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CHAPTER 1

I CAN’T REMEMBER A TIME I hated my mother and my stepfather more than the summer before my senior year.

And it wasn’t that normal kind of Oh man, these people don’t understand me bad Disney movie kind of throwback hate. This was mortal-enemy-level hate. It was deep and pitch-black and enough to make me nearly consider getting into death metal.

While I knew I’d change my mind as the emotions scarred over, the laundry list of offenses was too much to bear.

It wasn’t enough that she took my car. Not enough that I couldn’t see my friends over the summer either—I mean, I didn’t have a lot of friends, but still. No, my mother had to choose my very last summer before senior year—the most important year of high school—to hoist an enormous piece of life-shattering news over my head; six little words annihilating all hopes of a decent summer.

“We are moving to the Bronx.”

She said it as if she were telling me about what she had for lunch. Like it wasn’t a big deal at all, just another enormous change less than eight months after the 7 lb. 4 oz. change that was sleeping in her bassinet next to me showed up. At least I was initially excited about the baby. Did I realize what else came with said baby? No. But at least before she was born, I had the gift of blissful ignorance. This was a straight baseball bat to the face.

And it wasn’t like we hadn’t moved before. We moved all the time. My stepfather Al’s job demanded we did. Since I was ten, we’d moved seven times, and I’d gone to seven different private schools. This, though? The Bronx? Before, we’d only ever moved within San Antonio. And we’d been in our current apartment for eighteen months, and I’d convinced myself that things were finally stable. I’d even made a friend in Clarissa—the only other Puerto Rican in my class. It wasn’t like anybody really cared that we were Puerto Rican. I mean, most of the time they didn’t think we were since we looked white, but it felt nice to know there was at least one other “secret” Puerto Rican like me in class.

But yet another move, and this one across the country?

“Well?” she asked with exasperated motherly expectation. From the look in her eye, that stare filled with embers, each waiting to burst to life, there was only one right answer.

Problem was, I didn’t have it for her. I mean, how was I supposed to react? Moving from San Antonio to the Bronx? It was like she wanted my life to be in constant chaos. I only had one year left in high school, and then I’d be out of her hair. A perfect time to go anywhere in the world she wanted with a fresh baby and one less mouth to feed. I mean, come on. The Bronx? Seriously? It felt like she and my stepfather got high and brainstormed ways to make me miserable. I imagined them taking a big old toke and laughing like kindergartners every time they imagined something else to throw my way.

We are moving to the Bronx.

The “we” in that equation did not include me. Before Al, I was totally a part of that “we,” but as soon as he entered our lives, everything changed. I got demoted. Al and Mom made me feel like I was lucky to be taken care of, and Al, especially, expected me to be grateful I was allowed to stay in the house. Couldn’t they have asked me if I wanted to move? Fine, they had an adult conversation, great, but couldn’t they come to me after and let me be a part of the life-changing decision? Couldn’t they show me the slightest bit of respect?

My mother used to be my best friend. That changed as soon as she fulfilled her crusade to find me a father—which I never asked for. Then she gave me a sibling, which was something else I never asked for, but I was happier to take the sister than keep the stepfather. Baby Grace was the only reason I liked living with Mom and Al. She was cute, and it felt nice to take care of her.

Mom, though—she changed. It didn’t feel like she was quite ready to raise a kid from the start all over again. She pretended she was, sure, but she’d had my grandparents to help raise me. I missed them then. They wouldn’t have let her mess with my life this way. They wouldn’t have let her take me from home right before my last year of high school to chase whatever new moneymaking scheme my stepfather had lined up, one that was going to blow up in his face because they always blew up in his face. If they were around, I’d have had a place to stay. Wouldn’t have mattered if Al, Mom, and Gracie moved to the other side of the world.

“I’m not moving there.” I said it with a little bit of a laugh and half a smile, so that I could fall back on it being a joke if she decided to whup my ass. But there was also enough attitude for her to know I was, in fact, serious. It was a delicate equation, and one I thought I’d perfected over the years, if I said so myself. “I can stay with Clarissa, or I can go with David and Belen.”

“Ay, Clarissa is barely a friend.” My mother arched an eyebrow. “And the Acostas? When was the last time we even spoke to them?”

“They’re my godparents.”

“They were your father’s friends, not mine. And they’re nowhere near your school.”

I grunted. “Whatever. I’ll get my car fixed. It doesn’t make sense to leave here so close to graduation.”

My mother stared at me blankly. “Your car?” And then she smirked. I wished she hadn’t smirked. I wished she did anything—anything—to stop me from hating her. But it felt like she was determined, somehow, to keep pushing me further away. “Y quien te hizo a pensar that was going to happen?”

“It’s my car. I pay the insurance on it, and I keep up the repairs.”

Mom pointed at me. “And you are the jodón who crashed it driving around your drunk friends. Or did you forget that?” She sneered. “And you realize that insurance premium is going to go up, don’t you? Can you pay for that?”

“I didn’t forget anything,” I said. “I’ve been applying for jobs so I can handle the extra cost of the car, by the way.” I hated talking about the damn accident. Nobody was hurt. Only damage was a dinged-up passenger-side door. Scratched, mostly. Bumper was a wash. Not that any of that mattered; all my mom cared about was that I screwed up. It was a new needle for her to drive into me every time she wanted to dominate the conversation.

“Ay, anyway, on top of all that”—she steamrolled ahead, not deigning to stop and acknowledge what I’d said—“estabas borracho también. Driving under the influence like one of your moron friends.”

“I have told you this a hundred times. I wasn’t drunk,” I said. “I didn’t even drink a whole beer. The cops even said I didn’t register on the stupid Breathalyzer.”

“Oh, I see. So, you’re just a careless driver, then? You don’t take it seriously enough when you’re driving other young people around to not nearly kill yourself and everyone in the car?” Mom was instigating, the way she always did. Questioning and questioning until we argued.

The problem was, I knew which ones to press back on. “I care a lot. Right now, I really care about you and Al dragging me and Gracie from our lives—senior year, my SATs, college applications—to move out to the frigging projects in New York.”

Mom huffed, waving a hand as if she were waving away a pest. “We’re not going to the projects, muchacho. The Bronx isn’t so bad. Besides, your father’s getting a big raise and we got family up there, so we’ll see more people.” She raised both hands in the air. “Sounds like a great deal for all of us.”

“Sounds like a great deal for my stepfather. I don’t see why I need to move now if I’m leaving next year.”

“I’m supposed to give up on free rent in New York?” Mom asked.

Of course, I fell right into her trap. If I let it go, that was her excuse to move on from the conversation as if I’d agreed to it from the start. If I fought back, I was being a brat and didn’t deserve the consideration of a voice in this massive change.

“This isn’t fair,” I said. “I deserved to be a part of the conversation before you decided to make the move.”

“Manny, if I can’t trust you to drive a car, how can I trust you to stay here all by yourself? How can I trust you to be a part of this decision?”

“The car was a mistake, Ma. And moving for college is different than moving right before senior year. That’s disruptive.”

“Mistakes or not, you’re staying with us. I’ve got the baby to deal with. I can only do so much, and Al is going to be busy with the new building, so you’re going to have to do the bare minimum to repay your mother for living rent-free for so long by helping us however you can.”

The guilt was a layered cake at that point. I wanted to fight more. Really make my case. I knew I could finesse the Acostas into letting me stay with them if I had a chance; they’d always felt bad for me after my parents divorced and my dad ran off to Oregon.

Mom shook her head, an end to the conversation, and tossed my backpack to me. She motioned to my room. “Get packing—you leave with Al on Friday in the truck. I’ll be there a couple of days later, so you two shouldn’t have killed each other by then.”

I felt like she’d hit me between the eyes with a hammer. “And you tell me hours before I have to go? How are we getting there?”

“U-Haul. I bet you’ll even get a chance to drive.” She smirked. “And it isn’t hours; Friday is still three days away.”

“Doesn’t he have people there to help him who are, like… trained to work in a building? Shouldn’t we wait until it’s ready? What about the baby? Why not hire movers?”

“Manuel Jose, that man has done a lot for you. The least you can do is help him a little before you leave for college. Grace and I are staying here for only a few more days. I need to sort out some leftover business for your grandparents since nobody will be here to do that. In the meantime, you and Al can go ahead and get things ready.” She eyed me. “We need to work together. Al’s broken his ass to make this happen for all of us.”

“Oh yeah. Al’s a tremendous help with my mental health. I’m doing awesome, thanks to him.”

“Ay, that’s right. He didn’t help pay your tuition or help pay for the stereo system you had installed in a 2004 Toyota Camry with 140,000 miles. Real monster keeping you in new clothes and letting you concentrate on your studies without bothering you once to get a job.” She motioned to my bedroom again with more gusto. “Go and get packed before I get mad, mijo.”

In her head, she’d won the argument hours before she even started it. This was her way of simply making her fantasy into reality, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.
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CHAPTER 2

A KNUCKLE TO THE SIDE of my head woke me up.

“Wake up, sleepyhead. We’re here.” Al cleared his throat before taking a hit from an e-cigarette.

I blinked and rubbed my eyes. The clock on the dash read 6:57 a.m. I sat up and looked out my window. We were parked in front of what I assumed was our new home in the Bronx.

“Did I miss the drive through New Jersey?” I asked.

Al grunted. “Nobody ‘misses’ New Jersey, kid.”

I guess I’d been asleep since Pennsylvania. Al let me drive through most of Texas, but his patience had quickly worn thin since I wouldn’t go over sixty-five. That left him driving for the bulk of our time up north unless we had to detour onto a local road—he hated driving local speed limits. At first I was happy to let him take the wheel, but the boredom nearly killed me. I may not have been a speed demon, but being the passenger, like, 80 percent of the time was mind-numbing. Especially when the roads were dark and surrounded by farmland.

So much fricking farmland.

The houses along the street were packed close and looked weird. A lot of them had more than one entrance at the front. I didn’t see many of those back home. Some had more than three mailboxes out front. How many people fit into these places? I wondered. No space between people or cars. No sense of privacy. This was the kind of place that nurtured a feeling of irritability, and with only a little more than four hours of sleep, I was super feeling that.

People were already out walking, probably on their way to work. It was strange to see so many people walking instead of driving. Even the people who came out from houses that had a few cars in the driveway kept walking down the street and around the corner.

Alfonso sneezed and grabbed a wad of paper towels from the dash. “Not even a few minutes here and the allergies come kicking in,” he said. “Though, at least I look better than you.” He cackled into the paper towel as he blew his nose.

That was Al’s distinct way of saying “good morning.” His distinct way of kicking the groin of the start of my day with no means of climbing back out of the vortex of misery he wanted me stuck inside. He didn’t look like the kind of guy who gave off toxic energy. He had kind eyes and wasn’t an imposing guy physically. When he and my mom were dating, I even thought he was cool. A little too obsessed with money, but still a semi-decent guy. Decent enough for me to feel like my mom finally made an excellent choice about a man in her life.

Then she got pregnant, and they got married, and in came “Dad” Al. Gone was the cool guy my mom was dating, replaced by a loser who thought every little thing he did was some big life lesson for me. As if he could teach me anything more than what not to wear to be taken seriously by other adults. All his wisdom was condescending nonsense.

I grabbed my phone and checked to see if I had messages from friends.

“Too early to video-call with your girlfriend,” Al said with a smirk. “It’s six in the morning back in Texas, and she probably doesn’t have her face on.”

“Her face on?” I rolled my eyes. “Dude, how old are you again?”

“Old enough to know better than to bother a girl at the butt crack of dawn.”

I couldn’t roll my eyes hard enough.

Before we left, I’d said goodbye to friends, but it all felt so rushed and awkward. There were stiff hugs and lots of promises to FaceTime, but I barely had a moment to digest everything before Al and I were on the road.

“See you soon,” my friends had said to me. As if they were sharing a script. Not that I could find anything better to say. They were probably as surprised as I was. I hadn’t gotten much time to prepare for the move, and frankly, the idea that I now lived in New York wouldn’t register in my brain. I felt like this was a vacation, some time away before the inevitable return home.

That this was home—even for a year—felt like a lie. I couldn’t accept that.

“Put the phone away,” Al said. “We need to get the truck unloaded by noon so I can drop it off. I ain’t paying no extra fees. Gas was enough.”

“Your gas or the car’s gas?”

“Very cute. Move your butt.”

I stretched as I got out of the car and took in the building. The facade was all brick and looked surprisingly dingy for a newer building. There were a handful of shrubs lining the front that hadn’t grown out yet, with more holes dug for ones that were clearly missing. The smell of fertilizer stung my sinuses. The entryway was all glass, and there was a sign to the left of it that read BLACKROCK GLEN.

“Is that the name of the building?” I asked.

“Yeah. What, you don’t like it? It’s fancy. Fancy names bring fancy people.”

Kindergarten logic. No use fighting.

“Yeah, okay.”

Al worked a key off his key ring and held it out to me. “Top floor. Turn the key to the left.”

“I know how a key works.”

“Do you?”

Whatever. I walked around to the back of the truck to get it open.

“Work fast, Manny. Start with the smaller crap. I’ll help you with the furniture as soon as I handle a few things,” Al said.

“Sure. Whatever.”

I grabbed my backpack and a few of the lighter boxes and headed into Blackrock Glen. The lobby was modern and sleek, with white marble floors and a couple of couches still wrapped in plastic. It looked a lot like some of the buildings we’d lived in back home. There were wires sticking out from some of the outlets, and the overhead lighting hadn’t been installed yet—I could see sloppy writing in pencil measuring where holes needed to be cut and wires attached. I got onto the elevator. It had mirrored walls, making an infinite row of my sad reflection holding moving boxes. I wasn’t a fan of that. It made me feel self-conscious, as if someone were watching me.

The top floor was dark—only the safety lights were on, giving it a creepy glow. But when I opened the door to our apartment—my home for the next year—I was bathed in sunlight. The floor-to-ceiling windows faced west and north, and I could see the entirety of the neighborhood. There were other buildings visible, some as tall as Blackrock Glen. In the distance, I saw a collection of brown brick buildings clustered together. We’d never lived in a building this tall before, so I’d be lying if I said the view wasn’t impressive. I stepped to one window and looked down, watching people walking along the block.

I put the boxes down and did a quick scan of the other rooms. It was clear which bedroom would be mine. Not as big as some of the rooms I’d had back in San Antonio, but not the shoebox some of my friends had warned me I’d end up with. Still, for a luxury top-floor apartment, I’d expected to get a larger bedroom. But outside of the view, the apartment was about the same as our last one. I wasn’t sure if I hated this place yet, but it felt like I could. The sterility, the way it almost felt like a purgatory, like it was a place for me to stay a prisoner in until I served the right amount of time—it trumped the views and the marble and the fancy carpets. All bones and no heart. My grandfather always used to say that empty places attracted terrible things. That we needed to keep our hearts full, or darkness would take over. I’d never understood what he meant, but the way the apartment building made me feel made it clear.

On the drive to New York, Al had mentioned Blackrock Glen had been built less than two years ago and that the original management company completely blew their shot at bringing in tenants. Which meant the building had been sitting more or less empty for a long time—it was understandable why it felt lifeless. The company that Al worked for had swooped in to buy it for pennies, and it was now Al’s job to prepare it for tenants. So, maybe over time, things would feel better. Or they’d feel worse. Probably worse.

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I fished it out. A text from Al. I didn’t need to read what it said; I’d been up here long enough to know that he wanted me to move my ass.

I dropped my backpack and raced downstairs before Al got pissed off.



Al was fuming, weaving around boxes as he paced in the now crowded living room. I knew that because he’d gone quiet. It was twelve thirty p.m., and we still had a few more boxes left to unload from the truck, which meant he was now paying overtime on the U-Haul rental. Plus, he’d gotten a parking ticket while we were moving the sofa upstairs.

I could tell that he thought I was to blame, but I wasn’t the one who had spent more time on the phone than helping unload the truck. Once we’d finished with the bigger stuff, he had left me to deal with the rest. Every time I came outside to grab another load, I found him either pacing and arguing with contractors or pacing and trying to calm down his bosses (I assumed). If he’d helped with the boxes, we would have been done when he wanted to be.

Al dug into a brown bag and threw a pack of snack cakes on the counter. “I need you to go to the store. I don’t think we can get away with this diet when your mom shows up.”

“What about the moving truck?” I grabbed a wad of paper towels to wipe the sweat from my neck. “There’s still most of Gracie’s things to unload.”

“I can finish up while you go out.”

“With what money?”

Al sighed. “Well, in an ideal world, with your money. You’re getting older and you should get a job soon. We’re living rent-free, but New York’s an expensive place, and I’m not going to bankroll your free time once school starts.”

I narrowed my eyes. “So…”

“So, for the work you help me with, I’ll pay you like I would an employee.” Al pulled a wad of twenties from his pocket. “Consider this an advance.”

I raised my eyebrows. “An advance? Nuh-uh. I know that game. If we need something, I’m happy to get it, but I’m not falling for the front-money con again. You can’t throw this on me like that.”

Al grunted. I could see the argument brewing in his head, but he simply took a deep breath and said, “At least you’re learning.” He handed the money to me. “Next time it’s out of your pay.”

“Can I get us lunch, too?” I asked.

“Finish what we have.” He pointed at the snack cakes.

“You just said that shouldn’t be our diet.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean we should waste what we already have. We finish this trash first and then spend money.” Al huffed. “Besides, I said we couldn’t get away with it with your mother around. She isn’t here yet.”

I hated the way he walked around my arguments. “Come on, Al. I can’t go another day without real food with all this work. I mean it.”

Alfonso pouted mockingly. “Poor baby boy can’t rough it in the top-floor apartment of this luxury condo?” He laughed and checked his phone while wiping his nose with the back of his free hand—gross. “Get yourself something to eat, then. I’ll grab myself something on the way back from dropping the truck off.”

“Sounds good.”

“I might be a while. After I take the truck back, I’m thinking of heading into Manhattan and showing up at the home office as a surprise. I’m tired, but I don’t want these guys to think I’m slacking, you know?”

“Dude, you just got here after driving for a million hours.”

Al shook his head. “You gotta hustle, kid.”

“Not if it kills you.”

Al headed for the door and turned around. “Also, please do me a favor and get some allergy meds while you’re out. I feel like I’ve sneezed out most of my brains.” He motioned around the area. “And when you get home, start unpacking and get as many pieces of furniture back together as you can. I don’t want Gracie without a bed, okay?”

Dummy was catching a cold. It was way too late in June for his tree allergies to go kicking in. “Al, the building’s really nice and all, but compared to other places we’ve lived, it looks a little, uh, well…” I thought of a million words to say and finally spit out, “Sloppy.”

Al rubbed the back of his neck. “We came into this place hot, kid. The guy I’m replacing had a problem with people ghosting him. Most recent was a carpenter, so now I need to find one within the week.”

Al’s phone rang. He gave me the Need to get this face and motioned that he was leaving the apartment.



I found a supermarket three blocks away. It was the longest three blocks of my life. Like literally the blocks here were so much longer than I was used to back home. The supermarket wasn’t that bad, though. They had the essentials we needed, and there was a food truck right in front of it selling empanadas, so I killed two birds with one stone. As I ate my lunch, I took in the neighborhood. Everyone seemed so busy, like they had someplace else to be. Back in Texas, things were way more chill—you rarely saw anybody in such a rush. The frantic energy here kind of bothered me, but then I realized I also had plenty of places I’d rather be, so maybe there was something I already had in common with New Yorkers. Besides, it would have been worse if everyone stared at me, wouldn’t it? As far as anyone was concerned, I didn’t exist, which suited me fine. I didn’t need anyone asking me what I was doing there or where I was from.

The thing that really struck me was that there were a lot of Puerto Rican flags around. It was weird to think it wouldn’t be Clarissa or my mom as the only other people like me. This place was very Puerto Rican. I couldn’t help but feel a little excited and nervous about that. I never really felt very Puerto Rican back home, and being in the Bronx wouldn’t change that, but maybe I’d make some friends who called empanadas “pastelillos” or understood what arroz con gandules was. I wondered if I could find guayaberas, the shirts my grandpa always wore—I never saw them anywhere in Texas.

I returned to Blackrock Glen—couldn’t believe that was the name they gave this undecorated prison—with a few days’ worth of groceries and toiletries. That name, though. Like, what the hell even was a glen? I checked on my phone. It was another word for a valley. I thought it was a man’s name. The hell did they intend by naming a building after a valley? Was it supposed to be metaphorical? I was amazed. They really paid someone to sit down and use their college education to produce that nonsense. Then again, was that any worse than the other places we’d lived? Most of the condos we’d ended up at had names like hipster hotels: the Alto, the Helix, or the WerX—yeah, with a capital X.

When I got back to our apartment, I found that Al had stacked the boxes he’d brought up in the middle of the entranceway, which forced me to put my grocery bags down and move them before I could even get inside. Why did he have to be so annoying? I unpacked the groceries and looked at the mountain of boxes around me. I knew I was meant to start building furniture and emptying boxes. Considering how tired I was of those boxes and of my errands, it seemed like a better idea to tour the vacant building instead.

The top three floors were the same, finished but barren of any details. No light fixtures, only bare bulbs. The walls only painted with primer. Doors had knobs, but many of them didn’t have locks, and most of them were missing peepholes or doorbells. Lower down, the rest of the building was in various stages of completion. Some apartments had no doors or any fixtures, and there were entire floors that didn’t even have lighting. The carpet wasn’t entirely laid in hallways either. There was a lot of work to do—Al and Mom weren’t wrong about that. I didn’t think I was the guy to help with all of it, though. It felt strangely dangerous to live in a place like this. Like everything was half-finished and too delicate to touch.

My phone rang. Clarissa. A FaceTime. I nearly dropped my phone trying to answer it, but didn’t want to pick up on the first ring like a loser, so I stopped and let it ring again before accepting the call.

Clarissa’s face popped up on my screen. I sat down on the hallway carpet and smiled. It almost felt like I was home again.

“Hey, what’s up?” I said, unable to hide the sadness in my voice.

“Hey yourself,” Clarissa said. “How’s the city?”

I laughed. “I haven’t had time to make my mind up yet. We only got in this morning.”

Clarissa slid back and turned slightly to face a computer monitor as she spoke to me. “Yeah, I’m sorry I missed your calls. Things were busy over the weekend. I can’t remember if I told you I got a job over at the pool.” She grinned. “I get to lifeguard, and the only people around are from the swim team, so…”

“You’re getting paid to sunbathe.”

“Exactly how I planned.”

“At least one of us is winning.”

Clarissa pouted dramatically. “Oh, Manny, come on, don’t be so down. You get to live in New York City for free.”

“It’s the Bronx.”

“Is that any different?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, my mom used to talk about growing up here like it was hell, but I just walked around a little, and it doesn’t seem so bad.”

“See! I knew you’d like it,” Clarissa said, and then paused to type something. “Are you going to get a job in Manhattan? I’d be so jealous of you if you worked in the Village. I’ve always wanted to go there.”

I shook my head. “Nah, I’m stuck working here for Al.”

“Oh, that sucks. You two fighting?”

“Constantly, but it’s okay. I’ll half-ass my work and screw up enough times to make him fire me.”

“Sure you will. You act like you hate him, but you don’t.”

“You’re crazy. Al’s the worst.”

“He’s a corny dad.”

“Stepdad.”

Clarissa sighed. “Not all of us hate our stepfathers, Manny. How’s the neighborhood? Are the buildings super tall?”

“More houses than buildings here. They’re packed super tight. But I live on the fourteenth floor, and the view is pretty cool.”

“Houses? I thought you were moving into a building.”

“Well, yeah, my building is at the end of the block, but there’s all houses here.”

“I shouldn’t act so surprised; it’s not like I know anything about it up there.”

“Yeah, I was shocked at all the trees, but then I felt stupid. Why wouldn’t there be trees?”

“Exactly.” Clarissa pointed at me through the screen like a dork. “Challenging our preconceived notions.” She shifted in her seat. “You’re like a thirty-minute train ride from El Museo del Barrio. You always talked about learning more about Puerto Rico. I bet there’s a lot there.”

“Really? How’d you know that?”

Clarissa grinned sheepishly. “I might have spent some time Googling for you over the weekend, since I figured you wouldn’t think to do it yourself as you just spiraled into your little misery vortex from riding in a truck with Al for a million years.”

“Ouch, dude. I don’t get that miserable.”

“Dude, if you could, you’d turn into a Smiths song.”

I laughed. She was making me feel a little better. “I did some internet sleuthing myself.”

“Let me guess, flight times to get back here?”

“Only for half a day. The rest of the time—”

“Watching movie reviews?”

I sighed. “You know, you’re making me happy I’m gone. I did take a few pictures while we were on the road. I was going to send some once the Wi-Fi is set up. Al would kill me if I ate up our data cap. I saw a street sign for Boehner Avenue and figured you’d be a fan of that.”

Clari laughed. “Look, I’m sorry to cut it short, but I have some errands. I wanted to catch you and make sure everything was all right. Hang in there, okay? We only have a year left until college.”

Exactly. Clari was right. She was always right. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

“And, Manny, don’t get into your head like you always do.” She smiled. “It’s New York, dude. Go explore! You need to find places to show me when I finally get to visit.”

I smiled back. “Yeah, thanks, Clari.” I knew Clari could see I was stressed out; she always could. “Seriously. Today’s been overwhelming.”

“Take it a step at a time, dude,” she said. “We’ll talk again soon, okay?”

“Got it. And next time I’ll tell you about all the places I’ve been. Promise.”

“You better.” Clari disconnected.

I felt better… until I remembered where I was. Talking to Clari had made me forget my problems for a minute, but reality came crashing down on me. The home I’d known for the last year and a half, the city I’d known my whole life—they were now in the past. A call with Clari was a bit of an oasis, but it didn’t change that I was in the Bronx.

I headed back upstairs and stood among the boxes of my old life needing to find their place in a new space.

I wasn’t sure if everything would fit, though.
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CHAPTER 3

THE NEXT MORNING, AL PACED the room while holding his phone between his ear and shoulder like a boomer and stopped to slap a piece of paper on the kitchen countertop. I could make out the words “To-Do List” at the top, followed by a bunch of words I knew were going to take a Rosetta stone to translate.

I had slept terribly. It felt like I was in a hotel. Even with most of our furniture in the “right” place—Mom would change everything once she got there—and with my bedroom finished, I didn’t feel right. I had the expectation that, at any moment, a slip of paper would appear under our front door with a bill and a cheery message hoping we’d enjoyed our stay here.

I stood in the hallway, staring at the to-do list, and tried to shake the feeling of unfamiliarity.

Al stopped pacing long enough to get a look at me and narrowed his eyes. “Who pissed in your cereal?”

I grunted. “Nobody. Just tired. Didn’t sleep well.”

Al sniffed. “Yeah, well, don’t get too tired. I got a few things for you to take care of.” He pointed at the list. “Go on. Nothing crazy. It’ll keep your mind off things.”

I looked more closely at the scrap of paper and found I could understand some of it. Al had listed apartments and the random little issues in each one he knew I could fix—fun. There was also another trip to the store for me, this time for cleaning supplies.

“But how many more times are you going to allow people to no-show?” Al growled into his phone. He huffed and went back to pacing, each step falling heavier against the floor.

I could tell Al was getting heated, so I decided to get out of the apartment.

“Hey, Al,” I whispered, holding up the list.

“Hold on a sec,” he said into the phone. “What is it, Manny?”

“What do you mean by ‘Fix toilets on ten’?”

“Come on, man. I can’t hold your hand through every task.”

“Okay, fine. Forget it,” I said.

With that, I headed out of the apartment and down to the tenth floor. Al was right—once I got to the first apartment, it was obvious what I needed to do with the toilets. Out of spite, I decided to put some toilet flush handles on backward, and I lost count of how many handles I didn’t connect quite right. Al said he was going to pay me, but until I saw an actual paycheck, then he was going to get what he did pay for so far, namely a seventeen-year-old with secondhand contracting experience messing around with a bunch of stuff he shouldn’t be messing around with.

As I went about my work, I tried to imagine what I’d be doing if I were still in San Antonio. It was Sunday morning, which meant church, hanging out with Clari at Rivercenter and wishing we could go to the Alamo Drafthouse, and a big family dinner. If it were hot, I’d go to the pool, even though I couldn’t swim. I realized this luxury condo didn’t have a gym or a pool. It only had me, sitting alone on the bathroom floor of empty apartments.

I wondered if I could even make new friends in the Bronx. I was transferring schools senior year. Literally the last to the party. I’d have no shared memories with these potential new classmates. Was I going to spend the next year with my head down at school and Saturday nights watching animated movies with my mom and sister? Would it be a problem that I was a blanquito—a white boy—in a place that felt much more diverse than where I was coming from? San Antonio wasn’t all white, but the neighborhoods and schools my mom kept me in sure were. Maybe I wouldn’t fit in here.

After a few hours, I made it to my final apartment on the tenth floor. It was a corner unit with an incredible view. As I entered the bathroom, I flipped on the light switch. There was movement everywhere. Roaches. Creepy, crawly, little shit-brown roaches with twitching antennae and creepy legs. I jumped back and let out a pretty high-octave scream. I looked over my shoulder, worried I might find Al behind me, rolling on the floor in a fit of laughter. The roaches scattered, running off the countertops to the floor and under any gaps they could fit in. There were a handful of brave ones, though, that sat on the fake granite countertops like they owned the damn place.

“So gross,” I muttered, looking around the room for something to use to get rid of the remaining little bastards. I had gooseflesh that wouldn’t go away—the bugs’ movement skeeved me out. As if they were gliding more than walking. The way their antennae twitched back and forth, feeling for something they never touched. The roaches here weren’t the kind I’d seen in Texas. These were smaller, about the length of the tip of my pinkie and way thinner. The brave ones seemed to like socializing and were unbothered by my presence.

Still, I couldn’t watch them anymore. “Yeah, screw this.” I put my tools down and walked out. I decided to see if I could pick up some bug spray on my supply run. I didn’t need to be in the same room with those disgusting pests anymore.
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