’d brought. In Ricky’s case that included cycling gloves, wrist and shin guards, and elbow and kneepads. His apocalypse helmet had been given to his dad.

“Make sure they put on a name tag with pronouns,” Cosmos said in that patronizing voice that made it sound as if Luna had forgotten.

Luna literally felt her nerves spark. So that was how Cosmos was going to play it. Giving Luna all the helper jobs so she’d either quit or be too distracted to participate. Not happening. As long as Luna wasn’t “just” a helper, she didn’t mind helping. She only wished Cosmos had asked instead of ordering her to do it.

She tore off long strips of masking tape (cheaper than name tags) and passed out markers.

“I don’t care what people call me as long as it’s not mean. Put the name tag right here, Dad.” Ricky pointed to the middle of his chest, and his dad affixed the “RICKY he/him” label there, instead of off to the side like Luna and Coach João, now in his studio clothes, had placed theirs. Betina, who blended into her surroundings like a chameleon, had put on a name tag that Luna hadn’t seen her write out.

“Luna,” Cosmos called from the office. “I need you to empty all the repaired equipment from the bag you brought in and then walk over to the coffee shop to get me a tea. Chamomile with honey.”

Instead of following orders this time, Luna mounted her unicycle barefoot and pumped her legs to wheel around the studio as fast as possible. It was better than screaming, like she wanted to. In the past the studio had always felt like a second home, and camp like a familiar friend. Now, thanks to Cosmos, it was like she didn’t belong anymore.
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THE CIRCUS STUDIO WAS HOUSED in a large warehouse-type building with high ceilings. While the dance floor was mostly bare, unicycles, Hula-Hoops, and thick crash pads lined the walls. The rafters were covered in ropes and pulley systems rigging away trapezes and aerial silks like a giant spiderweb. A massive humanoid papier-mâché puppet head loomed down from one corner. Mario could feel its bulging eyes following his every move.

What had Abuela been thinking?

To make matters worse, the first person Mario noticed was a bearded man in a rainbow tutu. His hairy bare feet kept moving as he balanced on a giant solid ball while juggling.

Mario stared at him for a full minute before asking, “Are those toilet plungers?”

The tutu-clad bearded juggler let five wooden handles land in his hands before stepping down from the sphere as if he were simply getting off a bus. “They are. Sometimes the plumbing gets clogged during camp season.”

A groan came from a cute, curvy girl with two turquoise French braids. She rolled back and forth in place on a unicycle while playing on her phone. Her tight T-shirt had a picture of a grumpy cactus and the slogan “Free Hugs.”

“Coach João, you make that joke every camp,” she said.

The juggler winked behind bushy eyebrows. “And every camp someone is grateful for my plungers.”

The girl rolled her eyes, and Mario hoped that was part of the joke too. Please don’t let used plungers be reintroduced as juggling equipment.

“Take off your shoes and socks, and we’ll get you started.” Coach João, the juggler, offered Mario a couple of beanbag-type balls. “Usually campers don’t upgrade to plungers until the second week.” He winked again.

Mario shook his head and backed away; shoes and socks were staying on his feet where they belonged. He wasn’t going to stay. He couldn’t. Not here. “No, thank you.”

“ ’Scuse me!” Another boy with messy brown hair and two gaping rips on the legs of his sweatpants almost crashed into Mario. His bare feet moved in a fast jig as he attempted to balance a giant peacock feather on the tip of his nose.

Then he crashed for real into the unicyclist.

Mario retreated further as the two sprawled onto the floor, the unicycle spiraling off like a wrecking ball and the feather slowly floating down on top of them.

“Luna, time to put your phone away,” Coach João said. “Are you two okay?”

The girl named Luna grumbled she was fine as she got to her feet. She remounted her unicycle and backpedaled toward the cubbies with her thumbs flying on the phone before setting it down.

Show-off. It was as if she knew Mario’s phone access had been almost completely restricted.

The boy—Ricky, according to the cheap tape name tag smack in the middle of his chest—bounced back onto his feet, not even the slightest bit ruffled. “What are we doing now? Flying trapeze? Being shot out of a cannon? Bathing the elephants?”

“Sure, after you’ve mucked out their stalls.” Coach João laughed. “We don’t let them near the toilets.”

Again, Luna rolled her eyes.

“You have elephants?” Mario asked despite himself, taking a few steps forward. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad place after all. If they had elephants, that would be the kind of weird he could handle.

“No shoes on the dance floor.” Coach João gestured him back to a bench on the sidelines.

Mario waited. If they were going to the stables, or wherever potential elephants might live, there was no way his shoes were coming off. When Coach João didn’t lead the way, Mario reminded him, “So, where are these elephants?”

Luna shot him a look he couldn’t interpret. Angry? Annoyed? Disappointed? Not that he cared or anything.

“We’ll save them for another day,” Coach João said. Which meant he, and possibly Ricky and Luna, were pulling his legs about wild animals at camp. What a mean trick.

Mario slumped down on the bench, crossing his arms over his chest. He found it hard to believe there wasn’t availability in a single basketball camp in town. Had Abuela even tried to find out? What would Derek and Patrick back home think if they found out how he’d spent his summer? He definitely didn’t belong here with the weirdos.

“All right, mijo, you’re signed in and I’m leaving. Here is your name tag.” Abuela came out of the office area and held out a strip of paper tape balanced on a fingernail. They couldn’t even use real name tags.

“No me puedes dejar aquí.” Mario grabbed his grandmother’s free hand, desperate to return to her house or, better yet, his. He continued his complaints in Spanish. “Haven’t I been punished enough? This isn’t the place for me. These people are too weird.”

The crash of a plastic plate echoed across the studio. Another girl Mario somehow hadn’t even noticed seemed to have materialized in a far corner as she attempted to spin a plate on a long wooden stick. Once she returned her plate to the stick tip, it was like she melted into the background.

“Give it a chance,” Abuela said in her ordering tone. “They do all sorts of impressive things here. Didn’t you want to be a magician?”

“When I was, like, five! Por favor, can’t I help you at the shop instead? I’ll be good, I promise. It’s creepy here. I mean, really, anyone who thinks it’s cool to have turquoise hair and ride around on one wheel”—he didn’t know how to say “unicycle” in Spanish—“is obviously a freak, no matter how pretty.”

Again, the plastic plate crashed to the floor. Seriously, how had Mario not seen that other girl in the nearly empty room before?

“I hear you, mi amor, and I understand your discomfort of the unfamiliar, but you’re going to like it here.” Abuela smiled like she knew best. She didn’t. “I had to make a generous donation for them to squeeze you in at the last minute.”

Two younger girls entered the studio, chatting excitedly about things Mario didn’t want to understand, like “diaper drop” and “skin the cat.”

Mario tried his final weapon—the Latino guilt. “Mami and Papi sent me here to spend time with you, Abuela.”

A pair of boy-girl siblings arrived in identical gym clothes, and then some more kids. One girl showed up in tiger ears and a tail. Most of them seemed excited, their eyes wide with anticipation.

“And we will. After work, when I pick you up this afternoon. Beso.” She kissed him and held out her finger again. Mario ripped the tape off and slapped the name tag on like a stab in the heart. He didn’t even care that he’d placed it upside down.

As soon as Abuela left, Luna rolled up to him and put her hands on her hips. The wheel of the unicycle moved back and forth to keep her in place.

“You know, you’re not in Kansas anymore.”

Mario scowled. “I’m from Ohio, not Kansas. They’re not even close together.”

“I think it’s a Wizard of Oz reference,” Ricky interrupted from across the room. “Because circus camp is like being in Oz? I was the Scarecrow in our class play. Argh, argh!” Ricky squawked and flapped his arms like a crow as he raced around the studio. Two kids had to duck to avoid getting smacked.

“What I meant,” Luna continued once she’d positioned herself out of range of Ricky’s rampage, “is that a lot of people in New Mexico speak Spanish. I bet most of us ‘freaks’ understood you perfectamente.” And she grabbed the unicycle’s saddle, did a one-eighty-degree hop, and rolled away with a flick of her turquoise braids.

Mario dropped his head in his hands. A headache began to pound inside his skull. Abuela always warned about dehydration and altitude sickness here in the seven-thousand-feet desert altitude, but he doubted that had anything to do with it. This was worse than being at the airport with the FBI nanny. He didn’t even have access to a GPS app to get out of here and go… where?

Absently, Mario knocked the heels of his sneakers together three times. There was no place like being back home in Ohio.
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AS THE STUDIO BEGAN FILLING up, luna couldn’t help feeling the buzz that only circus camp brought. Old friends, new skills. A cool factor like nothing else, especially not gardening camp. No offense to botanists.

She didn’t know how she’d fare later, when the challenges were unavoidable, but for now, it was good to be back after being absent a whole year.

Not that she had planned to be away from circus for that long.

Winter camp had coincided with a bad time of the month—Luna’s first. She hadn’t expected to have to stay in bed because her guts felt like they were being twisted and wrung out.

Then for spring break camp, she had been aboard a pirate ship.

For real.

The whole month of March had been spent on a pirate ship stationed on a Caribbean port while Cosmos performed aerials in the netting and up the mast. In retrospect, Luna probably should have stayed in town with her stepparent, but at the time the idea of attending school virtually while living on a pirate ship had had its appeal.

And because kids under the age of thirteen weren’t allowed to train aerials and acrobatics outside organized camps, not even the director’s kid, Luna had been literally grounded for a year.

“Hey, Loony!” a boy’s voice called out.

Luna dismounted the unicycle with a grin and braced herself in a squat, her arms twisted in front of her face, hands palm up at the ready. “Row-row!”

An eleven-year-old boy jumped into her waiting stance. Within a second, she had swung him over her head and straightened up, holding him up by his armpits while he grabbed his ankles in a perfect straddle split. She turned in a small circle before lowering him back to the ground and into a tittering hug. She still had it! Nothing like a straddle spin to greet her camp bestie, Rowan.

Half of the campers gawked and clapped. The other half wondered what they had missed to make the first half stand with mouths open.

“No fair, you’re almost my height.” Luna placed a hand on top of the black cornrows adorning Rowan’s head and drew it up to hers. It didn’t slope up that much. Because they went to different schools and had different activities, they didn’t see much of each other throughout the year. “Soon you’ll be basing me in the straddle spin.”

“Okay!” He braced himself as she had a minute ago. Luna laughed and shook her head. She trusted Rowan with her life; it was her new size she didn’t trust anyone to hold. Not even herself.

“You’re so strong! Can you do that with me?” Ricky asked.

“Uh, maybe later.” Luna turned away quickly.

Unlike Rowan, who was made of solid, compact muscle, Ricky didn’t seem to have a full understanding of how his arms and legs worked. After knocking her off the unicycle, he’d also managed to get tangled in the curtains, spill the entire drawer of juggling balls, and trip over his own two feet at least three times.

Luna knew she’d have to keep an extra eye on him to keep him out of trouble. Or worse, from hurting someone.

As she would with that Mario or Luigi or whatever his name was.

She found Mr. Too Cool, with his future-banker haircut, still huddled by a bench in the corner. One hand kept waking up his phone as if he was waiting for an alert. The other fiddled with a juggling ball, balancing it on the back of his hand and then, with a flick of his wrist, rotating his hand around the ball and catching it again with the back of the hand. His hand movement was so fast, the juggling ball seemed suspended in midair. And he did it while his attention remained on the unresponsive phone.

If he’d been a bit nicer, Luna might have been impressed.

“Everyone, put away whatever equipment you’ve been using. Luna, please help,” Cosmos said, as if Luna were deliberately delaying the cleanup task.

Luna’s nerves sizzled again. And here she thought Cosmos would leave her alone now with everyone present.

No le hagas caso, Luna reminded herself.

The first morning of circus camp was always the same. Despite not having been there for a year, Luna could recite what happened on the first morning of camp in Pig Latin while drinking a glass of water. Too bad this camp didn’t teach ventriloquism.

First off was trying to get thirty-three campers, four coaches, and one assistant to form a uniform circle.

“Mario, is it? Take off your shoes and join us,” Cosmos called out.

“Do I have to?” Mario looked as if he had been asked to remove all his clothes and stand naked in front of everyone.

Luna rolled her eyes. He’d never last. Not if going without his two-hundred-dollar Nikes posed such a struggle.

“Everyone needs to participate and we’re waiting for you,” Cosmos said. “Shoes are not allowed except for stilts and unicycles.”

Mario’s face paled and he looked ready to take off and leave the building.

Coach João excused himself from the circle (which was still looking bean-shaped) and spoke to him in portuñol. Bits caught Luna’s ears: “Não vamos forzarlo” and “It’s good to challenge comfort levels.” In the end, Mario finally shoved his shoes in a cubby but kept his socks on to join the bean-circle next to Betina.

No, qué va, Luna thought. He wouldn’t last past today. She was sure of it.



After what felt like hours of Cosmos’s welcome speech, which could have been summed up as “don’t get on any equipment without a coach’s permission” and “be supportive of everyone’s abilities” (which caused Luna to snort) and “there’s an informal showcase on the last day of camp,” circus time was finally about to start.

Heavy red curtains were pulled shut to halve the studio and divide the campers into manageable groups.

On their side of the studio, four aerial silks hung like flowing pairs of curtains in various vibrant colors from the twenty-eight-foot-high ceiling. Rowan squeezed Luna’s arm and let out a squeal. Once upon a time last summer, this had been their favorite class. Luna returned his excitement with a tight-lipped smile. She wasn’t so sure anymore.

Last weekend, she’d taken her seven-year-old stepsister, Lani, to the park. A good park with lots of climbing and play structures. In a game of “don’t touch the ground” tag, Luna had pursued Lani on the monkey bars. Normally, that wouldn’t have been a problem; Luna had been crossing monkey bars since she was four. But that day her arms strained and she hadn’t been able to hold her weight while reaching for the second bar. Out loud, Luna blamed the slippery bar; in her head, she knew the truth. As had Cosmos. She wasn’t an aerialist anymore if she couldn’t hold herself off the ground.

And in a few minutes, everyone else would know it too.

Luna wrung her hands in her lap, hoping to wake up muscles and muscle memory that had never let her down before. Nothing to do with nerves.

“You okay?” Rowan whispered next to her.

Before Luna could respond, Cosmos took over. Even their broad aerialist shoulders seemed to blend smoothly into a flat and lean frame.

“Everyone, please watch and listen as we demonstrate the various skills, and then you can try them. Mario, take off your socks,” Cosmos said while tying one of the hanging silk pairs into a low knot.

“No, thank you,” Mario said.

“Then you can’t climb the silks,” Cosmos the unyielding said.

“Then I won’t.” Mario folded his arms.

The other aerial instructor, Coach Emmy, looked ready to offer a counter solution to the Battle of the Socks, but Cosmos chose continuing over compromise. If Cosmos didn’t like him, maybe this Mario kid wasn’t so bad, Luna thought.

“Rowan, can you demonstrate the intro knot sequence?” Cosmos said.

“Go, Row-row!” Luna cheered as Rowan went from being suspended upside down in the knotted silks to finishing the sequence upright with his legs intertwined around the fabrics and holding a ninja-type pose five feet above the ground. Ricky hooted, and everyone else clapped. Except Betina, who stared, wide eyed. And Mario, who seemed determined to look bored, though Luna caught his eyebrows arching a couple of times.

“Perfect as always, Rowan,” Cosmos gushed while patting him on the back. “Are you still figure skating?”

“Every morning before daybreak. I qualified for a big competition the Saturday after camp ends.” Rowan grinned as he returned to his spot next to Luna. Because of his natural grace and looking the part of a lean aerialist, he always did get along with Cosmos. Luna wished she could still say the same.

Coach Emmy, with naturally red hair in a messy ponytail and bulging muscles like She-Hulk, smiled at Luna. “Would you like to show them how to do a regular climb?”

Normally, as in every year until now, demoing a climb wouldn’t be a big deal. But now, being put on the spot, Luna wasn’t so sure.

She should just say no—such an easy word—and yet she couldn’t get it out of her vocal cords to comply. Luna swallowed and slowly rose to her feet.

It’s just like riding a unicycle, she convinced herself. Except that forgetting how to climb wasn’t the problem.

“Go, Loony!” Rowan cheered as she had for him. It didn’t help. Not with Cosmos standing like a beanpole, just waiting to criticize her failure.

Luna licked her lips, tucked in her shirt, and reached high on the purple fabric. Even her hands looked fuller than they had last year. She pushed that thought away as she wrapped a bare foot around the tails. Her other foot stepped on top of the silks, over the first foot, to hold her in place. She straightened up, suspended about six inches off the ground. Maybe it wouldn’t be as bad as she thought.

She extended her hands up the stretchy and strong fabric, maintaining a bend to her elbows, and slid her feet up another six inches. Her feet remained wrapped in the fabric and helped hold her weight. But her hands began to shake.

“Reach your arms up high, Luna,” Cosmos called. “Bring your knees up and stand tall.”

Cosmos’s patronizing voice frazzled what little self-esteem Luna had left. It wasn’t as if she didn’t know what she was doing! She managed one more climb before her grip let out and she fell in a crumpled heap onto the crash pad, from a height that couldn’t have been more than two feet. She hid her face, well aware of everyone’s eyes on her. No, she most certainly didn’t still have it after all.


OEBPS/e9781665966917/images/commonr.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665966917/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40


		Spanish and Portuguese Glossary


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40


		Spanish and Portuguese Glossary


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		I


		II


		IV








OEBPS/e9781665966917/fonts/IBMPlexSerif-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665966917/images/f000v-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665966917/images/commonl.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665966917/fonts/IMFePIrm28P.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665966917/fonts/IBMPlexSerif-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665966917/images/9781665966917.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665966917/fonts/IBMPlexSerif-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665966917/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665966917/fonts/IBMPlexSerif-Regular.ttf


