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CHAPTER ONE


Burrito Fridays are an institution. The cornerstone of my relationship with Paul and how we started dating. One fateful day in freshman bio he passed me a note that said, “Wanna go to Chipotle y/y?” and the rest was history.

I framed the ripped piece of paper and it rests on my dresser next to pictures of us at junior prom last year and senior prom this year. Yes, it’s a little cheesy that I kept the note and bedazzled JASMINE ♥S PAUL on the frame, but that’s okay. Cheese is honest.

I pull my long hair into a ponytail just as my sister knocks on my door.

“Almost ready?” she asks.

Carissa’s giving me a ride to Tijuana Outpost. I’m sure Paul would’ve picked me up if I’d asked, but I like driving with Cari. I missed her this past year when she was away at college.

“Almost done,” I say.

“You look pretty, Jaz.” She smiles.

Do I? Not compared to her, but I take a last look in the mirror. I look okay—Korean and kind of plain. I wish I were comfortable wearing the tiny rompers and miniskirts that catch Paul’s eye, but even this spaghetti-strapped shirt makes me uneasy. I keep moving it around hoping it’ll cover more boob, and so far… no. No, it does not.

I fuss with it more, then give up. It’s fine. Really. No one will be looking at me, anyhow.

“All set,” I say.

Cari stands straight to her ridiculous five-nine height. She’s the combo of our Filipino and white parents and a full eight inches taller than me. Everyone asks if she’s a model. Note: no one happens to ask me that question.

“Davey’s coming along for the ride,” she says as we pad down the cool, tiled hall.

“Ugh, he’s just trying to mooch a free burrito,” I say.

“He definitely is. Stay strong, little sis,” Cari says with a wink.

As we walk into the living room, Davey jumps up from lounging on the couch.

“Man, I’m so hungry,” he says, patting his T-shirt-clad stomach. I swear it’s like he ESPed his way into our burrito conversation. “Basketball really took it out of me today,” he continues. “I wish… shoot, if only I could get a part-time job like you guys. Mom and Dad are being extra stingy with the allowance, and I’m starving.”

He reminds me of Mrs. Hernandez’s twenty-two-pound cat, Cuddles, who circles, mews, and begs for food like he’ll waste away if there’s not kibble in his dish, stat.

“You don’t get an allowance because you don’t help around the house,” Cari says, folding her arms.

“Because he doesn’t need an allowance,” I say. “Aren’t you at least a part-time bookie at this point?” I reach up and run my hand over his brown curls.

He skews his face trying to look hard. It fails. He has the same deep dimples as when he came into our family as a toddler. Of the three Yap kids, zero of us look alike, two are adopted, two are Asian biracial, and we’re 100 percent family.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Davey says. “Just because a man can spot some hidden financial opportunities does not make him a bookie.”

“Man? What man? Where?” I arch my eyebrow.

“I don’t see one.” Cari puts her hand on her forehead, scanning.

Davey pushes my palm off his head, which isn’t hard as he’s fourteen but already six inches taller than me. He frowns. “Damn, you guys.”

“Aw, we’re sorry, baby,” Cari says.

She does not, incidentally, sound sorry.

“I’m crushed,” he says. “I gotta think this kind of offense to my manhood is worth say… half a burrito from each of you.” He rubs his palms together and waits.

“You’re pathetic,” Cari says at the same time I say, “Fine.”

He smiles, all white teeth against dark brown skin. He knew I’d give in. But he’s my little bro and I can’t help it.

We make our way over to the shoe tray and slip on our flip-flops.

“We should probably bring dinner home anyhow,” Cari says. “Mom’s at the hospital until eight, and she’ll be hungry.”

Our mother is a labor and delivery nurse at Orlando Medical Center and works long shifts, plus overtime. Years ago I started making dinner on the four nights a week she’s gone, since Dad and Cari are amazing except… not at cooking. And Dad’s out of town today for a library conference, anyhow. I hadn’t realized Mom was staying at work through dinnertime. If it weren’t Burrito Friday, I’d whip something up, but I can’t let Paul down.

“I’ll treat to takeout from Tijuana’s,” I say.

“Nah, I got it, Jaz. I just got paid from the ad sponsors,” Cari says.

My sister is the host of a wildly popular The Bachelor podcast. It’s the number-one teen fancast, podblast, or whatever. Our whole family talks about it. Except me. Podcasts aren’t my thing, and neither are fake romance reality shows, but it makes her happy and earns her money so I’m all for it. She’ll need to save up anyhow, being prelaw.

“And, no offense, but we’ll probably get Agave,” she adds, opening the front door.

None taken. I know it’s better.

“Sweet! Yes! Agave!” Davey says with an arm pump. “Burrito and queso and chips and guac for Daveeey.”

“You’re not getting queso and guac,” Cari says.

We step into the soupy humidity of Florida in May, and she locks our wooden door behind her.

“Cari!” Davey clutches his chest. “How could I possibly choose between the smoothness of avocado and the beauty of cheesy goodness?”

“You’re cheesy, all right,” Cari mutters.

“I like both too,” I say as we head to the carport. “I wish Paul weren’t lactose intolerant and we could split queso fundido.”

Cari and Davey exchange looks as she unlocks the Corolla. As I stare from one to the other, I get a distinct uncomfortable feeling. Like I farted in an elevator or something and they don’t know what to say.

“What?” I look around.

“Nothing,” they respond at the same time.

Yeah, that’s not weird. “No. What?”

“It’s just that Paul…,” Cari says. Then she opens the driver’s-side door and slides behind the wheel.

“It’s just that Paul what?” I open the passenger door but pause before getting in.

“Well… it’s just that he sucks,” Davey says, diving into the backseat.

I sigh and lower myself into the red car. It’s not the first time we’ve had the Paul Kinda Sucks discussion, but it’s been a while. My family doesn’t see him the way I do, and we’ve accepted the impasse. Mostly.

“He has a food allergy, Davey,” I say. “That’s not the same as being difficult.”

My seat belt clicks like it agrees with me. It’s weird to sit in the passenger side of what’s been my car since Cari left for college. Freshmen at Miami can’t have cars on campus, so I lucked into getting the Corolla for a year. But Cari will take it with her in August. I’ve tried not to think about my impending car-lessness.

I’ve kept the Rolla immaculate for her/us. No beach sand. No food or drink inside. I make an exception for Paul, but I don’t mention that.

“It’s not the queso, Jaz,” Cari says. She bites her lip. “It’s… well, he…”

“He’s an asshole,” Davey says.

Cari purses her lips but doesn’t contradict him.

“Language, or I’m telling Mom,” I say, pointing at my brother’s face.

We’re all teenagers and cursing is pretty minor, but Mom still sees Davey as the toddler they adopted from the Dominican Republic and she’d give him the business about his mouth.

Davey raises his hands. “Sorry, but he is, and you deserve better. A lot better.”

“Aw, look at my baby brother trying to act all grown and protective.” I turn in my seat and lay a kiss on his cheek. He promptly wipes it off, because we’ve reached that stage.

“Knock it off, loser,” Davey says, pushing me back into my seat.

“You knock it off,” I say. “You know Paul is solid. He’s the one who taught you how to play basketball. And he bought you those sneakers, which you need to get off our car this instant.” I push his foot from the center console and wipe it with my hand. “And don’t you have plans to turn my room into your gaming den when I move out? You should be thrilled that we’re close to finding an apartment for August.”

I have to add a little more cheer than I feel at the exaggeration. We’ve been looking for a place near our future colleges… or I’ve been. All Paul’s done is shoot down my top choices as being “too far” or “too expensive.” The second is funny as his family practically trips and falls into piles of money.

Cari glances in the rearview mirror and exchanges another set of looks with Davey.

“That’s great, Jaz,” she says. “Really. Are… are you ready for the graduation party?”

“Um, just about,” I lie.

For the record, I’m not a good liar. Between studying for finals, going to prom, and planning out my future, I haven’t given it more than a passing thought. And the party isn’t for another eight days, anyhow. That’s a lifetime away.

“Well, Aunt Minnie, Cousin Teagan, Cousin Crystal, and Aunt Tammy all want to know if you picked out a dress yet,” Cari says. “And what color, so they don’t wear the same.”

As Cari pulls down our street, Davey leans forward and turns on the radio. He puts on rock and moves the sound to the rear speakers to block us out like the little punk he is.

I shoot him a look and Cari gives me one right back. Oh, yeah. The dress. The one I don’t have. I was supposed to get a dress but helped Paul pick out a new shirt instead.

“Um… it’s a shade of… not yet,” I say.

Cari raises a threaded eyebrow. She’s only nineteen, but sometimes, like when she disapproves, it feels like she’s thirty. “You’d better get on that before Aunt Tammy takes you shopping.”

I groan.

Aunt Tammy is one of our fifteen assorted aunts and uncles (not to mention the unrelateds we call “Auntie”). She means well, but her taste is like a beauty pageant on safari—all sequins and animal prints and feathers. She’s been designing her own purses lately and… they’re a lot.

“The family is excited,” Cari says. “Uncle Vin has special flowers ordered, and you know Aunt Jay is going to cater. Or… Aunt Jay is going to cook and Mom is going to question every decision she makes.”

My heart still squeezes at the mention of Aunt Jay cooking, but I let it go because Cari continues.

“Also, Cousin Wesley is bringing his newest girlfriend,” she says.

I move my eyes to their corners trying to recall the girl’s name. “Julie?” I guess.

Cari shakes her head as we drive down Aloma Avenue. “No, that was last month. This one is Amanda.”

I raise my eyebrows and purse my lips. We have twenty-six first cousins, which is enough to keep track of without one of them being the Serial Dater of Central Florida Med School. Add the five people of my nuclear family to my cousins, my aunts and uncles, and my grandparents on the Yap and Ventura sides, and we’re fifty people strong.

Basically, if I sneeze in Orlando, forty-nine people say bless you.

“I know you’ve had exams, but you should get more into the party,” Cari says. “You have all summer to look at apartments and whatever with Paul, but your graduation is special. I can take you dress shopping this weekend, if you want.”

My sister has all the taste I lack as evidenced by her looking like she stepped out of Asian Vogue. Plus, she won’t pressure me like Mom. Mom’s great, but she has opinions.

“That’d be awesome,” I say.

She smiles. “Let’s do it tomorrow. I have to prep on Sunday for the big watch party on Monday.”

“Ah, yes, Bachelor in Purgatory is starting,” I say.

“Paradise.”

“That’s what I said.”

She side-eyes me, though she cracks a smile. When traffic clears, Cari takes a left into the strip mall parking lot. There are much better burritos in town (for example, Agave), but Paul likes the routine of Tijuana’s. So do I.

“You sure you don’t want to just have dinner with us?” Cari asks as she pulls into a spot near the entrance.

I wrinkle my brow at her and tilt my head. What a strange question. “It’s Burrito Friday,” I say. It’s self-explanatory. We’ve done it for nearly four years.

“Didn’t he cancel on you two weeks ago?” Davey asks.

“Oh, now you can hear us?” I aim a pointed look at the backseat.

Cari lowers the music. “We, um…”

“There was uh…,” Davey says.

We linger in the car as they utter more “ums” and “uhs.” I know they’re trying to tell me something, but I wish they’d hurry up. It’s after six o’clock, and I don’t want to keep Paul waiting.

I tap my foot and linger another minute. Sixty slow seconds grate on my skin, and I keep sighing and glancing at the storefront. He’s going to be upset, and things have been off between us. I don’t want to make it worse by being late.

Finally, I push open the car door. Whatever it is, we can talk when I get home.

“Guys, I have to go,” I say.

Davey and Cari exchange yet another glance.

“Have fun,” Davey says.

“See you later, Jaz,” Cari adds.

I want to know what’s so hard to say, but I get out of the car and hustle into Tijuana Outpost.






CHAPTER TWO


DAVEY’S FAMILY GROUP TEXT

MAY 17

So, that went great

Cari

Yeah, way to step up. Coward

Me??? You were all like: I’m the BIG sister, I’LL tell
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Mom

Are you really texting each other when you’re in the same house?

You feel that?

Cari

Feel what?

That breeze?

Mom

Did Daddy adjust the Nest thermostat again?

Dad

What am I being accused of now, mahal?

No, it’s not the AC. It’s def the wind from two parents hovering overhead

Cari

Lol

Mom

We are NOT helicopter parents, thank you very much…

Idk that’s exactly what a helicopter parent would say…

Mom

Very funny. You included us in this chat! But you left off Jaz…

Cari

Because we need to talk about her

Dad

How’d she take the news? I’m sorry I couldn’t be there. I’ll be home tomorrow

Cari

You missed nothing. Some 'man' chickened out

You were supposed to tell her!

Mom

About the bimbo?

Cari

Momma, please, we don’t know that she’s a bimbo. I don’t think people even use that word anymore. We just know Paul was with a girl and definitely not 'sick' when he canceled on Jaz two weeks ago

Yeah, he was studying with some girl at a concert. At night. With his arms around her, feeling on some side boob. And lying to Jaz about it. Sure sure

Cari

I’m just saying it might not be how it looks

Mom

We can’t keep going round after round on this. We need the family

Cari

You don’t mean the entire…

(Thirty-two people enter the chat.)

Aunt Minnie

What’s going on?

Uncle Carlos

Hey, fam

(Thirty-two salutations.)

Mom

We have a bit of a crisis here

Aunt Tammy

Who’s in jail??

Aunt Minnie

You didn’t even let her finish

Aunt Tammy

Oh, my bad, but I know a good bail bondsman if you need one, Dolores

Mom

We’d just call my brother Rich at the DA’s office if someone was in jail. No, it’s…

David you tell them

Scumbag Paul is cheating on Jaz. He was tagged on IG with a busty blonde (link)

(Outraged replies until…)

Cousin Madison

That’s not how we describe women, Davey

Cousin Wylan

Oh here we go. You’ve set off the feminist bath bomb. Just let her go until she fizzles out

Cousin Madison

Whatever Wylan. The objectification of women is a huge problem in this country. Silence doesn’t help

Cousin Wylan
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Cousin Madison

Awesome comeback, bro! Shame Harvard hasn’t recruited you yet

Aunt Regina

Sidebar, both of you. I apologize for my children. They need to go back to school

Cousin Wylan

School just ended

Aunt Regina

My point exactly

Uncle Carlos

Let’s get back on track. Poor Jaz. She deserves so much better

Uncle Steve

Agreed

Cousin Joe

Are we going to talk about how this guy keeps getting such great girls?

Cousin Teagan

No

Cousin Joe

I mean he should teach a class or something. Is he wearing a fanny pack in that pic?

Cousin Teagan

Let it go, cuz

Mom

Can everyone just focus? Jaz doesn’t know yet

(A full minute of silence passes—unheard of for this family.)

Nonna

It’s a shame we can’t take care of this like we would in the old country

Cousin Teagan

Nonna!

Cousin Joe

Lol, Nonna

Mom

I’ve suggested a hitman, Mama, but I’ve been overruled

Dad

Violence isn’t the answer, mi amore. Even if it’s tempting

Aunt Minnie

We have to do something

Cousin Wesley

I don’t get it. Why are we triaging this? Just tell Jaz and let her dump the jerk

Cari

I think the fear is that even if Jaz knows she’ll stay with him because she’s never understood she’s worth more

(Another thirty seconds of silence.)

Cousin Wylan

Well, damn






CHAPTER THREE


I scan the inside of Tijuana Outpost. It’s the kind of place where you order at a counter, grab your tray, and take a seat at questionably clean tables. An enormous array of hot sauces decorates the back wall, and funky-colored string lights crisscross the ceiling.

Paul sits with his headphones covering part of his wavy black hair. There’s a half-eaten burrito in front of him along with a mostly drained sweet tea. I beeline for him, and I’m practically a foot in front of his face before he notices me. His hazel eyes meet mine.

“Oh, hey,” he says.

I lean down and kiss his cheek. He’s never been a fan of PDA, but he tolerates it. He wears the same cologne as he did in freshman year, and the scent floods me with warm memories. His neck would smell like this when he’d meet me in the high school stairwell to sneak a kiss. Or when I jumped in his arms after he won a stuffed bear at Dave & Buster’s.

I linger next to him. I’m not sure if I should order, or if we’re going to leave, or if maybe he got something for me, too.

“You already have your food?” I ask.

He sighs, pauses his song, and removes his Beats headphones. He wants to be a music producer, and I know he’s focused, but it’ll only take a second to talk.

Paul turns all his attention to me, and it’s like being bathed in sunshine. He was the first guy to really see me, to notice me. But lately his eyes don’t soften when they meet mine. Not the way they used to.

“Yeah,” he says. “I was hungry. And…” He checks his phone. “Don’t we normally have dinner at six?”

I stare at the concrete floor. “Yes. I’m sorry I’m late.”

It’s 6:07.

“Okay,” he says. He has a thing about people being punctual—people being me. He’s never said a word about his friends showing up whenever. But I know waiting alone embarrasses him. I should’ve gotten out of the car sooner. This is on me.

“Did you order something for me, too?” I ask. “Or should I…” I do a weird miming gesture between me and the counter. I feel ridiculous, so I stop.

His forehead knits. “Why would I have ordered for you? I didn’t know what you’d want… or when you’d get here.” He mutters the last part.

I order the same thing every time, but okay, I am late. And cold burritos are nasty. It’s not like there’s a skillet where I could reheat it in here. I turn and step away.

“Jaz,” he says.

My heart skips when he says my name. Like it did freshman year when he’d call for me in the hall and jog to catch up. Like when he’d wave me down to sit with him and his football boys at lunch in sophomore year. Like when he’d thread his fingers in mine after he scored the winning field goal during junior year—before he quit this past fall.

“Yes?” I hold my breath.

“They have a new skinny burrito on the menu. You may want to check it out.”

I stare at him, but he shrugs and takes out a twenty.

I don’t know what I was waiting for, but that wasn’t it. Still, I smile.

“Maybe,” I say.

I leave his money on the table and walk to the counter, where a line has formed. I should’ve ordered when I came in. I can’t remember the last time Paul got something for me I didn’t specifically ask for. Maybe junior year when he brought in bagels from Panera. I was so charmed, I ate mine painfully slowly, savoring every bite. Later I found out he had two only because they’d messed up his order, but still. He could’ve given the extra to anyone and he chose me.

My phone chimes and I slip it out of my purse. It’s a screenshot of a flight itinerary from my best friend. June Tam and I have been inseparable since her parents moved to Winter Park in the third grade. I don’t know what I’m going to do when she goes to Emory this fall. It’s yet another thing happening soon that I refuse to think about.

But maybe because she’s moving on, or maybe because I’d had three spiked seltzers, or maybe it was that she’d been talking about spending a semester abroad, but I wound up telling her how I’d like to go to Paris. I even let it slip that I dream about cooking professionally there—the birthplace of fine cuisine. I like to blame the alcohol, but maybe dreams that big refuse to stay bottled.

I regretted it as soon as she set fare alerts on her phone—i.e., that night. And she constantly forwards them to me because she’s the worst.

No matter what, I can’t help but look at the info. This one is the best deal yet—$280 one-way from Orlando. I have seven times that saved from birthday money, tutoring, and slinging fro-yo at Berry Plum. I count my savings all the time, and it’ll be minus this burrito dinner, but it doesn’t matter since it’s just a fantasy. I might as well dream of being the first astronaut on Mars or the first five-foot-tall Korean girl in the NBA. Becoming a chef and cooking in Paris takes a whole lot of things I’m not.

My phone dings again.

[image: The letters ]JT" in a circle"/>

June

Under $300! I’d chip in a hundred and Emily would too. $80 total from you.

You have to go

Not going to happen

Why not?

Bc I belong here. My life is here. Plus Paul and I are moving in together and I start Valencia in August

Those are all horrible reasons

?

It’s your dream, Jaz

By the way: Never get drunk and tell your best friend your secret ambition, because they’ll remember it. And bring it up later. Constantly.

I put my phone away.

A sigh escapes my chest and it’s the heavy kind. I shouldn’t feel it, though. I’m blessed to have the life I do. My real life. Not a useless dream. How many people have a loving family, graduate high school with honors, get a full academic scholarship to community college, and will soon move in with the love of their life? I need my savings for my future, not to fly overseas for a fantasy.

Yet every time I push Paris away, this sadness rises up. I tamp it down because it doesn’t make sense. Every reason I gave June is a great one. There’s no need to throw my life into chaos with a one-way ticket to France. Not to mention that I’d disappoint my family, especially my mom, who expects me to follow in her footsteps. Besides which, even the thought of leaving Central Florida makes me want to puke. The closest I’ve come to a solo adventure was driving to Winter Park High alone when Davey had the flu this winter. Transatlantic it was not.

The bottom line is, I refuse to risk losing what I have to reach out for something I’m not.

I glance at Paul, who’s texting on his phone. What I do have is a solid life ahead of me. I’ll go to Valencia, then transfer to UCF’s nursing program. Nursing is a good profession. It may not be my dream, but it’s reliable and something I can actually do. Mom has been a nurse for twenty-five years, and she’s provided us with what we need. It’s good and that’s good enough for me. If I’m lucky, I can vacation in Paris one day, even save enough to eat at fine-dining restaurants—eventually.

“Next,” the counter person calls.

I step forward.

“Oh, hey, Jasmine,” Gus says with a smile. We see him every Friday. “Don’t you look pretty.”

“Hey, Gus,” I say. “Still trolling for tips, I see. Are you having a good night?”

He laughs. “So far. Thanks. You?”

“Great. Really great.” Again, I feel like I’m acting. I force myself to smile.

“What’ll it be? The usual?”

“No, I’ll um…”

I look at Paul one more time. So many girls wanted to date him over the years, and somehow he picked me. Somehow I have one of the handsomest guys in my school as my boyfriend.

While I’m staring, Paul looks up and grins. I remember the smile on his lips when I talked to him for the very first time during the cooking club bake sale. He took a bite of my brownies and a wide smile lit his face. He looked right at me and told me they were amazing. That I was amazing. A burst of forgotten happiness makes me smile back.

I face Gus. “Do you guys have a skinny burrito now?”

His pierced eyebrows knit. “We do. It’s chicken breast, beans, lettuce, salsa, and a low-carb tortilla. But… you don’t want the usual?”

Solid question. “Just, you know, just in the mood to try something new,” I say brightly.

“Um, okay.”

He rings me up, and I can’t help feeling this is wrong, but I take my cup and go to the fountain to get a Diet Coke.

I hate Diet Coke.






CHAPTER FOUR


DAVEY’S UNWIELDY FAMILY GROUP TEXT

MAY 18

We told her last night

Aunt Tammy

What’d she say??

Uncle Steve

How’d she take it?

Cousin Mabel

She dumped him, right?

Cousin Crystal

She didn’t mention breaking up with Paul in the cousins' group chat.…

Cousin Wesley

How can you even keep track of all the messages in there?

Mom

She didn’t break up with him. They’re still dating

Aunt Minnie

What?!

Cari

Long story, but Scumbag Paul convinced her that the IG girl was 'just a friend'

Aunt Regina

No

Cousin Joe

Man… I need better friends

Cari

But they’re not going to be exclusive this summer.

Uncle Steve

Come again?

Cari

He got Jaz to agree to see other people because 'moving in together is such a big step and they should both be sure'

Aunt Minnie

The nerve of this damn kid

Cousin Amberlynn

Why would she buy any of that?

Cari

Because she wants to believe it

Cousin Wesley

So she’s going to date other people? That’s good. She can meet a better guy

Cari

Except she won’t date anyone else. She said this is something he needs and that she understands. I said she should date too, but she shook her head

Which is 'absolutely not' in Jaz speak

Cousin Wylan

So he’s going to be playing the field while she sits home?

Cousin Madison

I don’t get it. Why wouldn’t she date?

Cari

Well, she’s never dated anyone other than Paul. And you know how she is with new things

Mom

And she’s always thought he was the best and that she was lucky to have him. He convinced her of it

Grandpa Yap

She thinks the world of everyone else but not of herself. How can we get our Jaz to understand her worth?

Mom

That’s the million dollar question, Papa

Cari

She’s so much like Meghan last season—she’s a gem and doesn’t know it

Okay, look, you don’t actually know the people on The Bachelor, even if you rope one onto your podcast every season. It’s still just a made up show

Cari

Paid for your dinner, ingrate. And it’s the perfect show. It’s The OG. There’s a reason it’s had so many seasons and imitators. People love love and someone finding it and themselves

Aunt Regina

How is this helping, guys?

Cousin Wesley

Yeah, what do we do? Set up The Bachelorette starring Jaz so she goes on dates?

(Fifteen seconds pass.)

Uncle Carlos

I mean…

Cousin Mabel

Wait, bro, you’re on to something

Cousin Wesley

I’ve been up for 31 hours. I’m on to sleep deprivation

Aunt Rosey

Go to sleep, Wes. Turn your ringer off, baby

Cousin Wesley

It’s okay, Ma. I’m fine

Aunt Rosey

Did you eat a good breakfast?

Cousin Wesley

Geez, I’m a doctor. I’m fine

Aunt Rosey

You’re not a doctor yet. A simple yes or no will do

Cousin Wesley

Yes

Cari

Guys, wait, we could actually do this

Aunt Kim

A dating show?

Cari

Not a show, but something where guys come to her and she’d date them. She’d realize she has options, and see that she shouldn’t settle for anyone

Grandpa Yap

A little Jasmine project. I like it

Uncle Steve

Exactly

Cousin Teagan

This could be really great for her… if she’d do it

Aunt Tammy

I love my girl but I don’t see her going for a dating contest. She’s our shy, night-blooming Jasmine

Cousin Crystal

You’re right, Momma. There’s no way she’ll say yes y’all

Cari

If we do it right, she wouldn’t have to know

Uncle Steve

How could that be?

Cari

Well, we’d be the ones to find the boys—do the casting, right? We’d be the ones inviting them to meet her. We’d just need to set up a situation where she wouldn’t know it was a contest

Aunt Regina

How would that work? Logistically

Cari

I’m not sure. We could definitely find guys, but I don’t know how we could get her to meet them. She pretty much just works, volunteers, and goes to school and even that’s over soon

Mom

Wait, the graduation party. We already have over a hundred people coming. She might not realize there were extra boys there

Uncle Carlos

It’s not a bad idea, Dee. Our family parties are pretty massive with the Aunties and Uncles, and neighbors. Even Steve and I wind up not knowing some people

Aunt Jay

That could work, but it’s so soon…

Aunt Kim

So the plan would be to find a bunch of boys and invite them and she’d pick?

Cari

I think the fewer options the better. Otherwise, she’d be overwhelmed and figure it out. We could vet and weed potentials and present her with a top five… or a top three

Cousin Teagan

I love this! I have a friend who’s been bugging me about my 'cute cousin'

Cousin Joe

Same and it’s gross

Aunt Kim

There’s an adorable boy who works at our bookstore! I’ve wanted to set him up with Jaz forever, but she was always with her boyfriend

Aunt Minnie

Ugh. 'That boy.' He needs to go. Immediately. I’m in for whatever gets rid of him

Nonna

Jasmine, my little Bachelorette

Cari

If we do this, we’d have to start looking tonight. The Bachelor takes months of prep and we’ll only have a week. Let’s focus on finding three boys that will be great matches for her

Wait, this is all pretty half-baked. Is everyone good with this? Dad?

Dad

Well… I don’t like the idea of lying to Jaz

Mom

Remember when we caught her doing Paul’s homework two years ago and he almost broke up with her when she stopped? And she cried and begged us to let her help him with his term paper because he’d fail without her?

Dad

I’d almost forgotten

Mom

This may be our only chance to get him out of her life. If she moves in with him…

Dad

You’re right, mahal. If it gets Scumbag Paul out of the picture… without murder… yes. I think it might be okay

Aunt Tammy

I don’t know anyone offhand.… What should I do?

Cari

If you don’t have anyone in mind, let’s use social media to find contestants. Tell them we’re doing a local version of The Bachelorette, with a twist, but don’t use her name. We don’t need this getting back to her

Cari, I don’t know. She could find out

Cousin Joe

How? She has the tech skills of an 80yo woman. No offense, Nonna

Nonna

Hey, I’m on here and she’s not

Still

Cousin Wesley

I bet I can find someone before anyone else

Bet? Bet what? How much?

Cari

If any of you think of a better idea, I’m all ears. Otherwise, let’s get to work!






CHAPTER FIVE


I’m in my bedroom getting ready for work, and it’s hard to remember to breathe. Sometimes I can fool myself into thinking things are normal—that it’s just another day—but other times I know my world has cracked in two. It’s been like this since I came home from Burrito Friday and Cari and Davey told me about a post they saw on Instagram.

It was Paul with another girl.

The second Cari opened the app, it was like a sucker punch. I physically gripped my stomach. My body recognized the truth before I could even process it. Before Paul had a chance to come up with excuses.

When I confronted him that night, my boyfriend of four years, the one who’d remembered the one-month anniversary of our first kiss, looked me in the eyes and lied to me. He said the girl in the pic was just a friend, but I knew she wasn’t, even though he stood there and insisted nothing had happened. Even though he said I was overreacting. Even though he accused me of being controlling, of spying on him since he hadn’t posted the photo to his account and wasn’t even tagged. And he was so persuasive, I started to believe him… until he talked about us “exploring our options” this summer and “taking time apart until August.”

I knew then that even if the girl was a friend, he didn’t want her to stay one. But I agreed to see other people. I agreed because he was already doing it and at least he still wanted to be with me. I agreed because I wasn’t willing to toss away the future we’d planned for so long. I agreed because more heartbreak would’ve physically cleaved me in two. I agreed, most of all, because I love him.

I know it sounds weak. June and Emily, my two closest friends in the world, have made it clear it sounds super weak, but how could loving someone be weakness? And I know he loves me too. What we have is special. I know who he is when no one else is around and he lets down his guard. I see him when the stress of trying to be cool rolls off him and he becomes his real self. How he’s vulnerable and kind. How he’s still the boy I met at the bake sale.

And I get that all through high school we’ve only ever been with each other. It’s normal to want to see what else is out there. Especially before we take this to the next level and move in together. I mean, that’s starting our adult life and a huge step. Doubts and cold feet are to be expected, right? Not too long ago I was drunk and dreaming about Paris, so I get it. I do.

I mostly do.

Somehow, I’ve made it five days into this “seeing other people” thing. It’s almost like a short-term breakup. We’re not supposed to talk until August 1, to really have time and space to make a decision, so the majority of the past week I’ve been in my room listening to “Jolene” and creeping on Paul’s socials. Honestly, it’s turned me into an amateur cyberstalker.

But I can’t stalk today. I have to work at Berry Plum.

Normally, I like my job. I enjoy watching kids fill their bowls with way too much sugar and listening to first dates discuss their favorite toppings. It’s nice to be a part of something that’s a special treat, that makes people happy. But I’d rather stay home and keep checking Paul’s last seen on WhatsApp and refreshing his IG Stories and yeah… maybe I need to get out of my house and focus on something else.

Anything else.

I smooth out my plain white tee in the mirror. The manager doesn’t care what we wear, and this is what I pick: nondescript jeans and a T-shirt I got on clearance at Target. I have them in four colors: black, white, gray, and beige. Katia, who I usually work with, has an array of patterned sundresses she rocks with flawless makeup. Paul used to compliment her on both when he came in. He’d flash his smile and say she looked great.

He’s rarely said that to me over the past year or so.

I close my eyes and sigh: I rarely deserved it. I’ve never tried to look like the girl in the IG pic, and I’m not naturally model gorgeous like Cari.

I grab my phone. I can fix this. I won’t be complacent anymore and if that was the problem—that I didn’t put in enough effort—I can change starting today. But I stop typing the message. A shred of dignity tells me not to press send. Ever since Friday there’s been a thought nettling me, telling me I shouldn’t contact Paul ever again.

The doorbell rings and I startle. My heart pounds like there’s a rabbit thumping in my chest, and I delete the text. I rest my phone on my dresser.

My bedroom door is closed, but a loud, lilting Georgia accent echoes through the walls of our ranch. Aunt Tammy is here. She’s married to Uncle Vin, my dad’s middle brother, the florist extraordinaire. Mom and Dad are the eldest of their siblings, and our house is the epicenter for both sides. Our grandparents used to host their own families, but when all the cousins were little, it was way too much energy with way too many breakable Virgin Mary statues. So my parents took over as hosts of the gathering spot—it’s why the Yaps and Venturas are so close.

There’s another voice in the house, and I can’t tell if it’s Aunt Tammy’s daughter Crystal or Amberlynn, because my older cousins sound so similar. It’s like they’re twins—but born a year apart.

The doorbell rings again, and there’s more commotion and the unmistakably raspy voice of Aunt Jay fills the house. Jay is Mom’s youngest sibling, who’s closer in age to Cari than she is to Mom. She used to be my favorite aunt, and I used to be her favorite niece, but that was all years ago.

The more reserved voice of Uncle Steve follows hers. Uncle Steve married Uncle Carlos, my dad’s next eldest brother.

I know. It’s a lot. I drew a chart for Paul in freshman year so he could keep everyone straight.

Although it’s normal for family to randomly drop by, with that many together at the same time, there’s a reason. The word “graduation” floats around the house.

Ugh. I’d forgotten about my party. I rub my hands over my face and tip my head back.

Paul, of course, had been invited, but because “we’re taking time apart,” he won’t be here Saturday night. My shoulders sink again, but I can’t dwell on it. I have to go or I’ll be late for work. I’m never late. Mom raised me to be punctual.

I throw my hair back in a bun and grab my employee card and step into the hall.

Aunt Jay, Aunt Tammy, Uncle Steve, Cousin Crystal, Mom, and Cari are gathered around the dining room table. There’s food laid out because there’s always food, but Aunt Jay must’ve brought this, because it doesn’t smell Italian or Filipino. As a professionally trained chef, Jay can cook us all under the table. She used to have an award-winning restaurant. And I used to want to be just like her.

I shake off the memories and look up. It’s like a record scratch, freeze-frame as my family notices me. They stay frozen for a second too long, and I know they were talking about me. Mom nudges Jay as if to say: Look at that mess. I told you so.

It takes me everything not to groan.

“Hey, Jaz,” Aunt Jay says brightly. “I brought party dishes to sample. Come and try some. I want your feedback.”

Jay has a similar face to Mom’s, with wide-set blue eyes. They’re both fairly tall for women, five-seven, which means they tower over me. Jay has pixie-cut hair that’s dyed almost as black as mine. She also has a sleeve of tattoos my mother absolutely hates. They are total opposites. Mom looks out for everyone and has said more than once that Jay only cares about herself.

“I’m good with whatever you want to make,” I say, remaining in the hall. I’m not in the mood to talk, and I have mixed feelings about eating Jay’s food again. It used to be all I’d look forward to every week. But a lot of things were different then.

“Come and eat, honey,” Mom says.

I can’t really say no to her. Not with a growling stomach, but I push it off. “I need to go to work,” I say.

“Take some to go then, baby,” Aunt Tammy says, grabbing a serving spoon.

In the Venn diagram of Southern, Filipino, and Italian, they all intersect at: Baby, you need to eat more. Like Cuddles, I’m in no danger of wasting away.

“You have a few minutes still,” Mom says, eyeing her watch. She knows my schedule down to the minute.

A dish materializes with a variety of delicious-smelling appetizers, paella, and thin-sliced tenderloin in gravy. My stomach gurgles in anticipation, because although my aunt stopped wanting me around, she never stopping being a great cook.

Crystal holds the plate out to me with a sad smile. There’s a similar look in Uncle Steve’s gray eyes.

Great, so they all know about Paul. Of course they do. Gossip is my family’s extreme sport.

There’s no way for me to eat standing here, and I don’t eat in the Rolla, so I walk into the dining room and perch on a chair. My mother is right, of course. I have ten minutes, maybe twelve, before I have to be out the door.

“This looks delicious, Aunt Jay,” I say.

“Don’t you think I should make a lasagna or two?” my mom says with a frown. By “a lasagna,” she means an enormous pan of pasta that could feed twenty men.

“Dee, there will be more than enough food,” Aunt Jay says. “There’ll also be fruit and cheese trays, a minisandwich tray, salads, desserts, and the cake for Jaz.”

“It’s one hundred fifty people though.…”

“I catered a four-hundred-person sit-down dinner last weekend,” Aunt Jay says with her hands landing on her hips. “For a very particular bride.”

Mom folds her arms. Challenge accepted. “But the family will expect a pasta dish.…”

This will go on for a while—Mom undercutting Jay and Jay rising to the challenge. Mom acts like a minimother to Jay, who can’t stand to be patronized. And they both always think they’re right. Ever since Jay’s restaurant closed four years ago, it’s only gotten worse.

I tune them out and focus on the beef with gravy. It’s the perfect medium rare and the gravy has a certain umami. It’s flat-out fantastic.

Her food is so good that everyone thought Ventura’s Bistro would be a huge success. And for a while it was. My parents don’t talk about it, but they took out a second mortgage to invest in the restaurant. When it suddenly closed, there was no chance Aunt Jay could pay them back. Mom started working overnight shifts, and Dad’s been driving for a rideshare to make the loan payments and keep a roof over our heads. I hear them whispering about it in the kitchen when they think I can’t hear them or they forget I’m home. One of the reasons I’m going to community college is I know they’re not like Emily’s or June’s parents, who can foot the bill for a university. Valencia offered me a full scholarship and I jumped at it. It was the safest option, and Paul going to UCF meant our schools would be close.

But everything that happened is why becoming a professional chef is just a fantasy. Even for those with the talent, it doesn’t work out. And I don’t have the talent to begin with.

The worst is hopefully behind my parents, though. This past spring Aunt Jay got her catering business off the ground, and despite the aunties (and my mom) saying she should’ve picked a “more worthwhile” profession, it seems to be going well. Maybe this business will succeed and Aunt Jay will be able to pay my parents back.

“Dee, I know what I’m doing,” Aunt Jay says. Her voice is full of exasperation.

“You can sometimes make bad choices,” Mom says.

Everyone stops eating, and silence settles on the room. Jay stares at Mom, then turns on her heels, grabs her shoes, and walks out of the house.

“What? What did I say?” Mom says. But Jay is already gone.

No one answers.

Mom makes a “hmmph” sound in her throat but sits back down at the table. She still looks troubled, but it’s been like this between her and Aunt Jay for the past four years—these barbs and this tension. Mom used to just be proud of her.

I swallow hard. I would never want her to be as disappointed in me as she is in Jay.

“So what color’s your dress going to be, Jaz?” Aunt Tammy asks. She’s also blond like Mom, but with Texan large hair that somehow never moves.

Ugh, the dress. The very last possible thing on my mind. I’d put off Sunday dress shopping with Cari because sobbing in department stores is frowned upon.

“Uh…” I shove another bite in my mouth to buy time to come up with something. But I picked a lobster puff and it’s distractingly good.

“It’s blue,” Cari says. “Almost teal.”

Savior.

Aunt Tammy looks relieved as she cuts into her shrimp. “Oh, good. Mine is peach, Crystal’s dress is yellow, and Amberlynn will be in rose.”

I’m honest to God not sure why it matters, but I nod.

“We can’t wait for the party,” Crystal says. “It’s so exciting!”

I knit my eyebrows at the sparkle in Crystal’s eyes. I have no idea why she’s so stoked about a backyard graduation party.

“It’ll be nice to celebrate with you, Jaz,” Steve says in his gentle tone. His manner has a way of putting everyone at ease—what you’d want in a dentist. Uncle Carlos is also a dentist, and they met at a convention five years ago. They have a practice together now.

“It’ll be great,” I lie. And because I can’t lie, it sounds super forced. “But I have to go or I’ll be late.”

“Yes, get going, honey. You need to be on time,” Mom says. “I love you.”

“Love you too,” I say. I hand my plate to Cari, who’s gathering the dishes.

“We’ll shop tomorrow,” she whispers.

“You’re the best,” I say.

I say my goodbyes and head for my sneakers. As I slip them on, it’s comforting to know that even though the past few days have been rough, I still have my family. And the good thing is, unlike a boyfriend, they’ll never deceive me.






CHAPTER SIX


DAVEY’S PLOTTING FAMILY GROUP TEXT

MAY 22

Aunt Kim

How is Jaz handling everything?

Cousin Crystal

She seemed out of it today

Uncle Steve

She wasn’t herself

Cari

At least she went to work. Getting her out of the house is important since she’s low key turning into Paul’s web stalker. June and Emily locked her out of her phone 'accidentally' last night, and she wasn’t pleased

Aunt Minnie

Ugh, that boy. How’s the search coming along?

We’re getting close to the party

Cari

Lots of interviews, little agreement—same as it’s been

Aunt Kim

What does everyone think of Simon from the bookstore?
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