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Picture it: me in the middle of Making Proud Choices class—that’s SEX ED for anyone not born in this century. You know, when you have to get a parent or guardian to sign a yellow paper that says it’s okay for you to be learning about all this stuff—like we didn’t already know about sex, but whatever. The guest speaker, Miss Deborah, had JUST passed out condoms. No big deal. I mean, I hadn’t had sex yet. But still, condoms = ain’t no thing but a chicken wing. My best friend, Jade, had a bunch of them hidden in her room. But what Miss Deborah was showing us that day were female condoms.

I know.

Have you ever even seen a freakin’ female condom? Don’t lie. Did you even know they existed? Don’t lie!

If my mom heard me talking about female condoms, she would say that’s some straight-up Americana gringa shit. For real.

I joined the rest of my class, including Jade, and hollered “Whaaaaat?” and “Noooooo” and “Huh?” until our real teacher, Mrs. Marano, who was sitting in the corner and like twenty months pregnant herself, told us to calm down or else.

Miss Deborah passed around a few of the (female) condoms. Jade got a pink one. I got one that was mint colored. It felt rubbery, kind of like the gloves Mom uses to wash dishes. It had zigzagged edges, like someone had actually gone to the trouble to make a nice design along the perimeter. I swear. So I was holding this rubbery thing in my hand when this cute boy, Alex, stopped in the hall and stared at me through the doorway. Of course. I froze. But then the Making Proud Choices lady, Miss Deborah, was packing up her things in a big black duffel bag and I had to, you know, return the female condom. Then Mrs. Marano waddled over to the front of the room. “All right, everyone. Take out your independent reading books.”

The class groaned.

“Yo, girl. Got anything to eat?” Jade whispered over to me.

“Nah,” I said.

Jade had grown up right next door to me. Our apartment bedroom windows faced one another, so we’d knock on our own window, real loud, three times when we needed to talk. Because one of us was always having our phone taken away, the knocking came in handy. Jade’s family was from Honduras (her favorite T-shirt had the word “Afro-Latina” printed across the front). She was a total sneakerhead—I swear she had about seventeen pairs, and she wore her hair different every day (a top bun, straightened, braided, or crazy curly). Jade and me, we were real cool, even though she was spending waaaay too much time with her boy, Ernesto, but whatever. She was family.

“Any gum or anything?” Jade pleaded.

“No, girl. I—”

“Girls,” Mrs. Marano said.

“Girls,” Jade mimicked under her breath. I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

“Liliana,” Mrs. Marano said.

I sat up straight and took out my independent reading book. “Sorry, Mrs. Marano.”

“I expect better from you, Liliana.” She reached for an Expo marker and wrote my name on the whiteboard.

I must have turned red, because Jade leaned in and said, “She’s whatever, Liliana. Don’t sweat it.” Then she pulled her backpack up onto her lap, where she texted without Mrs. Marano seeing.

“Ernesto?” I don’t know why I bothered to ask.

“Yeah. He wants to go to this thing at the Urbano Project on Saturday. You wanna come?” Ernesto liked attending rallies and marches and poetry slams. I think he just did it to get girls. I mean, it had worked with Jade. True, the Urbano Project led art workshops too, and Jade liked drawing, but still.

“Nah. I’m straight,” I said.

“Come on, Liliana. Why don’t you bring your poems or something to read?”

“Like, in the microphone? In front of strangers? Yeah… no.”

I could barely hear Jade’s answer even though she was seated right next to me. Mrs. Marano could not control the class. No one was reading. Jade did take out a book, but she just left it on her desk. Aaron was playing with the paper cups that were supposed to stay in a neat pile by the water bubbler. He had one in his mouth like a megaphone, and he didn’t take it out even when Mrs. Marano wrote his name on the board. Chris R. was making a pyramid out of cups on his desk. Marisa asked if she could draw designs for a new bathroom pass that her dad, a carpenter, was going to help her build for our room. Mrs. Marano said no and started writing more names on the board. Chris R., Aaron, Marisa… Marisa took out a piece of paper anyway.

Finally, hand resting on her gigantic stomach, Mrs. Marano gave the Done With This countdown. “Five… four… three…”

I took out my journal. Started writing stuff down. Maybe I’d set a story in this crazy classroom. Maybe Mrs. Marano would go into labor right in front of the class, which was so loud that I didn’t notice that the vice principal, Mr. Seaver, was all of a sudden standing right by my desk.

“Liliana,” he said.

Oh snap. Was I in trouble? If anyone should be in trouble, it should be Yulian, who was crunching his water bottle over and over; or Johnnie, who was shooting an invisible basketball into an invisible net.

“Miss Cruz?” Mr. Seaver said, louder. His voice was all deep, and somehow that made everyone quiet down.

“Why she in trouble?” Jade asked, her eyes narrowing.

“Get back to your reading, young lady,” Mr. Seaver said. “Miss Cruz, I need to talk to you for a moment. In the hall.”

My face burned. I never got in trouble. I was an A… okay A-… okay B+… fine, sometimes B- student, so I didn’t know why I would be called out of class.

I stood up and followed him. From the corner of my eye I could see Chris R. wagging his finger in the air. Oh, please. He was so aggy. And his hair looked like Justin Bieber’s.

The hallway was much quieter. I was surprised Mr. Seaver hadn’t brought up the fifty-five rules being broken in the class, but that just made me sure that whatever he was about to tell me was important, or worse: really bad. At the end of the hall he opened the door to what we students called the bat cave—a small office that used to be a janitor closet—and asked me to step inside. It was where students went when they were really disruptive, like when Joshua called the substitute teacher an old-ass bitch.

Look, I don’t want to give the wrong idea. Not every class was crazy, and not every day. Just down the hall was Mrs. Palmer, who ran her class like a corporation. Every kid knew what to do and when and how, and it was peaceful and smelled like a cinnamon apple air freshener. Or even my nasty-breath math teacher—in his class we sat in rows and the volunteers from Simmons College helped us when we had questions. So, Mrs. Marano’s wasn’t totally the norm, is what I’m saying.

As Mr. Seaver and I sat down at two student desks because (a) his office was being treated for something called asbestos, and (b) a real desk couldn’t fit in the bat cave, he took out an envelope from the inside of his suit jacket with a flourish. “Well, Miss Cruz, you were accepted to the METCO program. A spot has opened up for you off the waiting list, and you start on Monday.” He raised his eyebrows and leaned back, clearly expecting me to leap into the air cheering.

I opened my mouth but no sound came out.

“Yes,” Mr. Seaver continued, “I realize it’s already a few weeks into the school year, but nonetheless, it’s a great opportunity. And it’s in Westburg.” He adjusted his glasses, still looking for that cheer.

I was still trying to understand You were accepted to the METCO program. Um… what?

Inside my brain a dozen questions were zapping around, but the first that bubbled out was, “Where’s that at?”

“About twenty miles west. Listen—”

“Does this have to do with the essay thingy I just won? Because I told Mrs. Marano I wasn’t reading that at any assembly or whatever.”

“Well, that certainly would have helped your application all the more. Liliana—”

“Mr. Seaver, I don’t even know what METCO is.”

“Here.” He handed me a glossy pamphlet. “It stands for ‘Metropolitan Council for Educational Opportunity.’ ”

“Huh?”

He began again. “It’s a desegregation program.”

I ran my finger across the pamphlet. Oh wait! I had heard of this. A girl from the church we go to was in METCO. She talked like she was white. But she did get into college, so. Oh yeah, and another kid from down the street was in METCO too, I think. I saw him once, waiting for the bus when it was mad early and Mom was taking me to a doctor’s appointment before school. But me, really? I was accepted? I sat up straighter. Cool. But I had plenty of other stuff going on and didn’t need to add a new bougie school on top of it all. So yeah, no.

“Mr. Seaver, thank you,” I said in my most polite talking-to-the-vice-principal voice. “But I’m not interested in that program. I’m good here.”

Now he lowered his glasses. “Excuse me?”

“I’m not interested in switching schools,” I said, opening the pamphlet up. Yep, total bougie vibe! “Besides, my parents would never let me go.”

He adjusted his glasses once more, then said, “Your parents are the ones who signed you up, in fact.”

“They did?” My parents?

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Years ago, in fact.”

Why did he keep saying “in fact”? We weren’t in court.

And all of a sudden we heard shouting. And the sound of feet pounding. “Mr. Seaver! Mr. Seaver! Mrs. Marano’s having her baby!” It was Jade.

Whoa! It was like my story idea had come to life! Mr. Seaver bolted out of the bat cave, and I bolted after him. When we reached the classroom, Mrs. Marano was gripping her stomach with both hands, and her jaw was mad tight. Jasmine was bringing her a paper cup of water while Aaron held a little battery-operated fan up to her face. The rest of the kids were going wild, standing on chairs to get a better look. Other teachers stormed in and instantly got on their cell phones. Somehow that gave kids permission to do the same, only they weren’t calling 911. They were taking pictures and going on Snapchat.

I ran over to Jade. What. The. Hell. No way I was going to some other school in some other whack town called Westburg. I would miss this world way too much. Besides, I was the best writer in my class here. I had a winning essay to prove it.

I stuffed the METCO pamphlet into my backpack and reached for my phone. What is METCO?? I texted Mom. She didn’t reply.

Jade was hitting me with questions. “Liliana? Hello? Do you not see that our teacher is gonna have a baby? And what did Mr. Seaver want?”

“Nothing.” I shooed her away.

“Dang. What’s good with you?”

“Nothing.”

Mr. Seaver and another teacher helped Mrs. Marano out the door and down the hall toward the elevator. I could hear sirens outside. Then another teacher came in and took control of our class. She passed out worksheets, but I couldn’t concentrate. I couldn’t stop thinking about METCO and Mr. Seaver and how he’d said my parents had signed me up in the first place. Parents—as in Mom and Dad. Did my dad really know about it? Sometimes one of them signed me up for something without telling the other. Plus, right now things were… complicated with him, as in, he’d taken off—again. Truth, he had to know. He was the one who got me all into reading, which got me into writing, in the first place.

And now I couldn’t even ask him. I had to find out more about this METCO program.
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METCO was nagging my brain for the rest of the day. What if the kids were all whack? What if Jade and I stopped talking on the regular? What if the schoolwork was too hard? What if I threw up on the bus? So finally, during last period, I asked for a pass to see my guidance counselor. I was hoping Miss Jackson could give me some backup for NOT going to METCO. I sat on a metal folding chair in the main office while I waited to be called in. The place smelled like muffins. There was a box of them sitting on Miss Patricia’s desk—she was the school secretary. She gave out pencils and granola bars and sometimes, if you were lucky, muffins. I was lucky, muffin day. I took a blueberry one and mouthed Thank you, and she went back to reading the Boston Globe. I don’t get why old people love reading the paper so much. I started reading the METCO pamphlet, a whole lotta blah, blah, blah:


	The mission of METCO is twofold: (1) to give students from Boston’s underperforming school districts the opportunity to attend a high-performing school and increase their educational opportunities, and (2) to decrease racial isolation and increase diversity in the suburban schools.

	In order to qualify for the program, a student must be a resident of Boston and be nonwhite. Eligibility does not take into account a student’s record (including academics and behavior), English language proficiency, socioeconomic status, attendance record, or immigration status.

	METCO host families are designed to bring the communities together and provide support for students within the program in the town in which they attend school. Students are also assigned “METCO buddies.”



“Liliana?” Miss Jackson asked from the doorway. She sounded surprised to see me.

Most of the counselors here were old and white, except for mine. Miss Jackson was young and Black. So young actually that she kind of looked like she could be a student herself. She had dozens of long thin braids, and she liked to wear skirts with cool patterns like zebra prints.

“Oh, hi, miss. I had a question. It’s about this program.” I waved the pamphlet at her.

She led me to her office in Guidance Row. Her phone rang, and she held a finger in the air. “Excuse me, baby.” So I looked at the pictures pinned on the corkboard beside her desk. They were new since the last time I’d been in there. In one she wore a cap and gown. In another she was screaming, wind in her face, as she jumped out of a plane. I had no idea Miss Jackson liked to do stuff like that, skydiving or whatever. I would NEVER do that; you’d have to kill me first. I don’t even like roller coasters. Miss Jackson finished her phone call and hung up. She was like one of three adults in the whole school who could get away with calling students “baby.”

“Now, what can I help you with, Liliana?”

“Well, I got into this thing called METCO. It’s a program that buses kids from the city to the suburbs.”

Miss Jackson leaned forward, her eyes all kinds of bright. “I’m real familiar with the METCO program, Liliana.” She smiled big. “I did METCO.”

Whaaaat? “For real?”

Miss Jackson put her hands together so that they formed a little tent. “For real.”

“Well… what I was hoping was, maybe you could help convince my mom that I shouldn’t do it. It’s too far away, and um, I need to help out more at home.”

“Help out more at home? Why? Is something going on?”

“No…” No way was I getting into the whole Dad-stepping-out-again thing.

“Liliana. Change can be tough. I get it. But this program—it’s worth it. These opportunities don’t come up very often. What’s the worst that can happen? You absolutely hate it, and then you transfer back to a Boston school.”

Huh. Okay. Good point. But, uh-uh. “No, Miss Jackson. Sorry, but I really don’t feel like switching schools. Sophomore year already started. Plus, I don’t know anyone over there.”

“Listen, baby. Try to hear me. I know it might seem like high school is forever, and your friends are your life. I get that. But what you do now—or don’t do now—can really affect your future, and the choices you have in the future.”

“But what’s wrong with this school? You work here.” I added a smile so she wouldn’t think I was throwing attitude or anything.

“That’s true. And I love my job.”

“But…?”

“But, nothing.”

“Okay. Fine. I kinda get what you’re saying. Why not at least try it?”

She grinned.

I spent the rest of the period listening to her explain more about the program, about the opportunities I would have access to, about the honors classes and the cultural capital, and other terms I didn’t totally get, like “stereotype threat.” She even told me she believed she got into a great college because of METCO. “And—this could be great for your writing,” she added. I still wasn’t 100 percent convinced, but I did feel a little better about it.

Maybe it was the muffin.



After school I picked up Christopher and Benjamin from the bus stop.

“Liliana?” Christopher asked in his trying-to-be-so-innocent voice as the school bus wheezed away. I could tell my brothers were still heated. Last night they had been wrestling in the living room and had knocked over a lamp, so Mom had forbidden them to play video games until further notice. Benjamin had wailed like he was on fire, and Christopher had stopped breathing for like, a whole minute. Video games were their LIFE. Anyway, Mom had told them, No más, and she’d had that nostril flare that meant business. Don’t let her sparkly headbands fool you; Mom can be fierce.

I knew exactly where Christopher was going with this sweetie-sweet voice. “Don’t even ask,” I said, shutting him down.

“Come on!” he cried out.

“Please, Liliana!” Benjamin joined in. He’s the twin with a freckle on his chin just like Dad. When they were babies, it had helped me tell them apart.

“Look, Mom hid your stupid games, so I couldn’t help you even if I wanted to.”

At the apartment they moped around, then totally ignored me when I told them to get working on their homework, like I had hidden the games. Mom had left a note saying that she’d gone to the store. Maybe it was the Super 88, the Vietnamese supermarket! Not because I am obsessed with Vietnamese food, but because Mom is. See, even though my mother grew up in El Salvador, she is capital O Obsessed with Vietnamese food. And if she’s cooking Vietnamese food, that means she’s happy. She tried it when she first came to Boston, and then, when she was pregnant with me, she only wanted to eat Vietnamese. Same when she had my brothers six years later.

So while Mom was at the store hopefully picking out lemongrass and nuoc mam, I sat in the apartment practically sweating to death (yes, it was hot for the middle of September, and no, we don’t have air-conditioning) and trying to write in my journal. I say “trying” because Benjamin and Christopher were tearing the place apart, searching for their video games. I mean, they moved the couch, dug under cushions, inside Mom’s pillowcase, behind the toilet. They were like cops hunting for drugs. Finally, after like forty-five minutes, Benjamin found the video game box. He almost cried. He really did. So he plugged it in and got all settled on the living room floor—which was so stupid, because by the time he heard Mom coming home, he wouldn’t have time to put the box back where Mom had hidden it, which was inside a cardboard shoe box labeled fotos at the bottom of her closet. But he was an idiot, so.

Turns out Christopher and Benjamin still weren’t able to play video games because Mom had hidden the controllers separately, not in the box. Sneaky! So round two of the search began. Now they were flat-out pissed.

Finally Christopher said, “Get off your fat butt, Liliana, and help us look for them!”

I was like, “Whaaaat? Who you think you talking to, little boy?” and stayed put on the couch and kept working on my short story, the one about the girl who gets a new boyfriend and forgets about her best friend and then one day the boyfriend dumps her. The story was inspired by the Greek myth of Daedalus and Icarus. You know, flying too close to the sun melts your wings, or whatever. We had just read it in English and it wasn’t that boring. We were supposed to hand back the photocopies of it, but I kept mine.

Christopher and Benjamin finally gave up the controller hunt and put the video games back in the closet, just in time, because Mom came home not two minutes later. But with only one white plastic bag instead of the usual ten pink plastic ones from Super 88. Shoot. The Vietnamese food she cooked was mad good, even though the windows got all steamed up whenever she made pho. We usually had it with beef or chicken, depending on how much money Mom had earned that week. She cleaned houses, and people were always going on vacation or something and then didn’t need her at the last minute. So, all right, her Vietnamese food was bomb. Well, almost. Except for those spring rolls. Hers tasted like soap. Truth? I would’ve eaten those soapy spring rolls if it meant Mom was actually cooking that night. But a white plastic bag meant no dice. No pho. I peeked inside: five boxes of mac and cheese, a carton of milk, and two sticks of butter. Dang. This meant Mom was in a deep, dark state.

While I took out a pot to boil water, Mom washed her hands, then winked at me as she pulled the controllers out from her black purse. She’s super smart like that. Despite that small victory, though, she looked utterly defeated. Every day Dad was gone, the look grew worse. But here’s when her mood changed—when I brought up METCO.

“So, Mom, a crazy thing happened today—”

Her eyes immediately fixed on me.

“Yeah, so the vice principal said I got into this METCO program—said he left you a couple voice mails.”

“¿Cuando?” I swear, her hands started shaking. She dropped one of the controllers.

I gave her the pamphlet. “Today. He said I got in, but I told him I’m straight. It’s in some town like an hour from here.”

“You got in? ¿De verdad?” She began digging in her bag.

“Yeah… but—” I folded up the plastic bag so we could use it later.

“But nada. You’re going.” She tucked one of her dark curls behind her ear in a that-settles-that sort of way, and checked her voice mail.

We stood there having a little stare-off while she listened. A huge smile spread across her face. Huge. “You got into METCO!” she exclaimed, as if I hadn’t told her this thirty seconds before.

“No!”

Now she was hand-talking. “Liliana.” Hands sweeping toward me. “Do you know how many kids are on that waiting list?” Hands in the air. “It’s one of the few programs that doesn’t have requirements like certain grades, income, or… other things.” Hands on her hips. “Listen, you’re going. Besides, your father and I—”

And there it was. Dad did know. I looked at my mother’s beaming face and imagined him having the same reaction.

Truth. My dad has been MIA since the end of the summer. All Mom would say about it was, Your papi went on a trip. There’s really nothing worse than being lied to by your own parent. Why couldn’t she just tell me the truth? I could handle whatever it was. What? Dad left to go live with another woman and her dumb-ass kids? Dad left on a bender and Mom didn’t know when he’d be back? Dad took some shady job in some other part of the country? He’d left before on those sorts of jobs, but he’d always come back. Then he and Mom would spend the whole day in their bedroom (ew), and that night we’d all go out to dinner at someplace like Old Country Buffet or Olive Garden.

But he’d only ever been gone for a week, tops, before. Never this long.

“Bueno,” she finally said, giving the pamphlet a kiss, I kid you not. “You’re going. Punto.”

I slammed the door to my bedroom, put on my headphones, and played music so loud I swear my hair was vibrating. Why did I need to go to some school an hour’s drive away? Where I didn’t know a single person? I pictured myself eating chips all alone at a table in a sea of strangers.

I planned to protest in my room all night—except I got crazy hungry. I needed to get me some Honey Buns from the corner store, is what I needed to do. But they had six hundred calories in each one, and two come in a package, and once you ate one, it was virtually impossible not to eat the other. So—not. I knocked on my window for Jade, trying to distract myself from my growling stomach. No answer. So I took out my notebook. Something that always made me feel better: writing. I have always capital L Loved writing. Even more than sleep. I’d stay up late and I’d wake up early to write, even on the weekends. Like, I had to. I’m not talking about some five-paragraph bull they always be giving us at school to practice for the state tests.

I’m practically the same way about reading. Right now I was totally into books by Sandra Cisneros. From her website she seemed cool, but in that way where the person wasn’t trying to be cool, you know? She didn’t have a dozen piercings or anything, but she had a tattoo of a Badalupe on her left bicep. She wore BRIGHT red lipstick and lots of mascara. And sometimes she had really short bangs. If I even tried to have bangs, then my whole head would just frizz. Not cute.

Something else I capital L Loved—and this is kinda weird, but whatever—I capital L Loved building miniatures. Houses and buildings. Like, out of cardboard, or cereal boxes or receipts, scraps of paper, shopping bags, stuff like that. That obsession started way back when I wanted the Barbie Dreamhouse soooo bad. Mom said it was too expensive, but then one day she came home with a big cardboard box—a lady she was cleaning house for had just gotten a new TV—and helped me make my own. Like I said, Mom = smart. Then, when I was in fourth grade, Dad took my brothers and me to the Children’s Museum, and a lady was offering a free art class in one of the studios. She showed us this one artist, Ana Serrano, who made little hotels, stores, and apartment buildings. But this was like, next level. She only used cardboard! I’m talking teeny tiny air conditioners, teeny tiny potted plants, and even teeny tiny satellite dishes on teeny tiny rooftops. All. Made. Out. Of. Cardboard. So crazy! So cool. And boom, I was obsessed. Under my bed is like half a city’s worth of teeny tiny buildings. I was building a bakery now—Yoli’s Pasteles y Panadería—but that night I didn’t have the patience to focus on it. My stomach was mad growly.

So I gave up and left my room. Mom was in the living room, whisper-yelling into her phone. All of a sudden, she began crying like someone had died! I couldn’t tell if I was hallucinating from how hungry I was. Wait, maybe someone had died, someone in Guatemala or El Salvador or Arizona (about one hundred relatives I’d never met lived in these places), or hello, my dad. It was hard to hear exactly what she was saying between the wails, but I caught phrases: too dangerous, too expensive, I just don’t know.

What was too dangerous? What was too expensive? METCO was a free program. She couldn’t have been talking about that, and besides, who was she talking to?

Afraid she would hear me snooping, I speed-walked to the kitchen, grabbed two granola bars (what? the cheap kind are small), and hightailed it back to my room, thinking, thinking. No. She wasn’t talking about METCO. That news had made her happier than she’d looked all week. When had they signed me up, anyway?

As I thought about it, it started making sense. See, every February when I was in elementary school, my dad had dragged me to a charter school lottery. The last time we went, I think I was ten. I remember because Dad got us a blue raspberry Coolatta from Dunkins, even though it was snowing. The school basement was packed. I even recognized a girl from my grade. She was with her grandmother, who clutched a rosary as she prayed. I was kind of scared at first, but Dad explained that we were there to put in our application for a spot at the charter school. I didn’t know what a charter school was, and to be honest, I still don’t really understand how it’s different (besides the fact that they make you go to school longer, sometimes even in the summer). But Dad was all psyched about it.

Like the other parents, Dad filled out a form and received a poker chip with a number on it. Then we sat and waited on benches for, like, ever, passing the Coolatta back and forth until finally a lady at the front of the room said it was time to start the lottery. Inside one of those big round bingo cages were poker chips that matched the ones that had been handed out. That cage was packed with chips!

“Let me tell you how this is gonna work,” the lady announced. “I’m gonna call the numbers, and if your number is called, your child gets a spot. At the end, we’ll put the rest of the names on the waiting list.”

“How many spots are there?” a man with red cheeks asked.

“Twenty-eight.”

“How many poker chips have you given out?”

“Two hundred and twelve.”

The audience gasped. I looked at Dad, who rubbed at his knuckles. No lie, I was ready to be done with it. My butt hurt from sitting so long. And I had to pee. As the lady called the numbers and the spots filled up, some parents cried tears of joy. The sleeping babies woke up in a daze. The old people clapped. But as we got to the twenty-third and twenty-fourth slots, other families—most families—began to weep into crumpled tissues. This must be one special school, I remember thinking. And when she called the number for the twenty-eighth slot, a man screamed, “¡Así es!” as around him the weeping grew louder.

The lady at the front looked around—I gotta admit, she looked really sad—and said, “Thank you all for coming. If your number hasn’t been called, you’ll be added to the waiting list.”

Dad’s nostrils opened and closed like a bull’s in a bullfight. In a low, calm voice he said, “Let’s go.”

I grasped his hand, glad we were leaving. But he was heading for the lady. “Thank you for organizing this lottery,” he said to her, dipping his head. “I know you have lots of kids on the waiting list. My daughter Liliana would love to attend this school. Is there something I could do? Work as a janitor at night or on the weekends? Or maybe—”

“Sir, please,” she interrupted. “There is a waiting list, as I explained. Fair is fair.”

“But I want her to have a chance. I couldn’t finish school. Please at least hear me out.”

The woman looked at my Coolatta-blue lips.

“I’m sorry, sir. You have to go.” She pointed to the door where families were inching their way out of the hot basement.

I thought maybe Dad was going to jump over the table and tell this lady off. But he didn’t. He nodded. “Thank you anyway,” he said, so, so politely. And we walked away.

“Dad? Can’t you talk to her boss or something?”

He shook his head.

“Dad? Why can’t I go to this school? That’s not fair.”

“Life isn’t always fair, mija,” he said.

“But, Dad—”

“Listen to me. This is not a problem. Oye, there are worse things in life. At least you have a public school you can go to. I didn’t even have that.” He looked up. Outside, the snow had almost covered the basement windows.

“Dad?”

“You want something, Liliana, you go after it. No matter what. You’ll get an education, whether it’s at a charter school or not. Okay?”

“Dad?”

“You have a goal? Stick with it. ¿Entiendes?”

I nodded. “But, Dad?”

“What is it?”

“I really have to pee.”



I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I heard was my morning alarm.

At lunch, Jade and I sat together like we always did, except she spent most of the time texting with Ernesto. Jade was the only friend I spoke Spanish with—okay, Spanglish. Unlike me, Jade wasn’t born here. She was three when her parents moved to Boston from Honduras. I knew she didn’t have her papers. It was something that just was, something we never really talked about. When it came time for city-subsidized summer programs or the opportunity to get stipends from the YMCA, Jade never bothered applying because she knew she wouldn’t qualify. That, and she didn’t want to get sent back to Honduras. Jade’s phone buzzed for, like, the sixth time in three minutes. Her boy, Ernesto, was cool. I mean, I liked that he made Jade happy (even though he was mad old, like seventeen, I think). I reached for the bag in front of her. “You gonna eat the rest of those chips?”

“Um, YES.” She snatched the bag back. “But you can have one.” She smiled.

As I licked the salt off the chip then nibbled the edges, Jade stared.

“What?” I asked.

“Liliana, please. Don’t what me. What’s good with you lately?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I just got in a fight with my mom last night.”

“ ’Bout what?” Jade asked, looking down at her phone.

She was obviously more interested in Ernesto than in me. So why bother? “I don’t want to talk about it. Can I have another chip?”

She handed me the bag, laughed at one of Ernesto’s texts, and began typing away while I sat there crunching. I might as well have been sitting alone. METCO wasn’t looking so bad all of a sudden.

“Oh look! Mrs. Marano is on Insta. Oh shoot!”

“What? Let me see.” I grabbed the phone. There was Mrs. Marano, holding a baby in a pink blanket, waving into the camera. Aw, she’d had a girl. Jade snatched back her phone. God forbid she missed a single text from Ernesto. Sure enough, she immediately began typing away.

“Hey, girl,” I finally said.

Jade raised a finger. Wait.

“Wow,” I said, crossing my arms when she finally put down the phone.

She smiled wide. “What?” Even her eyes seemed to smile. It was cool, on the one hand, seeing her all cheesed out and whatnot, but I couldn’t help but be worried that she was going to turn into one of those girls who only had time for their guy.

I handed her the METCO pamphlet.

Jade turned it over. “What’s this?”

“Read it.”

The pamphlet included information about the history of the program, contacts, and biographies of alumni, along with stuff about the W towns—Wellesley, Wayland, Weston, Westburg. White towns. Towns where the schools were real good, where there were enough computers for everyone in a grade to be using one at the same time. Truth, the laptops in the computer carts at my school were always breaking. Kids were always stealing letters off the keys—especially F, U, C, and K.

The pamphlet also bragged about all the extracurricular clubs, from fencing to fashion. But Jade just scanned the cover, then flapped it at me. Her phone buzzed. “Okay, so what exactly is this I’m reading?” she asked, glancing at a new text.

“I got into that program, METCO. I guess my folks signed me up forever ago, but before you say anything—”

Instead of looking upset though, Jade looked… impressed? “Sounds fly.”

“Fly? Who says ‘fly’ anymore?” I laughed.

She smirked, checked out her phone again, which had pinged a second time, and then looked back up. “Girl—so you’re really changing schools?”

“I kinda don’t have a choice. My mom is being super aggy about it all.” I didn’t want Jade to think I’d been seeking out this opportunity, or was like, dying to leave Boston. “I wanted to tell you about it last night—”

Bzzzz. Her phone. Again.

How could she not be upset? And I realized that I wanted Jade to be upset. I wanted her to want me to stay.

“So, that’s it?” I asked.

“Whatchu want? A bunch of balloons to fall from the ceiling?” Jade’s smile disappeared.

“No… It’s just— Forget it.”

“Well, I think it’s cool, that program. Damn. And,” she added, “I got some news of my own.”

“What’s that?” My head was stuck on Jade thinking METCO was cool. Even though, well, wasn’t she going to ask me about the school? Wouldn’t a best friend want to know basic things like, when I’d leave? Hello?

She shut her eyes for three long-ass seconds. “Ernesto said he loved me.”

“In a text?” Whoa! “For real?”

“No! Yes. He said it. Last night!”

My stomach did this fluttering thing. “That’s fire.”

“Yeah.” And I swear she looked all… dreamy. Gah!

“So happy. For you.” I didn’t know what else to say. It was true. I wasn’t jealous—not of what he said. It was more like, my best friend was sitting right in front of me, but she couldn’t have felt further away. Like… it didn’t matter to her at all if I went to school twenty-two miles away. Yeah, I’d looked it up.

The bell rang. Jade stood up and gave me a side hug. “Anyway, congratulations. ’Bout the new program. That’s whatsup. Look, I gotta get to art.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Later.”

Yeah, but who knows when, later.
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After school I brought the boys to the library so I wouldn’t have to deal with them complaining about Mom hiding their video games for a second day in a row. We stayed until the sky turned the color of cement. When we walked into the living room, Mom was going nuts. She was hunting through a bunch of papers and envelopes, looking wildly at each handful, then flinging them to the floor.

“Mom!” I grabbed her by the shoulders, but she pushed me away, so hard that I fell backward onto the couch. What the—

“I can’t take this anymore!” she yelled, and began pacing the living room.

“Mom?” I said hesitantly, not wanting to get her even angrier. “Why don’t you just sit down? Maybe I can help you find—whatever it is?”

Benjamin and Christopher had immediately booked it down the hall and were now poking their heads around the sheet that divided the living room from their bedroom (which was really the dining room).

Mom’s eyes were totally swollen. It looked like she’d been bawling for a month straight. I remembered her crying last night. What was up?

“Mom?”

“I need to find a paper that belongs to your father. A pay stub. It’s important.”

I jumped up. “I can help.” I went to the chair by the door and picked up a pile of mail that I assumed she hadn’t looked through yet.

“Don’t touch anything, Liliana!” She yanked the letters from my hands, and they flew everywhere.

“Mom. Chill.” I squatted to pick it all up.

“What?” She glared at me.

“Calm… down…?”

Why did people hate it when they were told to calm down? Still, I was about to take it back, when Mom said, “You want me to calm— Do you even know how much— Do you think—” She was so uncalm that she couldn’t even finish her sentences.

I reached for the remote control and shut off the television. Then I kind of wanted to turn it right back on. The silence sucked. So did arguing with my mom.

“Look, Mom, it’s been a minute since Dad left, and yeah, he’s unpredictable—he’s done it before. But you’re… you’re kinda scaring me… and the boys. You’re acting… kinda craz—”

Her hand flew up, ready to slap me. And my hand flew protectively to my cheek as if it already stung.

“What the hell—” came out of my mouth before I could stop it. I cringed, waiting for her to slap me. Truth: she’d only ever hit the boys and me on the arms or legs before, and that was only when we did something really bad, like steal money from her purse. I’d never seen her this riled up.

“Malcriada,” she said, raising her arm in the air once more.

“Well,” I said, narrowing my eyes, “you’re the one who raised me, so then that’s on you.”

This time I knew she would actually slap me, so I ducked out of the way, snatched my backpack, and headed out the door.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she bellowed after me.

I was charging down the hall, pushing open the door to the stairs.

“Liliana! Get back here!”

I took the stairs two at a time, holding the rail so I wouldn’t fall on my face. Fury surged through me. Why was she like this? No wonder my father kept taking off!

Outside I glanced up at the apartment, and there she was, head stuck out the window, hair all crazy like a witch’s or something.

“Liliana! Get back in here right now!”

No way. But where to go? Not Jade’s. Mom would just march over and drag me back. The library was closed already. I could go to the corner store. And then it dawned on me. Damn. My phone and wallet were on the counter. It was dark. Suddenly I could barely breathe. I hated this. Being cornered. Out of control. Not knowing what was next. I hadn’t even grabbed my jacket. Stupid! I checked my pockets for money. Nada. I avoided eye contact as I roamed up the street, especially with that sketchy dude with the mustache in front of Lorenzo’s Liquor who always catcalled at me and Jade. I walked around until my skin prickled with cold. September could be like that—unpredictable. Like my life, apparently.

Finally I had no choice. I had to head home, and face… more unpredictability. But when I cracked the door open, Mom was asleep in front of the television. I turned down the volume. Had the boys even had dinner? I peeked behind the curtain. They were sleeping hard, sprawled out like they owned the world. I felt a pang in my chest. They were okay. At least there was that.

I filled a coffee mug with Froot Loops and milk, grabbed a spoon, and tiptoed to my room. Out the window, Jade’s lights were off. The moon was bright. Bright like a diamond. No, that was from a song. Bright like a Home Depot bulb? I thought, I should write that down, but I didn’t feel like writing. Or reading. Or painting my nails. Or working on my cardboard buildings. Ugh. My head began to throb. I wolfed down the cereal and tried to fall asleep.

But I couldn’t.

Because all I really wanted to do was talk to my dad. Look, I wasn’t stupid. I knew Dad wasn’t a saint. Yeah, he had a day job, delivering soda crates, but I knew he had side stuff going on too—gambling, selling car parts, and whatnot. A couple of his friends had even been arrested, mostly for stupid stuff—theft and drugs here and there, but nothing really bad like murder or whatever. Dad was a hustler. A businessman of the streets, I liked to think. And he was smart. Really smart.

And now he’d been gone for twenty-six days. Yep, I’d been counting. I legit counted every time. And when he did come back, he was like recharged or whatever. Last July when he came back from a five-day stint to who knows where, he was in the best mood for, like, the rest of the summer. Every morning he’d bring my brothers and me someplace fun, like swimming at Revere Beach or to get pastries at Au Bon Pain or to some program at the Children’s Museum. Dad had friends who worked everywhere, it seemed—the Prudential mall food court, the big library downtown in Copley Square, the welcome center at one of the Harbor Islands. So we’d visit his friends and get something free, even if it was only a soda from a concession stand. On really hot days he’d take us to the movies and we’d sneak from room to room, show to show, until my skin prickled with goose bumps from the air-conditioning. But this time felt different.… This time I got to thinking, What if he wasn’t just skipping town? What if he was gone for good?

My mind kept racing. Was this insomnia? And now I was crying—I had to get a grip. Sometimes I wished I could just… just… unzip myself from my own life and start over, somewhere where no one knew me, or my shady father, or my depressed mother, or my “best” friend. Escape it all.

It’s a scary thing, though, to get what you ask for. Right?



The next morning the couch was empty and Mom’s bedroom door was closed. Didn’t even open when Christopher spilled cereal all over the place and Benjamin screamed, “I’m going to tell Dad!” We all froze, stared at the frosted squares on the floor, waiting for Mom to come charging out, but nada. The deep dark state must be near sea bottom. To be honest, after last night, I was glad I didn’t have to see her before I left for school. Gave me the day to think. Then she wasn’t there when we got home. I let the twins play as many video games as they wanted.

Mom must have gotten a quick job. Sometimes she got calls from other ladies in the building to join them for a day’s work, usually doing something like helping a white lady in Brookline reorganize her closet or label a hundred jars full of homemade jam or whatever. My mom was the queen of random jobs. Once, she got a job from this lady who needed help making party favors for her four-year-old son’s birthday party. No joke! These jobs paid in cash, so Mom was happy. Thing was, she didn’t have a high school diploma. So it was hard for her to get steady work and still be home for us after school or at night or whatever. Plus, there was some issue with missing paperwork—something about she lost her original birth certificate and stuff in a fire when she was younger.

Dad was the one who’d had—HAD—a real job, like, one he went to every day, at a soda company warehouse. They even gave him a special belt that protected his back while he worked. You would think we would have gotten tons of free soda, right? WRONG. That company was mad cheap. Employees couldn’t even take a soda for their break, or they’d be fined, or even fired.

I microwaved some instant hot cocoa for the boys and me, then pulled the half-finished bakery from under my bed. I’d used an empty cereal box for the walls, painted them pink with some old nail polish. Made the walls nice and glossy. Now I cut up a tissue box and used those pieces to create some windows and a door. I flipped through some recycled revistas for a picture of a brick wall (which was really hard to find, in case you’re wondering). As I was writing Yoli’s Pasteles y Panadería on a rectangle of cardboard—I was going to glue it onto the front of the store—Benjamin came into the kitchen for more cocoa and asked what I was doing.

“What does it look like I’m doing?”

“You know what you should do?” Benjamin opened the refrigerator and stuffed a slice of cheese into his mouth.

“What?” I rubbed the glue stick on the back of the little sign.

He chewed with his mouth open. “You know how they have those wires at the top of buildings so robbers won’t jump over the walls?”

I looked up, picturing the barbed silver spirals that covered so many of the stores on Centre Street. “Hey, shut the fridge!”

“You should do that,” he said.

It was actually a good idea. “But what would I use?”

He didn’t answer. He shut the refrigerator door with his hip and ran back to his room.

Hmmm… I’d have to think on that one.

I was writing in my journal, ready for bed, when Mom finally came home. I expected her to head straight to the kitchen to heat up some frijoles or whatever. Instead she knocked on my door real soft. That made me instantly nervous. For years I’d tried to train her to actually knock on my bedroom door instead of barging in—so why was she finally doing it now?

“Come in,” I said, closing my journal and sitting up straight.

She perched on the edge of my bed. “How was your day?”

I shrugged. I got it. I got it; she was under a lot of stress. But she was going cray-cray. Still, I knew I probably should apologize for swearing the night before. Just as I was about to, she surprised me again by saying, “So… listen. I’m sorry about what happened.” She looked away. “I really am. It’s just that there’s a lot going on and I don’t know what’s going to happen.” And then—gahhh!—she was crying again!

No lie, I felt bad for her. “Dad’s not coming back, is he?”

She cried harder. “I don’t know, mija. I just don’t know.”

I rubbed Mom’s shoulder. She cried it out for another minute, then pulled a tissue from her jeans pocket and wiped her nose. “Liliana…,” she began. I knew what she was going to say.

“Mom,” I said. “I’ll try METCO.” We both knew that meant, I’ll do it, but I’m throwing in that “try” because I’m stubborn and we both know that I’m stubborn because I’m your daughter so let’s just leave it at that. K? K.

“Ay, mija,” she said, hugging me tight. Then her phone buzzed. It was probably Tía Laura. She’d been calling from Guatemala like every other day since Dad had left. Tía Laura had raised my father, so she was more like his mother than his aunt, which made her more like my grandmother than my great-aunt. She was sweet and all. Dad loved her a lot. I could tell from the way he made us clean the apartment like crazy whenever she visited, or how he insisted on Tía Laura getting the best seat on the couch. Mom glanced at the phone screen and bolted out of the room.

Huh. Lately, every time Tía Laura called, my mom took the phone into another room, and on top of that, she whispered. Something was up. Something was definitely up. And not just me, now going to METCO.
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And after one more week of skyscraper-size butterflies in my stomach, I was on my way to Westburg High. When my alarm went off that first morning, it was still dark outside. I wouldn’t say I was 100 percent excited or 100 percent nervous. I was more like that scared emoji with all its teeth showing. Everyone else was still asleep. I kissed Mom good-bye on the forehead, and she opened her eyes long enough to smile and whisper, “Good luck, mija.”

“Thanks,” I said, pulling up her blanket. I looked at the empty other half of the bed. Dad didn’t even know I’d gotten into METCO.

I was heading for the front door, when there Mom was, in her wrinkled white robe.

“Jesus, Mom! I thought you were a ghost or something.”

“Here,” she said, handing me a warm ten-dollar bill. “I don’t know what they’ll have for lunch over there.”

She looked so sleepy.

“Thanks, Mom,” I said.



Most of the twenty or so other kids on the bus were asleep. The few who were awake listened to music on their phones or did homework. I could never do that—read or write on a bus. I would throw up all over everyone. I didn’t recognize anyone. They were mostly Black and apparently from all over Boston, not just my neighborhood. I wondered how long they’d been in the program. Some looked my age, some older. Were any starting today, like I was?

I was supposed to meet my METCO “buddy” at school, some girl named Genesis. Miss Jackson had explained that the buddy was usually a junior or a senior, also from Boston. The buddy would do stuff like show me where to sit at lunch and whatever. But last night, Genesis had texted to say that she was going to be absent on my first day—she’d meet me on Tuesday instead. So I was on my own. Great. I also had something called a host family, like a backup family in the suburbs. I wondered who my host family would be. Were they rich? The pamphlet had said: In case of a bad snowstorm, if the buses can’t get out of Westburg, it might make more sense for your child to spend the night with his/her host family. Now I was worrying about snowstorms—staying with some rich suburban family sounded totally awkward!

Yet I must have dozed off, because all of a sudden the sky was pink and orange and we were in the suburbs. I wiped drool off my chin with the back of my hand, hoping no one had noticed, and stuck a piece of gum into my mouth. There was actually traffic out here! Except no one was honking or cussing anyone out. People used their blinkers. Let each other turn at intersections. Crazy-nice cars too. Expensive-looking. The neighborhoods all had big houses. BIG houses. I also saw things I knew the words for but had never had a reason to name: sprinklers, landscape truck, dog trainer. No joke—a van with the words canine etiquette and paw prints painted on it drove past us. Who says “canine,” anyway?

We drove down one street lined with pastel-painted mansions, photo-shoot-ready lawns, and driveways dotted with abandoned basketballs and scooters and everything. People just left their stuff outside overnight? NO WAY that would happen on my street; it would be like putting up a steal me sign. I saw a man jogging. An old lady power walking with her elbows out to the sides. A teenage guy delivering newspapers. Like, real newspapers. I thought newspaper delivery people were extinct or whatever. And they were all white. Alllllll white.
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