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			AND JAY, WHO ENCOURAGED ME TO CALL MYSELF A POET.

		

	
		
			CLIMATE CHANGE IS REAL, AND WE CANNOT BAN HISTORY.
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			No one needs to know I walked here alone this morning. Back home, TV screens hum, sandalwood burns, and artificial thunderstorms rage over Ma, who can’t fall asleep without any of it anymore. She swatted me away like a mosca when I touched her shoulder, even though we both agreed to come visit you last night over dinner. We had burnt rice, beans, y un huevo frito with a runny yolk, just how you liked it. Mami topped each bowl with a handful of popcorn—remember how we used to only eat beans if we mixed in popcorn? Las Malcriadas para siempre!

			Ma and I sat on the floor of your bedroom to celebrate our birthday, what would have been your seventeenth. I can’t believe I’m seventeen. Yes, the room is still plastered with Metal Ghost and Banda Bruja posters. Missed concert tix are framed on the wall above where your bed used to be. I can’t believe you’ve been gone for a year.

			Outside, it’s dark and dramatic. Super cinematic, you’d say, connecting your index fingers and thumbs to frame the plum sky as it peels off its star-freckled mask, the night drones spinning back to their ports in every direction like dandelion seeds. Fog seeps into my palms as the solar lamps fade out. They need to be replaced, but like everything around this place, it will be a while. It’s quiet out. Espooooooky, like you used to say.

			It’s a cool but grossly humid 94 degrees, so I walk by the water. I wish Ma had come with me this morning. It will make her too sad to know I came alone, so I’ll have to lie and tell her that I went to school an hour early, which has to be the most implausible lie in the history of all lies.

			We might live in the shitty part of town, but I’m thankful for the sea. The sun finally blinks open, but the ghost moon hangs around to claim a little bit of morning. That moon, what a diva. That’s what you’d say—and pendeja. Then the haze lifts, and I see it: a roseate spoonbill in its pink, pink glory. That magenta bird means today won’t be terrible. It’s lucky to see a roseate in the morning; at least that’s what we always say—or used to. I’m not as superstitious without you.

			But this is still our year. Yes, Ofe, on this gloomy first day of my last year of high school, I swear before your grave, Hermana, this is the year I am getting out of here.

			On the outside, I’ll smile study work, do things people do to move forward. That’s what people keep saying: move forward. Whatever that means. I’m good at being unremarkable, so this year will be a breeze. I’ll catch the wind and glide under the radar. It’s happening, Ofe. I’m flying far away from this sinking swampland.

			I’ll scheme and save to go someplace where adults won’t absently ask how I’m doing. I’ll write poems to make it make sense. By it I mean everything, but you know I really mean you, Hermana, my twin sis. I wish I had more to give you today. For now, I brought you this bag of spicy Cheetos con limón, and I’ll give you a splash of my malta. Mami would hate to see this sticky basura on your stone.

			Happy birthday, Ofe. Te amo, Hermanita. And your ghost ass better come out at night and eat those Cheetos. Kidding! Okay, let’s shake on it. This is the year. This is our year. “Sí, sí, sí. No, no, no. Front. Back. Clap twice. Okay, okay, okay. Pa’lante!”
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			make my stomach turn. Sweat and eye makeup drip down to my chin. A group of friends reunites in the hall and shares overzealous stories about their summers. Mine was spent watching AI XO reruns and trying to avoid arguing with Ma about every little thing she does that proves how little she gets me.

			You kept us from each other by eclipsing me. And I was fine living in your shadow, Ofe. But without you, I can’t hide from her gaze. Now she just has me to worry about, to assess like I’m one of the patients she takes care of—minding and mending and minding and mending. Except I’m not sure I can get better.

			The Pelican Pixies skip by in a floral-scented puff, and I think of how there are days I feel like an alien on this planet. I hate this cesspool of hormones. I hate having to always try so hard to do basic human things like waking up or talking to people. I’m not like you—you made friends effortlessly and did well in school without trying. You knew how to breathe in this atmosphere. You knew what you wanted, Ofe. I just know what I don’t want: to be here without you.

			I stop in the bathroom for paper towels to soak up the sweat. Patches of the compostable paper stick to my face. I hate these too! I pick off the paper and wash my face again. Then, I rub off the rest of my smeared makeup with my fingertips. This time, I dry my face with the back of my gray hoodie. I figure I might as well redo my wingtip, but then I realize my makeup isn’t in my backpack and I look like a racoon who got stuck in a thunderstorm. “Shit.”

			“I hate you,” my reflection says. It wears a face I can barely recognize without the eyeliner and dark purple lip stain. Actually, it looks like your face, Ofe, but less…well, less everything. Less defined, less beautiful, less happy, less.

			“I hate you,” my reflection says again. I dig around in my bag once more, hoping some liquid liner will magically appear. Still, nothing. And my grubby hoodie now looks like it was used to clean a floor covered in turpentine. I crumple it up and toss it in my bag.

			I smooth out my hair into a half up half down situation, hoping I can hide behind a new hairdo. I wish I had gotten the long silky black hair you did, Ofe, rather than this ever-shifting tumbleweed that sticks out in every direction. I wish I’d gotten your toned biceps instead of my flabby ones. You, my long-limbed and beautiful sister, never had to worry about what your arms looked like when you raised your hand in class. You didn’t have to cringe when your thighs rubbed together so much under a skirt that not even spandex shorts could help the scabs. You didn’t have to fear someone judging you for your jean size. You didn’t wish to be invisible when you walked past thinner students. You never had to hide your body or yourself.

			Thick is in! That’s what you said that day when you caught me crying in the hallway after two jock douchebags had mooed at me when I walked by them with my lunch tray. Your body doesn’t need to apologize for taking up space, you added, letting my makeup-streaked tears smudge the front of your Pelican Pixie uniform. Own it!

			But my body size isn’t a trend, Ofe. This is how I am. It’s who I’ve always been. As kids, you were called flaca and I was called gorda, and those are the nicknames we accepted.

			The bell rings. Crap. I’m either going sleeveless or wearing my dirty hoodie. I take a step back and look at my makeup-free face. I shift my arms to hide them and suck in my stomach until it hurts.

			“Own it,” my reflection says. “You got this.”

			I lean in close to the mirror. “Yeah, I do. I got this. You know why? Because this is the year, Ofe! I’m not letting humidity and a makeup mishap stop me.”

			I let out a big sigh and I quit holding everything in. Whatever. This is who I am. I leave the hoodie in my bag and walk out of the bathroom.
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			but I see them before I’ve had enough time to practice my apology. We haven’t spoken in months. But I can’t avoid them any longer because, poetically, the administrative puppet masters who are out to ruin everything put us in the same homeroom.

			“Uh, hi.” My words are mostly air as I take the only seat left in the room, directly to Sonia’s left. She looks up at me from her phone. She’s wearing her vintage JUST SAY NO TO NEPO BABIES tee. Her maroon-glossed lips are slightly open, as if she can’t believe I can speak, as if she can’t believe I’m speaking to her. I’m close enough to smell the notes of her signature perfume. You know the one, Ofe: it’s a mix of Florida water and cloves. She spent so much time at our house that sometimes your clothes took on the scent. Shit, now I’m thinking about you—the schemer, the plotter, the one who kept us together.

			We tried. For weeks after your funeral, we all met at Rey’s every few days. But we didn’t make sense anymore—nothing did. A year since you’ve been gone means almost a year of not talking to any of them.

			“Eeey. Hey, Juli.” Mari, animated chipmunk–level happy, like always, reaches over Sonia’s desk and holds out her hand to me as if no time has passed. Her nails are bitten short and painted cobalt blue, and she still wears that silver moonstone ring connected to a fake silver cuff with some shit about friendship engraved on it. The one she lifted from the gift shop at the Museum for People Who Miss Crystals and Other Depleted Elements, that one rainy summer day when we were pretending to be tourists on vacation. Maybe that’s not all we were playing at. Because I can’t remember how or why we were ever friends.

			I look up from the cuff to her brown eyes and silver cat-ear tinsel headband. It’s from last New Year’s Eve. Or was it last last? Yeah, you were there, Ofe, so it was two New Year’s Eves ago. She opens her hand wider, flashing her palm up toward the ceiling like a bursting star.

			Sonia is getting más annoyed. She looks off toward the front of the room as if she’s trying to pay attention to the intercom announcements. She lifts her shoulders and taps her black nails on the side of her desk.

			“C’mon, don’t leave me hanging.” Mari says.

			I scoot to my chair’s edge, breaking into Sonia’s atmosphere, and place my palm on Mari’s, and it all comes back: the sleepovers, the night walks, the pranks, the beach, the concerts, you. I loosen my grip, but Mari holds on.

			Roger lifts the massive Sonys from his ears and rests them around his neck. “Finally, Señora Lázaro returns from the dead.” He’s still in his Quoting Sylvia Plath Out of Context Club of one.

			Sonia says nothing, but she shoots him a look that says seriously and idiota. She looks just like Doña Irma when she’s angry. She has her mother’s switchblade glare, the one where she raises one eyebrow while narrowing her pupils in on you. My almost tears are replaced by almost laughter that I hold behind my teeth with a steel-trap jaw. I finally wiggle free of Mari’s hand, but she’s still smiling at me, her big brown eyes waiting for me, or the Juli she remembers from a year ago, to smile back, to be her friend again. But I’m not sure how to be old Juli. And, Ofe, I have no idea how I’m going to make it through another twelve minutes of homeroom like this.

			“So, Jules, how was your summer?” Roger asks. His eyebrows rise beneath his brown waves.

			I soften my metal jaw. I guess we’re going to do small talk. Yip, yip, kill me now, hooray, O. My favorite. “Fine. I was just home mostly,” I say. What did I even do this summer? Nothing really. My life is epically boring. “And charging the nation with solar power at Ronoco, and…” I pause. “I had to make up a bunch of volunteer hours.”

			All juniors are required to do extracurricular volunteer nonsense three days a week for the whole school year, plus a few weeks over the summer. It’s a graduation requirement, another flaming hoop to jump through to get the hell out of this place. The rest of my class fulfilled this requirement last year, but I just couldn’t do it, Ofe, not after…you. The school gave me a break, let me put my volunteer time off for a year. How kind. Shears made a huge freaking deal about it too, like he was losing money if I wasn’t volunteering.

			But playing the dead-sister card didn’t save me from having to make up these damn hours. Now I’m basically the only senior scrambling to make up ten months’ worth of volunteer hours in the nine months left until graduation. We’re allowed to pick from a list of organizations that work with the school and are patient enough to deal with a bunch of hormonal airheaded teens: soup kitchens, garbage cleanup, youth literacy programs, that kind of stuff. I picked beach cleanup—to be in nature, Ofe. You know I’m a nature > humans kind of gal.

			“That’s cool,” Roger says, relaxing his eyebrows.

			“It really isn’t.” I close my mouth tightly. The normal thing would be to ask what their summers were like. But I don’t know if I want to know how much fun they had. In fact, the actual thought of them hanging out without me and without you makes a knot form in chest. Not that I reached out or made an an eyelash’s worth of effort. You know I’m not good at people-ing, Ofe. So I decide to pull the plug on this whole small talk thing.

			“Good to see you all,” I say. And scene. Small talk done. Effort made. Can’t say I didn’t try. Good to see you all? Why can’t I sound just a tiny bit human?

			I start packing my bag, but I have nowhere to go because homeroom isn’t over yet. Maybe if I look absorbed in something else, they’ll forget I was talking. I focus on my desk, tracing the grain of the laminate that’s made to imitate the real thing. I tap my heel. I sweep my eyes across the room. Three fake trees, one in front of each window. Peel-and-stick terrazzo tiles on the floor. A fake agate mobile hangs near the door. Ms. Gill, our homeroom teacher, drinks fake soda from a coffee mug and reads gossip about celebrities with lives that are so orchestrated, they may as well be fake. And three fake friends sit next to me, frozen, waiting.

			I needed space last year, but I might need more. Maybe this isn’t the year I make up with Mari, Roger, and Sonia. Maybe we aren’t meant to be friends anymore. Were we even friends to begin with, or were they friends with me because of you, Ofe? Were we faking it all along?

			“So, what are you doing for your volunteer hours?” Mari asks, trying to crack the ice wall between us.

			“Beach cleanup,” I say.

			“Makes sense. You love animals.”

			“They’re mostly dead,” I say.

			“Oh.” Mari’s voice drops. “I mean, yeah, that makes sense, I guess.”

			“None of it makes sense,” I say under my breath.

			“True,” Sonia says without looking at me. And I can’t tell if she’s talking about the animals or what a clown communicator I am or how awkward this exchange has been or about you, Ofe.

			So here I am, trying to avoid more painful small talk with Mari, Roger, and Sonia, when Jeanine—she just moved here from New Northeast earlier this year, Ofe, so you never met her—enters the room. This snob started showing up to beach cleanup in the middle of summer. Apparently, the ultra-fancy private school she transferred from didn’t subject students to mandatory volunteering, but now that she’s at Sunshore, Jeanine is also stuck making up volunteer hours senior year so that she can graduate, just like me.

			Her first day on beach cleanup, after she introduced herself, Jeanine mentioned she’d be working as an administrative student assistant for the principal’s office. I guess her last school was so good, she tested out of a few classes in Sunsuck’s senior curriculum and has a lot of free periods. So, her presence in my homeroom is not a good sign—you know it’s bad when Principal Shears sends one of his minions. I avoid eye contact, hoping she’s not here for me, but of course she is.

			“Julieta, Dr. Shears wants to see you.” I hate how Jeanine smiles when she delivers bad news. Like, each time we pick up a dead fish while volunteering, she smiles a little bit even though her eyes look faraway hazy. She’s demonic.

			“It’s ‘Juli.’ ” I glare up at her. “And what about?”

			“Right. Juli, Juli, Juli,” she says as if trying to memorize my name. “I’ll walk you over.”

			“Am I in trouble? What’s this about?”

			At this point, Ms. Gill, whom I’ve only ever seen pass out worksheets in homeroom and read Real People while drinking Diet Pepsi at her desk, says the most profesora thing she’s ever said. “Juli, it’s time to go. Don’t be a distraction.”

			And with that, I slide out of my desk and follow Jeanine. She is pleased that I’ve succumbed to her request.

			The walk is long, and Jeanine talks about how much her family likes hiking in Florida’s great outdoors. And about how many times they kayaked in the gulf over the summer.

			“The gulf is so magical, beautiful. We’re so lucky to have the gulf,” she says. “So lucky.”

			The gulf, as if her family discovered it and it now belongs to them.
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			Dr. Shears’s office has a wall dedicated to diplomas, certificates, and photos of himself in the same navy suit, shaking hands with other old white guys in suits. There’s a metal clothing rack past the door, where his octagonal cap and polyester gown hang from a metal hanger. The metal goes tsk, tsk as I walk by.

			“Principal Shears, this is Julieta Villarreal.” Jeanine gestures to me. As if there would be any confusion about which Julieta she’s introducing in this room. “Wait, no, she goes by Juri.” She stretches her lips out in a rounded cartoon ooo sound. She’s proud of herself.

			“It’s Juli.”

			“Right. Right.” She winks at me as if I’ve told a joke.

			“Ah, yes. Welcome, Juliet. Take a seat.” Dr. Sheethead points to the chair in front of his desk with an open palm. He looks down at my file, mumbles something, looks back up at me, then back down. So, this is his play: to pretend he doesn’t know me, the girl who spent most of last year in this office.

			I sit and wait for him to speak. There’s a small white clump hanging from his mustache. He keeps his beard trimmed, but he can’t keep food out of it. I scan the room for comida, for any kind of scraps; this office always smells like old deli meat.

			“Well, I’ll get right to it. I’ve been informed that you did remarkably well on the New USAT.”

			“What?” I’m as surprised as he is. I got a letter with my test results over the summer, pero, like most mail addressed to me, I threw it away. It’s long gone to the dump by now, probably incinerated with the rest of the letters our city’s teenagers were too anxious to open the summer before their last year of high school.

			“It’s—it’s incredible, just amazing seeing that.” He clears his throat, swallowing back the remnants of lunch, then says, “Well, with everything that happened. Incredible.”

			Oh, I know he means you, Ofe, but I don’t let it go there. Mayonnaise. There it is. A half-screwed jar on the filing cabinet in the corner of his room. I look back at Dr. Sheaz Beard. He’s waiting for a reaction, for me to thank him for finally recognizing that I’m not a tonta completa, for me to say everything is bueno, A-okay, super-duper, so good. He’s waiting for me to say I’m better.

			“So what? It’s a test.” I look around for bread or crackers, though I wouldn’t put it past him to eat mayo right out of the jar with his hand like Winnie the frigging Pooh.

			“Juliet, dear girl,”—ugh, I hate him—“this is a big deal. Huge. You scored in the top one percent statewide. To be honest, at first I thought there was a mix-up or perhaps an error in the grading, but computers don’t lie. I called the county, and they confirmed that yes, it was indeed your test; they were your scores all right. I personally triple-checked.”

			“Okay,” I say.

			“No one has ever scored that high on the deep-focus aptitude test—no one. You set a new record.” He pauses, his eyes wide like a talk show host about to give away a car with a big red bow on it.

			Then, in the slowest English I’ve ever heard, he says, “You might be one of the brightest students at Sunshore.”

			Once that root canal of a sentence is through, he smiles and looks straight at me. He’s glassy-eyed and breathing deeply, the way Mami looks at the relief of la Virgen hanging on the wall next to her bed. Wait, is he looking at me, or is he looking above my head at his reflection? He must have caught himself in the sheen of one of his certificate frames. He finally wipes the mayo away. He straightens his collar, looks back down at me, and leans forward, waiting for me to take the car keys and jump up and down. “You know, this is a huge deal for someone like you.”

			Tone it down, Dr. Shamazed. I know you thought I was a moron one minute ago. I want to tell him that I don’t want to be at the top of Sunshore High because I hate this school with its made-up name. Oh, yes, I know it’s not a real word; it’s not even in the dictionary—I triple-checked. Instead, I tilt my head and smile. “Okay. Thank you. Can I go? Please?”

			“Well, you may, but not back to Ms. Gill’s class. Ms. Michelle at the front desk will print out your new schedule for you.”

			“What?”

			“We’re moving you up to honors and advanced-placement classes.”

			“When? Now? Please, it’s okay. I’m okay where I am.” I don’t tell him that I use most of the downtime in my classes to write, make bracelets para vender, and map my route out of this hell state. He is messing con mis vibras, and it is only day one. C’mon, Dr. Shear Buzzkill.

			“Your mom will be thrilled.” Pause. “Well, considering everything.” There he goes again. “And, of course, we’ll have to schedule a time to talk about college apps. It’s not too late.”

			I don’t have the heart to tell him I’m not going to college, no way. I’m not doing Sunshore 2.0 without you, Ofe. I slouch forward and lift myself to standing. Somehow my body is heavier than when I entered the room.

			“Sure.” I turn and bump into the metal clothing rack. Tsk, tsk. Jeez, how often does he wear his cap and gown? Does he randomly quick-change into it when no one is looking? Dr. Shears tells me to be more careful. I go see Ms. Michelle, the only adult I like at this school. The woman who holds my new, más brillante, future in her hands.
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			Here I am walking into the theater through the backstage door during lunch (I ate lunch here every day last year because I couldn’t face the cafeteria), and lo and behold, I find Roger playing the cello center stage. Yes, the cello. He picked it up at the community center when we were kids. Remember, Ofe? When his mom died, he spent every day there, practicing. His abuela used to clean the studio in exchange for classes. But I haven’t seen him play in years. I figured he grew out of it. Like me and the piano, I guess, except I wasn’t any good at playing piano, and, well, Roger…

			I freeze. The ghost lamp—the only light left on during off-hours (Ms. Helena is very superstitious)—casts Roger’s shadow in a long moving shape across the wooden floor. Each time he bows, it folds and folds: a paper crane for an instant, then just Roger—just. Only, he’s different somehow. And I wonder if I am too, since it’s been a while—so much can happen in the span of a while, that short word that leaves your mouth open and reaching…

			But it’s just Roger. He’s human, not paper, and he looks tired and older than he did before summer. He is focused on some Bach suite and doesn’t see me until the door latch clicks behind me. Damn it. Before I have a chance to back out of the doorway, he stops playing, and, without lifting his gaze from the cello, he says, “Hey, Jules.” My knees do something. “You won’t talk to us, but now you’re creeping around? Nice, real nice, Villarreal.”

			I can’t look him in the eyes, so I stare at the cello. His left hand still holds a few strings firmly in place. “What are you doing here anyway?” I ask.

			“Knitting a sweater.” He looks back at his sheet music. A dimple pierces his cheek as he laughs at his own joke.

			“Well, go knit somewhere else. This is where I spend lunch. Can you find another place to scare bats out of their caves?”

			He isn’t going to engage with insults. No, not this Roger. There is a seriousness to him that I don’t recognize. But this is my only solo time all day, and I need him out of here, so I roll my eyes and say, “I thought you didn’t play anymore.”

			He starts playing again. Rude. I let out an exaggerated scoff. “Okay, Mozart.”

			He laughs; we both know this is Bach. It’s his abuela’s favorite cleaning music. When we were growing up, it was on full blast every Sunday at his house—on record, no less; his abuela is vintage like that.

			“Me? Never!” He covers his brow with his fingerless-gloved hand, runs the bow across the strings, then pauses. “I started playing again last year. After Ofe—”

			My teeth bite into my bottom lip. I shift my weight to the balls of my feet, preparing to take off. He searches my face, holding me in his brown eyes until I look away. Despite the urge to run, I stay. His smile tethers me.

			“Hey, I might be baroque, but this is my ticket to college.” Roger hugs his cello close as if it’s an oversized teddy bear.

			“Ha, sure,” I say, and I smack the outside of my thigh too hard. “Hilarious.” We haven’t talked in so long. We’re both awkward.

			“Wanna join?” He motions toward the piano bench.

			“No. I don’t play.” I pause; we both do. “Not anymore.” The last time I played the piano was at your funeral, Ofe. He realizes this and looks sorry.

			He starts playing before the silence cracks me or before I crack another joke. Why does he sound like he knows what he’s doing? Whatever. My sneakers are planted. One of us is leaving, and it’s not me. I cross my arms and stare him down.

			Roger finishes the song, pauses, then begins playing again. I imagine lasers coming out of my unblinking brown eyes. If I have to drag him out of here, so be it. Then he pauses again and looks up, right into me. The lasers disappear and I see him: just Roger.

			“This is it, Juli. A brown cellist with stellar charm.”

			“Charm?” I snort. “Please. I hope you have a Bach-up plan.”

			“Good one.” He laughs. There are his dimples again. “I’m an admission committee’s wet dream. I’ll wear a bow tie and play for donors, and they’ll feel good about giving a poor Southern dreamer a chance to reach for las estrellas.”

			“All right, all right, stop the telenovela. Just find a new spot to torture that cello.”

			He shakes his head and lifts his bow. “Glad you’re back, Juli.”

			Roger gets back to Bach, and I lean on the door, trying to look unfazed by the way he smiles when he says my name and by how his voice, which is deeper than before, still curls up at the i, so my name sounds like a question he’s trying to figure out. Yes, I can shrug this off. But the song, it’s beautiful, and the ghost-lamp glow fills the room with spirits in a way that you’d love, Ofe. And I hate to admit it, but Roger sounds pretty good.
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			only a million more to go. At last, I exit through Sunshore’s bile-yellow double doors.

			“Hey, Juli!” Mari says, waving.

			Shit. I keep walking. This is when I wish I had a car.

			“Juli, wait up!” She runs after me. “I want to ask you something. Slow down!”

			Mari is basically jogging behind me now.

			I could slow down, but I don’t want to. This first day of senior year has been too long already, and I still have to stop by my school-mandated therapy session, but all I want is to go home and veg before my night shift. Maybe I can catch up on AI XO with Mom. Reality TV is our love language, especially when it involves human-AI romance.

			“Really quick. I know you’re busy.” Mari catches up to me. Impressive; I thought her short legs would give up.

			“What?”

			“Okay, well, I’ve been thinking about you since homeroom, and…well…”

			“Please. Spit it out. I gotta go.”

			“Okay, okay. You’re not going to believe it, but I’m head of the homecoming planning committee, and I want you to be my co-chair.”

			“Nope. Not happening.” She’s right: I don’t believe it, and I can’t believe she’s asking me to do this, Ofe. I laugh, a brow-wrinkling confused kinda chuckle, and then I keep walking.

			“C’mon, the theme is going to be haunted masquerade this year. You’re the perfect person to help me plan this thing—you’re the queen of Halloween!” Mari, who has now caught her breath, moves her arms in front of her as if she’s casting a spell, then lets out a howl.

			“Remember your and O’s epic haunted apartment building?” She’s still moving around like a possessed puppet. People look at us. She stops and cackles at them. Mari still gives negative fucks about what people think of her.

			“All right. Just chill. I’ll think about it.”

			“Hell yes. Pun intended.” She winks and jumps and then opens her arms for a hug.

			“I said I’ll think about it.” I step back, almost tripping over the ledge of the sidewalk.

			“So it’s not a no? I’ll take it!” Mari does a little celebratory dance.

			“It’s not a yes though,” I say over my shoulder, but she’s still dancing. I shake my head and finally walk away.

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: “COULD THIS BE THE YEAR YOU LEARN TO WALK WITH YOUR HEAD HIGH?”]
				

			

			Martha lifts her pen. This is what irks me most about Martha: she annotates every single word. “Juli? Could we give this a try?” I also can’t stand it when she speaks in the collective. We are not going to try because we have nothing in common; therefore, there is no we.

			“Julietta, how does holding your head high sound?” She is relentless, and I’m helpless as the beagle puppy in the poster on her wall, forced to wear spiderweb glasses and sit inside a pumpkin. She leaves this poster up year-round. Martha is a wait-in-a-twelve-car-line-for-a-pumpkin-latte-six-weeks-before-October kind of lady.

			“My head’s the highest part of my body. Any higher and I’d have to carry it on a pitchfork.”

			Martha clears her throat. She’s not into decapitation or punctured body parts. Beagle puppy in a pumpkin is as far as she goes. She writes, and I roll my eyes all the way back. “I’m joking,” I say.

			“How do you see yourself?” Martha asks. I have no response, but of course, I think of you, Ofe. Who was more comfortable lighting up a room than you?

			Martha’s smartwatch buzzes. She has the new Onyx that takes your temperature five times a day to check for viruses. It’s a lithium-fueled tracking device. She tries to turn her alarm off. I loathe Martha with the landfill waste of every coffee drive-thru in America.

			“Well,” I finally reply, “Ofe used to say, ‘Some people are funny, while others are funny looking. And you’re both, Juli!’ ” Yeah, I’m still awkward in my curves, black beanie, and tangled hair. You’d call me a goth Barbie or misfit toolkit, Ofe. Though, could Barbie rock this beanie como yo? I don’t think so.

			Martha shifts in her chair and writes in her notebook. I wish I had not said that out loud. I can hear you making that joke, your mouth scrunching up to one side. “I guess what I’m saying is I know beauty is a construct and whatever, but I’d like to feel less like a goof in this decaying bag of bones.”

			“Well, we can work on that. Let’s see. What’s something you like about yourself?”

			“Besides my hilarious jokes?”

			“Yes, jokes aside.”

			I don’t have anything to say. There are still twenty long minutes left of this session. I hate meeting with Martha. I try to move the conversation away from me and from Martha’s annoying question. “This year’s homecoming theme is haunted masquerade ball. That’s kinda cool, I guess.”

			“Mm-hmm.” Martha sighs. She knows my routine.

			“Not that I’m into school dances or any of those hormonal rituals. It’s all so dumb anyway.”

			“But if you were going to the dance, wouldn’t you want to feel confident in your own skin?” Damn, Martha is awake today.

			She repeats the question: “What do you like about yourself?”

			I stay quiet until the silence becomes a fuzzy air that pricks my pores. “My eyes,” I say.

			“Yes?” Martha inches forward in her pleather desk chair.

			“They are what I like the most about myself.”

			Martha smiles. “Go on.”

			“They’re dark brown like Ofe’s and my mother’s. Underneath these caterpillar eyebrows, it’s hard to see why they’re special. But when I catch my reflection brushing my teeth or staring at a screen, I notice the gold.”

			Martha’s smartwatch buzzes again. I pull my backpack strap over my shoulder, ready to make a run for it.

			I know what’s coming. Martha ends every session the same way.

			“I have to ask…” Here goes. “It’s my job to make sure you are not a hazard to yourself. Do you feel a dark cloud looming, Juli?”

			“Literally? Yes, it’s hurricane season in Florida.”

			“Juli, this isn’t a joke.”

			“I know. I know. Sorry. I am…I feel okay. This year is different. I’m—”

			Martha’s smartwatch buzzes again, three times this time. That thing is possessed. She presses all the side buttons at once, trying to reset it, maybe. I think about kids working in lithium mines, about tech that’s wearable until it’s disposable, about landfills. I pull the other backpack strap over my shoulder.

			“Goodness, excuse me.” Her face reddens in patches as she fidgets with her watch. Martha should not have an Onyx. “And to think I almost opted for the version with no side buttons. I can never get it to register my—Never mind. You were saying?”

			“Nothing. May I go now?”

			Martha nods, still messing with her smartwatch. “See you next week, Juli.”

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: ON THE WAY HOME, I PASS BY WHERE IT HAPPENED—]
				

			

			the curb, the heart-shaped memorial of marigolds

			Mami keeps up each week, the traffic light, the sky.

			With safe cams en cada calle, driverless cars,

			and autonomous busses, the likelihood of a cyclist

			being killed by a car is 0.001 percent.

			In the US, that’s roughly one in every hundred thousand people.

			You’re more likely to die from heatstroke,

			a superbug, or a fricking snake bite. No joda,

			you have higher odds of being eaten by sea bacteria

			or struck by lightning or even falling out of a nostalgia-tourism

			hot-air balloon. Despite the stats,

			I still can’t get on my bike.
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			of course, it was different because I didn’t wait. I biked to school,

			still fuming about whatever we’d just argued about.

			Slanted rain. Slick road.

			I was glad you’d be written up for being late.

			In homeroom, the vocal fry duo delivered the morning news,

			and Mari imitated them with zombie arms.

			Roger drank home-brewed cryo coffee from a bottle

			he hid in his oversized hoodie sleeve. Dry ice plumed.

			We waved our notebooks to dilute it, pero se le fue la mano,

			so smoke billowed until he chugged the coffee and got brain freeze.

			Not like Mr. Berns would have noticed anyway.

			He was in the hallway, flirting with an admin in a skirt.

			Sonia passed me a note that said Roger es un pendejo and where’s Ofe?

			I sent her back a drawing of a shrugging dog.

			She scrunched up the note. After class, Ms. Michelle stopped me

			in the hall. Sweat wet her hairline. Breathless, she said,

			“Juli, thank goodness. Come with me.” Then she offered me her arm,

			and I wish I’d taken it because when I heard Mami’s voice

			on the phone, the floor disappeared. After I passed out,

			I don’t remember much of that day. I was in my bedroom,

			in our room,    crying on the floor.    Mami had to go    to the hospital    to identify a body.  Your body, O.    Mami had to talk    (shaking) with police officers in the living room.    Mami had to make arrangements. I didn’t leave our room. I didn’t help with anything. I didn’t say goodbye.
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			I stumble into a cloud of burning dandelions. I know right away that mom is in one of her moods. She’s cross-legged in the living room, meditating on a pillow in front of burning herbs, a glass of sacred agua lunar, and a bowl of rose quartz. There is a framed photo of you propped up behind the glass, so you have bug eyes and an oblong Martian head.

			Mom’s earbuds are in, so her chants are extra extra. How all the smoke in the room doesn’t trigger the building’s fire alarms is beyond me. I guess landlords don’t worry about fires in affordable housing units that used to be billionaire beach condos before everyone who owned the shoreline decided climate change was real, huh? I would laugh, except this shit is sad. But hey, we might as well live in leftover luxury while the world implodes.

			The remnants of wealth are everywhere in this apartment: the chandelier, the broken elevator, the pink marble fireplace behind Ma that’s now full of lit pillar candles, the kind with saints and martyrs on them. I tiptoe behind her to blow out the ones wafting the most ash. I never know how long Mom’s meditation sessions will last. So much for kicking it in front of the TV.

			I grab a banana and my notebook—the gray-lavender one that’s covered in holographic stickers—and set up to work on the balcony. I didn’t get much writing done last year, O, but this year I’m filling these pages with plans and poems that will make getting through this final year of school without you feel like less of an impossibility.

			I open to a clean page and write Places to live on the left page and What the heck do I want to do after high school? on the right. I should be able to figure this out over the weekend.

			First on the list: New Hollywood! That was our go-to destination when we used to dream about taking an epic cross-country road trip a few years ago. All that Old Hollywood tinsel but without the sexism. Okay, it’s officially taking the number one spot now. New Hollywood.

			Hmmm, how about somewhere with mountains…? Denver. Added. South Utah? I hate winter, but I’ll add it for now. If I’m adding Portland’s Rim, I might as well add Quarter Four Montana. Outer Nashville is about as far up as I can afford in the Pre-Northeast. That’s a strong list for now: New Hollywood, Denver, South Utah, Portland’s Rim, Quarter Four Montana, and Outer Nashville.

			Filling out the other page is harder. What do I want to do after high school? The answer seemed so easy when you were around. But beyond leaving the state and having a big, fabulous life with you, Ofe, I haven’t really thought about what I want. There is no after for New Americans. After for us looks like a ticket straight into shit menial jobs with shit hourly wages. I can go to school, but the loans would be impossible. Being smart enough for a scholarship is one thing, but those cost-of-living expenses, especially in a college town, well…the math never adds up.

			I could just stay and work at Ronoco until I’m fired for not smiling enough. Each option is smaller and sadder without you. The future is unfabulous without you. Maybe we were just silly kids with lofty dreams, O. The closer I get to graduation, the more meaningless my after feels.

			Then again, Principal Shears seems to believe there might be an after for me? So, since this is my notebook, and nobody is going to see it anyway, I go ahead and write the only answer I can think of, the only thing that’s a little bit true: I want to write.

			“Hola, corazón,” Ma says in her post-chant whisper, and I slam my notebook shut and pick up the banana. Subtle.

			“Oh, hey, Mami.” Ofe, Mom doesn’t know about my escape plan yet, and I’d like to keep it that way. “I didn’t hear you open the door.” I casually peel the bruised fruit.

			“Supermoon tonight. Want to go get bagels first? All the meditation worked up my appetite.”

			“Sure.” Bagels sound perfect. Our Monday-night breakfast-for-dinner tradition, like so many other traditions, fell to the wayside after…you know, Ofe. It just isn’t the same without you.

			But some things are the same, like Rey’s. It’s packed with the usual evening beach crowd. Bathing suit straps curl out of T-shirt collars. Everyone’s in chanclas. It’s so hot this fall that we should all be moving in slow motion. It’s so hot that iced drinks are served in triple-walled tumblers to stay cool. It’s so hot that tires stick to asphalt in parking lots. It’s so hot this fall that Florida should have a cover-up–optional policy. What are we going to do when the world gets even hotter? We’re already at highs of 115 most days in September—that’s why people can only hit the beach at night nowadays. Maybe global warming will finally be the thing that makes us feel comfortable in our own skin, Ofe! Ha! Talk about a body-positivity campaign. We won’t have time to be embarrassed about our bikinis because we’re all too damn hot.

			Our number is called, and we order two cafés con leche. Ma has her usual: double toasted sesame with guava paste and schmear. I get my usual too. There’s only one bagel I like. You know what it is: Tears of My Enemy, the salty creation we concocted after Matt broke up with you in front of everyone at his stupid birthday party. We stayed up all night on the beach together. You cried so much that you made me cry (you know I hate crying). After watching the sunrise, we walked straight to Rey’s with matted hair and mascara crusting on our cheeks. We wanted a savory cure after a night of ugly crying into the sand. This was it: an everything bagel with green-olive cream cheese, banana peppers, and capers. It is still perfect.

			“So, Juli, first day back…How was it?” Mami catches me mid-bite. I swallow a caper whole. I knew this was coming. Why can’t getting bagels ever just be getting bagels? “Um, fine. Sunshore is still Sunshore.”

			“Mm-hmm. You like your classes?”

			“They’re okay.”

			“What about your amiguitos?”

			I shrug. She always -itos them because we’ve been friends since we were toddlers. Well, we used to be.

			“Maybe you could invite them over one evening. I’ll make arepas.”

			I let out a gruntish “whatever” and stuff more bagel into my mouth. Then I distract her with AI XO. “Can you believe Harish said yes?”

			Ma sips her cafecito. Her eyes narrow at me over the rim of her cup. I know she wants to loop back to me being an antisocial asshat.

			“Alma and Claire though—goals!” I say. She takes another slow sip. I try once more. “And Raya y Phoenix—”

			“That ring!” we both squeal.

			“Totalmente,” Mom says. This show is the one thing we agree on. “Heirloom maybe?”

			“An AI heirloom?” I ask, and we both erupt. People look at us, but we don’t care. It’s good to laugh with Ma. She’s trying to make bagels a thing again, to have traditions with just me. I press my fingertips into the leftover bagel seeds on my plate. Salt and caraway melt onto my tongue, and I miss you.

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: MOON GHAZAL]
				

			

			Tonight, Ma listens to her astrología pod as we wait for the supermoon.

			She mm-hmms while Juan Carlos el Clarividente reads her rising moon

			predictions. I call bluff and find a place to set up my telescope.

			I’ll get a recap even though I only came to see the moon.

			“Es el año para aventuras.” Ma uses her optimistic-bird voice—

			you know the one, Ofe. “¿Que opinas, Juli?” Her eyes are supermoons.

			I say, “This place brings out the worst in people.” But Ma doesn’t hear

			me, with or without headphones. I may as well be on the moon.

			From here, our building is the mansion it was before the ozone fizzled

			out like a limp balloon, before light polluted everything but the moon.

			Mansions are overrated, and trillionaires are boring, Ofe. If you own all

			of Earth’s water and mountain ranges, what more do you want? The moon?

			Whatever I end up doing after graduation, I just want to make

			enough to help Mom and write. That would feel as grand as going to the moon.

			The tilt is optimum at 11:45 p.m. The fluorescent globe glows. Every soul

			on the beach inhales. For a few moments, we’re magical under the moon.

			The next one won’t be for eleven years. I’ll be twenty-eight. Ofe,

			imagine. I’ll be an old lady during the next supermoon.

			Mami recedes with the tide. She covers her face with her hand to hide,

			but tears glitter under the spotlight of the moon.

			Mom sits cross-legged with eyes closed and makes a guttural sound.

			My eye is up to the telescope. I miss you too, Ofe. I say to the moon.

			The sea breeze carries the smell of oil. Magnified, that rock mass of dead

			volcanoes is a teenage girl; we’re imperfect and everchanging like the moon.

			We exhale our sadness in long strands over the sea. We offer it to the night

			birds, the salty breeze, the shells, the sand, the dark, the moon.

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: MAMI LIKES TO SAY, YOU CAN DO ANYTHING, JULI,]
				

			

			sounding as matter of fact as when she reads out the weather

			from her watch. She says it as if “anything” were perched

			on top of the fridge next to the half-eaten cereal boxes.

			I might have to stand on my toes, but I could reach it.

			She says it like the whole world would agree

			and chant, We believe! We believe! We believe!

			As if I were a white man at the head of a boardroom

			surrounded by yes-men. She says it as if I weren’t failing

			in a million big and small ways every day. She says it

			like someday I’ll be something other than sad.
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			These advanced classes aren’t necessarily more difficult; they just require more time: more time to do homework, more time to think, more time to read multiple books, more time to work on group projects over the weekend. Ms. Hawthorne, my new AP English Language and Composition teacher, is pretty cool though. She calls us writers as opposed to students, and she lets us talk about our favorite books and movies at the end of class. Today we’re learning about personal truth in creative nonfiction.

			“We’re going to dive deep today.” Ms. Hawthorne’s five thousand notches of excitement are interrupted by Drew, who always steps out to smoke a joint in the middle of class. He asks to be excused, then lets out a groan that ends in a fart sound he makes with his mouth and palm. Ms. Hawthorne holds the thin part of her nose between her thumb and forefinger for a beat before looking up again. “We’re digging deep today to discover our river teeth. Brace yourselves—we’re going to paddle into the mangroves.”

			“Sounds like some country music shit,” Roger whispers to me. Yes, he’s in advanced English with me, Ofe. Maybe he really is trying to get into college. I don’t respond; I’m still mad about him being in the theater during lunch. Rude. That was my spot first.

			“Your river teeth are significant moments in your life that stay with you for a long time. Woolf called them ‘moments of being.’ ” She looks around at our blank faces.

			Jeanine starts writing furiously. Ugh, Jeanine. Why is she in so many of my classes? I stare at the blank page. My skin itches. I tap my pen to my temple. Roger writes too. The second hand skids all the way around the clock twice.

			“Think about what keeps you up at night,” Ms. Hawthorne says. Can she sense my hesitation? “What are the questions or memories that won’t leave you alone? What do you carry? We’ll write for ten minutes. Time starts now.”

			I stare at the clock, the ceiling, the floor, the blank page. I hold the names on the necklaces that hang above my heart. JULIETA and OFELIA bent into gold-filled wire. We’d worn them since we were ten, but now I wear them both, the chains always tangled. It was supposed to be us, Ofe. Here, now. I finally begin.

			
				The thing that keeps me up at night is that it was a driverless car, a hit-and-run. We supposedly live in one of the country’s most bike-able cities. There are bike lanes everywhere, although the ones in our part of town have yet to be retouched with reflective paint. When the grid flipped and we were moved to the shoreline, the interstate construction followed. The inner-city folk didn’t want the noise pollution. On-ramps combined with tourism combined with more families trying to find an affordable place to live made our neighborhood a suitcase zone. Maybe I’m just looking for a because here. Because we live in a part of town where people aren’t expected to stay, because our streets have numbers and not names, because drones only surveil the area at night, because new stop signs were never added, because the cops asked why she was riding her bike alone, because the cops just saw it as another hit-and-run, because the cops questioned Mom’s citizenship more than answered her questions, because I didn’t wait, because the car was owned by a person but the person wasn’t behind the wheel, I will never know who killed my sister.

			

			“Time. E-pencils down,” Ms. Hawthorne says, and I realize I’ve been holding my breath.

			“Would anyone like to talk about their experience of writing?”

			The class is silent. I look over at Roger. He’s still staring down at his e-sheet with his hands covering his writing. Even Jeanine, who wrote so fast that I thought her tablet might catch fire, is quiet. After a few more seconds of us all avoiding eye contact with Ms. Hawthorne, she gives in. “On second thought,” she says, “let’s sit with our work for a moment. What I’d like for you to do is come up with three questions surrounding what you wrote about. And remember, as the great James Baldwin said, ‘The purpose of art is to lay bare the questions that have been hidden by the answers.’ ”

			Somehow, Hawthorne’s mysterious quote of the day made sense to everyone around me, because they’re all back to writing. And I’m sweating and clinging so hard to my pen that I may break it trying to squeeze an answer to this prompt out of it.

			Then Ms. Hawthorne walks over and asks, “How you doing, Juli? Did your writing stir up any questions?”

			“Um, yeah.” I nod and huddle over my tablet. Thankfully, she walks away. I scratch my three questions down.

			1. WHY?

			2. WHY?

			3. WHY?

			I trace over the letters, pushing harder after each question mark until the tablet glitches. I slam the e-pencil down. Ms. Hawthorne peers at me over her glasses and mouths “you okay?” and “talk after class?”

			When the bell rings, everyone leaves, and I stay at my desk staring at the three questions I’ll never know how to answer.

			“Distance is part of the equation, Juli.” Ms. Hawthorne sits at the desk next to me.

			“What?”

			“Some writers call it ‘emotional distance,’ but I call it ‘self-preservation.’ ”

			“You’re a writer?” I turn my tablet facedown and fold my arms over it.

			“Yes. Well, mainly on weekends and in the summer.” Ms. Hawthorne chuckles.

			I knew she was cool, Ofe. Now I have a ton of questions.

			“Certain experiences are difficult to write about, especially when they are close to us, due to time or personal connection.”

			I try to keep a neutral face, but confusion pinches my brows together. You know I have that problem, Ofe. My face always broadcasts what I’m thinking.

			“When I get stuck, or when I need some distance, I write about something parallel to the subject.”

			“Right.”

			“It sounds odd. I get it.” Ms. Hawthorne nods toward my turned-over tablet. “But it seems you had a lot to write during that exercise, Juli. And from what I’ve heard from your past English teachers, you’re rather talented.” Ms. Hawthorne walks to a filing cabinet.

			I scoff. Of course, they all talk to each other. If I’ve learned anything from the first week of school, it’s that teachers are super metiches, Ofe. They are always getting in my business.

			“Do you have a notebook?” Ms. Hawthorne asks from across the room.

			“Um.” I reach into my bag and pull out my lavender notebook. “I have one, yes. It’s always with me.”

			“I’m not surprised, Juli. A good writer always has a notebook.” She smiles and walks back, hugging a notebook close to her chest. “This is one of my notebooks.”

			It’s a hand-bound light-purple notebook with a riso-printed cover. Indigo block letters spell out the phrase distance plus time. On the back there is an h. “Did you make this?”

			“Yes,” Ms. Hawthorne says. “I want to be a writer, but sometimes that goal scares me, so when I need to get out of my head, I’m teaching myself to make books.”

			“It’s something parallel to writing.”

			“Exactly.” Ms. Hawthorne returns to her desk. “There are so many worthy writing programs out there, Juli.”

			Why ruin a moment with talk of college and the future? I stash my notebook safely in my bag. “I have other plans after graduation.”

			“I know. But as your creative writing teacher, I want to encourage you to write the world.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			“Treat your notebook as your field book, Juli. Writers must be keen observers. You already are, I can tell. Keep witnessing the world around you. Make room to notice people, places, and paradigms, and then write what you see—write this world like no one else can, in your words.”

			For a moment everything stops, and a wave of something I can only describe as gratitude rises in my gut. “Thank you, Ms. Hawthorne, for believing I can actually be a writer someday.”

			“Someday? Juli, you’re a writer now,” she says. “That’s the thing: there are no rules, only the practice of writing and believing in yourself enough each day to return to the page,” Ms. Hawthorne continues. “Oh, and if you ever need inspiration, try a new setting. I love going to the Model Aquarium or the observatory. On a clear night, you can still see a few planets. It’s worth a try.”

			I’m not sure if she means it’s worth a try to look for planets or to write, but I say I’ll think about it before leaving.
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			There’s a senior assembly after English, so I get to skip math. Everything shines under the jellyfish fluorescents. Tennis shoes squeak against the waxed floors. Dr. Shears feuds with the PA system. Feedback blares. Students laugh and cover their ears.

			It takes a lot of effort to not sit in my usual spot, in the back with Sonia, Mari, and Roger. I climb up the steps looking down. I avoid eye contact, but Mari waves me over. Why is she so nice to me? I pretend not to see her and sit near my de facto new group, the art kids, who are usually in their own heads as much as I am. Too elevated for high school gossip, we communicate with nods and shrugs.

			“Greetings, Sunshore seniors. How’s everybody doing?” Dr. Shears’s welcome is met with shuffling. “C’mon now. It’s an exciting time to be a Pelican. I said, how’s everybody doing”—he pauses and raises his arms as if praying for a celestial intervention to smite pep into this rally—“today?!” The gymnasium is silent, except for the end of Shears’s exclamation mark bouncing off every hard surface. It’s embarrassing to be an adult.

			As Shears breaks the ice with cringey jokes about the Pelican, our school mascot, I realize the last assembly I attended was a biking-safety talk Shears put together at the beginning of last year, after your accident. In the middle of the bike-safety video, I stood on the bleachers and shouted, It wasn’t an accident. It was a hit-and-run! before running out of the assembly. After that, I was the weird girl. The one who survived. The sad twin left behind.

			My throat is hot and itchy. My hands tense up. I look to the exits; I need to get out of here. Then they walk in, five white people in black suits. They fit together like drones in formation. They walk with purpose. I don’t know why we’re here, Ofe. Aside from bicycle safety, most assemblies are about football triumphs, active shooters, or the hazards of 3D-printed pharmaceuticals. Are these faux FBI agents here to teach us about alien invasions?

			The entire auditorium goes dark. Before any students have a chance to try to sneak off, stars appear all over the walls and ceiling—a galaxy. We collectively gasp. A spotlight streams down to the podium in the center of the gym.

			“Sunshore High, I’d like to introduce you to Audra Morningstar, of the New American Space Program at StarCrest.” Shears attempts an awkward handshake/half hug. It’s painful to watch.

			A tall woman with a bob and before-hurricane sky-green eyes walks past him to the podium.

			“Hello, everyone.” Students sit up when Agent Morningstar speaks. “When Alder and Zephyr Vince founded StarCrest, they dreamed of a scrappy interstellar travel startup that could help launch New Americans into the future. Well, that startup became a world leader in space exploration, and today, StarCrest is ready to make those dreams come true with its newest initiative: the New American Space Program.” Shears jumps up from his seat and begins to applaud. He is cut off by an agent who quells him with a stern look.

			Morningstar continues. “At NASP, we believe New Americans are uniquely qualified to contribute to the country they now call home. That’s why we’re inviting them to join our inaugural initiative, the Cometa Mission—a task force to reach our next frontier.”

			Morningstar’s blond bob and green eyes fade into darkness as Past Earth is projected on the ceiling. It’s beautiful. We’ve seen it in textbooks, the puzzle of green and blue. The projection spins slowly. There was so much more land before the Great Drift.

			Then a simulated time-lapse shows the gradual decay of the planet. Agent Morningstar speaks over the animation. “The human race is preparing for migration, and NASP and StarCrest plan to assemble a brave and extraordinary team to represent the interests of the United States on that journey. We’ll be selecting fifteen seniors from around the country—three from each US region—to join the team.”

			There’s a ripple of oohs through the bleachers.

			“These recruits will take part in the Cometa Mission—perhaps the most important mission of our time.” Agent Morningstar begins pacing. “Cometa Rangers will travel to the moon with a team of StarCrest’s finest astronauts, where they’ll spend five years helping build a base camp, the lunar catapult for all future US-funded interstellar exploration. It will also serve as a labor and supply site for the largest space station in human history, Tierra II. Our future home.”

			The projected Earth is now scorched by fires. It’s an ember, and then it’s gone.

			“And we’re here today to find out if there’s a Cometa Ranger sitting in this gym at…” She pauses to look at the teleprompter near the podium. “At Sunshore High.”

			Another audible ahhh rolls through the gymnasium. I edge forward. My heels inch up.

			“New American seniors, have you ever searched for your purpose? Have you ever wanted to belong? Do you want to be a hero for your family?” Morningstar’s silhouette drinks water from a glass on the podium. Even in darkness, she is composed. “This is your time. Now. This is your chance to make history.” The bleachers are still. We’re all listening.

			Suddenly, a spotlight beams down over the podium. The stream of yellow light is full of silence and dust. We’re collectively holding our breaths. Agent Morningstar looks straight at me and says, “You can change your mom’s life, Juli.”

			Me? I shake my head. she talking to me?

			“Did you hear me, Sunshore?” Morningstar asks. “You could change your whole life, really.”

			Nope. I’m delusional, she’s talking to everyone, Ofe.

			Astronauts of all different ethnicities appear at the center of the catastrophe projected on the ceiling. They look like human action figures, and all the students in the bleachers gasp again. The astronauts smile at the same time. Letters across their navy spacesuits spell cometa when they come together. If a superhero movie and a college diversity pamphlet had a baby, it would look like this.

			Agent Morningstar’s voice tears my attention from the projected astronaut fever dream. “Sunshore High, time is running out. New American seniors, are you ready to serve your country and build a better tomorrow?”

			The astronauts put on their helmets, golden visors covering their faces. They all put their hands over their hearts as the words A UNITED FORCE appear at the bottom of the screen. Then the gym’s fluorescents bleach us back to reality as Dr. Shears bumbles over to the podium.

			“Well, that was…wow, just wow,” Shears says. Wide-mouthed, he speedwalks up from his seat to meet Morningstar near the podium before one of the other agents can stop him. “Let’s give it up for Ms. Morningstar and the fine folks from NASP.” Shears tries a military salute.

			Morningstar offers a smile with the corner of her mouth, then turns and leaves the gym, her agent colleagues trailing behind her.

			“Want to learn more? Well, you pelican because we’ll be hosting a Cometa representative at Sunshore through the end of October. They are looking to recruit New American seniors only; this includes undocumented students who are on track to citizenship.” Shears clasps his hands. “Heck, this is guaranteed to fast-track that for you. The perks are many, but the greatest one is being able to give back to this country. I wish I could apply.”

			But students are no longer interested now that Shears has taken over. They yawn and scrunch and shuffle again. He doubles down anyway. “Who knows, maybe by this time next year, we’ll be sending a pelicanaut to the moon!”

			I stay in the bleachers until everyone is gone. I find a blank page in my lavender notebook and jot down Cometa.
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			dedicated to wasting my time. Ofe, remember how, when we learned the word googolplex from a space documentary, we stayed up all night mapping how many playing cards we’d have to stack to reach the moon? And how we decided that if we ever were able to carry out this nonsense experiment and a meteor hit or a strong gust of wind blew, we’d be flattened like plantains and covered in a Himalaya-times-ten pile of cards?

			Well, that’s how I feel right now about all the crap I have to make up, like a patacón forgotten under a big mountain, and every demand on my time feels like a playing card.

			Most nights I stay up till three to work on a poem, and then I go to sleep for a few hours and wake up at 6:30 a.m., just in time to brush my teeth, throw on a hoodie, and book it to school. Then I sit all day at Sunshore for what feels like an eternity, and thanks to Shears and his AP nonsense, I now gotta pay attention. My after-school sessions with Martha happen once a week. Then, three days a week after school, I go volunteer until six; on the way I check in on Mami at home and scarf down un pan con queso that I’ve scrunched up for easy travel. And then there’s the night shift at Ronoco, which I work almost every school night.

			When I get home from Ronoco, it’s usually midnight. I shower, put my sweats on, and finally sit down to write, trying to follow Ms. Hawthorne’s advice, which has actually been helpful. Then, repeat, repeat, repeat, repeat hasta the weekend when I just have to work and spend time with Mami.

			The latter sometimes feels like another job, but sometimes it’s okay. It’s all about keeping Mami from falling into the darkness again. Mami, who drinks tea that has woodland bears in striped pajamas on the box. Mami, who asks questions while looking faraway. Mami, who is always in bed when I get home from making money for Big Energy.

			Do you think the CEO of Ronoco ever thinks about the seventeen-year-old first-genner who works at one of their tiny branches on a peninsula off the west coast of Florida for a miserable $28.75 an hour before taxes? Most nights it’s just me and the randy randos who come in for e-cigarette refills.

			The volunteering, on the other hand, isn’t all bad. They have free coffee and guava pastries, and I spend most sessions alternating between picking up trash from the playa and untangling birds from plastic nooses.

			Anyway, it goes without saying that I currently have zero time to pursue my goal of figuring out how to get out of this drowning state.
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			so I measure the space between.

			It’s fixed, though it shifts

			as I sift the projected sky.

			In the planetarium,

			meteors shower poems

			and silences.

			I’m trying to find inspiration

			in a world of floods and fires,

			but what’s left of a body with no lungs?

			In the planetarium,

			each star is a time machine.

			Here, there are no dead sisters.

			I think of you

			and am haunted into living.

			I said, I’m trying here

			to see the future,

			but from Earth, stars

			glitter in their past.

			In the planetarium,

			In the planetarium,

			hearts burst

			hearts burst

			in slow motion.

			in slow motion.

			We’re all Romantics

			here, where we search

			for stories in stars.
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			and palm trees, aliens, flamingos, merfolx—

			all made of thick plastic with paint that peels

			after a few uses. Technically, they’re refillable, but no one ever

			buys the cartridges. Other semi-practical disposables for sale:

			condoms, energy-boost syringes, anti-facial-recognition contacts,

			and Ronoco air fresheners—“ocean breeze”—scented cartoon suns

			wearing sunglasses that smell like the blue pills I drop into the toilets

			on Wednesdays. Maybe the ocean smelled like fabric softener before

			all the oil spills and fires. Cars pull up to charge every few minutes.

			Flux News plays (as per Ronoco policy) on every screen.

			I’ve mastered the art of tuning out the low hum of news anchors,

			but then I see the headline: MANATEE REMOVED FROM

			ENDANGERED LIST, NOW EXTINCT. And Ofe, I don’t want to cry

			again today when everything feels like a mediocre slide spiraling

			into a dark pit, but you know I’ll shed much of myself

			onto this counter for our favorite animal. We let the manatee,

			an animal with no known predator, go extinct.

			I reach for a manatee-shaped lighter. It flickers

			to life in my hand. We’ll be sold out of these by the end of the week

			because people become nostalgic about animals

			as soon as they’re gone—

			it’s pathetic and pacifist.

			It’s predatory.
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			to get home to look up more info about the Cometa program. For now, I have to do homework. The news and the static loop of traffic create the ideal white noise for deep concentration. I munch on handfuls of jalapeño-lime chips while working on a paper about the Second Civil War for AP American History. It’s supposed to be an argumentative essay, but I’m unsure of why we have to take a side like we don’t know which side won.

			At the end of the day, how much does this essay matter? It’s just my opinion, my words. My audience is narrow since only Ms. Simmons will be reading and grading my work. I’d rather write a poem or a song, something more memorable than an argument structured for my teacher’s approval. Besides, my voice won’t change anything.

			“Excuse me,” someone calls from somewhere in the store.

			I swallow back a ball of spicy half-chewed chips and wipe my mouth when I see her, the Cometa agent from the assembly. I feel an urgent need to bow or salute. Her heels click on the linoleum at a slow rhythmic pace. Her sharp blond bob barely moves when she walks.

			“Hi. Hello. Um, how can Ronoco charge up your day?” I make jazz hands. Ugh, what am I doing?

			“Do you have any cold ones of these?” Audra Morningstar holds up a blue glass bottle of imported seltzer.

			“Um, yes.” I walk out from behind the counter. “Here, come with me.” I take her to the sectioned-off alcohol area. I push back the curtain that hangs in heavy rubber panels.

			“I know it’s in here. We keep it in these coolers because they’re better insulated than the ones out there. Glass bottles take more energy to cool, I think.” Oh my god, why can’t I stop blathering on?

			She follows silently. Her phone beeps. She looks at it and swipes away the notification.

			“Here it is.” I pull open the freezer door and take a bottle from the bottom of the shelf.

			“Thanks, I’ll take two.”

			“Fine choice, excellent.” Ugh, I am puking in my mouth, which I keep shut as we walk to the register.

			“Thank you.”

			“Thanks for shopping at Ronoco Rocket Mart.” I say the line with a big smile because of the surveillance cameras. I already got a letter from corporate earlier this month about my attitude. I offer her the change.

			“Keep it,” she says coolly.

			I take a big inhale and harness all the energy I have left in me to say, “I saw your presentation at Sunshore, the school, earlier today. I was there. I’m a student of that there place. I go to there. I, Juli.” Nailed it.

			“Is that so? Well, if you’re interested, come talk with one of us this week. We’re all alternating who’s in the office with Shears each day.”

			I snort. OMG, I snorted. “Yeah, I am. I don’t know. The presentation was so cool though.”

			“Cool, huh? How much do you make here? How much of it is truly yours—” she squints at my name tag—“Ronoco Rusty?”

			I chuckle, embarrassed by my name tag antics. I do the math in my head of what I make per hour minus taxes and the 20 percent of my paycheck to my mom to help with the bills. “It’s Juli,” I remind her. “And below minimum wage, I think.”

			“That is correct. At NASP we pay each New American Ranger at least twice the federal minimum wage to start. We also offer tuition-reimbursement programs and monthly stipends for family members who might need assistance.”

			“Oh. Wow. You mean money for the family left on Earth?”

			“That’s exactly what I mean.”

			“Well. That’s something to think about.”

			“Indeed.” Morningstar takes a sip of seltzer in the doorway.

			“Thank you,” I say, unsure of what I’m thanking her for. But the Ronoco cams are on, so I get back into character. “Hope Ronoco Rocket Mart launches you into your day.” I see my image on the security screen near the register. The big smile plastered on my face is giving cry for help.

			Morningstar shakes her head. “You know, Juli, I wasn’t going to say anything, but Shears told me about you.”

			Oh shit. Whatever he said about me can’t have been good, so I brace myself for the impact of humiliation, guilt, and the anger that fuels my undying will for Shears to be expelled from the planet so that he can never open his mouth again.

			The world is truly unfair, Ofe. Like, why’d the manatee go extinct when mediocre men like Shears seem to be on the rise, multiplying by the damn second? RIP manatee.

			“Your grades are subpar, but you tested off the charts on the USAT,” Morningstar says. She takes another sip from her seltzer. “It makes me wonder what would happen if you put your mind to work.”

			“Oh, it’s just a test,” I say.

			“Nothing is ever just anything. The sooner you realize that, the better off you’ll be in the world.”

			“Sorry, I—”

			“Don’t apologize to me. And don’t make yourself small either. You’re bright. Your life can be as big as you want it to be.”

			I say nothing, but of course I think of us, Ofe. We had dreamt of a big, grand life together.

			“You’d make a great agent,” Morningstar says. “Come by the office.” She turns back to the door, and this time she walks through it.
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			that helps me process rage.

			Why are we so disappointing?

			A war breaks out on the other side

			of the world, and we watch it on our screens

			and do nothing. The Earth is hotter

			than ever, and we pump up the AC

			and increase our water intake. An animal

			is wiped from the planet, and we go on,

			business as usual. But none of this is par

			for the course. Leaving may not fix things,

			but staying isn’t doing much either, so I write.

			Let the record note: Some of us did care. We

			wanted this place to survive.
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			but I’m perched on my elbows with too many tabs open, trying to learn everything I can about NASP’s Cometa Initiative. The apartment is quiet except for the occasional loud snore from Mom’s room, the hum of the white noise machine she blasts at full volume, and the lamppost outside my window that crackles in the rain. This is when I wish you were around, Ofe. I mean, I always do, even when I just casually want to tell you about a new song I’m obsessed with or when I want to complain about a ridiculous dehydrated-beet recipe Mami made because one of her meditation teachers recommended it. But I especially miss you when I’m learning about something that could change my life forever.

			Here’s what I know so far: Cometa is new, as in, it just launched earlier this year. It’s funded by two Silicon Valley brothers—twins, no less—the Vinces. The program is part of a global space race because…well, Planet Earth, ooof. The initiative’s goal is to get the New American agents onto the moon before another country beats us to it. There they’ll start work on the New Frontier, a.k.a. Tierra II—a mega space station of sorts, a network of super-condos orbiting the moon. It’s a five-year mission for the first group of Cometa Rangers. And, perhaps most motivational, Agent Morningstar wasn’t lying: all Cometa Agents are basically set for life—a decent salary, paid college tuition, guaranteed housing, and if you agree to fulfill two more service missions, you get a Cometa Plus stipend until you die. It’s a nice deal. I mean, I could move Mom away from the shoreline and into a new place, an actual house, Ofe, in the Inner City.

			What if I’m not just meant to leave Florida? What if I leave the planet? It’s a win-win: help Mom and have a guaranteed future. The tomorrow I’m envisioning is vague and unimaginable, but my plan is a way out, one that’s safeguarded and guaranteed. This way, I’m leaving for a cause.

			This changes everything.

			So, what do you think, Ofe? Too good or too sci-fi? I mean I know we’re fuuucked, but I thought our planeta azul had a little more time. I mean are we fucked fucked or just fucked? I guess my ashes might not become tree fertilizer here after all, but space dust. Because maybe our time here is up.

			Reason to leave Earth #1: I could buy Mom a house.

			I hear the pop half a second before the city’s weather-emergency alarm blares. Shit. The window cracks, then shatters. Glass glitters across my Starry Night blanket. I flip my tablet, flick shards off, and rush down the hall.

			“Ma, wake up! We have to go.”

			“THIS IS NOT A DRILL, CITIZENS. SEEK SHELTER IMMEDIATELY. MAINTAIN VIGILANCE. REMAIN CALM.” Mom’s phone flashes white on her nightstand. The emergency-alert voice is a high-pitched bird warning its brood of danger. Calm is the last thing I am right now.

			I pull Ma’s sheet off and shake her shoulders. She slowly sits up and lifts her sensory-deprivation sleep helmet, the one that was prescribed to her last year so she could finally sleep again. “Juli?” She rubs her eyes; it takes her a moment to register the panic on my face.

			“Ma, I’m okay. We gotta go.”

			“What time is—”

			“We need to go to the ground level.” The alarm hisses a long vowel that wraps itself around our building. We run around the apartment to grab a few things before heading down to the makeshift basement, a.k.a. the laundry room that was built as an expansion of this mansion’s old elevator shaft. Rain slants through the broken window. “Seriously, hurry up, Ma.”

			“Okay, okay, okay. Got it.” Mom rushes to the front door with a dozen pillar candles, an overstuffed tote bag, and your framed photo under her arm. She even swipes on lipstick during our mad dash. “Never know, mija.” She winks.

			“I know, I know. Por si las moscas,” I say, rolling my eyes and closing the door behind us.
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			as soon as we enter the laundry room. There is no ventilation in this tiny concrete box. Most of us are in our pajamas, but we’re all too tired to be embarrassed. I wish I had slept instead of researching Cometa—I already know it’s going to be a long night.

			Ms. Arenas sets up the emergency radio, but it won’t pick up the signal. Carajo, there’s no 12G down here. Guess killing the time with more Cometa research is a no-go. Probably for the best; it’s too cramped here for any kind of privacy anyway.

			Mom gets to work right away. She lights pillar candles and prays to la Virgen aloud. She is always Catholic in an emergency.

			More families file in. The Chees, the Arenas, the Kohs, the Alvarez-Tropezes, the Obodowskas, the Hassans, y los Borbons. Sonia drags her slides across the concrete floor, her little brother—Cricket’s gotta be almost seven now—pulls at the bottom of her oversized jean jacket. Her hoops are in, and her wingtip eyeliner looks perfect. I push my curls away from my eyes. Why does she have to look so damn fancy all the time?

			“Did you pack Cricket’s inhaler, Sonia?”

			“Yeah, Ma.”

			Sonia’s mom greets Mami with a kiss on the cheek.

			“Hey, Libby. It’s good to see you. And you too, Sonia, y did I see a little grillito hopping around?” Mom asks, and Cricket pops out from behind Sonia.

			“¡Chócala! Look at how tall you are.” Mom gives Cricket a high five before he hops away.

			Sonia and I say nothing. We each ignore our mothers and look past each other.

			“Saluda,” our moms say to each of us at once.

			“H-hi,” we mumble. Our eyes still don’t meet. Sonia turns quickly to join her brother.

			Mom tells me to make an effort. I shrug and find a spot in the corner next to the Chees. The elderly couple sits on a folded comforter, reading.

			“Hi, neighbor.” Ms. Chee offers me some jasmine tea in a paper cup.

			“Thank you.”

			She nods and returns to her book. The warm floral steam temporarily lifts the stress of the night.

			“Everybody, shush. It’s—” Alba Arenas bends her ear closer to the radio. There’s a shock of static.

			“Shelter in place for—” The voice cuts out to static and then to nothing.

			“I just had it. Madre. This place is como el Bermuda Triangle.” She rolls up her sleeves and spins the radio dials.

			Mami lights more candles in the center of the room. The overhead fluorescent flickers. The power goes out. “Scaaary!” Cricket wiggles his fingers over his head and makes a spider shadow on the ceiling. A few of the other kids giggle and make shadows of their own. Their hands move like birds across the ceiling. Leave it to kids to find a way to have fun in darkness.

			“Who wants tea and mooncake?” Ms. Chee lifts her gaze from her novel.

			We unanimously say yes with our faces and soft sounds of gratitude.

			I help her and Mr. Chee pass out tea and flower-embossed mooncakes to everyone. When I hand a cup of tea to Sonia, she refuses to take it from my hand. I’m not surprised—she’s like that—but it stings a little. Without looking at her face, I place it on the floor in front of her. We all sit in a circle, cradling our surprise delights.

			“It’s the Mid-Autumn Festival already?” Ms. Hassan asks, ready to take a bite of the golden cake.

			“Yes.” Ms. Chee smiles. “We were letting them cool in the kitchen to drop them off at everyone’s doors at sunrise, but, well, it’s better this way. Now we get to eat together.”

			There’s a chorus of “thank you’s in English, Spanish, Ukrainian, Korean, and Portuguese.

			“I can’t believe how quickly the year is passing by.” Clairvoyant as always, Mom says my exact thoughts out loud.

			The static breaks through the air. A few of us jump. Ms. Arenas runs to the radio. It’s silent again. She bangs her fist into the side of the metal box. “C’mon!”

			“We could all die in this dungeon, and no one would ever know,” Sonia says without looking up from the game on her watch.

			“Sonia!” her mother snaps.

			“She isn’t wrong,” I say, just loud enough for Sonia to hear. She doesn’t look at me though.

			“Well, technically, we would know, right?” Cricket asks in the most grown-up voice.

			“Si, mijo, we would,” his mom responds.

			The static sputters back through the radio. “WE REPEAT, CITIZENS, ALL IS CLEAR. IF YOU’RE INJURED, FIND—” The rest of the protocols and details of the tornado’s damage are muffled. It’s probably safe to return home, but we all stay on the floor together, cupping tea and mooncakes. Cricket’s hands fly across the ceiling. Another kid joins and then another. Their shadows are larger than us all.

			Mami raises her hands and spreads the fingertips. “This is an anhinga drying its wings after a storm.”

			Mr. Hassan lifts one arm and pinches his fingertips together. A crane sways its head across the ceiling. Abla makes a hummingbird. Sonia’s mom, a mockingbird. Cricket and his friends giggle wildly.

			“Más, más. Juli, c’mon,” he says, fluttering past me.

			I put my hands together, and my shadow makes a small bird.

			“What’s that kind of bird?” Cricket asks.

			“It’s a small one,” I say, avoiding Sonia’s eyes.

			“Does it have a name?”

			“Probably, but we haven’t met yet.” I stick out my tongue at Cricket. And my response seems to be enough for him, as he spins to join the other kids running around the circle, making birds that spiral and soar through the room. It’s hard to see where their small hands end and the birds begin.
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			The West burns five months of the year; up north there’s blizzards.

			But this tropical state of wind and water is ravaged by flash floods

			and tornadoes once a month, at least. I never thought I’d miss

			hurricanes. We still have those too, but hurricanes give

			you more time to prep. A tornado doesn’t care about

			your broken window that will now be a duct-taped

			garbage bag until the landlord finally fixes it.

			A tornado doesn’t care if you have enough

			food or water, and it truly does not care

			if you’re in a bunker with your dead

			sister’s best friend who doesn’t

			want anything to do with you.

			It just throws your whole life

			in a blender for a few hours

			and leaves you to deal

			with the aftermath.
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			over Ma’s shoulder—

			her skin is rose water

			and fabric softener.

			She applies her morning

			eye cream and moisturizes

			until her face makes dew.

			She is her own weather system,

			and no amount of skin care

			can hide the cumulonimbus

			clouds accumulating in her eyes.

			I blow a kiss and leave

			before her clouds burst

			open over our cereal bowls.

			My walk becomes a jog

			that becomes a sprint as drizzle

			thickens into a storm, another one.

			We used to get extreme-weather days

			off from school, but not anymore.

			We’d miss too much.
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			like Martha suggested. Well, she didn’t exactly say that, but she did encourage me to try to reconnect with friends. So here I am being social, perched in a corner of the cafeteria, holding my tray so tightly, the gray mashed potatoes are shaking. I scan the tables, but I don’t see Roger, Mari, or Sonia. I back into the corner and wait for them. My knees lock. My pulse quickens. This tray is getting heavy. I should have gone to the theater. Yes, totally. Better sneak away there now. What does Martha know? She has the social skills of a tennis ball.

			“Hey, Juli.” Jeanine walks by and then stops. Worse, she lingers. Despite being popular, Jeanine always says hi to me, Ofe. Always. I can’t help but wonder if A, it’s out of pity, or B, it’s a game she plays, or C, maybe she just says hi to everyone like she’s some kind of golden retriever? All of the above are very annoying.

			“Hello,” I say. My eyes swim around the room. Where are they?

			“Join me?” She turns her head toward a table, and her ponytail bounces. A fleck of gold catches the fluorescent light. A dainty golden J dangles from her neck. She catches me looking at it and tells me it’s from Alex, a birthday gift, and that they’re dating, but not with labels or whatever. Before I know it, I’m sitting at a table with Jeanine and taking long slow sips of my corn-husk drink to drown out details I never asked for.

			She leans in close. “So thoughtful, right? We’re dating, but on the UTI, ‘under the intel’ as he says.”

			“UTI…okay.” I hold back my cackle. The lug-head captain of the football team and pep rally princess of the Pelican Pixies. It makes perfect sense to me, Ofe.

			“I mean, I’m new here, and like my mom says in her book, Beyond the Artificially Intelligent Influencer, I need to give thought to who I surround myself with to make real real connection.”

			“Not just real?”

			Jeanine laughs. “No, no, real real. I can get you a copy of the book if you want.”

			“I’m good,” I say, and Jeanine deflates for a moment. “I don’t know if I can handle the real real.”

			She smiles and returns to the J on her neck, holding it out for me to get a closer look. “Anywho, it’s sweet, this tiny letter. It’s kinda like yours.” Her Pelican-Pixie-pink manicured fingernail points at my neck. Her nose scrunches. “ ‘Julieta,’ and what’s the other one say? Often?” She squints and leans closer. A fist of peonies punches the air.

			“Ofelia.”

			“Middle name?”

			“No, it’s my sister’s.”

			“Oh! Like Shakespeare, right? Juliet and Ophelia. Love it.” She snaps. “It’s moody, in a good way.”

			I shrug and look around for the cafeteria clock or a window to jump out of. Instead, I eat a grayish potato and take another sip of my vitamin-enriched husk milk. “Yeah.”

			“Your mom was a fan of the Bard, huh?”

			“I guess. She was taking a lit class at SCC when she was pregnant.”

			“Oh, how cool. Is she, like, a professor or an English teacher?” Jeanine’s eyes brighten; they’re practically glowing. Her shoulders bounce while she waits for my response. It’s like all her bubbliness makes it impossible for her feet to stay anchored on earth.

			“No. She dropped out.” Involuntarily, one side of my mouth curls up at her deflation.

			“Oh.” She looks as if Mom’s choice was a personal offense to her. She takes a deep breath, then sits across from me and looks off into the distance. Is she going to begin reciting a sad soliloquy? “Ofelia.” When she says your name, my hands fist. I’m suddenly hot and cold. I take a breath, but I can’t find enough oxygen to fill my lungs.

			Jeanine smiles blankly and tilts her head. I cross my arms and plant my feet on the ground. We’re done here. I shift forward. I’d rather eat alone in a bathroom stall than sit through whatever this interaction is.

			“That’s funny,” she says, still with that stupid smile.

			“My sister’s name is funny?”

			Her cheeks flush shades deeper than her iridescent peach blush. “No, no. I mean it’s cute.” Cute is somehow worse than funny. I glance down at the chipped black polish on my nails as they curl into my palm. I wonder if my nails are sharp enough to claw that giddy grin off her face.

			“Like BFF charms but matching sister necklaces! Adorbs.” Jeanine winks and points an index finger at me. “Does she wear your name too?”

			“No. She’s dead,” I respond. Sorry, Ofe. It’s the only thing that will shut her up.

			Jeanine is silent. She places her hand over her heart. “Julieta, I’m sorry.” Her eyes fill. “I had no idea.”

			I realize that as a transfer student, Jeanine is probably the only senior who didn’t know me as the girl with the dead sister.

			“It’s okay. I mean, it’s not, but it happened. It happened at the start of junior year.”

			She continues to cry into both of her hands. Her shoulders shake under her pink-and-teal uniform, her blond ponytail shifting with each sniffle.

			“It’s just so—” She wipes her snot away with a napkin and lowers her voice—“Sad.”

			“And, yes, our mom wanted to be an English teacher before we were born.”

			“You were”—she covers her weepy red face with her hands—“twins?”

			I reach out to console her, but my hand stops like a shored fish in the middle of the table. “Yeah.” I look down at my fish hand. It’s running out of oxygen, like me at this moment. Don’t cry, don’t cry, I say to myself. Before I can look up again, I am wrapped in Jeanine’s arms. She hugs me tightly. My shoulders tense up, but when I feel her breath slow down, I give in and hug her back.

			“Jeanine! There you are!”

			Allison and a few of the Pixies appear. Jeanine pats her face dry and runs her hands over her hair to smooth her ponytail.

			“Let’s go. We can’t walk on-field after the team. Pixie standards,” Mia says, glancing down at me as if she just caught the stench of the nearby trash can. “They must be upheld. Right?”

			“Yeah, and if we have time, we can practice that new homecoming routine,” Quince adds. They all flip their ponytails just like Jeanine.

			“And watch them stretch,” Mia says, and they all giggle like a heteronormative three-headed pink glitter monster.

			“Yeah, yes, of course.” Jeanine wipes her eyes, takes a deep breath, and pats the skirt of her uniform. “Let’s go!” She goes to leave and then turns back to me. “See you later, J.” She winks, holding out the gold letter from her necklace.
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			Reason to leave Earth #3: in outer space, no one will know me as the girl with the dead sister.
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			I didn’t say Mom was a literature

			major learning poems, iambs, and rhyme schemes

			when she found out we were growing in her.

			She kept at it till we broke all her seams

			and professor dreams. To this day she still

			quotes Shakespeare, maybe so she won’t forget

			who she was before: a woman of will.

			Is all her sorrow rooted in regret?

			Sometimes I speak of you in present tense,

			Sister. “Yes, it’s my sister’s name, and Mom

			loves Shakespeare.” We’re happy out of context.

			What a smiling sitcom family—me, Mom,

			you (Ofe). One day, I’ll tell the truth from the start.

			Mom always says meter mimics the heart.
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			biology. I wait for the bell to ring in the bathroom stall and then rush to the theater. Down empty halls, I walk with purpose. Wait, I should be more active. I walk with purpose down the empty halls! No, I walk like Jeanine. Better. A sigh of relief runs between my shoulders when I reach the theater door. Alone at last. I exhale and push it open.

			You have got to be kidding me.

			Roger, Mari, and Sonia look up from the floor. They are all sitting huddled near the piano.

			Mari and Sonia focus on Roger, who’s holding something in his hands.

			“Roger?” I say.

			No one responds. I wish I could skip over moments like this and go straight to graduation. But Roger holds me in his watery eyes. A heart-shaped dog tag falls from his palm.

			Roger’s shoulders shake when he says Oliva’s name, and I crash to the floor.

			He wipes his nose with his hoodie sleeve, saying he should’ve, and he didn’t know, and he couldn’t—he cries.

			“El tornado,” Mari whispers. “She was crushed under a tree.”

			“We tried to call her in when the alarm sounded, but we couldn’t find her. You know she liked to wander.” Roger gasps for air. “I had to help carry my abuelo and his wheelchair down the stairs. It all happened so quickly. I kept telling myself she’d find a spot to hide. But when I heard the wind howling against the shelter door, I knew she wouldn’t make—I just—” He drops his head into his hands.

			“Oh, Roger. I’m so sorry.” I apologize for the tornado, for his dog, and for all the things I can’t control. I stay, even though Sonia actively ignores me by pretending to be on her watch. I don’t let her get to me, not now. Not when Roger needs me. I’ve known Oliva for most of my life; we all have.

			“Remember when she kept eating all of your abuela’s tacones that summer you brought her home?” Mari places her hand on Roger’s shoulder and looks up at me. “She said she’d send her away if you didn’t train her to stop eating high heels in ten days.”

			Roger’s puffy brown eyes are distant. He places his dog’s tag on the floor in front of him. Pink rhinestones border OLIVA and Roger’s cell number.

			“Then the five of us launched a weeklong Oliva boot camp. We had no idea what we were doing!” I say, perhaps too cheerfully. Today I’m realizing I am terrible at consoling people.

			“But it worked.” Sonia says, finally acknowledging my existence. “That dog would do anything for a plantain chip.”

			“She even learned to high-paw for her boot camp graduation ceremony,” I say. The memory skips across the room like a stone I want to chase. But this floor isn’t a lake. Oliva is gone. “She was a star pug pupil. She was amazing.”

			“She was, wasn’t she?” Roger chuckles. His laugh makes me miss everyone, including you, Ofe. I reach out to touch the tag. I know how much you loved that dog. You even volunteered to dog-sit her when Roger’s abuela was doing chemo. Roger’s fingertips touch mine when he goes to pick up the tag. I go to pull back, but he holds my hand in his. My heart beats in my throat. “I’m glad you’re here, Juli.”

			“Me too.” Mari chimes in.

			Sonia smiles but says nothing.

			I pull my hand back.

			Here we are, the old gang, skipping class. We know each other best of all, and yet we can’t reactivate or replicate what we lost.
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			A half hour later, I’m watching a rainbow-pug meteor shower on the theater ceiling. Sonia is live streaming on Ephemera Chat. Roger cries loudly under the piano, listing everything he misses about Oliva. Mari walks around the stage. She’s trying to get us to play her game, but she can’t make it past the instructions without one of us cracking up, triggering a wave of laughter through us all. We each took a half of a half of one of Carlito’s special caramelos, and now I’m thinking that Mari’s cousin—a public school teacher turned baker—might be a better businessperson than we ever imagined because these weed caramels are strong.

			“Okay, like I said, it’s called ‘exquisite corpse.’ It’s a parlor game surrealists used to play. I thought it’d be perfect for October and—”

			“We know the rules, Mari. You said them a million and a half times,” Roger groans.

			“Rude, Roger. Eh, you get a pass because you’re sad, but don’t bring any of that machismo energy onto my stage.” Mari unfolds a sheet of paper she pulled from her bag. It’s so Mari to have instructions. “So, you ready?”

			“Yes, and sorry,” Roger says. “I volunteer to go first.”

			Mari hands the sheet of lined paper to him. “Remember, write a line, fold it over, then pass it to the next person.”

			After passing the paper to Sonia, Roger breaks into a giant bucket of cheese balls he found in the prop closet. We all munch on them as we play. They’re neon, and Mari talks nonstop about their toxicity while she eats them by the handful. The paper is stained with more orange dust each time it’s passed around the circle. It lands on me again. There is one line left. I pause. I don’t know what to write. What did I write before? How long have we been playing? What if I write something too personal?

			“C’mon, Allende.” Sonia laughs at her own joke for a beat too long. She’s still on live, so she exaggerates all her movements and sounds. She tilts her head down at an unnatural angle and keeps narrating to her followers. I don’t know how you were best friends with her, Ofe.

			“Yes, throw down that epic poetry!” Rogers says. “You got this.”

			“Poetry?” I laugh. I shrug it off. “You’re such a nerd,” I say.

			“Hey, my dog just died.”

			“That’s why I didn’t call you something else.”

			“Touché.”

			“Douché, yourself.”

			“Ahhh, ice-cold.”

			“I mean, you left the door open for me.” I stick out my tongue, and Roger shakes his head, pressing his lips together.

			I look back down at the sheet of paper. I write, I WANT TO LAUNCH MYSELF INTO DARKNESS: A STAR, A COMET, A DISAPPEARING GIRL, then fold the page and hold it out. I should crumple this up. Mari swoops by and plucks the fan-folded paper from my fingers. Sweat forms in all the creases of my hands. My mouth is dry.

			Oh my god. Oh my god. Oh my god.

			“I forgot; I have to go—I have to go do something before school’s out.”

			“What? Juli, you’re high as a palm.” Mari says. “Can it wait?”

			“Como una palma en el viento,” Sonia sings, and spins around the room, still recording herself for who knows who on her phone. “Listen!” She puckers her mouth to make a breeze sound, but nothing comes out.

			Roger gets up and begins to follow me.

			“No, no. I’ll see you all later.” I push through the heavier-than-usual double door.

			“Wait one minute! You won’t get to hear our exquisite corpse!” Mari unfolds the sheet of paper quickly.

			I run down the hallway and stop in front of the principal’s office. I know what I need to do. Be cool. Be cool. Be cool. Be cool, Juli. I turn the handle.

			Ms. Michelle almost walks into me. “Juli! Oh. I was just on my way to grab a coffee from the lounge. Can I help you with something?”

			“I’m here to meet with the Cometa representative,” I whisper.

			“What, dear? Did you say something?”

			I try to whisper it, but it comes out too loud. “I’M READY FOR THE NEW FRONTIER!”

			“Down the hall, to the left, past the water fountain.” Ms. Michelle holds the door open for me. “You know, I had not pinned you as a cosmonaut.” She taps her fingertips against the side of her mug with a smiling golden retriever on it. The dog and Ms. Michelle tilt their heads at me as I rush past them, determined to prove her wrong.
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			with a crew cut. Chip is a stupid name for anyone. His desk is set up in a small storage room near Shears’s office. I don’t want Shears to know I’m here, so my eyes keep darting to the door every few moments.

			“Excuse me, Ms. Villarreal, did you hear me?”

			“I’m sorry, can you repeat the question?” I really wish Agent Morningstar was here instead. At least we have a rapport—an awkward and humiliating one, but still, she’s the cool space boss I want to speak with, not ole Chiparoo.

			Chip straightens the front of his black jacket. “Ms. Villarreal, I asked what interests you about NASP’s Cometa Initiative? What makes you ranger material?”

			“Uh.” I take an epic pause. “I don’t know. I—”

			“ ‘I don’t know’ does not fare well when you’re strapped into a metal spacecraft that’s hurling into darkness at unearthly speeds.”

			“Okay, okay. I should go—”

			“Good idea. Come back anytime though. Cometa is recruiting all fall.” He clicks his tongue, so I can’t tell if that last part was genuine or not, but—wait, is Chip chewing gum? That’s very retro, not to mention illegal, as of a few years ago. That shit is not biodegradable, dude. Who even are you, Chip Meadow? I squint closely to get a good look. His dimpled chin wrinkles each time he chews the minty blob between his perfectly square teeth.

			“Here, take our informational booklet. This should offer you an idea of—”

			I snatch the booklet out of Chip’s hand before he can finish the sentence, rush down the hall, and fling open the office door. Finally, I reach the long main hall. An exit is in view.

			Yes! I need fresh air. I put on my sunglasses and hoodie and applaud myself for my brilliant disguise. Teachers totally can’t recognize me like this. I run in an almost squat, focused on the door at the end of this linoleum.

			“Juli, where’d you go? We were worried about you.” Stoned Mari is the same as regular Mari; she just pops up unexpectedly, full of glee. Does she have a tracker on me?

			“Nowhere. I had to—I’m fine.” She can’t know. I need water. My mouth is so dry!

			“What did you have to rush off to do anyway? We were having such a good time. You know that’s the last time Roger will ever skip class. He’s straitlaced now. Why’d you go?” Mari presses.

			“Just had to pick something up. My tablet. I left it somewhere, and I’ll need it for the English homework.”

			“Studious. I like it!” Mari smiles with all her face. “You know, Juli, you seem different. This is gonna be a big year for you. Hell, it’s going to be a big year for us all! We’re seniors,” Mari says, her eyes brighter than the hall’s fluorescents, which are starting to make my head throb despite my sunglasses. I need to get out of here. The door is so close.

			“Oh, and have you thought more about the homecoming-planning committee? I’d still love for you to co-chair.”

			I’ll do anything to get her to stop. “You know what, Mari? I’ll do it. I’ll be a part of your planning committee.”

			“Really?” Mari squeaks. “You won’t regret it, Juli! It’s going to be goth meets glam, Halloween spooky with disco; it’s gonna serve fake blood and weeping willow—”

			“Okay, okay, but right now I need to get to work, or to the beach to volunteer. I can’t remember…What day is it again?”

			“Tuesday.”

			“Right. Right. Volunteer day.” My exhaustion slams against my temples. Edibles on three hours of sleep may not have been the best idea. “Later, Mari.”

			“Most definitely! We’re weeks away, and we have so much to do!” Mari pulls her palm back and then jumps up, high-fiving the air in front of her. I don’t have the energy to reach her palm, but I smile at her effort, and that’s enough to propel her to high-five herself. And it might be the caramels, but I don’t hate the idea of being a part of Mari’s event-planning committee.
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			This evening, we pick up the animals that have been left to die on the shore after the tornado, and it’s everywhere—plastic. Laced in wings, shackled onto ankles, shrapneled into torsos, shingled across turtle shells. The ones that aren’t choked or strangled by it have adapted. It’s a form of survival, but I’m not sure this is the kind of evolution Darwin had in mind.

			We were supposed to solve this problem ages ago; Mom says so when she talks about how people used to reduce, reuse, and recycle because of citywide programs and big incentives the government offered. But that was when she was a kid. The last time I brought up recycling, she shrugged and said, We couldn’t see the point anymore. Anyway, that stuff doesn’t work if only some people are doing it. It’s like the Sans Ozone Act.

			Maybe she’s right. After all, people agreed to give up on the planet’s original ozone because, according to Mom, fighting to protect it after the Great Drift was too steep of an uphill battle. People were too divided. That’s what she always says. It was “easier” to opt for the Neozone, a halo of chemicals, satellites, and politician’s prayers, as she calls it—maybe because the Neozone would be earning the right people a whole lot of profit.

			Jeanine is here. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to seeing her pick up trash. I chose the beach cleanup to be surrounded by nature and animals. But no luck—Jeanine’s been showing up as part of the Sunshore team since summer. And now the cleanup crew seems to grow more each week. Who knew so many teenagers cared about this stuff?

			At least none of us volunteers talk much on cleanup days. Our protective gear makes the silence less awkward. Even our team leader, Dr. Lindsay Lahiri, who usually annotates every single shift in temperature, is quiet. I’m a sweaty mess, but it’s impossible to care what I look like in PPE. Nothing sobers you up like cleaning up animal carcasses.

			It’s fall, but it’s still hot as hell. The humidity fogs my goggles and my lungs. My robotic breath steams through my face mask. We’re basically astronauts walking the shoreline of our own planet. Does this mean it’s time for us to leave this place behind?

			We help a few animals. A sandpiper here and there, a pelican, a shored dolphin, a few stingrays we find flopping around frantically in puddles. Back and forth, we fill bag after bag with carrion and trash. Technically, they were victims of the tornado, but I know our human negligence played a role here. Lately, every natural phenomenon is linked to the changing planet. We know that’s on us. I exhale “sorry, sorry, sorry” to every animal we’ve let down.

			This day has been a month long. My stomach rumbles. I’m not working tonight, but I may stop by Ronoco to buy a bag of Cheetos on my way home. I trip on a bottle and topple to the ground, and that’s when I see a pink wing. There, almost completely covered in sand, is a roseate spoonbill. Our bird, Ofe, our good luck charm. We always used to send each other photos when we would spot their cotton candy bodies sifting murky water. This one is tangled in some fishing line and weighed down by wet sand and algae. It looks at me with a green eye, wings twitching. Everything about this bird is prehistoric, but somehow, it has survived.

			“It’s okay. It’s okay. I can help,” I say, gently brushing off clumps of sand. Jeanine comes over and helps me unravel the fishing line. I use my pocketknife to cut through knots. Its wings pale, and all my color drains.

			“Dr. Lahiri!” Jeanine screams and runs toward another group of volunteers.

			Seconds later, we’re all working together—checking vitals, removing last bits of fishing line. Dr. Lahiri offers a small bowl of her bird-rehab meal mix. The spoonbill stands and slowly sways its head from side to side as if sifting the air. It reaches for the bowl and eats. No one speaks. We all watch as the feathers darken back to magenta. The world would be monochromatic without this rarest of pink birds.
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			Reason to stay #1: I helped a roseate spoonbill today.
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			I know I’m so dramática

			trudging through this swampland

			in crushed velvet and combat boots

			like I’m on the set of Nosferatu

			with sweat streams in every crease

			and liner lakes around my eyes,

			but is there anything more gothic

			than Spanish moss, dried palmettos,

			and cicadas petrified and screaming

			all at once into the humid night?
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			Well, I’m more like a minion to Mari, who runs the homecoming-planning committee like a drill sergeant. For the past few weeks, every extra minute between school, work, and volunteering has been dedicated to transforming Sunshore’s gymnasium into her vision of a glammed-out haunted house. To make things worse, I’m paired with Jeanine—again, Ofe, again.

			On Monday, we paint tombstones for the underwater cemetery. Five stones in, I’m ready for a break. Jeanine pulls at her T-shirt sleeve to hide a bruise, a cloud of indigo. “Jeanine?” I think twice. “Pass the paint?”

			On Tuesday, we glue broken doll faces to a wall. Hundreds of tiny heart-shaped mouths whistle a lullaby. I avoid their eyes and the amber iris forming around Jeanine’s bruise.

			Square foot by square foot, the horror-scapes of Mari’s brain are splayed across the gymnasium. It’s a spectacle of prisms, graves, and blood punch streamways. On Wednesday, Jeanine’s bruise is faded moss. We carve tear ducts into the weeping willows and weave tubing through their geofoam trunks. They’re spongy and green inside but tough on the outside, like when I fell off the monkey bars, Ofe, and you held cold spoons against my bruises.

			Was it Alex? I want to ask Jeanine, but I don’t say anything. I keep painting. She pulls on her sleeve and etches rivers down the faces of fake trees.

			Finally, it’s Thursday, the day before the dance. Milky clouds billow across the gym floor. Mari is testing the fog machines.

			“We need more, more fog.”

			“Mari, we have twelve machines running. We’re going to cause a power outage.” Mari does not heed my protest. I’ve already tripped over cables three times today.

			“Let’s bring up that purple light. Jeanine, for the last time, point the strobe light to the corner; we want to surprise people, not blind them.”

			“On it.” Jeanine rushes off to obey.

			Mari speaks slowly. “I can’t believe I have to say this again, but those mummies need more spiderwebs. They’ve been dead for thousands and thousands of years, Juli.”

			“Ugh. Fine, I’ll make them look deader, I guess.” I throw my arms in the air and stomp over to the mummies.

			“And the blood jars need to be full of blood, full! Vampires are not drinking two-thirds cups of blood. They aren’t making blood cakes. They’re drinking goblets. Fill the bloody jars.” Mari is so enthralled in bossing us around that she doesn’t even laugh at her own wordplay. “Juli, you got this?”

			“Copy that,” I say as my feet disappear beneath the thick fog. For a moment, I imagine what my legs would feel like in a different atmosphere. Lately, all I can think about is Cometa and going to space. I need to make time to speak to Morningstar.

			“You all are doing amazing,” Mari says, hugging her clipboard to her chest. “Just remember we’re not decorating; we’re creating an experience.” She stares at the swirling fog. “And one more thing: let’s go for lucky thirteen with the fog machines. Jeanine, go scout the theater for one more of these. Pry it out of Ms. Pinkler’s hands if you must. We are getting this right tonight, people. Let’s go.”

			Jeanine jogs out, and it’s just me, Mari, and the rhythmic hiss of the fog machines pumping another sea of smoke across the floor. The lights are floating orbs. Trees weep. Werewolf shadows howl at the disco ball moon. Mari hums as she sways around the room, waving an incense stick. She always hums when she’s nervous. I walk around the space, carrying three black candlesticks that Mari jammed into a thrifted candelabra. She insisted we cleanse the gym before the dance so that everything is perfecto.

			“Damn, this place is lit.” When did Roger walk in?

			“Lit?” I am always baffled by Roger’s use of retro slang.

			“Okay, it’s”—Roger pauses dramatically—“fire.”

			“Ugh.” I roll my eyes with cartoonish exaggeration.

			“No, Juli, your hair is on fire!”

			“Oh my God.” I look down at a flame spiraling up a curl that’s hanging loosely from the end of my braid. “Ack!” I hold the candelabra away from me.

			“Here, let me help.” Roger wraps his hand around the flame and holds on to what’s left of my curl. There is a certainty in his eyes that makes my shoulders relax down my spine. My chest fills with air as I take the biggest inhale I’ve taken in a while. I use my exhale to blow out the three candlesticks.

			“I guess fingerless gloves come in handy.”

			“What are you doing with a lit candlestick anyway? Aren’t open flames prohibited here, at this very public school that’s likely very full of chemical paint? Shears would freak.”

			“I know, I know, but no one is on campus anymore, and Mari wanted to detox the space’s energy or whatever before the big day.

			“So,” I continue, “what are you doing here anyway, besides putting out flames with mittens?”

			“I wanted to talk with you, actually.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“Can we maybe sit down?” He walks to a spot near the enchanted forest. We sit under a weeping tree. Fairy wings glitter in the canopies. “There is so much fog in here,” Roger says, coughing.

			“You get used to it.” I laugh. “So, what did you want to talk about?”

			“Juli, I was wondering if maybe you would…like, if you are free, maybe you might want to go to the dance with me…as my date? That is, of course, if you don’t have a date already. I mean, if you do, forget I asked. I just thought—I mean, I think you’re pretty cool, and we might have fun.”

			“Are you a time traveler? No one asks people to go to dances any-more. You are so old-school.”

			“Forget it.” Roger shifts to stand. “It’s pathetic.”

			“Well, I didn’t say it was pathetic, just very vintage.”

			“I meant what I said though. It’s been really cool to hang out these past few weeks.”

			“Maybe.”

			“Well, that’s not a no, so I’ll take it, Villarreal.”

			“Okay. I better get back to it.” I get up to look for Mari.

			“You won’t have to look far,” Roger whispers, motioning toward the werewolf family that’s less than ten feet away from us. Mari’s standing on a footstool, carefully brushing the father werewolf’s hair. She pretends to not notice us looking at her, even though I’m sure she’s been eaves-dropping.

			“What a metiche,” I say just loud enough for her to hear.

			“That’s Mari.” Roger chuckles. He stands next to me and takes my hand. Then he leans in close. Oh my god—he stops about five inches from my face. He smells like sandalwood and moss. “So, pick you up at seven?” he whispers. Mari stumbles down from her footstool.

			“Sure. It’s a date, maybe.” I turn around quickly before he sees the smile on my face.
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			Audra Morningstar examines me over the arches of her clear-framed glasses, waiting for a response. She’s set up in Shears’s office, which is a boss move. I can’t help but smile thinking of him setting up a temporary desk in a storage closet. With or without Shears, it still smells like deli meat in here. His office is at least tidier than usual. The frames on the wall are straight. The mug of broken styli was finally dusted.

			“Juli,” Morningstar says, “can you tell me about yourself?”

			“Right, yes.” I sit with my lavender notebook, my security blanket, on my lap. I run a nail across its rounded edges. Then I inhale and prepare to rattle off as much as I can remember from the notes I wrote last night. “I’m enrolled in a lot of advanced classes. I volunteer three times a week. I’m responsible and dependable.” Think, Juli, think. “I’ve worked since I was fifteen, I’ve always been—”

			“Juli, stop. I’ve read your academic records. You scored off the charts on the USAT. Only four other students in Florida scored as highly as you. And only two of those four are New Americans. You’re exactly the kind of mind we want on a mission.” She pauses, peering right into my eyes. “But I only know who you are on paper. Now I want to get to know the you that you see. Who are you, Juli and why do you want to be a ranger?”

			She’s seen my records? How much did Shears tell her about me? Does she know about you, Ofe? Does she know about last year? Does she know about when I was hospitalized for a week? Does she know why? My left foot tap-dances under my seat. I’m falling into the gray lines between the floor tiles. Martha calls it my fear and frustration zone. What would Martha say right now? She’d have me close my eyes and think of some breeze passing through leaves or water or slow-moving clouds or sharpening my vintage pencil collection.

			“Can you repeat the question, please?”

			“Who is Julieta Villarreal?”

			“I don’t know.”

			I should leave.

			No, I want this. Focus, Juli, focus.

			“I don’t know, but I know I want to be a part of something big. I want to help my mom, a woman who has worked all her life to single-handedly give me and my sister everything.” I pause. I don’t tell her that it feels wrong to exist in this state and on this planet without you, Ofe. I don’t tell her that sometimes when I wake up, I jolt out of bed to look for you, only to realize that your side of the room no longer has furniture. Nothing is the same. Why would I want to stay here?

			“Anything else you want to share? Any special talents?” she asks.

			“Talents?”

			“Yes, Juli, what do you excel at?”

			My head shakes no, but my mouth blurts out, “I don’t know if it’s a talent, but I write.” Oof, here goes. “And, um, to be honest, I maybe want to be a writer, and writers need life experience, I guess. My life on Earth is, well, in a word, boring. I want to see what else is out there.” Although it’s true, I’m not sure the aspiring-writer angle is going to convince her. “Cometa is my way out. This is why I want to be a ranger.”

			“That may be the most honest thing I’ve heard from you yet.” Audra hmmms and runs her stylus across her tablet. “Could I see some of your writing?”

			“What? Now?”

			Morningstar motions toward the lavender notebook. Her silence is her answer.

			“Um, okay.” I turn the pages, searching for something that isn’t crushingly embarrassing.

			“I don’t want your secrets, Juli. I just asked for a writing sample.”

			“Sure, sure. Uh, here.” I hand her my notebook. She reads the page quietly and then turns to another. A lago of sweat forms on my hairline and upper lip. Yes, I’m still the princesa of nervous sweats, Ofe. Why is she looking at more pages? Why did I hand her my notebook? She keeps reading, her face as expressionless as the moon-shaped stone paperweight on Shears’s desk.

			Right as I’m about to become a puddle, Morningstar raises one eyebrow, nods, and says, “I’d call that talent.”

			“Oh, it’s nothing. Just poems and stuff.”

			“It isn’t, Juli,” Morningstar says. “Nothing we make on this earth is.” She stands from her desk and hands me my notebook. “Your writing shows that you’re a keen observer.” She pauses as if she’s about to say something else but doesn’t.

			“Thank you?” I say, wondering if this is standard for an interview.

			“I want to try an experiment,” Morningstar says. “How does that sound?”

			“Sure.”

			“Would you mind walking toward the back wall?”

			Okay, this doesn’t feel standard, but I do as I’m told.

			“Now stay,” she says. “And don’t turn around.”

			“Okay.” I freeze. Ofe, I feel like I’m in time-out. Here I am, moments away from signing up for Cometa, and I’m staring at a photo of Shears on a boat…in shorts. Out of all the boring photos to stand in front of—

			There’s a loud crash behind me, but my eyes stay on Shears’s white Q-tip legs. Papers shuffle. More objects of various weights crash to the ground. Finally, it’s quiet. “Can I turn around now?” I ask.

			“Yes.”

			I pivot slowly on the balls of my feet. Shears’s desk is clear. The papers, the mug, scattered pens, paper clips, styli, tablets, folders, and picture frames are scattered on the floor.

			“Now put it all back,” Morningstar says slowly.

			“What?”

			She taps the face of her watch twice. “You’re being timed, Juli. Begin.”

			What kind of test is this? Morningstar is casually staring at me as if she asked me the weather and is waiting for a response. I close my eyes and try to see it, just like I did when we were kids, Ofe, and you rearranged our room. Just like I do now some nights when I lie in bed and try to remember the tiny discrepancies between our faces. The way your left dimple was lower than mine. The playground scar that followed the arc of your right eyebrow.

			I open my eyes and start picking things up from the ground. The stack of papers that were facedown and collated in blue and red folders. Red was at the bottom, so I stack red, blue, red, blue, red. The empty stapler, it’s a relic really that sits next to a photo of Shears’s Labradoodle, Brian. The tablets. One was plugged in. The others were in a tilted stack. The brass desk clock, the nameplate, the phone with the list of emergency numbers on a pink sticky note. The stack of napkins. The mug with seven styli, but there are only six. I look under the desk.

			“Done. But I swear there were seven.”

			“Two minutes and thirteen seconds. Impressive,” Morningstar says, “and you’re correct, there were seven.” She takes the other stylus from her pocket and hands it to me. I place it in the mug. “We need precision and minimal errors at Cometa. Someone who can guide a team in how to assemble, reassemble, and take something apart. We need someone who notices flaws.” Morningstar sits back down at Shears’s desk, and the interview continues. “Are you ready to dedicate five years of your life to space travel? Away from your home? Away from your family? Away from friends?”

			I nod slowly.

			“I need verbal affirmation.”

			“Y-yes.” I think so.

			She presses a button, and the tablet makes a clicking sound. She continues speaking without looking up. “Are you prepared for physical and mental challenges that may push you to your limits?”

			“Yes.”

			Click.

			“Excellent. Training boot camp begins next week and runs through the first week of the new year. We need complete dedication. Many won’t make it through. Understand?”

			“Yes.”

			Click.

			“Juli, I know you work after school. And as we know, you have quite the lineup of advanced classes this term. While this is impressive, homework is time-consuming. We require absolute dedication. Can you manage all this? Is there anything else we should know?”

			I don’t tell her to add the volunteering and spending time with Mom around the holidays when she is super gloomy, or that sometimes I feel like I’m too sad to wake up. “It won’t be a problem. Yes, I can manage. And, no, there’s nothing else.”

			Click. “We expect about three percent of all applicants from around the country to make it through the training. From there we will decide who moves forward to become an elite ranger. If you don’t make the cut, know that even getting through the training is something to be proud of.”

			“I am going to do this, Ms. Morningstar. I’m ready.”

			“Well, I hope you’re right, trainee.” She smiles and hands me a silver e-folio. “Please read and sign the following. A copy of all your paperwork will be shared to your tablet.”

			I open the folio and start reading the contract. JULIETA VILLARREAL, TRAINEE 498. I’m trainee 498? That doesn’t seem very elite or selective.

			“We’re casting a wide net across the country to ensure we find the most elite team of New Americans.”

			Makes sense. Morningstar has the perfect answer for each of my concerns, even when they are unspoken. I push my thumb into the top corner of every page, and my name and signature appear on the dotted line. I’m really doing this, Ofe. I can’t believe it.

			I swipe to the final page and pause.

			COMETA WILL NOT BE HELD LIABLE FOR ANY INJURY NOR HARM INCURRED DURING TRAINING. IN THE CASE OF SUDDEN DEATH OR ACCIDENT DURING COMETA TRAINING, A COMETA AGENT WILL CONTACT THE EMERGENCY CONTACT LISTED BELOW.

			I pause and consider listing Ms. Hawthorne, Dr. Lahiri, or maybe even Martha because I don’t want Mom to know I’m signing up, but it doesn’t feel right. Mom has always been there for us, Ofe, even after Dad left. She spent nights crying quietly, lying on the floor between our beds. Every morning, she still made us breakfast, got us dressed for school, took us to the beach after school to build sandcastles. They’ll only contact her if something goes wrong, so I just need to make sure that doesn’t happen, Ofe.

			Under EMERGENCY CONTACT I type in ROSALIA FER VILLARREAL, and under DESCRIBE RELATIONSHIP, I write MOTHER.
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			and you did too, Ofe.

			Remember when Mom taught

			us to do eyeliner? We begged,

			she caved, and we looked like

			preteen vampiritas for a while.

			Then one day we got the hang of it.

			Step one: trace out from the middle

			of the lid. Step two: swipe up.

			Step three: fill in. My heart

			beats in the curve of my jaw

			because every time I look

			at my eyes this close,

			I see Mom and I see you.

			I’m getting ready for a dance

			you should be at. Big breath.

			If I quiver and snot,

			I’ll have to wipe it all off

			and start over. It’s worth starting

			over when it’s smudged

			and murky. But I’m steady; I got this.

			Not just makeup—it’s war paint.

			Whole world’s a mess,

			but my lines are in place.

			My pupils grow halos.

			My brown irises are on fire.
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			the high-cinched boatneck, long gloves Mami made of gauze from one of her many first aid kits, the cobweb train…

			“Y voilà!” With safety pins between her teeth, Ma spins and curtseys like my fairy madrina. “What do you think?”

			“Ma, it’s…” I stare at the white fabric draping from my body. It’s all exactly like the costume in the film.

			“You hate it. We could always try pinning this piece—”

			“No, no, Mom, it’s perfect.”

			“Eso! That’s what Igor likes to hear.”

			“Technically you’d be Dr. Frankenstein.”

			“Well, either way, you look stunning, bellísima!” Mom wraps her arms around my shoulders. “Ready for hair and makeup, my monstrita?”

			“Absolutely.”

			Next, we tease and sculpt my hair into a two-foot hive. Our four hands plaster, contour, powder, and apply. Mom makes a thick paint of baking soda water, talc powder, and Vaseline—she loves to use baking soda for everything. She paints lightning bolts that climb up each side of my hair.

			Can you believe I’m going to homecoming with Roger, Ofe? Peed-his-pants-until-he-was-eleven Roger. Ha. There is something different about him this year though. He’s genuinely trying to be…I don’t know, not better or less annoying than before, but more adult maybe. If it’s a disaster, I can always hang out with Mari, who I am sure will be a ball of nerves.

			Roger rings our buzzer right at seven.

			“Oh my god! I’ll get it.” Mom rushes to the door like a teenager.

			I walk down the hall slowly. My rib cage feels like it’s housing a cloud of starlings.

			“Juli, wow.” Roger looks as if he’s losing his balance. He places his hand on the wall for stability. “Just wow.”

			“I know, it’s a lot.”

			“No, no, you look beautiful.”

			“Okay, you two. Fotos!” Mom appears between us with her old-school camera around her neck. The one she takes forever to adjust even when shooting inside. She crouches and turns the lens as if she’s about to photograph rare penguins.

			“Mom.”

			“Just a few, c’mon. Here, get together.”

			I try not to ogle too obviously as I take in Roger’s costume. His hair is combed back, and his tuxedo hugs his thin tall frame, something he usually hides beneath wide-legged jeans and oversized hoodies.

			“Scoot a little to the right. Roger, I have to say, a tux suits you.”

			“Thank you, Ms. V.” Is Roger blushing? “I rented it from my cousin who caters part-time. It completes the look.”

			“What are you supposed to be anyhow? A butler?”

			“Juli.” Mom gives me a look while still adjusting her camera.

			“No, one sec.” Roger reaches into his jacket pocket and puts his fangs in his mouth. “I’m a vampire.” He wraps his arm around my shoulders, and we turn toward the camera.

			“And smile. You kids look phenomenal. I remember when you were all just burying each other in the sand and sharing empanadas before taking a beach nap together wrapped up in a towel.”

			“Ma!”

			“Right. Okay. Enjoy, you two, especially you, Julieta. Try to relax and have a fun evening. Roger, saludos a tus abuelitos, and don’t be a stranger.”

			“Gracias, Ms. V. I won’t.” Roger kisses Mom on the cheek, and I give her a quick hug on our way out the door.

			“Thanks again for the costume. You truly are a skilled doctor,” I whisper.
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			I can have fun, of course. I can have fun. This thought replays through my head on the cab ride to the dance.

			“You okay, Juli?”

			“Yeah, why? Are you?”

			“As a matter of fact, I’m more than okay.” Roger smiles, and a blush blooms near his temples. “You’ve just, uh, you’ve been kinda quiet, that’s all and—”

			“I’m fine.” I take a deep inhale. “I’m good.” And the thing is I know I am; I’m good in this moment, in this car, with a friend, a friend I might like? I take another deep breath.

			Roger leans toward me. All his features sharpen. His grandmother must have done his makeup because his eyebrows match the jet-black pencil she uses to draw on her own. His big brown eyes swallow my reflection whole. He’s lost some of his baby face, his clean-shaven jawline a sharp vampiric angle. Roger reaches toward my neck.

			“Here, this was falling out.” He pulls out a loose bobby pin that’s dangling from a few strands of my hairdo.

			“Oh jeez, thanks.” I chuckle, but it sounds too forced, so I roll my eyes and say, “Try not to mess my hair up, please. It’s a lot of work to be a monster.”

			Our car rolls to a stop. I press my palms into the vinyl seat. Sweat builds behind my knees. Before my nerves can take over, Roger opens my door for me. “Lady Frankenstein,” he says, extending his hand.

			“Well, gracias.”

			“Let’s have a ball, shall we?”

			“Absolutely. Let’s.”
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			all feathered, furred, painted, and masked.

			“Want River of Regret Punch?” Roger asks.

			My arm through his, I say, “Why not? Let’s toast.”

			And I can’t tell whose heart beats louder or most,

			because between us there’s heat to light a match.

			Jeanine and all the cheerleaders wear masks

			and spin their chisme spiderwebs, engrossed

			in who is wearing what and why with whom.

			She waves at us across the room. I squint;

			the bruise on her arm is a faded moon.

			And then there’s Mari, pink and iridescent.

			She’s a flamingo leaning on a tomb.

			Under the disco ball, we’re incandescent.

			Under the disco ball, we’re incandescent,

			even Sonia, mermaid of the e-stream,

			says the aesthetic is “interesting.”

			And you know from her that’s a compliment,

			Ofe. “More. We need more fog!” Mari screams.

			We laugh, and this starts to feel like a dream,

			reminiscent of when we’d all team

			up on her. “Photos?” Roger brings me to the present.

			In the booth, we four fumble through poses

			like used-to-be friends in a too-small space.

			Then it comes, Ofe; the sadness closes

			in, and I try to be okay, but it never waits.

			It wraps around my neck, my shoes, my clothes.

			Just like this damn fake fog, it suffocates.

			Strobe lights, masks, and damn fake fog suffocate

			me. “I’ll catch up.” I stay behind and dance.

			The loud music makes it bearable to know

			the world is burning. I reach out for my date,

			but he’s gone, Ofe; they all are. The bass

			blares. The Manic Anvils play “Dream Slosh.”

			I spin and dip and rush to the mosh—

			we dance away our collective ache.

			Here, I am sweat, movement, and shallow breaths.

			Rivers of regret rush through our veins

			as we shout songs and secrets from our depths.

			Mom said, Have fun, Juli. And I can feign,

			but everything reminds me of your death.

			I wish dancing would take away the pain.

			I know dancing won’t take away my pain,

			and high school is a special purgatory.

			Roger’s eyes come into focus. “Sorry,”

			he mouths. Mari snatches him to explain

			the PA and help announce the new reign.

			Jeanine and Alex. New crowns, same story.

			Smiling, Roger walks back in a hurry.

			And I, with blurry eyes and throbbing brain,

			reach out to dance with him. I can have fun.

			Ma doesn’t know what she’s talking about.

			We sway, we glitter, and I always have fun

			with Roger, who is, without a doubt,

			who he says he is: all dimples and puns.

			Our cheeks brush. I hug him closer. It won’t work out.

			I can’t hold him up there. We won’t work out;

			we’ll be bored of the distance by fall.

			Mari stands under the drunk disco ball,

			finding something to kick herself about.

			But it’s perfect. What would I do without

			a friend like Mari who dreams up balls

			for freaks and goths, making monsters of us all?

			Masked eyes glow. Snouts sway and snarl. Claws come out.

			Is the disco ball loose, or is the room

			spinning? I shut my eyes tightly and lean close

			to Roger, who is calm when werewolves loom.

			Masks meld, décor begins to decompose,

			and they all circle. I give in to the doom.

			The disco ball wobbles and spins and glows.

			The disco ball wobbles and spins and glows.

			Something cracks in me or in the ceiling.

			Might be the lights, but I have this feeling,

			Ofe. My eyes lock; the whole room moves slow.

			The gym height: 7.3 meters, I know.

			Mari made me measure twice. She’s standing

			there, too in her thoughts, barely noticing

			the mirror ball—a crashing UFO.

			Gravity accelerates at 9.8

			meters per second. If the disco ball falls,

			I’ll have less than one second to—I break

			out of Roger’s arms. “Mari!” And the ball—

			I push. We crash hard. I hold tightly; she shakes.

			A group of dancing werewolves breaks our fall.

			A group of dancing werewolves breaks our fall.

			Tiny mirrors watch us. The music stops.

			Everyone freezes. Masks lift. Their eyes pop.

			Rainbows refract off their faces. I wait

			for my pulse to return to my chest, to wake

			from this nightmare. “Juli.” Mari hops up.

			“You—you—Thank you, thank you—” She drops

			to my feet. My head spins. My legs shake.

			I push past faces, past stage, past bleachers

			past statue, past the tree you loved the most,

			past cars, past school zone, past stop signs, past creeps.

			I don’t stop till I make it to the coast.

			In the sea’s mirror, I catch my features:

			my eyes are full of ghouls, monsters, your ghost.
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			into the sea. I’m sure there’s a shard of a tiny broken mirror square somewhere in my leg, but I’m too exhausted to pick it out. I tear off a piece of my gauze sleeve and tie it around my ankle. I let the cut bleed through until it saturates the fabric. If you ignore a wound, the body knows what to do most of the time; even when it heals improperly, it mends itself.

			I run my fingertips across the red spots blossoming against the skirt of my white dress, of Mami’s white dress. I’ll need to put peroxide on it the way you taught me, Ofe, when I finally got my period a whole year after you got yours. You were always so far ahead of me. My bed was a crime scene: I stained my underwear, my pajamas, the sheets, and the mattress. I refused to move from the C shape under the comforter until you walked in with the magical combo that would absolve my humiliation: a bottle of peroxide, fennel tea, and a bag of salt-and-vinegar chips. I cried and ate chips while you cleaned my bed.

			You once told me I cried so much that I could make salt from my tears. You said it would be very niche, but there’d definitely be a market in the online crafting community. You were right; if I could be paid for crying, I’d be a trillionaire by now. But I can’t, so here I am again: crying, pathetic and alone.

			“Juli.” Roger’s dress shoes patter across the wooden planks. “I’m so glad you’re…” He glances at my ankle. “Are you okay?”

			I don’t look at him. How did he know I’d be here? I don’t want to be saved by him or anyone. I want to be alone. I want to cry until there’s nothing left in me. I turn back to the opaque sea and fill it with tears and blood. The stars and moon bob in the waves. Is everything a mirror for something else? I think of Mari and all the glass scattered across the floor.

			“C’mon, Juli. You might have started talking to me again only a few weeks ago, but I know about you, J, including your favorite crying spot.” Roger sits down next to me.

			“She almost—she—she could have died.”

			“But she’s okay. She’s happy no one got hurt.” He pulls a handkerchief out from his suit pocket, and he carefully ties it around my ankle.

			“I just…I can’t.” I bury my head into Roger’s shoulder.

			“Juli, you saved her life. If you hadn’t…” Roger catches himself. “I mean, who knows what could have happened?”

			I lift my head and turn back toward the water. “Can we just sit here and not talk?”

			“Sure.” Roger nods. “But if you need to talk—”

			“Roger, please.”

			“Okay. I’m sorry.” Roger lies down with his hands behind his head. He lets out a long exhale. “Thank you, Juli. I swear it’s that last thing I’ll say. Thank you for giving us a chance.”

			I shrug. After a long moment, I lie down next to him.

			We watch the stars and satellites do their thing. The waves lap at the shoreline. The jetty creaks; the air expands with night sounds. For a moment there is no gravity. I’m weightless until I’m nailed back to the earth by the memory of the fear in Mari’s eyes.

			“I just can’t”—I pause—“I can’t lose someone else.”

			“I know, Juli. I know.”

			I lay my head on Roger’s chest. His heart thuds against my tearstained cheek. He wraps his cape around us. It’s good to be held.

			“Roger, can I tell you a secret?”

			He tilts his head up to look over my hair. “You know you can.”

			“I’m signing up to go up there.”

			“What?”

			“Never mind.”

			“No, no, where?”

			“Up there.” I fan my arm at the sky. “I want to be a part of the Cometa program. Promise me you won’t tell anyone.”

			After a moment, Roger laughs.

			“I’m serious.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry. What? C’mon, Jules.”

			“I was accepted into the training program. I’m doing it.”

			Roger shifts to his forearms. He says nothing. We both stare at some part of the sky we wish we could climb into. “Isn’t it a little militaristic and brainwashy? I mean, you saw those agents at the presentation.” He sits up. I guess we’re done cuddling. I move back to the edge of the dock. Roger keeps looking toward me, but I don’t want to make eye contact during his high-road lecture. “They looked like corporate puppets. Juli, how much do you know about this?”

			“I know what I’m doing. God, Roger. I’m not an idiot.”

			Roger scoots next to me. He holds out his hand. “I’m sorry.” Our fingers weave together. “I never said you were. I just want to make sure it’s a good fit. What about college?”

			“College isn’t for me. I’m not doing Sunshore two-point-oh.” Not without you, Ofe.

			“But, Juli, college would be different.”

			“My mind is made up. I was accepted into the training program, and I’m going to make it. It will be five years to figure stuff out.”

			“Isn’t that a long time to just figure stuff out and to be away from—”

			“I need a way out, Roger. You don’t get it. You know you want to study music. You have a plan. You didn’t lose—”

			“A parent?”

			Shit. “Sorry.” Because he’s always lived with his grandparents, I sometimes forget that Roger’s mom overdosed and never woke up. I overheard Mami talking to his abuelita about her death when we were kids, and after that day, it became the thing we never talked about. “No, it’s just—because I don’t know what I’m doing here anymore.”

			Roger squeezes my hand between both of his palms as if begging me to stay. “Exactly. College is my way out. It could be yours too. You don’t have to go to the damn moon, Juli. What about—”

			I cut him off before he can say it. “This place isn’t for me. I want to just get away for a while. I have to.”

			He tries not to look hurt, but I can see his sadness through his vampire makeup.

			“Can we stay here a little longer?” Roger finally whispers.

			“Yes, let’s.”

			We lie back down, holding each other. Our crying mingles with the sounds of cicadas, gulls, and waves.
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			Reason to leave Earth #5: semi-romantic friendships are too much work.
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			and suddenly, I’m back to eating lunch alone in the theater. Roger must have found a new place to practice the cello because he’s never here. Besides English and homeroom, we rarely see each other. I’ve also steered clear of Sonia and Mari. I’m not ready to “talk about it” with them, as Martha recommended in our last session. She thinks I should tell my friends that I’m “struggling,” as she loves to say over and over again. No shit, Sherlock.

			In her silky laxative tone, Martha also said that “I shouldn’t hide my sadness” and that I should “confront my inability to move forward.” Psha. What does she know? And what does that even mean, move forward? Like it or not, I’m in this decaying flesh suit moving through time and toward graduation, as all my teachers like to remind me, so, according to the laws of physics, forward momentum is freaking unavoidable! Why do I have to name my sadness and confront it anyway? Most adults I know are pretty sad, and they don’t walk around addressing their feelings publicly.

			Martha doesn’t get it; nobody does. How can I tell her that my sadness can’t be cured? When your identical twin dies, you should be able to get a face transplant, because every time I look in the mirror, I think of you, Ofe, and then I think of death. Although it was thinner and more made-up than mine, I’ve already seen my face in a casket.

			Genius Martha also thinks Cometa isn’t a good idea. But that’s because she’s boring and she doesn’t know what she’s talking about.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Reason to leave Earth #6: Martha, Martha, Martha. I can’t wait to say adios to mandatory sessions with well-meaning know-it-alls like Martha.

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: BUT FOR NOW, I’M STUCK WITH MARTHA.]
				

			

			“Who wouldn’t want to save humanity?” Martha leans back in her chair after her zillionth question.

			Because of our mandated sessions, I need her sign-off to begin training. Sure, these sessions are free, but they are costing me my dignity, and I’m tired of hearing her spin together questions to confirm whatever image of me she’s built in her head. Of course, she wouldn’t understand why I want to go to space.

			“Exactly. It could be me,” I say with the most Melodyne filter on my voice.

			“Interesting,” she says under her breath, like every so-called “therapist” on the e-stream. What a hack. The more I see her, the more I question her credentials.

			“Listen, Martha, we’ve been through this. You don’t think Cometa is a good idea, I get it, but I want this,” I say, trying to sound certain and sincere. “I do. So can we agree to disagree and call it? Tomorrow is the first day of training, and I could use some extra time this afternoon. I’m sure you could too.”

			“I’m good. I’m exactly where I need to be. But are you, Juli?” She jots something down in her notebook.

			What kind of question is that? “I guess, yeah.” Does she mean this literally? Because I sure as hell don’t want to be here here, but I think I’m in the right place generally. I’m making a plan to get out of this state. I’m seeing this through, Ofe, with or without Martha’s approval.

			“Tell me, Juli, can’t you see what’s happening?” Martha asks.

			There she goes, the queen of rhetorical questions. What does she mean? “What does that mean?” I ask.

			She raises an eyebrow and scribbles down a note, probably a note to self to buy laxatives so she can finally take a shit and chill the fuck out. “I heard about what happened at homecoming, Juli.”

			“Oh.” Oh no, Ofe. She knows about the Homecoming Disco Ball Freak-Out. Jeez, this town is such a chisme factory. News travels at light speed in this place. “It was nothing. I was just on a lot of drugs,” I lie, hoping she doesn’t see right through it.

			“Drugs? That’s what you want to tell me.” Martha jots something down.

			“Yes, hard ones.” I double down. “They made me lose it for moment, but then I was fine.”

			“What kind of drugs where they?”

			“New ones from Greater Utah.” I scramble. Why did I choose this lie? My knowledge of hard drugs is pretty limited, but now I have to commit. “Just legalized, actually, but I think I messed up the dose,” I say.

			“Interesting,” she says again. I’m telling you, Ofe, for a doctor, Martha has a very limited vocabulary. It’s shameful really. She writes more notes, brushes her bangs back, crosses her legs, and then looks up at me with scrunched eyebrows. Her mouth tilts down at one side. Her fingertips tap the arm of her chair.

			“C’mon, Martha, who cares? It’s in the past. Like I said, I’m good now.” I squint, trying to read the expression on her face. This might have been a bad strategy. Either she is going to write me up for expulsion for doing drugs on campus, or she totally doesn’t buy anything that’s coming out of my mouth.

			“You know ‘hard’ ”—she uses air quotes around hard Ofe—“drugs are not going to fly for Cometa,” Martha says before turning her half frown into a full smile. Checkmate.

			“Okay, okay, I wasn’t on drugs,” I say. She still has her victory clown face on. “I was just having a rough day.”

			“A rough day. Now, that I can understand.” Martha’s face finally softens.

			“Yeah, that’s all it was,” I say, assuring her and myself a little too.

			“There’s nothing you can do to change what you did yesterday. But you can decide what you do today,” she says. Great, we’ve reached the part of the session where Martha speaks in riddles, Ofe. “The past is exactly that: the past,” she says.

			This woman has more limericks than an ancient English poet. Hickory, dickory, tock, tock, tock, Martha, let’s wrap this up. “Okay,” I say, unsure of what I’m agreeing with.

			“Perhaps you’re spread a bit too thin, Juli. And now with Cometa…well, I’m worried it will be too much to juggle,” Martha says. “Try breaking up days into small manageable segments and do self-checks throughout the day.”

			“For sure. Absolutely, I can do that. Thanks for everything, Martha,” I say right as the session ends. “So, am I approved to start training?”

			She thinks for a moment. “Yes, for now, proceed with your plans.” She signs something on her tablet and then swipes it, hopefully to be sent straight to Cometa.

			“Thank you, thank you, thank you, Martha,” I say. “Until next time!”
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			I leave home early with my training clothes packedin a duffel bag, which I hide in the theater. Mami thinks I’m volunteering after class, which is a lie but not a bad one because technically I’ll still be putting in all my volunteer hours this week. After school, I’ll go straight to my first day of training, and I’ll be on my way to becoming a New American Cometa Ranger. I can barely keep this thought to myself as I walk to homeroom. I wish I could rush into the front office and snag the mic during their morning update to tell everyone. Oh no, wait, the announcements are almost done! I pick up my pace, and then, bam, I walk into Roger.

			“Sorry, I, uh, I didn’t see you there.”

			“It’s fine.” Roger picks up my notebook off his foot. He’s wearing his holographic headphones, and when he stands back up, the overhead light gives him a crown of tiny stars. “Here you go.” He looks at me as if he’s going to say something more.

			“Thanks! We’re both late, I guess. I better—”

			“Yeah, me too.” He half smiles. Then his face shifts back into neutral as he adjusts his headphones and navigates around me. I get it. He’s hurt. But I’m too excited about starting training to let that drag me down. Besides, he hurt me too, and he’s not going out of his way to say sorry. Why should I?

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			
				The last bell rings, and I rush to the theater to retrieve my Cometa uniform from inside the piano bench. I grab it and change in a dressing room. The theater kids will be busting in soon to prepare for dress rehearsals of Waiting for Godot, Still. It’s a musical that I’m not sure Beckett would care for. Mari’s in it, and she’s always early to rehearsal, so I move quickly.

			Cometa trainees are supposed to report for duty clean, fed, in uniform, and ready to work. Once I’m changed, I step up to one of the dressing room mirrors. I smooth out the NASP-issued gray training suit and visualize the uniform rangers wear in all the Cometa ads: a navy jumpsuit with a golden comet patch sewn over my heart. Where the comet would be, I pin my name tag, which also has my trainee number: 498. I wipe the school day from my face, dab off my smudged eyeliner, and run my hands through my hair before winding it into a tight bun at the base of my neck. The round lightbulbs of the vanity reflect twin stars in my eyes. I lace up my white sneakers, the ones I had to save up for by squirreling away every extra Ronoco dollar. They are the whitest sneakers I’ve ever owned.

			I rustle through a drawer. Red Vines. This must be Mari’s dressing room. She has a lead role. I take a bunch in my fist and bite into them all at once. Now I’m clean, fed, and ready to work. I shove my clothes into my backpack, sneak out through the loading dock door, and book it to the bus stop to get across town to what used to be the World of Tomorrows. Yes, NASP converted the abandoned choose-your-own-adventure future-themed theme park into the Cometa training facility. Ofe, the irony is not lost on me. At last, I’m off to my first day of Cometa training, launching into a tomorrow I can barely imagine.
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			you will know it.” Cometa agent Glover hovers over trainee 180, who arrived five minutes late. Her name tag reads Nicola Gomez. Trainees stand in two rows facing each other. Glover paces up and down the space between us, spewing monumental words. His spit lingers in the air. Nicola is across from me. Her neck is stiff. Glover stands inches away from her face. He begins shouting the Cometa oath line by line. We all know it by heart because we had to memorize it before the first day of training, but he’s asked her to repeat it back to him, alone. Nicola recites each line with a straight back and broad shoulders; she is not going to flinch in this game of chicken. Her hazel eyes look straight at me, though I can tell she’s far away.

			“Pack up your things, trainee. You are dismissed from the program,” Glover says, grinning.

			Nicola’s pupils shake as if all the air’s been kicked out of her. She steps back from her line, turns, and takes quick small steps that turn into a sprint across the training field. I keep her in my periphery until she disappears. The other trainees look ahead, unblinking.

			“May that be a lesson to you all,” Glover continues, his arms crossed over his puffed chest. “Here at NASP, we do not accept mediocrity.”

			He then makes us repeat the Cometa oath eleven times in a synchronized chant. The word greatness appears seven times in the oath, elite is said nine times each round, mission pops up five times, dignity once, future thrice, promise twice.

			I’ve practiced it so many times into the sky of my bedroom ceiling, but now the words are getting jumbled and smudged together. I focus on the rhythm to help me remember. If I treat it like a poem, I can repeat the oath melodically. Two other trainees are cut for messing up the order of words. Glover seems giddier with each dismissal.

			“Okay, that’ll do, Agent Glover. I’ll take it from here.” Audra Morningstar walks up from somewhere behind my row. How long has she been standing there? Her newly trimmed bob slants across the edge of her jawline.

			She looks in my direction, but she doesn’t seem to see me. We are all numbers here.

			“You are here today because you were chosen by us to enter this training program,” Morningstar says.

			I stare at the space across from me, the hole left by Nicola.

			“We observed you at your work, did extensive research on your academic records, learned about your families, friends, and life outside of school. We handpicked each of you.” Morningstar paces between the rows of trainees who are still standing at attention. I think back to her stop into Ronoco. I was as fizzy as the drink she bought, but she still wanted me. Why? Because I notice things? Plenty of people, smarter people than me, are observant, Ofe.

			“Some of you are here because of your physical abilities, others for your intellectual aptitude,” Morningstar says. “What you have in common is that you all come from New American families who are counting on you to be their tomorrow. As are we all.”

			“At ease, trainees,” Glover says in a softer voice. We collectively exhale, finally.

			“Until this moment, we were in control,” Morningstar says. “But whether you stay in the training program, whether you make it all the way to the end, is up to you.”

			“You are now, over the next four weeks of this training boot camp, responsible for proving yourselves,” Glover says, back in his drill sergeant tone.

			“All right, trainees three hundred and sixty-five to five hundred and seventy come with me,” Morningstar says.

			As I follow her, a twinge of fear mixed with guilt runs down my spine.
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			to a six-story warehouse. Typically, astronaut training takes years,

			but Cometa weeds out the weak in weeks. My knees twitch

			when we make it to the top of a platform—

			the room’s floor drops. Orbs glow. Violet fog fills

			the void. Gasp. We have three shots to get across.

			Morningstar says we must trust there is a floor,

			but move as if nothing is there. My thighs sting.

			This is a test of physical ability, logic, and wits.

			The latter will show who’s ready and who’ll call it quits.

			Then, 498 is called. Me? I have the upper-body

			strength of a walnut. Morningstar smirks.

			I reach for a rope, push off and take hold

			of another. My stomach doesn’t have time to clench

			before I hit the billowy net. Morningstar exhales

			like I let her down on purpose. I crawl to the platform.

			Bodies fly overhead. Another trainee hits the net. Again,

			I try once more with a running start. Swing, swing—

			yes! I shuffle across a bridge, crouched low.

			We trainees share a language of grunts and heavy breaths.

			I slide down a rope so I’m sitting on the glowing orb.

			Now what? C’mon, think, think. I kick out my legs

			to use my weight. I slip. Three strikes for 380, 400,

			and 520. Morningstar dismisses them. And I, 498,

			have one more try. My numb hands grip the net.

			What am I doing here? I press the heels of my palms

			into my eyes. Take three big breaths. Inhale, hold, release, repeat.

			I follow Martha’s three steps to relieve anxiety before I fall

			into a pit of panic or into the hazy purple abyss.

			I should let go and drag my failure-ass home,

			but I don’t. I stay. I gaze into the cavernous room: the ropes,

			the bridges, the orbs, the dark spaces between—

			Ofe! The orbs build constellations. A leaping horse!

			A swan, a bear, a man, a fish, Cassiopeia, Orion.

			Ah, and there’s the Big Dipper. The more I stare,

			the more the shapes reveal themselves. I’m ready.

			I reach toward the first rope. It’s a part of Gemini—

			a sister’s hand. I leap toward Pegasus, hoping the flying horse

			won’t let me fall before reaching Mount Olympus. I swing

			to Orion, then fly from star to star, until I reach Leo,

			part of the final bridge. My foot barely makes it. I roar

			and press into the toe of my sneaker. “I will not fail!”

			I run across the bridge, jump onto the platform, and collapse.

			Morningstar congratulates me with a tight smile.

			Back home, I change out of my uniform in the laundry room

			before walking up to find Mami sitting in the dark.

			She shakes her head. When is she not

			shaking her head at me, Ofe?

			Then she tells me I look tired for the hundredth time

			this week. She still doesn’t know about Cometa.

			Does she buy that I stayed late to help Mari with the play?

			That, yes, I already ate? And that I don’t need her

			to wait up for me like I’m a child?

			Then she just leaves, Ofe.

			Without a word, Ma goes to her room.

			The dinner she left me is on the stove, cold.

			I rush to the bathroom and vomit all over the tile.

			It’s red and sticky. I barf and barf until cartoon stars

			spin around my head. I know I should have eaten more

			than Red Vines. In bed I stare at the glow-in-the-dark stars

			on my ceiling, on our ceiling, Ofe. You put them up there

			years ago, carefully following a star map,

			and each night you’d name the constellations

			before falling asleep. “Thank you.”
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			throw a mixer for the trainees who made it past the massive cut of day one. There’s pizza and soda and name tags. It’s as awkward as it sounds, Ofe. We’re all still in shock from the first day’s obstacle course. Nicola’s shaking pupils are still engrained in my mind. Each time Glover passes by me, I flinch. I make a mental note to work on this—I don’t want to come off as intimidated, but I very much am. I’m intimidated by everyone here. We’re in what used to be a themed restaurant inside World of Tomorrows. Based on the faded green walls and murals of trees, jaguars, parrots, and sloths, I’m guessing this restaurant was rainforest themed.

			We huddle around the pizza.

			“Well, they got that wrong,” I say, “because there are no more rainforests.” I laugh, but none of the other trainees seem to find my brand of morbid sarcasm funny. I want to die on the spot.

			I take a slice of pizza and stand in a corner. The other trainees do the same. No one talks. We all keep our distance. I’d rather watch people than interact with them. I imagine I’m a sloth in a mural. I chew slowly and barely move. Maybe if I blend in enough, no one will notice I’m here. But my camouflage is not strong enough to keep me from Morningstar’s mandatory mixing and mingling.

			“Go ahead, trainees. Don’t be shy,” she says, interrupting our silent pizza eating. “Talk to at least ten others.”

			We shuffle around the room like asteroids, trying not to bump into each other or make too much eye contact.

			First, I meet Neel. He’s a NASP Jr. camp alum who looks like he’s been weightlifting since he was a toddler. Next is Mila. She scored the same as me on the USAT. I know because she brings up her score four times in our two-minute conversation. I don’t tell her my score though; I don’t say anything. I smile, nod, and move to the next person. When we get to ten, is our reward that we can stop talking to people? I meet Vivek, who is also brilliant. He’s the first seventeen-year-old I’ve met who has a PhD. Rio is a self-proclaimed microgravity mermaid who holds a world record in timed spacecraft repair under water. Omira wants to be the first trans woman on Mars. She’s so charismatic, she could be president one day.

			My good memory and writerly observation skills sound ridiculous in comparison, so I don’t mention them. I smile and nod and refill my cup with soda constantly so that I have an excuse to go to the bathroom every time it’s my turn to speak.

			Jo comes from a space force family. Their parents worked for the International StarCrest Exchange Program in China before immigrating to the US. It’s in their DNA. Sara, Ricky, Zo, and Meriem also come from families who worked for StarCrest in their home countries; joining Cometa seems like an obvious rite of passage for them.

			Ten. Phew, I made it.

			But everyone is still mingling. Amaris is a chess pro. Didi has won international debates at the UN. Paola survived thirty days in a desert alone. She doesn’t give any details about it. Andres is a champion athlete. Sunil sailed around the continent on a boat he 3D printed.

			A lot of the trainees already know each other, the kids who have flown in from Georgia or New Virginia or other parts of Florida. They’re all staying in the dorms and doing homeschooling together so that they can finish their senior years out of state while they train for Cometa. I don’t mention that I’m one of the day recruits, that I got here on a local bus. Who would admit to being from around here?

			Morningstar’s watch beeps, and we’re given a break for refills and the bathroom. I rush to what’s now become a familiar stall and close the door. What am I doing here, Ofe? These trainees have dreamt of going to space since they were children. All their faces light up when they talk about working on the Cometa space station for years. This is their destiny. Me, on the other hand? I don’t get warm fuzzies from the thought of a future of cleaning up space junk.

			Yup, Ofe, that will be our actual first task when we land on the moon. Up until now, no one has owned the moon, so no one has had to clean it up or take care of it. But if the US wins this new space race, if NASP gets there first and calls dibs, we will be responsible for collecting all the trash humanity has dumped there, including tons of human waste, and sending it into an endless orbit. We’ll be working with rovers that will one day malfunction and become trash too. Oh, the great landfill in the sky. Is outer space that different from Earth?

			And then, when the moon is clean, we’ll begin building the outer structures of our new space station, Tierra II. How much more waste will this station produce? How much more of our time will have to be dedicated to cleaning up space junk? How long until we ruin another corner of the solar system?

			But I want this. Cometa. Space. I know it won’t be easy. Trainees will be pushed to the most grueling physical and mental limits. Yet I can do this, Ofe. I must. Leaving the planet. One hundred percent. Yes, this is it. My ticket out of here. Cometa training lasts only a few weeks. Statistically, only a few of the trainees from the Southeast will make it through, and then only three will be picked for the program. I’m going to make sure I’m one of them. Soon, I’ll be like, Byyyeeee, Earth.

			So, when we return from the break and Morningstar tells us to introduce ourselves to at least seven more people, I come up with a better plan than chugging dangerous amounts of soda.

			When the other trainees ask about my plans. I lie and tell them one of the following:

			a. I’m inspired by the New Americans in Space Initiative.

			b. I want to find a better home for future generations.

			c. This is what I feel I am meant to do.

			d. It’s my time to give back to my country.

			
				I don’t tell them I’m so lonely that I wonder if I might be better off in outer space. I don’t tell them about you, Ofe. How you dreamt of going up there. I don’t talk about that summer morning Dad took us to see a launch, drove us home, and left. I don’t tell them we convinced each other he went to space. We couldn’t afford space camp, but you learned everything you could, spewing out facts until I begged you to stop. Eventually we grew up and you did stop, but some nights I’d hear you tracing the stars on our ceiling. And I knew you were gazing past the glow-in-the-dark plastic and concrete floors stacked above us, sending your wishes all the way up to the glinting stars themselves.
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			Cricket hops out from behind a rumbling washing machine. It’s been a few days of leading a double life and secretly participating in Cometa training, and his question catches me off guard. “Hey, sneaky!” I laugh nervously. “I didn’t see you there.”

			“Good! I’m working on my indivisibility,” Cricket says. “A good spy can blend into their surroundings.”

			“You mean ‘invisible’?”

			“What?”

			“ ‘Invisibility,’ not ‘indivisibility,’ you goof.”

			“Hmmm, let me get my word book because”—he spins—“this is a new word emergency!” He makes ambulance sounds and takes a small worn notebook out of his pocket. “I-N-D-I-V-E—”

			“I.”

			“Ah. I-S-I-B-I-L.” He writes out the rest of the word in big capital letters. “Okay! ‘Indivisibility’ does not mean ‘invisibility.’ So, what does it mean?”

			I pause for a moment. I haven’t really spent time with Cricket in ages (well, since you died, O), but I remember that he’s a hopping encyclopedia of questions. “Well, I think ‘indivisible’ means ‘difficult to pull apart.’ ”

			“Oh! Like magnets. Y como Sonia y Ofe?”

			“Kinda, I guess.” The dryer beeps, and the spinning clothes fall all at once.

			He gathers his rainbow of tiny clothes from the dryer.

			“So, you’re on laundry duty today?” I ask.

			“Yup, yup! If I do laundry for three weeks, I can go to the VRcade with Sonia. She promised.”

			“Very cool.”

			Sonia opens the door at the top of the stairs. “Cricket! Ready?” she calls without looking up from her watch.

			“Yup! Sonia, look who’s here!”

			She looks up. “Hi.”

			“Hey.” Neither one of us wants to extend this exchange. We’re not good without other people to pretend to be good around. What’s that saying about a tree falling? If a Cricket sings in a laundry room with two estranged friends, does anyone actually hear his singing?

			“C’mon, Cricket!” she says loudly, stretching the e in his name before turning back to her watch.

			Cricket puts his hamper down and wraps his arms around me. “I like seeing you, Juli. Thank you for the new word too!” He picks up his clothes, scrunches up his face in a smile, and walks around me in a small circle, balancing his hamper and whispering, “Invisibility, indivisibility, invisibility, indivisibility, invisibility.”

			“Roar! You better go before I eat all your tiny socks!” I claw at his basket with T. rex arms, and he squeals before running up the stairs to meet his sister.
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			and not think of you, Ofe.

			She erased you.

			Maybe she replaced you

			with the million strangers

			she talks to on her stream.

			Maybe Mami is right,

			tech is making us forgetful,

			because Sonia has for sure

			forgotten you.

			Weird, after all that

			gossiping and giggling

			with long pink-streaked hair

			splayed across your bed.

			Now she can’t even look

			at me. It’s like we’re both practicing

			our invisibility in plain sight.

			When she twirls and laughs,

			talking too loudly to her followers,

			I want to tear her watch off

			and stomp on it with my sneaker heel

			till it’s an irrelevant pile of broken plastic

			dust. But, no, we’re just monosyllabic

			with each other before we turn away.

			I know she was your best friend,

			Ofe, but I thought maybe she was

			a little bit my friend too.
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			whom I’ve been able to avoid since the dance. Exams helped, then winter break, which is now extended due to hailstorms, and frankly, that’s okay by me. I am not ready to be back at Sunshore. At least when I return, it will be a new year. Mari calls and texts more than I can keep up with. She doesn’t know about the program—neither does Sonia or Mom or Jeanine. Roger knows, but he’s probably too mad at me to care about spilling my secret. It stings to be on the other side of indifference. Especially when it’s unrequited because I am swimming laps during Cometa training and wondering what they’re all doing right now.

			It’s for the best though, Ofe. My days are stacked with Cometa training, volunteering, and work. I also have the occasional breakfast-for-dinner date with Mami, although they are getting harder and harder to sit through with a mammoth secret gnawing at my heart and trying to break free from my rib cage. Otherwise, I’m pretty good at avoiding her.

			Anyway, I’ll figure things out with Mom later, Ofe, because right now, I need to focus on Cometa. With each day of training that passes, more trainees are cut. On day five, Amaris was cut. Mila lasted until day eleven. Sunil and Paola were both cut on day thirteen. Andres was cut on day seventeen.

			Today, after laps, I suit up. The Buoyancy Laboratory’s pool water is extra salty. It’s day twenty-four of the Cometa boot camp, and I’m an enormous rubber duck lost at sea. You’d call me a patito triste, Ofe, like you nicknamed me when I tried to jump hurdles in gym class and kept falling crotch-first into the hurdle and face-first onto the track. Your long legs leapt seamlessly over each obstacle, and I waddled for the rest of the week. And you wouldn’t be wrong. I do look like a sad duck bobbing in the Buoyancy Laboratory’s 6.2-million-gallon pool. There is no gravity here; there’s nothing to keep me tethered to this place.

			When this training facility was a theme park, this pool used to house orcas. Not for whale shows—those have been illegal forever. Remember when we learned about theme park orcas in seventh-grade history, we were both like, Whaaat?! How could people do that to whales? The whale tanks at World of Tomorrows were supposed to be habitats for endangered animals.

			I bob around the tank, moving tools from the ledge to the underwater shuttle. I kick as fast as I can, even though it’s awkward to swim with so much gear on. None of us can really take ourselves too seriously on aquatic-microgravity-training days because we have to wear a maximum absorbency garment—a.k.a. a glorified space diaper—under our heavy training suits. Mari would love this thing. She’d want to add it to her wardrobe for when she’s in deep costume-design sprints. She’s like an ultramarathoner with shears and a tape measure. But Sonia would laugh her ass right off if she saw me. Jeanine too, probably.

			I do wish they could all see me sometimes. I’m learning to bounce my feet off a mock lunar surface and not worry about where I’ll land. I can lift twice my weight and push my mind into an almost-meditative state while fixing an air lock. I have abs. Abs! Not rock-solid ridges, but they are there. My entire body is stronger. I survive on a few hours of sleep, since I wake up early to practice my VR simulation before Mami gets up. I still get sick on the launch VR; even on an empty stomach, acid climbs up my throat, and I have to do my imaginary paper bag breath until I can swallow it all. Martha would be proud that I’m finally using her breathing techniques, ha.

			Of course, we’ve watched the videos of cosmonauts accidentally untethering and floating off into the dark abyss until their hearts freeze, but Cometa takes extra precautions with their rangers, Ms. Morningstar has assured us. Besides, I can now tie and untie excruciating knots underwater while hanging upside down in a simulated spacecraft fire. I could probably suit up and repair a spacecraft in my sleep at this point.

			It turns out there is a lot of work and preparation that goes into sending a human into outer space. Up there, our bones crumble and our muscles atrophy. G-force can make your blood pool around your brain during launch so that everything is space gray before you’ve ripped through the stratosphere. It’s cold. It’s dark. We can’t breathe there without heavy assistance. We have to sleep levitating like horizontal bats or people suspended in that magic trick with the silver hoops. It’s all a magic trick, really. I know, I know, I know, it’s science, but what on this blue planet made us think this was a good idea?

			The other Cometa trainees swim around me in their orange suits. After spending six hours re-repairing a replica of the moon station underwater and doing an Olympic amount of what Morningstar calls our recovery laps, we’re too tired to talk. A trainee named Vivek starts breathing heavily. I glance over. He’s crying. Neel mouths “stop” from across the pool, but Vivek doesn’t. His breaths become more staggered; his cries are sharp and staccato. He’s escorted out of the pool. He’s cut. It all happens in a few moments. We don’t ask any questions, although our eyes are filled with them.

			After training is done for the day, I consider trying to reach out to Vivek, but I’d have to ask the other rangers or Morningstar for his contact information. And I’m not sure I want to know why he left. I’m not ready. I realize how very little I know about the people I’m spending so much time with during training.

			At night, I can’t sleep even though I desperately need it, so I stay up reading about orcas. You know, there are only twenty left on Earth, Ofe. Then, even though I should be learning about gravitational waves for a Cometa exam at the end of the week, I decide to do a little writing.

			I’ve been filling my lavender notebook. For a while after you died, I couldn’t write, Ofe. Not one word. I’d stare at a blank page and feel nothing. But lately the words have been flowing. I’ve been writing every chance I have between training, school, and work.

			I know that hours from now, after I’m physically and mentally drained, I’ll finally drift to sleep. But even my rest is infiltrated by Cometa sometimes. There are nights when I startle awake, clinging to my sweaty mattress. After shaking off the fever dream—usually one that involves me having a panic attack during a launch—I wonder if I’m doing the right thing by going to the great beyond.

			Honestly, Ofe, it all feels strange until it doesn’t. Because we’re all already in outer space, walking and breathing on a planet that clings to an orbit, a planet that feels as if it’s ready to eject us at any moment.
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			to have been chocolate-dipped ice cream

			bars melting onto sunburned arms

			at Florida theme parks they found splash zones

			ridiculous and no they didn’t get royalties for sleep

			machines or for being the stars of the Holocene

			while people reclined ate popcorn and scrolled memes

			of them sleeping and ramming into boats

			reading about this keeps me up tonight when

			I feel microscopic in a galaxy where I’ll die

			knowing so very little about so much

			but orcas don’t care about my existential crisis

			or the CBD gummies I take to ease myself

			to sleep when wonder turns to worry

			and windows open to supermassive

			black holes humming the future back

			through ripples that wobble and pulse

			in their native tongue orcas laugh spout nudge

			and pummel the sailboats of the silliest species

			we were the longest car crash they can’t stop

			watching so they sleep with one eye open

			and a half-awake brain to keep from drowning
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			It would certainly be better off without us.

			You know I love to anthropomorphize,

			Ofe. The thing is, I’m used to this world, with its concrete

			and parades and taco trucks and symphonies and carousels.

			Is there anything more nostalgic than a carousel?
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			on Tangerine—it was donated

			by the Worlds of Tomorrows

			when they instated the No Animal

			Likeness in Theme Parks law

			to keep families from the sorrow

			of what tomorrow could look like

			because they couldn’t

			keep up with extinction rates.

			When we were kids, the carousel

			was a full menagerie—narwhal, cheetah,

			sloth, giraffe and panther—but that didn’t last.

			First, they swapped out the narwhal,

			then the cheetah, sloth, and panther.

			They tried to fix the problem spot

			by spot. The eagle, penguin, elephant,

			and giant squid were the last to go

			before the law was passed

			and they gave it away. Now, it’s mostly horses

			and dogs and the occasional insect.

			But each time I pass it I imagine

			it in its splendor full of animals

			who are now but ghosts. How we loved

			to swirl around its mosaic center,

			bits of rainbow glass and mirrors

			reflecting tomorrows that might be us.

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: IT’S ONE HUNDRED AND FIVE DEGREES ON CHRISTMAS EVE,]
				

			

			and I’m going to spend it counting sandpipers on the beach with Jeanine. We’ve been partners for the Shore Bird Count all winter break.

			Shockingly, volunteering has become one of the most relaxing parts of my schedule. It’s sweltering, and I have to walk up and down the beach, picking up trash or counting birds just to make up those hours I missed last year, but somehow, I am okay with it. Besides, talking with Jeanine has become weirdly easy.

			Okay, okay, okay, I know. I can see you doing the slowest eye roll in the world and saying, ¿J, en serio? And maybe I am, but to Jeanine, I’m just Juli. Yes, of course, she knows you died—she openly wept in the cafeteria when she found out a few months ago—but she didn’t actually know you before like everyone else. Or, for that matter, at all. She doesn’t know your favorite kind of ice cream or graphic novel. But most importantly, she doesn’t look at me like Sonia does, with eyes that make me question if I’m the twin who should have died.

			Today Jeanine is in faded cutoffs. A blue-and-yellow nebula reaches out from the bottom of her shorts. I see it before we don our protective gear, but I don’t ask about the bruise. I don’t pop the balloon of levity and banter we’ve so seamlessly kept afloat. As soon as we each zip into our protective smocks and put on our teal vests, we are volunteer pals—professional, pleasant, and most importantly, never personal. To an onlooker, we may even look like friends.

			We walk and chat and count. The birds scurry to the water’s ebb and flow. With the shore as their ledger, their tracks compose the most intricate poems.

			“So, if you had to count birds for the rest of your life, do you think you’d be less afraid of them?” I ask.

			“I told you, I’m only scared of condors. We used to see a few of them back west until they declined completely.” (Jeanine refuses to say went extinct when she talks about animals dying. She always says declined, as if it were all due to a bad flu strain.) She opens her arms wide. “When I was a kid, a condor swooped into our front yard while I was playing with my rabbit, Strawberry. I covered my face when it came toward us, and then, when I looked up again, Strawberry was gone.”

			“Shit. That’s wild. Weren’t there like only ten of them left on the planet then? What are the odds?”

			“There were eight on the continent and twenty-two total around the globe, but now they’ve all declined.”

			“You mean we wiped them out.”

			“Yeah.” Jeanine looks down. “So many birds from when we were kids have been”—she pauses—“are gone.”

			“Not that I enjoy volunteering or anything,” I lie, “but the condor and its extinct chorus of dead feathered friends kinda make these hours of picking up trash feel a bit more important, huh?” That sounded more cheerful in my head.

			Jeanine picks up a chunk of what was once a bleach bottle. “Jeez, Juli. I don’t know why you have to be so dark all the time, but you want to be a writer, so I guess it makes sense.” She laughs. Jeanine has jokes today too.

			We walk for a few more moments in silence.

			“Well, anyway, I can’t blame the condor. After we painted a rock garden in Strawberry’s honor, my mom explained that because of pollution, drone traffic, and overdevelopment, condors had to keep renesting until there were fewer and fewer places for nests.”

			I tease further. “That’s a lot of information to know about an animal you’re scared of. Do you secretly love condors?” She’s quiet. I’m awkward. Do I not know how to talk to people anymore without making jokes or making fun of them? “Here’s a fun fact: they, your favorite birds, were nearly extinct in the early aughts. But then the condors were rehabilitated in these domes where people had to dress like birds to feed them because there were so few of them. It worked for a while, until we stopped caring enough to do all that.”

			“Now who knows a lot about condors?”

			“Shut up.”

			We finish the count and report back to the preservation office to turn in our numbers and shed our protective wear. With sketches of extinct birds on one wall and photos of volunteers rehabilitating birds and sea turtles on the other, this room is a museum of triumphs and catastrophes. The more I count birds and clean this shoreline, the more I realize the two can coexist.

			“Hey, are you busy now? Want to come over?” Jeanine interrupts my train of thought.

			“To your house?”

			“Yeah, to hang out. I don’t have Pixie practice this evening. We get two days off for the holidays. We can have pizza or something. I, for one, am starving from all this walking.”

			Even though siendo una antisocial (as Mom puts it) has become my MO, I say, “Sure,” mostly for my stomach.

			“Sweet. My parents will be excited to finally meet you.”

			I immediately regret saying yes. Jeanine and I have never spent time together outside of school or volunteering. Does this mean we’ll have to talk about more than what-ifs and alternate futures? I don’t think I’m who she thinks I am. Who does she think I am?
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			that’s guarded by armed AI security. On the ride over, she tells me that they can be hard-asses to people like me, so in the future, I should always message her before I stop by. When I ask if she means poor, she laughs and says, “No, no, I mean teenagers.”

			“Got it,” I say, although I’m not so sure I believe that’s what she meant.

			The AI guard at the front gate gives me a disconcerting look when she scans my face. Then she asks for my identification card.

			“Oh, Suzie, relax. This is my friend Juli. Nice bangs by the way.” Jeanine flashes the AI guard a smile, and the metal gate with the golden Hilltop emblem opens. We drive through slowly.

			Did Jeanine say we’re friends?

			“So, my little brother is super annoying. Sorry in advance! He’s only speaking Mandarin this month ’cause he’s studying to get a junior MBA in Beijing this summer,” Jeanine says as our car stops.

			“Oh wow,” I mutter, standing in front of the most beautiful home I’ve ever seen.

			“C’mon.”

			I follow Jeanine, trying to not look like a complete deer in headlights. Her house is an unironic castle. I mean it’s nice nice. The front lawn is an elegant landscape of modern sculptures and fountains. There are koi ponds, two gazebos, and robot swans that look like real freaking swans, Ofe! Pedestals with cascading orchids tastefully lead us along the cobblestoned walkway, and with each step, I’m more convinced this was a mistake.

			“And my parents can be a lot. They think they know everything about everything, so they’ll want to teach you things or ask a million questions. You don’t have to answer any of them by the way.” Jeanine pushes open one side of the glass double door.

			“No worries,” I say, too consumed by the twelve-foot spiraling chandelier in the entryway.

			“I know. My mom dabbles in interior design in her spare time. She loves a statement.”

			“Blue Jay, is that you?”

			“Yeah, Mom. I brought a friend home from volunteering.” Friend. She said it again.

			“Oh yes, but tell them I’ll only sign if they buy the series. Three books or no deal. That’s it.” She turns her face away from the phone and mouths, “Sorry, honey. One minute.” She makes a blah, blah, blah hand gesture at the phone, winks at us, and then returns to her call.

			I chuckle.

			“Dad! Can you make us a pizza?” Jeanine says to her watch.

			“Sure, kiddo. I’m out back.” His voice sings from the home TabCom.

			Jeanine leads me through the sprawling living room that’s decorated with a glitter-dipped garland for the holidays. It smells like pine trees even though I know the garland is fake, since it’s illegal to have the real thing now. The walls are covered in art. A white Christmas tree in the corner is draped with teal stars. It’s so elegant and modern. Her parents are not the granola white people I imagined them to be.

			Outside, Jeanine’s dad works at a standing desk by their pool. He’s in VR goggles and a black sports hoodie woven with green lights.

			“Just one moment.” He lifts his goggles. “Send me your toppings, Jay, and I’ll get started in a sec, sweetheart.” He returns to the three screens balanced on his desk.

			Jeanine’s mom speedwalks outside to introduce herself between calls. She’s effortlessly stylish in red pants, thick-framed glasses, and a structured black shirt that slants at the hip. She’s an author and entrepreneur. I’ve seen her all over social media.

			“Darling!” She kisses each of Jeanine’s cheeks, then turns to me. “And is this your service-project friend?”

			“Mom.”

			“What? That came out wrong, didn’t it?” She laughs at herself. “You know what I mean.”

			“This is Juli. We volunteer and go to school together.”

			“Pleasure.” She nods in my direction. “Well, I have to get back to my editor.”

			“It’s nice to meet you,” I respond. Under my breath, I say, “I don’t think I’ve ever met a real writer.”

			Suddenly, she turns, interested. “Well, Blue Jay here tells me that you’re quite the burgeoning wordsmith yourself.”

			“Barely.” I shrug, hoping I’m not blushing. Her little brother, Doug, runs out from the house and jumps into the pool.

			“Don’t sell yourself short, Juli. If you write, then you’re a writer.” And with that, Jeanine’s mom zips back into the house.

			We eat pizza by the pool while Doug cannonballs into the water repeatedly, shouting out negotiation terms in Mandarin.

			“See what I mean? He’s the worst.”

			“Your parents are amazing though.”

			“Trust me, they aren’t. They just have amazing jobs. There’s a difference.”

			“Well, they seem really cool. I mean, it’s the first time I’ve had pizza from a geothermal island on a pool deck.”

			Jeanine doesn’t respond. She’s lost in the pool ripples. “They can barely tolerate each other,” she whispers. “They only live together because their image is part of my mom’s contracts. I’m pretty sure they see different people. They try to hide it from us, but of course, I know.” She pauses. “I think Doug does too.”

			“Really? I’m sorry—”

			“Who wants some ice cream?” Jeanine’s mom’s voice rings through the poolside TabCom.

			Doug shouts, “Me!” and runs past us inside, dripping wet.

			Jeanine rolls her eyes. “Wanna go to my room?”

			“I should go home soon.”

			“Just real quick. There’s something I want to show you.”

			I agree, then send Mom a quick message from my watch telling her I’m at Jeanine’s for dinner. It feels good to not lie for once. She doesn’t respond.

			“We’re full,” Jeanine says coolly, as we walk past her family.

			“Thank you,” I add, still baffled. Then I walk upstairs behind Jeanine. The bruise on her leg looks bigger.

			Her room is a sophisticated gray with long floral curtains that frame real windows, the kind with no metal on the outside. Her Pelican Pixie uniform hangs pressed from a hook over her closet door. There’s a photo of Alex on the nightstand. I look at his thick neck, fake smile, and the vacant blue eyes under his blond crew cut, and I can’t help but wonder if he’s hurting her.

			That’s it. Jeanine introduced me to her parents as her friend. What kind of a friend would I be if I didn’t ask?

			“Jeanine, is Alex hurting you?”

			“What?”

			“It’s just, I saw that bruise on your arm when we were decorating for the dance, and now there’s one on your leg. Did he do this to you?”

			Jeanine turns away, tugs the sides of her shorts down, and tosses her head back. Her shoulders shake.

			“It’s okay. I shouldn’t have asked.” I pause. “But you can talk to me.” Then I realize she isn’t crying, she’s laughing hysterically.

			“Oh my god, Juli! Alex would never. But the thing I want to show you might put your mind at ease. Come look.” Jeanine opens her closet door.

			Purses and shoes and walls of color-coded clothes stretch in every direction. I’m speechless. I can’t wait to tell Sonia and Mari about this closet; they’d go nuts. If only we were talking. You would love it too, Ofe! You would want to try everything on and do a vintage rom-com shopping montage.

			“There’s more,” Jeanine says, smiling at my awe. She leads me to the back wall of the closet, which isn’t actually a wall but a wooden double door.

			“Is your closet a portal to another dimension?”

			“No, but this is the best part of it.” Jeanine slides the door open to reveal shelves and shelves of roller skates—at least twenty pairs in every color.

			“I’m on a Roller Derby team. We’re the Teenage Skirtbags. None of the Pixies know. Not even Alex knows. He thinks the bruises are from cheerleading.

			“I joined a team back home about a year ago when things were bad with my parents—well, worse than they are now—and then, when we moved here, I found the Skirtbags.” She laughs and then is silent. “Now they just low-grade hate each other. Whatever.”

			“Jeanine, I had no idea,” I lift a photo of her dressed in all her gear. “You look so happy.”

			“I’m an alternate for now because I’m new, but it’s still the best. Honestly, skating is all I think about.” She goes on to tell me more about the team. How she doesn’t tell her parents because they’ll make it about competition, like cheer. How she feels strongest when she’s wearing skates. Her face lights up when she talks about derby.

			“It’s my secret, but I wanted to tell you, Juli, because, don’t get offended, but you seem like super sad, and I think you should consider joining. It was the only thing that helped me when I was sad.” She pauses. “I know my parents’ messed-up marriage isn’t the same as losing a sister, but I do know what it’s like to feel like everything is heavy and it’s just you against the worl—”

			“Jeanine, I’m fine.” I cut her off. “And thank you, thank you for everything, but I should get going.”

			“Well, here, just in case.” Jeanine reaches for a pair of purple skates. “You look like an eight and a half, same as me.”

			“I can’t take these. Besides, I doubt I even remember how. It’s been years.”

			“It comes back to you. Start practicing, and if you do decide to join, we meet at the rink under the Highland Bridge. I can send you the schedule.

			“You’ll need this too,” she adds, placing a helmet and kneepads in my empty hand.

			“I can’t take your stuff, Jeanine. And I’m too busy for this, I have to focus on—” I stop short before mentioning Cometa training. “I have a lot going on right now.”

			“You’re just borrowing it.” Jeanine places her hand on my shoulder and leans close. “I was in a bad place when someone invited me, and I think you’re in that place too. This can change your life.”

			“Sweetie.” Jeanine’s mom’s voice is a green line on the TabCom near her bedroom door. “Is your friend staying for dinner? Your father is making chickpea macaroni and microgreens. And his vegan figgy pudding ice cream should be set and ready to try by dessert!” The green line jumps up and down as Jeanine’s dad clanks pans. My stomach rumbles.

			I’ve never had figgy pudding. How does that part of the Christmas song with the ravenous carolers go? The rumbling in my stomach stops when I remember it’s Nochebuena. “Oh shit, I mean, shoot. Sorry, Ms. Wellhouse, I can’t stay.

			“Next time. Make sure there’s a next time, Jeanine. Your service pal is fabulous.” The green line wiggles, then disappears.

			Jeanine rolls her eyes at her mother and then offers to call for a car to take me home.

			“It’s fine. I’ll take the bus. It’s nice out.” Mami will have too many questions if she sees me arrive in an inner-city cab someone else paid for.

			I toss the helmet and the kneepads into my backpack, sling the skates over my shoulder, and walk to the bus stop at the edge of Hilltop Road.
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			on the bus. Yes, sweaters, even though it’s what the news

			calls an unprecedentedly warm winter and a record-breaker.

			It seems each year is more “unprecedented” than the last.

			Between thick-knot sweaters and fake snow frosting windows,

			it’s clear we’re a grossly nostalgic species. At every stop passengers

			wave as if they’re leaving for the great unknown. They wish

			the driver a happy holiday and healthy New Year, then look back

			with twinkly eyes before stepping off. Fa la la la or whatever.

			I need to hurry up! Imagine Mom’s face if I miss the Nochebuena

			lighting ceremony. This is her tradition, our tradition. Claro,

			she’ll say. A group of jolly carolers steps on. C’mon! I jump off

			the bus and run the rest of the way. The apartment is empty.

			There’s no note on the fridge. It’s as if Ma expected me to miss it,

			to let her down. I wrap myself in a navy dress, the eyelet one;

			you wore it better, Ofe. Mom is in a field of dimming lights,

			waiting for me like all the stars have fallen from the sky—

			I say sorry in both languages. She holds three candles:

			hers, yours, and mine. Tiny electric fires flicker

			in her eyes. I know she’s trying, Ofe. But so am I.

			Dr. Shears doesn’t have a dead-sister-forgiveness program.

			I am trying. Between school, volunteering, and Cometa,

			a little lying isn’t bad. I take my candle from her hand.

			“Sometimes I wake up and feel that you’re both gone,

			but I only lost one daughter, Juli.” These are her only words

			to me. We sit on the grass until our fake candles flicker off.

			On the walk home, we pass Caracol. It’s closed, but Rey unlocks

			the door for us, for Mami, really. They flirt. It’s weird, Ofe.

			The kind of awkward that’s more sad than strange, more annoying

			than funny. Why’s she smiling so much at him, at crusty

			flour-covered Rey? Yuck. He invites us in for cocoa while he packs up

			the last few buñuelos for us. Mom steps in like a moth hypnotized

			by his dopey eyes, and I turn away and say, “Nope, I’ll wait outside.”

			It’s almost midnight, but we decide to save gifts for tomorrow.

			The college brochures Mom keeps requesting are stacked

			high on my nightstand. I push them to the ground.

			College is a you thing, Ofe, could have maybe been an us thing,

			but it’s not a just me thing. I wait an hour. Then I tiptoe

			to the kitchen. Mom’s watching a novela in her room.

			I grab a buñuelo from a greasy paper bag and don’t bother

			heating it. Our coffee-table Christmas tree stares at me—

			the one Mom decorated alone because I was too busy.

			I take a bite. A buñuelo has never tasted so sad.

			Reason to leave Earth # 8: sometimes I feel

			like a ghost in my own home.
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			you know, the ones where experts boil epiphanies

			down to timed presentations—it’d be on how to estrange people.

			If you push them away long enough, they’ll stop—

			no more calls, insistent waves, glances,

			and maybe they even stop asking about college

			applications and the future—all of it ends.

			Which sends you into a space where time

			isn’t marked by hellos, smiles, or inside jokes.

			But that’s okay, broken is a state

			you’ve mastered. What did Elizabeth Bishop say

			about disaster? Don’t worry about it. Suck back

			the spit between your teeth and puff your chest.

			From a circular blue rug, I’d crack my knuckles

			and say, Here’s the simple secret to losing

			everyone you love.
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			concentration, trainees.” Morningstar speaks from the center of an empty simulation room. We all stand around the edges. “And it will require a bit of time travel.”

			I’m just thankful to not be in water, Ofe. If today’s training doesn’t include wearing a water diaper so long that I develop a rash again, I’m happy. But who knows, because each training session has been more surprising than the last.

			“Neel,” Morningstar says. “I need you to close your eyes and imagine your childhood bedroom from when you were about eight.”

			“Oh. Um, okay,” Neel says, closing his eyes.

			“Now open them.” Morningstar taps her watch, and we’re in a baby-blue room with purple curtains. There’s a wallpaper border of cartoon stars and space dogs, a bed in the left corner, a small wooden rocking chair next to it, a basket full of toys, a small bookshelf, a dresser with dinosaur stickers.

			Neel chokes for a moment before catching his breath. “It’s Madurai. My room in the city I grew up in.” He runs his hands through his hair and adjusts his headband. “I never thought I’d see it again.”

			Morningstar smiles with her mouth closed and then taps the room away. “Outside that door there is a simulation room for each of you.”

			We murmur.

			“The moment you close the door, it will transform to your childhood bedroom,” Morningstar says. “You’ll see it for twenty seconds before it vanishes. Then you’ll use a VR tool kit to recreate the room. You’ll have one hour. Everything, from the lighting to the pattern on the bedsheets needs to be accurate.” She goes on to explain that no one will be cut from training today so long as we complete the task. But we will be ranked, and the two trainees with the most precise recreation of their childhood bedrooms will have an advantage as team leaders in the first simulation training of the new year.

			Suddenly, I feel like I’m on AI XO. The host, Reuben Rivas, would say in his AI take on an Australian accent, This challenge is meant to test your limitations. The producer (Morningstar in this case) will do anything they can to trip you up. You must assume that all contestants are as good as, if not better than, you are, but you must also believe that you can win, Juli. There is too great of an advantage on the line to not give it your all.

			“Any questions?” Morningstar asks, interrupting the AI XO host’s voice in my head.

			“Yeah,” Jo says. “How do you know what our childhood bedrooms look like?”

			“You don’t think drones are only for watching traffic, do you?” Morningstar laughs. “Every inch we’ve ever lived in is recorded in 7K and stored on a server somewhere.”

			“Well, that’s chilling,” Rio says.

			“It’s the price of safety,” Morningstar says. “Ready, trainees?” The door opens before we can respond, and we shuffle out of Neel’s simulation room and down the hall to find our own.

			I pause in front of the door marked JULI and take a breath. Remember, Juli, you must be ready for anything, I hear Reuben Rivas say as I turn the doorknob and close the door slowly behind me.

			Our room—yours and mine, Ofe—glitches into reality. The purple walls, our twin beds with fuzzy reading pillows and checkered sheets squished close together because it was the only way we could sleep when we were eight. Our collection of pandas lined up on top of a milk crate that doubled as a shelf. Some of the pandas are made from clay, others are crocheted by Mom, and one is a stuffed baby sock with a drawn-on face and ears. Our dresser with hearts on the knobs that we painted with glittery red polish. Your cobalt-blue sweater rests on top of it near the right edge. The mustard giraffe lamp, the rug Mom made of recycled denim, the plastic glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling—the room disappears.

			No, no, I wasn’t ready. I fall to my hands and knees. “I need more time!” I shout. “Please!” My voice shakes. I place my forehead on the ground, trying to regulate my breath to fight the tsunami of sadness that’s about to swallow me. Our room, Ofe. “Please.”

			A red countdown from sixty minutes appears in the center of the room. AI XO host Rueben Rivas’s voice comes back to me and says, Get up, Juli. Get up.

			“Shut up, Rueben Rivas!” Yes, I’m aware that I’m talking to an imaginary version of an AI, Ofe. This is the stage of training I’m at, I guess, but how could Morningstar do this to us?

			Remember, they are testing your psychological limits. Get up, Juli. You’re on the clock, Rueben Rivas says. Think of the advantage.

			You’re right, Rueben Rivas. I need that advantage. This challenge is about memory and observation. This is my challenge.

			Just focus, Juli, Rueben Rivas says. Focus.

			I close my eyes and picture the room. Then I pick up a tablet and open the VR tool kit. I begin with the beds; we used fuzzy green reading pillows for headboards, so they’re up by the top, resting on our sleeping pillows and checkered cotton sheets that were always rumpled because we made our own beds so Mom would give us stickers at breakfast. I was worse at it than you were, so I make my sheets look a little messier. Then I make the denim rug, crocheted from Mom’s old acid-washed jeans, but it wasn’t all denim—she wove in old blue scrubs from her work, so even when she had an overnight shift at the hospital and we were being watched by Ms. Chee, we could feel like a part of Mom was in our room at bedtime. Sometimes Ms. Chee would let us fall asleep on the rug and then carry us to our beds. The rug was placed at the foot of the bed. No, it was near the milk crate, so we could sit on it to play with the pandas. I recreate each panda, even the stuffed sock with her crooked little ears. I add the dresser with the heart-shaped knobs. I add a bit of glitter to the color code. I stick the stars on the ceiling and paint the room light purple; the shade is easy to match because it’s one of the only things that’s still the same. Done, and I still have seven minutes left on the clock. I walk through the room and study every object closely. Your sweater. It was on the dresser on the left. It was green, folded with the end of a sleeve sticking out. No, it was dark purple. No, no, it was blue, cobalt. And it was on the right. I slide the sweater over as the timer goes off.

			We wait in the simulation room where we stood earlier while receiving instruction. Our bedrooms are going to be cross-referenced with drone footage and high-res stills. We all pace around the space quietly.

			Did you give it your all, Juli? asks AI XO host Rueben Rivas.

			“And then some,” I say aloud, accidentally breaking the room’s silence.

			“What?” Meriem asks.

			“We gave it our all and then some,” I say, trying to sound casual and not like I was talking to the host of an AI-dating reality show in my head.

			“Facts,” Jo says.

			I double down. “And that’s all we can do at the end of the day. That’s something to be proud of, right?”

			“Love this positivity, Juli,” Neel says. “Heck yeah.”

			Morningstar returns.

			AI XO host Rueben Rivas pops back into my head. Here we are, the moment of truth. All the contestants eagerly await to know who will land in the top two positions and win the advantage in the next challenge.

			“Meriem, you scored an eighty-five percent on accuracy,” Morningstar says. “You will be a leader in the next simulation challenge.” Then she takes an epic pause.

			The tension is palpable, Reuben Rivas says to me. Pal-pa-ble.

			“And, Juli, you scored an astonishing ninety-nine percent,” Morningstar says. “Congratulations.”

			“Really? Me?” I try to contain my excitement as Rivas makes balloons and metallic confetti fall from the ceiling. “Thank you. Thank you so much,” I say. I did it.

			I knew you could, Juli, Rueben Rivas says to me, one of the winners of this challenge.
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			streaks of mascara

			and slept-in glitter

			eye shadow swirls

			over revelers who slept

			on the beach. They made lists

			of hopes for the new year

			and then partied across

			the finish line. Maybe

			people cheer and kiss

			at midnight, not to ring in

			the New Year but to celebrate

			that they made it. At least

			that’s what it seems like

			from my window.

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: OFE, YOU KNOW HOW WE’D TALK ABOUT SENIOR YEAR LIKE THINGS WOULD BE DIFFERENT?]
				

			

			We’re graduating. Well, I am. We are supposed to be making big plans, and the world, our world, is supposed to be exciting and unlike anything we could have imagined. Better, newer—we thought flying cars, cyborg wars, robot dogs, the works!

			Nope. It’s officially the new year, and everything still sucks. Sure, we have driverless cabs, but one ride is eighteen times more than the bus fare. The smart homes with AI butlers are in the Inner City, and four-legged cyborg dogs that wash dishes and take out the trash live there too. Here we do our own laundry and clean our own floors. There are kids at school with hoverboards, robot horses that they ride on the weekend, and AI assistants that learn their speaking patterns to write their essays for them.

			You know how Tio Lolo died a few years ago because he needed a kidney, and he couldn’t find a match? In the Inner City, they print organs with human cells on demand, but you have to be insured, and no one on the waterfront can afford medical insurance. Even when we pooled funds from all our Pocket Pay accounts and applied for grants, his family would have had to take out a QuickCash loan. For Tio Lolo, the stress of debt outweighed the possibility of getting a kidney. He didn’t even put his name on the Leftover Lottery to try and get a printed organ with minor imperfections. Can you blame him though? The Leftover Lottery is rigged for the lucky among the unlucky, like people on the waterfront who have a rich relative or some inner-city connection. And lucky people, I mean really lucky people, don’t need the lottery in the first place.

			It’s like when we were kids and that waterfront pedicab cyclist won a driverless car. He was on every news channel. A week later the car exploded during his morning route. Of course, no one was held accountable. There was no trial. It was a free car. Besides, no one from the Outer City ever speaks up when things go wrong. We’re supposed to look away, to stay silent and grateful for the Inner City’s scraps.

			Happy New Year, Ofe. The world, oh, the world is upside down. When it isn’t flooding, it’s on fire. Were we being naive when we talked about the future? I mean, did we really think someone would pull a lever and suddenly make things different? Like Mami says, esta pesadilla la escribimos nosotros. She’s not wrong: we wrote this nightmare over centuries with our small and big decisions. So, here we are, in a world that feels like a dystopic imagining from one of those early aughts movies that mom loves rewatching. You know the ones: there’s a wave, or a virus, or a resource war. Film or not, I can’t help but sense that not all of us were invited into the writer’s room.

			Reason to leave Earth #9: this is not the future we imagined.
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			I know she’s waiting eagerly to cleanse my room, our bedroom, Ofe, for the new year. “Come in, Ma.”

			She’s holding a bottle of orange blossom water in one hand. In the other, she juggles holy water and a smoking jasmine incense stick. “Para la claridad,” she says, shaking the orange blossom water bottle at every surface in the room. “Para la protection.” She squeezes three drops of cool holy water onto my scalp. One runs straight to the tip of my nose, and I can’t help but smile. Mom is always a vision on New Year’s Day; this holiday makes her extra nostalgic or extra exagerada, as you’d say, Ofe.

			She’s wearing one of her long white housedresses, the fancy one with the embroidered flowers. Her bright yellow underwear for the new year shows through the thin cotton. She’s all about la buena suerte. She’ll do anything for a shot at some good luck. She places the bottles on the dresser and then turns back, her face aglow with hope and superstition. “Y para la prosperidad.” She twirls around the room, and the incense fills the space between us with frankincense and jasmine. “Te amo, Juli. Y te deseo el mundo.” She reaches out and hugs me close.

			“Thanks, Ma. Happy New Year,” I say into her curls. She smells like a sacred garden.

			“Ah, sí, before I forget.” She reaches into her dress pocket. “I got you a new pair of yellow underwear.” She places them in my hand.

			“Oh my god, Mom.” My reluctance flees when I think of Cometa. I’m still waiting to hear if I made it into the program; I guess I could use the luck. “Gracias.” I hold the pair of yellow underwear tightly.

			“Freshen up, mija, and put those on. It’s best to start the new year with the right color panties on.”

			“Don’t say ‘panties.’ Ew, Mom.”

			Mami chuckles, amused with herself as I fall back into my bed. She kisses me on the forehead. “A New Year’s Day brunch awaits, mi princesa.”

			Feast would be an understatement. I walk out of the bathroom freshly showered, wearing underwear so bright that it could stop traffic or charge all the solar panels at Ronoco, to see that Mami has prepared two kinds of arepas, black-eyed peas, a bowl of strawberries and crema, empanadas, green beans, and collard greens.

			“Is this all?” I joke, but it all smells so incredible that I’m practically drooling.

			“No, there’s natilla setting in the fridge, and I can make you an egg too. Do you want an egg?”

			“No, Ma. This is incredible.” I swallow my first bite of warm arepa. “Gracias.”

			“I’m so glad you were home. You’ve been out so much lately that I thought I’d wake up to make all this food for just me.”

			There it is. The guilt trip. She can’t help herself. “I’m glad too, Ma.”

			She sighs and looks at her watch. I can tell she’s itching to turn on her holoscreen to watch Juan Carlos el Clarividente’s predictions for the new year.

			“Go for it. I gotta know what’s in store for this year.”

			She giggles, serves me another helping of black-eyed peas because I look “acabada” as she loves to remind me, and then taps open her holoscreen. Juan Carlos fills the space between us. He’s wearing a sequined turban with a large ruby in the center and an even larger green feather spiraling in the air above him. He runs through the signs punctuating each horoscope with gestures that make Ma raise her eyebrows and say “yo sabia” and “es cierto.”

			Virgo is pronounced with many capital r’s. “Virgo, you know not what you seek. Pero you already have it.” Juan Carlos shakes his fingertip at me. “Who are you without your other half? I dare you to get to know yourself. Ahora mismo.” He lifts both arms in the air, and his feather jumps. “There is no time to waste. And more than emeralds or gold or vacation homes, time is the most precious resource we have.”

			Mami nods. “Es la verdad. Juli, you’re already graduating high school. I feel like just yesterday you were in diapers with your sister, learning the alphabet.”

			Your sister, she always says, Ofe, because your name always gets stuck in her throat, and then she has to cry to let it out.

			“Mom! I’m still young, and who cares about high school anyway? It’s not a big deal.”

			“It is. It is the biggest deal. You are getting ready to go out into the world. The sky’s the limit, Juli. The sky is the limit.” She says it once more slowly before turning her attention to Juan Carlos because her astrological sign is up next.

			By the time I open my mouth to maybe say, The sky isn’t exactly my limit, Mami is scribbling down notes from Juan Carlos’s prediction.

			I tiptoe away to my room, our room, where everything feels familiar and foreign at once. What am I doing? If I don’t get into Cometa, this year will be the same as the last one: shitty.

			I reach under the bed and feel for my notebook. I have a plan. Ofe, this is our year. I am leaving this hot stinking place. A knot of laces catches my hand. I jump off the bed and pull out the holographic purple skates and helmet Jeanine lent me. I dare you—I know that’s what you’d say. I toss the skates and the helmet into my oversized beach bag and run toward my door. Dare accepted!

			“Ma, I’m going out!” I call out from the front door.

			She doesn’t ask where I’m going. She knows it is useless. She looks up from Juan Carlos’s segment on New Year’s self-care and skin-cleansing rituals. I know when I get back the house will smell like citrus and camphor.

			“Juli, corazón.” She pauses for a moment, looking right into me, not into my eyes but deeply into me, the way only Mom looks at me. “Love you.”

			“I love you too, Mom.”
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			to do something that scared me.

			Well, here’s my list of fears:

			not getting into Cometa; leaving;

			not leaving; facing Roger, Maria,

			and Sonia after winter break;

			graduation; the future without you.

			Once, you dared me to dance

			on the rooftop. Any chance

			you got to make me sing

			pop songs to strangers,

			ring doorbells, prank someone,

			or break any rule. No danger.

			All fun. You knew how to make

			me bigger and louder, happier.

			And then there was the night

			we all ran into the ocean

			and laughed so hard, the sky broke

			open, and we swam in the rain,

			and nothing mattered. A world without pain

			is a world with you in it. Maybe fear

			is the antithesis of living because lately,

			it’s like I’m barely breathing.

			So here goes. Dare accepted. I lace up

			my skates. My shoulders are up to my ears.

			I wobble and gasp. One foot forward,

			then the other. I can do this.

			After Cometa training, “I can do anything,

			damn it!” A group of oldies looks up

			from their tai chi. “Sorry.” I smile.

			I relax my clenched hands. Push and glide

			and push and glide. The rhythm surfaces

			our roller rink tenth birthday party,

			where we skated the entire night to disco-pop

			about dreams and summer crushes. We knew enough

			of the lyrics to lip-sync and dance around the rink

			like superestrellas. We were our own biggest fans.

			Push, glide, push—my tailbone strikes

			the sidewalk. A woman from the tai chi

			wearing a pink tracksuit lunges forward.

			“I’m okay. Thanks!” I call out from the burning

			sidewalk. Try again and don’t break your ass,

			you’d say, Ofe, while holding your side

			and laughing your own ass off. All right, here goes.

			I try again and again, and I fall four more times. Each time,

			the fit elders are more concerned. By my seventh try,

			they’ve stopped their class. “You can do this,

			young lady.” Pink Tracksuit crouches next to me.

			There is a certainty in her eyes that must come with age.

			I rise. I bend, relax, and push off with one foot

			and then the other. Push, glide, push, glide.

			The sea breeze rushes around my face and limbs.

			The tai chi class cheers. I am skating.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Reason to stay #3: because, despite the gravity

			(yes, literal and metaphoric gravity) of this atmosphere,

			my body can do incredible things in this world.
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			Over the next few days, we run drills underwater and exercise, exercise, exercise. I’m supposed to exercise even more on off days, but I can’t really get myself to move much more because every muscle in my body twitches for a solid twenty-four hours after a training session. I feel more alien in this stronger body, craving time to think, write poems, and observe the world around me. Maybe you don’t realize you live in your head until you’re taken out of it. And even though Morningstar keeps telling me that I’ve made it this far for a reason, I believe it some days more than others.

			Today’s simulation training is all about trust and communication, the ultimate test for a Cometa Ranger, according to Morningstar and Glover. There are ten trainees left. Because of our success in the last simulation, Meriem and I are team leaders. Her team is made up of Sara, Ricky, Didi, and Zo. And mine has Neel, Rio, Omira, and Jo.

			“Okay, trainee,” Glover shouts into my ear. “There’s a fire on board. Locate it. Tell me everything you see.”

			His voice clicks off as the alarm begins to blare and strobe. I put on my jumpsuit and my helmet. I close my visor for safety. If I’m going to go blind in space, it’s not going to be from a fire. Now, where is it? I need to find the fire and put it out in record time if I want to stand out in the last few days of training. Think, Juli. C’mon.

			My four crew members catch up to me. They’ve each been given different roles to play in this simulation—two are just waking up, one is in their workout gear, and another has fire gloves on, ready to assist me. Yes, I am the commander of this mission. I give them a nod, and they put on their safety visors. Then I turn away and keep looking for the fire.

			“Any day now, Four Ninety-Eight.” I try to push Glover’s voice out of my head, but he’s literally breathing into my brain. With the VR glasses and the helmet, I’m a bobblehead who can’t stop flinching. How does a ranger ever get used to this? Focus. Find it. Like most things in outer space, fire is beautiful, unpredictable, and sometimes lethal. Oxygen, heat, fuel. Oxygen, heat, fuel. It’s one of our oldest accidental tools on Earth, and yet fire is completely different in space. For starters, there’s less oxygen in microgravity atmospheres, so the fire concentrates rather than spreads, meaning that somewhere on this ship there’s a floating fireball that could explode at any second.

			“Report what you see, trainee. Do you have a visual?” Amplified by the simulator’s acoustics, Glover’s voice pricks every pore of my face. I continue searching for the fire down the central chamber of the space station. Then I turn to the left near the kitchen, remembering where the fire bags are stored. I take the largest one, just in case it’s a bigger fireball than I imagine. How big can it be? Suddenly, I’m sweating. My pulse drums, and I’m a tangled mess of nerves contracting. The Cometa space station—maybe my home for the next five years—is built like a spider. Space is the web in this scenario. Does that make me a fly?

			“Any day now,” Glover says. His chuckle dovetails into whistling the ZillCoinaire theme song. God, he makes me claustrophobic. My crew hovers close. The simulator walls are closing in on me, and the clock at the bottom of my VR frame flickers with every passing moment. I don’t have a visual. What can I tell Glover? What do I tell my crew? That I have no fucking idea what I’m doing? No, no, I’ve made it so far. If we were in actual outer space, the fireball could have erupted by now. This could all be much worse. Glover lets out a long sigh that tells me he doesn’t think I can do this. I don’t know if I can either.

			Another minute passes. I shut off the craft’s ventilation system and power. The alarm cuts out. It’s dark for a beat before the red emergency lights kick in. If I can’t spot a fireball in a barely lit station, then I may not even deserve to go on this mission. In space, I’d have a few minutes to figure this out, or I’d risk leading my crew off course and into a darker void. But in this simulation, this safety protocol just buys me time and a moment of quiet. Thank god. That is, of course, until Glover’s mouth breathing comes back on my earpiece. My mind races. Find it, find it. I turn to my four crew members. I can’t see their faces behind their golden visors, but their shoulders and crossed arms tell me they are disappointed. I imagine Roger, Mari, Sonia, and Jeanine behind those visors, all avoiding eye contact with me as they wait for me to make a decision.

			I don’t need them. I know exactly what to do, I just need to focus and move quickly. I swim through the air; I’m no longer a clumsy dog-paddler in microgravity atmospheres. I reach another long corridor, another spider arm. Bingo! “I have a visual.”

			“Okay, Four Ninety-Eight, your team awaits. Tell them what you need.” Morningstar’s voice is a welcome breath of fresh air. My pulse regulates. I got this. Despite all the hiding and lying and nights spent wondering what in the world I’m doing after graduation, Ofe. I know I can do this.

			A glowing sun spins toward me. It’s beautiful and so bright. I want to touch it or swallow it whole to feel something new, to combust.

			“Commander, I repeat, instruct your team.” Morningstar cuts in.

			“Stand down, everyone. I got it.” I open the fire bag and raise it in front of me, kicking the air behind me. I have the perfect angle to catch the fire in this vacuum. I kick my legs through the air and catch the fireball—then the VR stream cuts out. The simulator’s microgravity setting shuts off with a robotic exhale. The lights switch on. I fall to the ground.

			“What the?” I jump up. “I had it.” The other trainees slowly shuffle back to their feet. They all seem fine, except for Rio, who fell face-first. She rubs her jaw. No one says a word.

			Rio, Neel, Omira, and Jo just stare at me. Neel scoffs.

			“I had it under control.” I roll my eyes. Did they want me to not find the fireball? I did exactly what I was supposed to do.

			Omira and Jo whisper something to each other.

			“What?” I snap.

			They stop whispering and go back to staring, which is somehow even more annoying. “What! What? If you have something to say, spit it out!” I stomp my foot like an unheard child.

			No one responds. Glover and Morningstar walk into the simulation room. They watched the whole thing via VR stream, and they have a recorded playback that will prove I did exactly what I needed to do.

			Glover does a slow clap. No one joins in. It’s not a celebratory applause. His palms echo through the room. He takes Morningstar aside, they bicker for a moment, and he shakes his head. I know he doesn’t want me here. Then he walks over.

			I lift my visor. “I—I knew what to do,” I say. “I had it.”

			“I—I—I,” Glover imitates. “Pathetic!” He turns away and I deflate. I’m mad at myself for wanting his approval.

			“All right, Agent Glover.” Morningstar steps forward. She puts her hand on my shoulder and says, “Juli, the other team failed completely. Their simulation exploded. They will all be sent home.”

			“Oh.” My stomach sinks to the floor—no, past the floor and to the core of the Earth. Meriem, Sara, Ricky, Didi, and Zo. They’re all cut? “So, we’re safe?” I ask, afraid of her response.

			“Well, you located the fireball, but you didn’t fulfill the mission, and you were the team leader. So, Juli, you are at risk of being sent home.” Morningstar pauses, glances at Glover, then back to me. “Unless you can talk us through the entire exercise and pinpoint the exact moment where you made the mistake.”

			I bite my bottom lip and take a breath. Omira, Neel, Jo, and Rio step closer.

			“You got this, Juli,” Jo whispers.

			“Okay.” I close my eyes. “I started in the central chamber of the space station. I turned to the right near the kitchen, where the fire bags are stored. No, left, I turned left and grabbed the biggest fire bag. I shut off the craft’s ventilation system and power. The alarm cut out. It was dark. I didn’t know where to go for a moment, but then the red emergency lights turned on. And when I looked back, my crew was there with visors on and crossed arms. But because I knew what to do, I decided I didn’t need them. I swam to the long corridor, and then I saw it! I opened the fire bag, but—” I pause. “I decided I didn’t need them. I left my crew behind.”

			“Exactly,” Morningstar says. She looks right into my eyes. “Juli, the objective of this mission was teamwork. So, you caught the fireball, then what was your plan?”

			“You had four capable rangers on this mission, Commander. One, two, three, four.” Glover holds his hand a millimeter in front of my face. It smells antiseptic. “So why on this sinking earth did you not give them instructions?”

			“I should have,” I say. “I was focused on what I could do to prove myself in this simulation and not what we’d all need to do in order to safely extinguish a fire in space.”

			Rio, Omira, Jo, and Neel gaze at me. I know they’re still mad. I almost got us all kicked out of training. If this were not a simulation, I could have gotten us all killed. “If I had to do the whole simulation over,” I continue, “I would send two other agents to search the rest of the station for any other fire clusters or technical malfunctions. I’d make sure we were in communication through the backup com system. And I would have had a crew member close to me with another fire bag in case I miscalculated. There are a hundred things I would have done differently.”

			“Girl, we were right there,” Omira says.

			“She’s right, Juli,” Morningstar says. “You cannot do this alone, here or up there.” Then she leaves with everyone else. Although they’re relieved, my crew can barely look at me. A fireball rises in my chest, and I want to let out a burning scream. But I swallow it back and stay in the simulator, clutching the empty fire bag.
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			But you can decide what you do today.

			I scoffed at Martha when she said this at a therapy session at the beginning of the school year. You’d been gone a year, Ofe, and I didn’t know how to stop being angry (with myself for not waiting for you, for not getting to say goodbye, for not doing more). I still feel this anger, and I don’t know what to do about it.

			Although it sounds like an inspirational billboard for IBS meds, there might be some logic to Martha’s advice. “There’s nothing you can do to change what you did yesterday. But you can decide what you do today.” I repeat her words over and over again to myself this morning in bed even though I don’t want to move. I’m not ready to face the other trainees. Why couldn’t I ask for help? What’s wrong with me?

			Why does it feel like the older I get, the less I know about everything—the universe, people, how to not humiliate myself? I add Neel, Omira, Jo, and Rio to the growing list of people I’ve let down; Morningstar and Glover are on there too. This is how I begin the last day of Cometa training. What can I do differently today?

			The finality of being done with training, of possibly having blown everything up yesterday with the fire simulation, of not getting into Cometa, of not leaving—it’s all too much. But Martha had advice for that problem too: she’s always telling me to break up my days into small manageable segments so I can do self-checks, as she puts it, as needed. And that’s advice I can apply right now.

			To start, I put my feet on the ground and get out of bed. The tile sends an electric chill up my heels, so my feet have no choice but to move forward. I shower and comb my hair back into a slick bun. My training uniform is both soft and protective against my skin. I look in the mirror, and I’m proud to wear this gray shirt, this name tag. “You can decide what you do today, trainee,” I say to myself. “You must.”

			Before leaving, I post a note for Mami on the fridge with another sorry excuse for leaving. Remember to stop and check in with yourself. How does this make you feel? I imagine Martha asking. Like shit, I’d say, and then she’d sigh. But it doesn’t matter.

			My choice is made. I am going to give it my all today. I want to be a Cometa Ranger. I need this.

			I get to the training center two hours early. The monolithic building that’s broken me down and built me up, again and again, is still dark. Inside, there are the obstacle courses, the pool, and the gym where my body has shed blood, sweat, and oh so many tears. I know how to climb, grip, swing, dive, lunge, and move across these spaces in ways I could never have imagined contorting and pushing my body a few weeks ago.

			My ID badge triggers the large LED panels that flood the space with unbearable light. The freshly cleaned equipment smells citrusy. I add oranges to the list of foods I’ll miss in space. Then I walk into the gym. I can do this. I can get through today with a series of transitional phrases. Next, I start walking on a treadmill. Blood rushes to and away from my heart. My breath deepens with each stride. I pop in my SoundCells and tap my watch and play Banda Bruja’s “Rebel Robot.”

			“Bahm, bahm, bahm, you better go now.

			Listen to me, this life’s a showdown.

			Lace up those boots, throw on your ball gown.

			You’ll never be them, so go now, go now.

			Run away, run away, robot, run away.”

			I sing along at the top of my lungs. Singing helps me engage my diaphragm and work my lungs even more. We used to love this song, Ofe. Remember our silly robot run? I pick up my pace to match the tempo.

			“Rebel Robot, you better run away

			run away, robot, run away—”

			Then Morningstar walks up to the treadmill next to me.

			My legs freeze for a moment, and I catch myself before I fall off the end of the belt. I pause my treadmill. “Agent Morningstar, hi. Hello. I didn’t hear you come in.”

			“Carry on, Juli. I’m just here for my morning run. Do you mind?” She motions to the treadmill next to mine with a smirk. Out of all the treadmills in this row of twenty-five treadmills, she has to pick the one next to mine? Are you freaking kidding me?

			“All yours,” I say, smiling. Then I push my SoundCells deeper into my ears and start my machine back up.

			Morningstar begins jogging. I try to match her pace. She increases her incline, and I do the same. Next, her speed goes from 3.5 miles per hour to 5. I kick mine up too. I wasn’t ready for a run, but my legs keep moving. My pulse climbs to my neck. My curls shake loose from my bun and begin sticking to my forehead. Then she jumps to 7. She is barely breaking a sweat. I can barely feel my toes. I adjust my speed and breath, then turn my music up. The guitarist takes a solo. Breathe in and out, in, out, in, out. My lungs can’t keep up with my feet, and my heart can’t keep up with my head. I focus on the key changes and rhythm. The drums and bass join in at the song’s bridge.

			Morningstar presses her speed arrow up to 11. My legs wobble. This must be a test. I’m learning that everything with Morningstar is. Keep moving. I bring my speed to 10, and then I decide to go for 12, the maximum speed on the machine. She doesn’t move her speed up again; she just keeps running, almost floating over the treadmill. I raise my incline for one more challenge. My left knee buckles. Ouch! Damn it. I hurl my hand to the big red button and stop my treadmill. I lean forward to catch my breath and to stretch my pulsing calve.

			“I gotta hand it to you, Villarreal: you’ve got the drive.” Morningstar slows down to a jog, although she may as well be walking because her voice is steady and her short blond bob is unruffled. “You might have your bullheaded moments, but you’re as persistent as they come.”

			“Thank you?” Everything I say sounds like a question when I’m tired. “I probably should have stopped, I guess?”

			“Affirmative. I’m an ultramarathoner.”

			Of course she is. “Really? Wow.”

			“You stayed the course longer than I thought you would,” she says. “I thought you’d be cut by week one, but you surprised me.”

			“Oh.” My mouth hangs open.

			“New American teens make up a considerable amount of the US population. And the funny thing is, many of you fit into the same archetype: dead-end job, very few friends, financial need, a chip on your shoulder the size of a stadium.” She chuckles. “It’s what makes you all ideal candidates for a mission like this one—lots to prove, not much to lose.

			“Most of you figure that out pretty young. Your fellow trainees—Neel, Omira, Jo—they’re as accomplished as they are because they’ve clearly been trying their whole lives to prove their worth. You, despite your talents, didn’t seem to have that kind of fire in you when we first met. I wasn’t sure you’d find it in you to produce that need to impress us, not until yesterday.

			She keeps laughing, but I don’t find any of what she’s saying funny. So it was a game. Not just the treadmill, but all of it.

			“I also want this,” I say defensively, but my words seem to just miss Morningstar’s ears as she steps off her treadmill.

			“See you at training, Juli. We have quite the day planned for you all, but I’m sure you’ll pull through.” She winks before walking away.

			I’m dizzy. What just happened? I step off the machine and reach for the water bottle. After drinking all thirty-four ounces, I scarf down two protein bars. With my body rehydrated, my pulse finally settles back to its rhythm. She’s just trying to get into my head, I’m sure. Otherwise, why would she say that?

			Do I have nothing to lose? It’s time for another self-check. How am I feeling? Confused. Defiant. Motivated. If Morningstar’s strategy was to make me want this more, then it worked. I deserve a chance just as much as anyone else.

			The final day of training consists of three drills and one final obstacle course. They are all timed. With the adrenaline from our treadmill race pumping through me, I finish the drills before the other recruits. The obstacle course is more challenging, but I push myself to climb and pull and swing relentlessly as if I have nothing to lose. I don’t look back. I come in second and collapse at the end of it. My whole body shakes.

			“Groupie!” Omira insists on a photo even though we’re all frizzy-haired, purple-faced messes. We huddle together—Rio, Neel, Omira, Jo, and me—stunned to have somehow made it to the end. Omira snaps a series of photos, holding her watch over and under and so close to our faces that we all eventually crack up.

			“I hope we get in,” Neel says. “I hate it here.”

			So Cometa Superstar Neel and I have one thing in common after all. I didn’t know he felt that way, Ofe.

			“Well, I have lots on my Before Leaving Earth List. Mainly though, I gotta hang out with my besties and my ma,” Omira says. “Mi gente. Damn, if I get in, I’m really going to miss them.”

			“Me too,” I say, surprising myself.

			“What? You mean we’re not your besties?” Neel laughs.

			“Bro, if we end up being tethered to each other for five years in outer space,” Jo says, “we’re basically siblings.”

			We laugh. Jo’s right. In space, we will be everything we have. But that’s only if we are selected to become rangers.

			“¿Una más?” Omira raises her arm in the air and opens her palm to trigger the flash. Her watch projects a dense white, and then we’re on the screen: bright-eyed, excited, confused. Whatever our state, we’re ready for what’s next. And just like that, training is over.

			We hug again and make promises that sound too sweet to keep, but in this moment, we believe them—even me, Ofe.

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: AT LUNCH, MY PLAN IS TO PICK UP A TRAY]
				

			

			and rush to the theater to eat alone. I hope Roger doesn’t have the same plan. Although it would be nice to talk with him. No, no, no, I’m not ready for that, so I decide to stay in the cafeteria as I plop a pile of grayish peas onto my tray. Whose idea was it to make students come back to school a week after New Year’s anyway? I personally could use another three weeks at least without this place. But I’ll be gone soon, thankfully, and high school will barely be a blip on the screen of my memory.

			My legs and back ache from falling repeatedly, but it’s a good ache and I can’t wait to be back on my skates. I walk stiffly by Roger, Mari, Sonia, and Jeanine, who sit together near the drink fountains. Wait, Jeanine is sitting with them now? Did they become best friends over winter break? I can feel their eight eyes on me. The door is in sight. I pick up my pace, trying to not lose any of the peas on the way to the door.

			“Juli, hey, come join us.” Jeanine waves me over.

			Oh god. I keep walking. Then, out of nowhere, Mari appears near the door. “Come on! We haven’t seen you all winter break.” Her big brown puppy eyes look at me, unblinking. “I miss you. We all do.”

			I sigh and follow her to the table.

			“Hey, Juli.” A dimple forms on Roger’s cheek. “Happy New Year.”

			Sonia rolls her eyes. “Ew. You’re so awkward, Roger. Scoot over.” She nudges him until he slides over to the next chair. “Sit next to me, Juli?” Sonia taps her nails on the plastic chair.

			“Uh, okay.” I sit down slowly. Has Sonia been abducted by aliens and replaced by a nice AI?

			“Hi,” I say, and a weird half giggle comes out of my mouth. They all smile back at me. What is going on? I should grab a handful of peas and run to the door.

			“So, can you believe that Tara said no to JD when they proposed on the hot-air balloon?” Jeanine says, leaning over her glass container of crudités and hummus.

			“You started watching it!” I can’t hold back my excitement. I’ve been so wrapped up in Cometa training that I’m way behind.

			“Me too. AI-human love triangles are so entertaining.” Mari does her evil villain laugh. “So much draaama!”

			Jeanine jumps in. “They wasted their excursion tickets for solo time and then, psh!”

			“A new AI dreambot has entered the building,” Roger says in his best AI XO host voice.

			“Alma was smart about it, so I gotta give her props,” Sonia says.

			“I mean, yeah, she totally led them on, but ya know”—Jeanine tosses her blond ponytail back—“she made it through.”

			“Wait, what?” I can’t believe it. “Alma made it to the semifinals?”

			“Yes, girl!” Sonia scoffs. “She won.”

			“Tell me everything,” I say.

			They spend most of lunch catching me up on AI XO. I wonder if Mom kept watching without me. Is she all caught up with the season? Did she see the finale without me? I dropped the ball on our weekly screening. I gotta be honest, Ofe, it stings to know Mari, Roger, Sonia, and Jeanine met up to watch the last few episodes, and the finale, together. We laugh and joke like old times. Jeanine fits right into the group. We make predictions for next season that get more and more outlandish, and I laugh so hard that my cheeks hurt.

			Then there’s a lull, but not for long because Mari clears her throat.

			“Juli, we were hoping to catch you today because…” Mari’s eyes dart from left to right. “Jump in anytime, people.” She opens her palms.

			Jeanine looks sharply at me. “We don’t want you to go.” A streak of her mogul mom shines through in her posture and tone.

			Roger says, “I mean, we support you if it’s what you really want—”

			“Pero, like, is that what you want?” Mari leans in close to me; they all do. I knew they were acting strange.

			“Is this an intervention?” My eyes dart back to Roger. “C’mon. Really, Roger? How could you tell them?”

			“I’m, uh…I’ve been worried about you,” Roger says. “Why do you have to leave—”

			“And to freaking outer space!” Sonia spits the words like they’re poison. Que dramática. “And with SpaceZ. You couldn’t pay me.”

			See what I mean, Ofe? Dramática.

			“We love you; we just want to make sure you’re certain,” Jeanine says, in a slow collected voice that reminds me of Martha. Why does no one think I know what I want?

			“So, this is an intervention!” I scoff. “I knew it. You’re all unbelievable.”

			“We were finally becoming friends again, but then after the dance…” Mari’s voice thins. She adjusts her cat-ear headband and sniffles imminent tears. You know she’s not good at conflict, Ofe. I’m sorry.

			“You’re pushing us away again.” Sonia puts her arm around my shoulders and pulls me in close. “It’s just like after—”

			“No, it isn’t. And you’re not my counselor!” I say, flinging off Sonia’s arm. “I was stupid to think we could all be friends again.” I start to stand, ready to sprint out of the cafeteria as per my MO.

			Mari slams her hands onto the table so hard, it sounds like a lightning strike. “Stop. Juli, sit down.”

			We turn our heads slowly, shocked at Mari’s outburst. I sit.

			Her lip quivers. “Roger, you said we would support Juli if it’s what she wants. So, if it is, I support you too, Juli,” Mari says. “Even if what you’re doing doesn’t make sense to me. Can we please just be friends again before you”—Mari swallows back her tears—“leave?”

			Outside the cafeteria window, a group of neon parrots chatters. I think of skating, and flying, and outer space, and of you, Ofe.

			“Hellooo, Earth to Julieta.” Sonia taps her orange nails on the table. “Are you going to accept this freaking olive branch? ¿O que?”

			“Okay.” I nod, unsure of what else to say to show that I’ll try. For Mari’s sake, but also for yours, Ofe. My best effort would be your most casual. “Okay,” I say again, this time with an exhale and a tight-lipped smile. They all look back at me, waiting for who knows what—maybe a response beyond this word. But this is all I have in me at the moment. It’s a start though. Baby steps, Ofe.

			The bell rings. Hallelujah. “Thanks,” I mouth to Mari, before picking up my tray.
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			Ms. Hawthorne asks for the second time, still waiting for a response.

			Roger is across the room, staring at a paper in his lap. A note? A letter? I lean back to get a better view. He looks my way and shifts forward. The front legs of my chair slam down. Damn, my clumsy self is doing a great job for someone who doesn’t want attention.

			“Juli?” Ms. Hawthorne swoops in like a hungry seagull, taking the opportunity to call on me.

			“What beauty?” I ask.

			Ms. Hawthorne shakes her head. I feel nauseous. Why am I so mean sometimes?

			“Anyone else?” she asks. Ms. Hawthorne must’ve read about some woo-woo accepting-silences-in-the-classroom philosophy because this woman does not mind a long awkward pause. She crosses her arms and taps her fingertips against one elbow, waiting. No one says anything. The air kicks on, poetry packets and tablets lie still on desks, coughs and fidgeting sprinkle across the room, wind blows through the leaves of trees, and two very wise students slip out with the bathroom passes.

			“I guess it means letting yourself feel stuff,” Roger says. He looks over at me. Real subtle. I grab my poetry packet, swipe to a random page, and read attentively.

			“Go on,” Ms. Hawthorne says.

			I chuckle under my breath. I bet he wasn’t expecting a follow-up.

			Ms. Hawthorne turns her attention to me. “Do you have something to add, Juli?”

			“Uh, no. No, thank you. I think Roger’s got it,” I say. Students shuffle in their seats to look back at Roger.

			“What’s beauty without feeling?” he asks, and pauses. “It’s like when I play the cello. I have to be in it, like, really in it, for the music to sound good. Otherwise, what’s the point? You know?”

			“Well put, Roger,” Ms. Hawthorne says.

			“Well put,” I mumble, without looking up. Honestly. Don’t say smart things that make sense, Roger. I’m mad at you for telling our people about Cometa. That was so messed up. I find myself leering at him once again.

			Ms. Hawthorne walks past my desk and clears her throat. “Juli, are you sure you don’t have something to contribute to the conversation?” What a teacher move. There’s another epically long pause while she stands by my desk.

			“Beauty is overrated,” I say. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch Roger pass a folded piece of paper to Jeanine. He whispers something to her, and then Jeanine passes it to the student next to her.

			“What do you mean?” Ms. Hawthorne asks. Playing dumb and asking redundant follow-up questions must also be a part of her pedagogical nonsense.

			“Most of life isn’t beautiful. It’s terrible and sad,” I say. “We pin importance on beauty because, well, people need something to feel hopeful about, I guess.”

			Ms. Hawthorne runs her hand across the top of her head. “Okay, Juli brings up an important consideration. Beauty isn’t objective. It’s completely subjective and constructed.” She sighs but catches herself and closes her mouth in a pleasantly stiff expression. I’m sure she’d like to move on to the writing part of this writing class so she can take a break from talking to obnoxious teenagers about abstract topics in circles. But then she says, “ ‘Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.’ Does anyone know who is credited with this quote?”

			We all stare back. This class has gone from bad to space junk. And now it’s obscure quote o’clock. The note makes its way to my desk. I scoop it under my palms.

			“Margaret Wolfe Hungerford, an Irish novelist from the 1800s,” Ms. Hawthorne says.

			“No one was ever going to guess that.” Jeanine scoffs.

			The class laughs. We’ve become unhinged.

			“She’s one of my favorite authors,” Ms. Hawthorne says.

			Laughter spouts across the room again. Of course, she is a die-hard fan of a white lady who’s been dead for a billion years.

			“Despite experiencing great loss, Margaret Wolfe Hungerford dedicated her career to writing about love.” Ms. Hawthorne pauses. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” she repeats slowly.

			Roger isn’t laughing though. He nods. The words seem to have taken hold of him or struck a deep chord. Here I am, staring at him again and mixing metaphors. My hand clutches the note tightly. I turn away from him.

			“Now it’s time to write.” Ms. Hawthorne smiles.

			The class groans and mumbles in waves. I, for one, am relieved. This is one of the less shitty parts of school.

			“Taking Roger’s insights on feeling into account, I’ll adjust the prompt: In what ways can you let yourself feel the beauty of the world?” Ms. Hawthorne sits at her keyboard and sets the old kitchen timer on her desk. “We’ll write almost to the end of class.”

			I lift my tablet to slide the keyboard out and to block the view. The note’s folded corners are smushed from being in my fist. I should just crumple it or tear it up without reading it. Why’d Roger have to say anything about Cometa to anyone? I glance at him. He’s in the zone already, typing away, ever the romantic. I bet he could write volumes about feelings and beauty. He’s funny like that, Ofe. I take a breath and open the note.

			I think you’re stellar, completely

			out of this world. Really,

			you put the super in supernova, Juli.

			I’ll miss you all the way to the moon.

			And I know it might be too soon

			for another dance,

			but what do you say

			to a second chance?

			I know it, I’m not a poet,

			like you, but I’m sorry.

			<3,

			Roger

			Layered puns and figurative leaps—that is so Roger. I can’t help but chuckle and nod when he looks over. He smiles. That dimple is enough of an apology.

			Ms. Hawthorne looks up from her tablet and does that thing where she stares off into space thinking. Right, I’m supposed to be writing too. The fingers around me peck away at their keys like birds eating seeds.

			Outside the window, there are no birds, but I remember the parrots from the cafeteria and suddenly, it’s like birds of every color are flying past. The more I think about them, the more appear. Green, red, blue, yellow. My imagination fills the gap between the concrete and figurative. A group of parrots is a flock or a pandemonium. Something swirls inside me, and I have that feeling I get when I want to write a poem, although all I can focus on at the moment is collective nouns for birds. We used to call them out or message them to each other. We even learned the collective nouns for birds that had been extinct for decades (we called them ghost birds). We had some big lamentation-of-swans energy sometimes, Ofe. We could have whole conversations in collective nouns. I start typing a list of every one I can remember:

			a conspiracy of ravens

			a wake of buzzards

			a murder of crows

			a trembling of finches

			a cast of merlins

			a murmuration of starlings

			a hermitage of thrushes

			a museum of waxwings

			a chime of wrens

			a mural of buntings

			a mischief of magpies

			a parliament of owls

			a quarrel of sparrows

			a pitying of doves

			a riot of robins

			and our favorite, Ofe,

			a gulp of swallows

			Ms. Hawthorne’s metaphors, Roger’s corny puns, and our collective nouns, Ofe. There is beauty in language. This, I feel completely.
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			catastrophes playing on every screen. It’s just me, other than the occasional oldie who pays inside. I wish them each a super sunny day even though it’s dark out. They smile without judgment or with all the judgment in the world. Oh, to be old, Ofe! You would’ve shined as a snarky viejita.

			Remember how we promised to live together when we outlived our spouses? We’d co-host a cooking show dedicated to chisme and elevated comfort food. When I feel too alone, I turn to my tablet’s search bar.

			I type:

			
				WHAT BIRDS WILL BE EXTINCT IN FIVE YEARS?

				CAN A PERSON EVER CHANGE ANYTHING?

				SHOULD I LEAVE?

			

			
				My tired head’s full of big what-ifs this shift, so I sip a Blue Freeze to stay awake, a.k.a. to look alive for the corporate cams. My tongue is a numb blue slug. I may as well be an AI bot because all week I go through the motions. I nod and raise my hand. I have an extra hoodie in my locker in case there’s another makeup emergency. I sit with Jeanine and the other Pixies at lunch. Roger, Sonia, and Mari don’t seem to notice anyway. After three days of my ignoring them, even Mari stopped waving at me. Doesn’t matter. Hopefully, I’ll be out of here soon anyway. I am still waiting to hear back from Cometa. It’s all I can think about. On the counter, my fingertips gather grime and draw a blueprint of the Cometa station—corridors, panels, air lock, dormitories. I trace it over and over and over as if drawing it could make it real.

			A bag of chips floats up by the register. Another follows. Then the metal rack pinwheels and rises. I reach for the long strip of lottery tickets as it unravels. Air fresheners ricochet: a stingray, a manatee, an alligator, a pelican, and a dozen palm trees wrapped in plastic.

			Ding Dongs and yo-yos dance with lighters and stress balls. My feet lift from the ground, and I swim in long strokes. The overhead lights flash. Ronoco Mart’s food aisles are shuttle corridors. The drink coolers, sleeping pods. I kick, glide, and buckle into the control panel seat. I am in charge here. Out the window, the sun sets and rises. Sets. Rises. Sets. Rises. The sun strobe syncs with my pulse, or my pulse sinks into it while I take in the view.

			“Long time no see, Starwoman.”

			My head jolts up, drool drips down my chin, and our eyes lock. “Roger, what are you doing here?”

			He smiles. “Been a week, huh?”

			I wipe away spit and rub my eyes. “Honestly.”

			There’s a pause. It’s too long for a smile; anyway, we know each other well enough to know when we’re faking it.

			“So, are you charging your invisible car again, Roger? Or did you just come by to wake me up?”

			Roger places a shoebox on the counter. “No, no, sorry, you’re the first person I thought of who could help.”

			I lift the lid.

			A rust-colored bird lies in the center of a black T-shirt nest. “Oh. Where did you—”

			“I was at the Garcías’ house, I walk their dog for them on Wednesday because they work late, and it’s been nice ever since Oliva…Anyway, I heard a thud. It flew into the sliding glass door. Luckily it landed on the balcony,” Roger says. He slides the shoebox toward me.

			The bird’s chest is a tiny burning sun that rises and sets against its dark body with each breath.

			“The Garcías?” I ask.

			Roger nods.

			“Mabelle used to work with my mom at the hospital. Maybe she still does….” My voice trails off as I realize I might know the answer to this question if I actually talked to Mom about work, life, or anything but AI reality shows, the very safe subject that’s run any conversation that lasts more than a few words.

			“Yes, I thought so,” Roger says. “They live in Palmas.”

			“Oh, of course, Palmas.” I shake my head.

			“It’s known as the—”

			“The bird killer.” We say it together. Palmas, formerly known as the Golden Palms. The once-luxury high-rise—a glass monstrosity of a skyscraper that reflects the shoreline and disorients birds—has been on the news recently. So many birds die crashing into this building, thinking they’re flying toward the water, but this tiny rust-colored one was lucky and landed on the Garcías’ balcony instead of plummeting into the street.

			“Do you know what kind of bird it is?” Roger asks.

			I close my eyes and repeat, “Rust color, rust color,” working through my memory. My eyes flutter open. “A red knot. I’ve only ever seen one in a book,” I say. “By this time of year, most red knots, the ones that are left anyway, have flown north.” Roger’s face is blurry for a moment before I blink my tears back.

			“Can you help?”

			“Um, yes,” I say, not knowing how exactly. “But we really need an expert. I’ll call Dr. Lindsay Lahiri.”

			“Lindsay Lahiri? She sounds like a superhero.”

			“She kind of is.” The call goes straight to voicemail. She must be teaching. When not helping birds, she moonlights as a biology lecturer at the local community college. I leave a rambling message saying how the bird looks like it’s been painted, how it was flying toward the sea, but it fell victim to the fun house mirrors rich people built along the coast years ago. I tell her it’s breathing regularly, but its wing is hurt, and its left leg is hooked, and I’m too nervous to touch it. “I don’t want to make it worse. Please, come as soon as you can,” I say, telling her I work till closing and that this is urgent. “The bird really needs help tonight. Please, call me back. Hurry, plea—” My voice cracks right as my message is cut off with a beep.

			Roger insists on waiting for Dr. Lahiri with me. I’m grateful, but I don’t have the words to fill the space between us. I look around for a task to look busy.

			“You care about them—animals. You know so much about them.” He looks up from his search. “It’s always been amazing to me.”

			“Really, you don’t have to stay.”

			“I want to.”

			“Fine, then I’ll have to put you to work.” I lean over the counter. “Big Ronoco is watching.” My lips purse together, and I motion toward the cameras in the back of the wall. “There are eleven of them in this shop.”

			“Yikes.” Roger steps back and does an exaggerated curtsey. “I’m here to serve,” he says in a robotic voice.

			I move the shoebox to the counter behind me, where my backpack rests. I look at the bird once more. “Help is coming soon,” I whisper, leaving the lid open for ventilation.

			We start with restocking chips and junk food; then we move to the coolers. In between organizing, I ring up a few customers.

			“Phew. No wonder you’re exhausted.”

			“I don’t mind it anymore, or maybe I’m just used to it.” I shrug and squeegee the cooler glass.

			“It’s a lot, Jules. Even I’m sweating.” Roger stops sweeping for a moment.

			“There’s a robot in the back closet for that, you know?” My watch dings. Dr. Lahiri is on her way from the university. She’ll get here right at the end of my shift.

			“Oh, I saw that thing in the closet. But I prefer analog, and besides, my abuela swears that nothing livens up a room like a good broom.”

			We finish every task, and then we sit on the counter on either side of Techno—the name we’ve picked for the heart-sized bird in the shoebox. We drink two gigantic Blue Freezes while we watch the rust-chested bird breathe. Roger could leave now. I’ll be fine to lock up on my own like usual, but the thing is I don’t really want him to go.

			“Want another Blue Freeze?” I slide to the edge of the counter.

			“No way.” Roger opens his eyes wide and freezes with his hands in front of him as if he’s been caught in place by an ice age.

			“Suit yourself,” I say, jumping off the counter to serve myself another. On my way back, I check on Techno again. Still breathing. Still alive. I close my eyes and imagine the bird’s rust body in flight across the bluest morning sky. I want Techno to survive. Please survive. Please.

			Maybe this is what Mami means by the will of manifestation. Maybe I just can’t stand to see another beautiful thing die.

			“Juli, I meant what I said earlier about animals. You really care about them.”

			“Doesn’t everyone?” I say in my best Pollyanna voice. Mom regrets showing me the reboot because all I do is make fun of it.

			Roger scoffs. We both know I’m being facetious. Any environmental report will tell you most humans don’t give a damn. “Remember that time we were all at the beach?” He ignores my sarcasm.

			“You got to be more specific. We practically used to live there.” At least we did when you were here, Ofe. We’d meet there before class and return after school, spending nights on sandy sheets, searching for shooting stars and planning our way out of here, each of us building an impossible future. Sometimes we’d talk till the sun came up; the light made everything more bearable for us, a group of angsty teens with dreams outside our means.

			“Remember how Mari got a bunch of seaweed stuck in her hair, so Ofe named her la Swampanada?” He pauses, realizing he’s talking about you.

			But I smile because I almost forgot this day ever existed. “Yeah, and I told her that was kind of racist, but then she said it wasn’t because Mari’s Colombian, and so is she, and Colombians love nicknames.” That’s what you said, Ofe, before leaping into Sonia’s arms.

			“Oh yeah, then Mari swam after them, and the three of them came back with their own Swampanada wigs.”

			“Then we ran up the beach like hell to escape las Swampanadas!” I snort.

			“We caved though. And we all looked pretty good in the seaweed wigs,” he says, with a wink. My organs flutter, all of them as if they’re in zero gravity. “And then you saw it.” Roger brings me back to the present; he has a way of doing this. “The manatee grazing on seaweed less than four feet away from us. You told us all to be quiet and still because we were in the presence of a wondrous being.”

			“Well, they are one of Earth’s most awesome mammals.” I choke when I remember their extinction. “At least they were.”

			Roger reaches over Techno’s shoebox and places his hand on my back. “I’m sorry. I know you loved them, you and Ofe both.”

			And for some reason, when he says your name, Ofe, I’m not irked, but glad. That day existed. Manatees existed. You existed.

			“This might sound nerdy,” Roger says. “But after that day, um, I began to see manatees—and, well, all animals—as more epic.”

			I look up at Roger’s eyes with my lips tightly pressed together. My heart pounds fast; maybe his does too. Techno’s heart beats between us. I don’t know how to describe this feeling, but it seems like a possible reason to stay.

			Ronoco’s glass doors open. “Juli, sorry. I got here as quickly as I could. There was a backup on the highway thanks to a broken-down driverless sports car waiting for AI assistance.” Dr. Lahiri clips her hair up and puts gloves on all in a swift move while walking. She uses her bent wrist to nudge her black-framed glasses back up her nose. “Let’s take a look at this little red knot.”

			Roger and I both jump off the counter. Relieved? We stand on either side of Dr. Lahiri as she examines the bird closely. She takes photos and jots down notes on her watch. Dr. Lahiri hums while she works, and every now and then, she mumbles a few words to Techno.

			“All right. The good news is this bird has a chance.” She’s calm and precise in her diagnosis.

			“And the bad news?” I ask with trepidation.

			“The bad news is it will take a while to get this red knot back in the air.” Dr. Lahiri stops to jot down one more note. “Good thing you picked this one up; birds are very vulnerable to other predators when they’re injured.”

			“That was all Roger,” I say.

			“But Juli called you. I knew she’d know what to do.” A blush runs up Roger’s sideburns. “I guess we make a good team after all.” He smiles.

			“Good work, you two.” Dr. Lahiri is all business. “I’ll set up a place for—”

			“Techno,” I interject.

			“Right. I’ll set up Techno in the rehabilitation center at the college first thing in the morning.”

			“Can we visit?” we both ask.

			“Yes, of course.” Dr. Lahiri laughs and gently picks up the shoebox. She tells us we can come by tomorrow or anytime. “Red knots are endangered. It’s remarkable they’ve made it this far. I’ve been studying them for years, and they never cease to surprise me.”

			Dr. Lahiri tells us that red knots are sometimes called moonbirds because they fly 320,000 miles in their lifetime (you know, Ofe, that’s the distance from the Earth to our moon). “Each migration is a long, tough journey, and they arrive to hotter climates and often fewer resources.” She directs her next words at the open shoebox that’s cradled in her hands. “But you adapted and have somehow survived. You’re a pretty amazing bird,” she says.

			And I don’t know much about this tiny long-distance flyer, but I know about migration, so I think I know what she means.

			Roger helps me lock up, and he walks me home, even though our building is past his. The sea breeze carries salt across our faces. It’s like old times, us walking in the park near the beach. But so much is not the same. We’re different, wounded and guarded like fallen birds. Is this what growing up does to people? I make a mental note to research red knots and to write a poem about collective nouns for birds tonight. I’m relieved Cometa training is over, which means I have more time to write and to take an impromptu walk home with Roger.

			We stop in front of my building. “Thanks,” I say under the stoop’s buzzing security lights.

			“Thank you.” Roger smiles. “That was fun, Juli.”

			I nervously smile back. “It was.” Again, we pause, just taking each other in. “What?”

			“Nothing.” He laughs softly. “Just lay off the blue drinks, Villarreal.”

			“My mouth can’t be any bluer than yours,” I say, sticking out my tongue. My hair begins to lift into the air, but it isn’t windy. I’ve tested zero gravity, but this moment feels lighter. I hold on to the handrail to anchor me to the earth. Once again, I’m levitating.

			“Oh, trust me, it is. You look like you’re from another planet.” Roger places his hand near mine.

			“Maybe I am.”

			“Maybe we both are.” Roger looks serious for one moment. We both know feelings aren’t a good idea, not when I’m leaving. He lets go of the handrail and straightens his hoodie before walking away. “See you at school, Blue,” he says over his shoulder. “I know, I know, Sunshore is such a drag, and you can’t wait to get on the first rocket ship out of there.”

			“Wait.” I jump off the apartment steps. “Want to go see Techno before school tomorrow?”

			Roger smiles. He doesn’t need to say anything because I know he’ll be there.
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			How many birdsongs can we fit in our throats

			while living? A cry of loons, wake of buzzards, riot

			of robins. I imagine a pitying of doves carried you

			across the moon, the most poetic O. Yes,

			Ofe! Every sadness is an exclamation.

			Each small kindness is a bird crashing itself into a window.

			In other words, a caesura. What more proof of life do we need

			in these bodies than the tangle of red knots that makes us measure

			the distance from Earth to moon? Birds knew about space

			travel before us. We, with our slow-beating hearts, are still lives

			to them, especially to the seagulls, who pity our pear shapes,

			like the doves, but more sunstruck and blinding. O,

			how they grackle and peck at our grease lips

			and fries. We cannot hide from the parliament

			of owls that stares at us through night.

			Birds can be assholes, you always said, but they know

			the weather, also before us. I wrote this while waiting for the rain

			to pass, then I stayed by the window to hear the night birds patter

			back into the sky. Some rosaries have feathers.

			O, you left in a sun-shower, winged maybe or metaphorically,

			and a gulp of swallows is still stuck in my throat.
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			Dr. Lahiri doesn’t look up from Techno when she speaks.

			We crouch, not too close, but near enough to hear each other breathing.

			Dr. Lahiri speaks into her watch: “Millet and thistle at eight a.m. No water yet. Still unable to move its wing. Its leg will be splinted within the hour.” She’s caring for this bird that could fit in a teacup as if it were a human recovering from open-heart surgery. “Seems in good spirits though. Sang a few notes when the sun rose. Plumage is brilliant as ever.” She hums to her patient while running a fingertip across its rust chest.

			“Dr. Lahiri, will Techno be okay?” Roger’s voice cracks.

			“Yes.” She pauses as if remembering scientists are not supposed to make promises. “Hopefully. He has a broken wing and leg. That’s a lot for a small body.” She smiles, and her glasses slide down the ridge of her nose. “All takes time.”

			“I can be here any day before school and some weekends too.” My stacked days can make room for this tiny bird.

			“Me too, Dr. Lahiri,” Roger says. “Except on mornings when I have ensemble practice. Otherwise, I’ll be here.” He pauses for a moment to adjust the sleeves of his hoodie. “With Juli.”

			“All right, then, we’ll be Techno’s recovery team.” She walks to the corner of the room. “Your number one job during rehabilitation will be to be careful observers.”

			Are we capable of caring for Techno? I have zero qualifications in veterinary medicine. “Dr. Lahiri,” I say.

			“Yes, Juli?”

			I pause. It’s not that I don’t trust Dr. Lahiri and Roger, Ofe, but I don’t want to see another thing die, especially Techno. I’ve known this bird for less than a day, but every time I see that tiny red chest exhale and contract, I hope with every cell that it will take another breath. “What if we don’t know what’s going on and something happens?”

			“Don’t worry, I’ll be taking care of the more scientific observations. What you should focus on is how you experience Techno’s recovery,” Dr. Lahiri says. I’m glad the name has caught on. “The important thing is that you take time to look and write. That’s how skills in compassionate scientific observation are perfected. And, of course, it’s critical that you show up. Consistency is key for our patient to get comfortable with you.” Dr. Lahiri retreats to her desk in the back, and we inch closer to the plexiglass, ready to observe.
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			immobile, same with his left leg. It hangs hooked.

			A talon flinches. The movement seems more involuntary

			than conscious, but how am I to know? When Techno inhales,

			the red on his chest is fire. Once, Mami woke us when it was dark

			out still, and she packed us in the car and drove across the state

			to see the sun rise on the other coast, something we had little interest in

			doing over sleeping in, Ofe. We complained, but Ma said it had to be,

			because she’d woken up at midnight and realized we were both eleven

			and had never seen a proper sunrise. “If you can change someone’s life

			today, why not do it?” she said, singing along to her rockera playlist.

			When we got there, we sat on the shore with hot cocoa

			from a gas station. It was clumpy and artificial, but warm enough

			to keep us going while we waited. An orange line emerged from the sea.

			That’s the color of Techno’s chest.
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			promise.” Jeanine smiles. “But what if you love it?”

			Jeanine has finally convinced me to check out her Roller Derby team’s practice. She’s an alternate, but it seems to me she has enough spirit to run the team. The metal door roars when she pulls it open. No, it isn’t the door roaring—it’s the rink full of teenage girls skating to punk music.

			“Juli, meet the Teenage Skirtbags.” Jeanine gives me a moment to take it all in.

			I stumble back. “Wow.”

			“Exactly. Pretty rad, huh?” Jeanine slides on her kneepads and pulls a sparkling lime-green skirt over her shorts. Then she laces up her skates. “You can join in for some free skating at the end, but you’re better off here while we practice because it gets gruesome.” She puts in her mouth guard, buckles her helmet, and shouts before skating onto the rink.

			It might be the thudding bass of the punk song or the nostalgic glow-in-the-dark confetti pattern that covers every surface except for the rink, but this place is electric and alive. Mom says there are places in the world that feel sacred. This usually makes me give a major scoff and eye roll, but here, something is happening to me. All my nerves endings are fireworks, and my body is in the sky holding on to each shape until its smoke outline disappears. I can’t close my mouth or look away from these powerful skaters. I watch the practice in awe.

			But then I twitch when I see the disco ball on the ceiling. It’s okay. It’s okay. I’m okay. The odds of another one falling again are unbelievably slim. It’s like the old lightning-doesn’t-strike-twice rule from when we were kids, though it’s not true anymore now that lightning storms are a lot more common.

			I decide I better not look at the disco ball anymore. Overtheorizing and writing off the possibility both feel like jinxing it. Besides, some things are illogically random. You know this more than anyone, Ofe. I bring my focus to the sparkly skates resting by my sneakers. I don’t know what I’m doing here. But Jeanine is so happy that I finally accepted her invite. I sit on the sidelines with other fans. They wear sunglasses, neon wigs, and screen-printed T-shirts with TEENAGE SKIRTBAGS written in a dripping lime-green font. Although they’re all strangers, I can’t help but feel like I’m being watched. I’m new and wearing a lot of black, and while I love skating, I’m not by any means a skater. I try to tune out the tiny imposter in my brain, as Martha suggested to me once. Maybe no one is watching me.

			Li Po told the Chinese poet Du Fu that reading his poetry was like being alive twice. And sometimes, Ofe, I feel like I’m living twice. Like déjà vu, but more dreamlike. Could I be watching myself live this moment? Or maybe you’re watching, O? Who’s to say we aren’t all living inside a disco ball hanging from someone’s ceiling.

			The fifteen derby-ers—femme, queer, trans, and nonbinary teens—from different schools wear sparkling neon skirts over black spandex shorts. Their silver helmets are covered in hot-pink lightning bolts. They yell, laugh, grunt, and howl; they roar, roar, roar. It’s a skilled dance that’s both choreographed and improvised. One of the skaters collides with the floor near me. She uses her forearm to wipe the sweat from her upper lip, then laughs as she gets up and skates full force into a group of girls. They fall, skid, and slam. It’s brutal but loving at once. They’re learning from each other, crashing and trying over and over again.

			At the end of practice, Jeanine invites me to the rink. I feel too ridiculous to join.

			“C’mon, Juli! It’s the best.” The lights go out as Jeanine does a 360-degree spin. Her skirt lights up. The confetti on the wallpaper glows. The music turns up. The other Skirtbags light up too, and they all begin to spin and glide. Their skirts are shooting stars across the rink.

			“She’s right—this is where it gets fun.” A short fan from across the rink skates toward me. She’s wearing oversized sunglasses and an orange wig. She stops at the padded ledge and stares straight at me.

			“Mari?”

			She lifts her glasses and holds out her hand. “Artistic director and ultimate jammer for the Skirtbags in the flesh.”

			“Wait? You skate?” I ask.

			Mari spins like a graceful tornado. “Do I?” She laughs. “I’ve been wanting to invite you, Juli, but you’re hard to reach these days.” She leans in close, winks, and says, “Now I know why,” pointing up at the roller rink’s galactic ceiling. I chuckle. It’s nice to not have to hide Cometa from Mari anymore. I’m surprised by my relief.

			“I started last year after—” She pauses. “Well, after Ofe died. I wasn’t in a good place.”

			“I’m—”

			“Sorry. We don’t have to talk about her.”

			“No, I…um. It’s okay. Kinda nice actually,” I say.

			“When I saw the ad for a Roller Derby team that needed a costume designer, well, they had me at neon practice skirts. And then I started skating, and that was it. Derby makes everything big for a moment.”

			There’s a bead of time, a space where maybe I should say something like, I’m sorry that I’ve been a shit friend. Lies are the only way I know how to operate. I don’t know why I’m so socially awkward. Maybe I’m broken forever. Instead, I shrug and say, “What the heck—let’s do this,” and lace up.

			“Here, I made an extra when Jeanine told me she invited you.” Mari hands me a skirt. “I know you don’t like colors, but lavender with a black overlay is pretty punk.”

			Mari and I skate out to find Jeanine. They’re both so much better at this than I am. Obviously, they’ve been practicing for much longer. I follow their movements, but I keep falling. I get back up and try to brace myself, but I can’t anticipate it. Damn, Ofe. For the millionth time, I just ate it. I’m not as coordinated on the rink as I am on my own, but Mari and Jeanine stay by me. I’m impressed with Jeanine’s coordination and Mari’s grace. Oh, Mari, she said she wasn’t in a good place. And it’s not like I didn’t know. How could any of us have been? I skate back to the sidelines. I’ve been such an asshole. That’s where I belong.

			“C’mon, Juli,” Jeanine says. “It’s called ‘practice’ for a reason.”

			“Yeah. That’s what the skirts are for. It’s okay to mess up; you just have to own it.” Mari skates out of sync and pretends to fumble, but instead of falling, she jets one leg forward and skates on it. “Now light up and roll!” Mari shouts over the blaring music.

			“What?”

			She clicks a button on her waistband, and her skirt flickers off and on. I click my skirt on too. I pause and watch the rink. I know I’ll keep falling, Ofe, but no one looks at me like I’m a freak. We all look ridiculous and beautiful in our light-up skirts. I take a breath and get ready to skate. The sequences and patterns, turns, spaces, and surprises—skating is a poem I never knew I needed.
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			Punk music blares as skaters glide and roar.

			It’s magic here, or it might be the punk and Day-Glo,

			I’m unsure. Entering the rink, I hold my breath.

			Punk music blares as skaters glide and roar

			across the surface of a neon planet,

			I’m unsure. Entering the rink, I hold my breath.

			I belong on the sidelines with the Skirtbag fans.

			Across the surface of a neon planet,

			I skid. I buckle. I brace myself for impact.

			I belong on the sidelines with the Skirtbag fans,

			The Teenage Skirtbags crash, slam, spin, dash—

			I skid. I buckle. I brace myself for impact.

			Mom says there are places in the world that feel sacred.

			The Teenage Skirtbags crash, slam, spin, dash—

			Jeanine skates over, takes off her helmet, and shouts.

			Mom says there are places in the world that feel sacred.

			It’s magic here, or it might be the punk and Day-Glo,

			Jeanine skates over, takes off her helmet, and shouts,

			“If you hate it, leave, but what if you love it?”

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: “WAS YOUR PLAN TO SEND ME A POSTCARD FROM SPACE?”]
				

			

			Mom is sitting at the table when I arrive. Her arms are crossed. Her feet are planted. She can’t look at me. She’s staring at an envelope on the table.

			“I was going to tell you. I just—” My backpack clunks down onto the tile. Snap, the high of skating fades away, and I’m back to reality.

			“What, Juli? You just what? Didn’t think to mention it?” Her fingers tap the letter frenetically.

			“No. It’s just…” I pause. “I didn’t even think I’d get in,” I say quietly. My shoulders slump. This is the first true thing I’ve said in a while. It feels awful.

			“How long?”

			“What?”

			“How long have you been keeping this from me?” Mami asks slowly. “A few weeks, months, a year?” Mom’s pout forms, the warning before the tears. She still can’t look at me.

			“I didn’t want you to find out like this.” But I guess it’s time to fess up. “I learned about the program at the beginning of the school year. I applied, and then training started.”

			“So it’s been months. No lo puedo creer.” Mom rests her forearms on the table. Her head hangs low in the space between her shoulder blades. There is a lot of gravity to her. She clicks her tongue. “That’s where you’ve been sneaking off to? Do you know how many nights I’ve stayed up worrying about you?”

			“I wanted to make you proud. Once I got in—if I got in, that is—that’s when I was going to tell you.”

			“Proud! Of what? Should I be proud that my daughter has been sneaking around and lying to me for months?” Mom’s cast-iron eyes finally meet mine.

			“Juli, this is a private space program funded by the Vinces.” She spits the word out. “Do you think trillionaires like the Vinces care about people like us?”

			“I don’t know. I mean, yes, kind of. They must. Cometa is specifically for New Americans. Besides, it’s an opportunity.”

			“¡Ay, por favor! Don’t tell me you buy that, Juli. If it sounds too good to be true, then it must be.” Ever the realist. “They will own you for five years of your life.” She holds up her open hand for emphasis. “Likely more—who knows? We’re talking about the grandchildren of the man who owns Mars. I’ve read what they’re doing to other planets. Portioning them out to developers for the highest bid. They don’t care about humankind; this is a real estate investment.” She shakes her head.

			“But it comes with—”

			“Sure, New Americans are going to do all the labor of building the new space station and colony, but I doubt they’ll be welcome there when it’s done.”

			I open my mouth to protest but stop. I know she’s not listening. If you were here, Ofe, everything would be different. Mom would be happier. Everything would make more sense. At least you would have cheered me on, no matter how outlandish the scheme. You were always one for adventure. You were always brave. Mom gets up. I figure she’s going to go to her room and close the door for the old silent guilt trip. Instead, she walks over and places the letter in my hand.

			I read the first few lines.

			
				CONGRATULATIONS,

				JULIETA VILLARREAL, COMETA RANGER 498. [image: ]

				PRE-DEPARTURE BOOT CAMP BEGINS AFTER GRADUATION. ENJOY THE REST OF YOUR SENIOR YEAR. WE ENCOURAGE YOU TO CELEBRATE THIS ACHIEVEMENT WITH YOUR FAMILY AND FRIENDS. PLEASE CONFIRM YOUR ACCEPTANCE BY THE END OF THIS MONTH.

			

			It’s the kind of thing I imagined shouting about, having a celebratory dinner over. But that clearly isn’t happening because Mom’s across the room near the sofa, looking at a framed photo of you on the bookshelf. We’ve shared this small apartment for years, but lately, it feels like we’ve been living in separate wings of the mansion this once used to be. It’s lonely. This place is either too big or too small for us both. Maybe we just don’t fit in this apartment anymore.

			Why can’t Mom ever just be happy for me? She’s never praised good grades or other academic achievements. Heck, teachers and parents who barely know me offer more praise. The other day, Jeanine’s mom said I must make my parents so proud because of all I do, and I just nodded blankly in response. She doesn’t even know about Cometa, and she still thinks I’m great. I pace around the living room.

			Also, why can’t Mom ever think bigger? There is so much more out there. There is more outside this state and country and so much more beyond our planet. I break the silence. “Would it kill you to be happy for me?”

			“No, Juli,” Mom says slowly. “It would, however, kill me to lose you.” She looks up at me, still holding your photo.

			I put down the letter, take a deep breath, and walk toward her, but I stop at the sliding glass door. It’s close enough. If I go near her when she’s sad about you, Ofe, she becomes a black hole. Too many memories surge back, too many what-could’ve-beens. I won’t be able to pull away.

			Beyond the glass door, the sea whirls in a green-and-gray fury. It isn’t raining, but the clouds are full of water. Hurricane season starts earlier and earlier each year. Pretty soon we’ll have hurricanes year-round. Which means we’ll always be either preparing for or recovering from disaster. “Mom, it’s the future. Look at this place. In another decade we’ll be basically underwater.”

			“Oh, so you’re doing this for the good of the world?” Mom scoffs and plops down in the middle of the sofa. Her body is a shipwreck. “I got news for you, mija: building an elite airport on the moon isn’t going to help with climate change.”

			I run my hand across my face. “Well, it’s something. At least I’m doing something. What am I supposed to do here?”

			“Five years, Juli.” She looks hopeful, like she always does when she talks about college. “Think of everything you could do in that time, like get a degree.”

			“Mom, don’t.”

			“What? It’s true.

			“That isn’t my dream; it’s yours.” I lean my back on the sliding glass door and stare squarely at her.

			“Well, Juli, you’ve barely spoken to me all year, but I thought I knew a little more about you. Apparently, I was mistaken—I thought your dream was to do good in this world. Your writing, your brilliance. What a waste.”

			“Well, you’re right about one thing, Mom—you don’t know me,” I snap back. “Not at all.”

			“Pues, sue me for being a concerned mother. Ni sabes.” Mom’s eyes well up with tears. “You have no idea how lucky you are to have someone who cares.”

			“Ma, please. Don’t cry. I’m sorry.” Her force field pulls me in. I walk over and put my arm around her. She’s stiff-backed and cold. I’ve gone too far. The black hole pulls me in. Here I am no better than anyone. There is no greater logic. I have no control. My breath shortens. My pulse thuds against my temple. Here is the part where I’m supposed to say sorry and that I’m so grateful she came to this country for me, for us, that she has given me everything I need. But I just hold her silently.

			“Do you know what I would have given to have someone encourage me to go to college when I was young?” She wipes her reddening nose as tears make tracks down her face. “Anything. I would have given anything for the opportunities you have today.”

			“Mom. I’m—”

			“Do not tell me you’re sorry. What has every single sacrifice I’ve made been for? For this? So that you could not go to college and join a racist space program?”

			“Mom, c’mon. That’s why I didn’t want to tell you, I knew you’d make it political.” I throw my arms in the air. I need to pull away from her abyss.

			“Juli, everything about our bodies in this place is political. When I was young, they didn’t want us to even exist. Migrants were rounded up and put in border camps. Families were separated. Women were being operated on so they couldn’t have more children.” Tears, angry ones, flash flood in her eyes. “Excuse me if I prefer you get an education instead of be a part of some labor force that’s disguising itself behind an inclusivity campaign. I thought I raised you smarter than this.” She wipes her cheeks and straightens her shirt.

			“But I want to go. It’s a chance for me to get away from here.” I retreat. I was safer by the sliding glass door.

			“Away from me, you mean.”

			“No, Ma, away from this state and this dying planet.” I gasp for air. “Away from every single thing that reminds me of Ofe.” Outside the window, the sea stirs and glints. The clouds collapse into rain. I look back at her and say, “Away from always feeling like I should have been the one who died.”

			“Julieta, don’t say that.”

			“It’s true. You’d be less sad if I were gone, wouldn’t you? Ofelia was your corazón.”

			“Juli, what are you talking about? And how dare you use your dead sister as your excuse.” Mami lights the pillar candle that she keeps burning at night near your photo. She closes her eyes and begins a prayer, or maybe she’s talking with you, Ofe—I can’t tell.

			“I’m going. This is my chance to do something important.”

			“Por favor, Juli. Make sure you know what you’re getting into. Weigh your options. You have options. What about your writing? What about your friends?”

			“Why doesn’t anyone think I can make my own decisions?”

			“Julieta—”

			I leap into the sea—
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			where I can be my sad messy self, to the only place where I can tell the truth, to the only place where I’m not a total fraud. But someone is already at your grave. My feet sink into the wet ground. “What are you doing here?”

			“Oh, um, hi.” Sonia looks up from your stone. She left carnations, pink ones, the kind I always assume Mami leaves for you. “Hi, Juli.” She’s been here for a while. “What? Am I not allowed to visit my best friend’s grave?”

			I observe her like she’s Techno: Grass stains on acid-washed jeans. Smudged liner. Tissue in hand. A SoundCell in her ear, the other on the grass under your name. “No, I just didn’t think you—”

			“What?” Sonia’s phone lights up with notifications. She flicks them away with the pads of her fingertips without missing a beat. “You didn’t think I miss her? I visit every week.” She picks up her SoundCell and shuts off the music with a tap.

			“Really?” I scoff. “I’ve just never seen you here.”

			“Ugh, Jules.” She rolls her eyes. “You know you’re not the only one who lost her, right?” She turns. Her lavender highlights bolt against the dark sky of her hair.

			“No. I mean, yeah, I know.” I pause. I want to tell her that I think she’s a total fake.

			Seriously, Ofe, Sonia is so AI (yes, Ofe, I mean the adjective artificially intelligent; I don’t want to insult actual AI by comparing them to this ego-crazed influencer who stares at her stupid watch all day). I want to tell her she shouldn’t be here. And how dare she bring you flowers every week?

			But I’m spent from fighting with Ma, so I sit on the bench I call your bench even though a brass plaque insists it’s for Art Benedetti, a husband, father, and son who lived to be ninety-four. Lucky bastard—he got to be old, and his family could afford a bench. Anyway, I’m glad to be sitting here now, away from Sonia, whose watch flashes. She taps it dark each time.

			“I’ll go.” Sonia doesn’t bother walking over before walking away. Her watch lights up again. This time it hums, and she taps it three times to cease its seizures.

			“You act like Ofe never existed,” I say.

			“Are you kidding me?” She turns and stomps over. “What do you want me to say? That I’m angry and sad? That not a day goes by when I don’t think about her? Heck, I can barely make it through an hour. Do you want me to tell you that sometimes I forget she’s gone, but then I try to message her and—Is this what you want to hear?”

			“No, I…” I’m not apologizing. I refuse. “It’s not like we were ever friends. I feel like you’ve only ever tolerated me, and only because of Ofe.”

			“Well, you’re not exactly the easiest person to talk to. Besides, every time I bring her up, you shut down. Like only you’re allowed to say her name. Well, you’re not, because I fucking loved her, Juli.” Two enormous tears fall from Sonia’s deep-brown eyes. “I’m sorry, you just remind me so much of her. I thought it would get easier with time—”

			We say nothing for a moment.

			“But it’s worse, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah.” Sonia sits on the bench next to me. “It’s way worse now that we’re graduating. She should be here.”

			I don’t have any tears in me today; I have nothing but breath and pulse, and even that’s questionable because sometimes I don’t know if my heart actually does what it’s supposed to, like help me say or do the right fucking thing once in a while. So, we just sit and breathe together. Still as stones. If we could fuse with this granite bench, we’d be the sculpture of two sad girls who don’t know how to talk even though they both loved the same person.

			“Wait, did you mean loved loved?” I don’t mean for my question to sound like an accusation, but of course, it does.

			Sonia creeps to the edge of the bench so her back is to me, so she can get up and leave if she wants to. “Yeah.” She sighs. “We’d been together a little over two years when she—” She pauses midsentence; we both hate saying it.

			“Two years? What?” How did I not know this about you, Ofe? Why didn’t you tell me? “Who knew?”

			“No one really. Your mom likely knew, but she ignored it. And my parents, well, you know how religious they are.” She shakes her head. “We just wanted to wait until graduation, and then we were moving out west. Things would be easier out there, you know?”

			So, you had an exit plan with Sonia? Was I ever a part of that plan? Was our plan, yours and mine, even real?

			“We wanted to tell you, Juli. We just didn’t know if we could keep our secret if we said it aloud. It was safe with us. It was ours.”

			“I’m gonna need a minute.” I get up from the bench and pace, then slump back down. I can’t help but feel betrayed by both of you. “Really, Ofe? You couldn’t have mentioned this on one of the thousands of nights we stayed up talking in our bedroom? Our shared bedroom?” Here I am, muttering under my breath and making it about myself when you were living with a big freaking secret.

			“You’re talking to yourself, aren’t you?”

			No, I’m talking to you, Ofe. Why didn’t you tell me? “Yeah, I guess. I’m just trying to process.”

			“Yeah, I know. Ofe used to do the same thing when she was trying to work things out. She’d get deep in her thoughts about things.” Sonia looks at me over her shoulder and laughs. “I used to tease that she was talking to you through your secret twin channel. Who knows? Maybe she was.” Sonia swings her legs onto the bench and sits cross-legged, facing me. She puts her hand on my shoulder. I don’t shrug her off. “She talked about you all the time, Juli.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, I know you think she was perfect, but you two were a lot more similar than you think.”

			“No way. I mean, I’m pretty sure she was perfect. Beautiful, popular, good grades, the works.”

			Sonia scoffs and takes her hand off my shoulder, leaving a warm imprint. “Perfect on the outside, maybe. At least she tried to be, mainly to impress you.” She stands and walks back to your grave. She circles behind your tombstone, brushing invisible dust away from the top of the shiny gray granite. I know it’s clean because I keep it that way, but apparently, Sonia does too. “But really, Ofelia was complicated.” Sonia’s talking more to the ground than to me. “She had a lot of doubts…about everything. We were on and off for months, and then suddenly she would be ready to run away together.”

			“To run away? What?” My heart rages like a punk artist slamming a guitar against my lungs. What the hell, Ofe?

			“Yeah, she was all flight, never fight.”

			“What’s that mean?” I get up. Somehow my argument with Mami seems so minor compared to everything I’m learning about you, Ofe. Reason to leave #10: maybe I didn’t really know you at all.

			“You know, like fight-or-flight mode. Some people run away from problems, while others stay and do something about them.” Sonia pauses and asks, “Do you want to see her again?”

			“What? Like you’re going to resurrect her or something?”

			“Ha, no, but it’s the second-best thing. Come with me. I’ll show you exactly what I mean.” Sonia starts walking before I can say no.
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			up tables and prepping for an evening of world-building leagues and trivia teams.

			Rey moves from cleaning to grinding coffee when we walk in. “Bienvenidas,” he calls out. “You know the drill. Take a seat wherever, and I’ll bring you a cuppa.” Rey’s Coast Roast—a blend of dirt, oranges, petrichor, and chocolate—gives me a nostalgic contact high.

			“Hey, Rey,” Sonia says as we make our way to our old barstools. Red vinyl stools exhale when we tether to the mint-green bar of our old haunt. If only Mari and Roger were here, the band would be back together. And you too, Ofe, of course, but—I snap back to the present here with Sonia, whom I resented until moments ago. What a blow. You and her?

			“Well, well, well, Sonia y Julieta together! Maybe it’s time for a new prescription because I can’t believe my eyes.” Rey smiles with his whole face, walks over, and puts both his hands on the counter in front of us. “It’s so good to see you two.”

			“You too, Rey.” I smile, though internally I’m cringing at myself for how rude I was when I saw him on Christmas Eve with Mami. I was so annoyed about something that I couldn’t even set foot inside the cafe.

			“I hope the year is off to a good start for you and your mom, Julieta.” Blush nebulas around his sideburns. “She’s a good woman that one,” he says. “I’ll be right back with your usual unless your usual has changed, which would be unusual, but you never know. It’s been a while.” He pauses and looks at the two of us through his crinkly brown eyes. “Oh, I’m just so happy to see you two together again.”

			When he returns to the kitchen, Sonia snickers, leans close to me, and asks, “Does Rey have a crush on your mom?”

			“I don’t know, whatever.” I shrug. I’m more hurt than mad that you two had a secret, Ofe. But my hurt always comes out harshly. She turns her stool away and checks her watch. It was only a matter of time. I turn away too, toward the front door.

			Rey returns. He’s prepared our usual, or at least what it used to be: iced horchatas with extra cinnamon and a handful of puffed rice. Ha, Ofe, do you remember how we would all race to drink them, and then Mari would always choke on the cereal?

			Sonia and I sit silently with our drinks. What more is there to say after the cemetery? You loved her. You lied to me. I’m ready to leave.

			“So, why are we here anyway?” I ask Sonia.

			“I’ll show you in a sec.”

			The layer of puffed rice on my drink crackles. My stomach rumbles. I can taste the cinnamon before I take a sip.

			“It’s on the house for two old friends,” Rey says.

			“Rey, really? It’s okay.” I tap my watch to pay.

			“Por supuesto. I insist,” he says, whistling an old Colombian ballad about friends missing each other after death. Real subtle, Rey.

			Mom loves this song. “I guess both Rey and my mom went to the telenovela drama academy,” I say under my breath.

			“Ha, totally.” Sonia snickers and takes a long sip.

			“Perdon?” Rey looks back at us. Whether he heard us or not, he seems glad to see us laughing, even if it’s at his expense.

			“Nothing. It’s delicious,” Sonia responds with a smile. “Can we use the back room for a bit?” She asks. “Is it still set up?”

			“Yup, it’s all yours for the next half hour or so,” Rey says.

			“We’ll be out before the gamer rush. Promise.”

			“Take your time,” Rey says. “Your invention is safe just where you left it.” He slides a small key fob across the counter. Invention?

			We take our drinks to the back room that’s reserved for VR, MR, IR, and AR, and basically every kind of R except for this one. It’s dark but for the small red and blue circles that glow from resting electronics. Sonia walks to the wall of lockers. Rey started hosting Rad Lab’s teen-inventor nights down here a few years ago, and now he has lockers for members to store their equipment. I never pinned Sonia as a teen inventor.

			“Here, can you hold this for a sec?” she asks as she opens her locker.

			I nod, and she hands me her horchata. Sonia takes out a small metal box and a glass orb with a prism and a tiny camera at its center. She sets the square down and then begins hooking up the orb, adjusting tiny levers and wires.

			“Don’t tell me this is a time machine.” I laugh, half hoping it is. A time machine would be the perfect solution to everything. We’d have each other again, Ofe. “And since when do you invent stuff?”

			“Okay, it’s almost ready,” Sonia says, without looking up from her hands and wires. “This is still a prototype.”

			“A prototype?” I laugh. “What, are you going to 3D print a zombie Ofe?”

			Sonia laughs. “No, no, this is much more sophisticated. It’s going to be a part of my e-stream empire.”

			I roll my eyes. “Seriously?”

			“One hundred. It’s all about revenue streams, Juli. That’s the first lesson I learned from Rey’s biz academy.”

			“What? Now you’ve really lost me. Rey? Rey? As in Rey who owns Caracol Rey?”

			“Uh-huh. I spent a lot of time here after—” Her voice stops like she’s run out of air. I know she’s talking about you, Ofe. My voice does the same thing sometimes. “I mean, after we all stopped hanging out at Caracol, I kept coming here. I was at that counter every night till closing.” She pauses. “I wanted to come up with a way to help people see someone they lost. Like, really see them.”

			“Um. So, you asked the techie of pan con queso Rey?”

			“No, no.” She chuckles. “I began talking about this idea here after school with Rey, and he suggested I join the Rad Lab,” Sonia says. “I know it’s not my lane, but whenever I felt like an idiot imposter, Rey reminded me that when he started out, he ran Caracol catering on the side to help the cafe. The money from the catering biz helped him open a small affordable pharmacy with his cousin, also on the side.”

			“Revenue streams?” I ask.

			“Totally. Plus, it helped to throw all my focus into something at the time.”

			“What’s it called anyway?”

			“Juli, meet the HoloPrism nine-point-oh,” Sonia says.

			“What happen to the first eight?”

			“They exploded.”

			“Jeez,” I say, taking a step back from the contraption that is now buzzing near my feet. “So, it’s just a souped-up projector or something?”

			“Absolutely not. The HoloPrism nine-point-oh uses a combination of memories, social media, photos and videos stored on watches, and AI to recreate moving memories of someone.” She pulls a necklace from under her shirt. At the end of it, there’s an earpiece that looks more like a charm. She places it in her ear, and a tiny lavender light flickers on. It’s her signature color—nice touch. Then Sonia pops off the face of her watch and slides it into a small groove between the metal box and glass orb. “Ready?”

			“I guess so.” I nod. And then you’re in the room, standing on one leg, trying to do some kind of stretch. You collapse out of it and laugh. Your big-mouth carcajada that used to turn heads at restaurants. You’re a hologram, but more opaque and solid. I reach my hand out to your face, but it goes through you.

			Sonia pushes a few buttons on the machine, and more versions of you appear throughout the room. You on a beach towel; you eating cereal from a mug while complaining about the school’s dress code; you in English class, giving a presentation on the fallacy of the hero’s tale; you talking to someone—I’m guessing Sonia—about your dreams. “I just want to be—I don’t know—free from all this, and happy, I guess.” I continue walking by all the different yous around the room. Another you is being interviewed about your dreams. Another you sings the most over-the-top version of “Bridge over Troubled Water” for karaoke night at Salty’s.

			Another you rides a carousel giraffe. Mari comes by on a panda, then Roger on a red fox, Sonia on a brown bear, me on a kangaroo on the World of Tomorrows carousel before it was moved to Tangerine Street. Your cheek rests against the giraffe’s neck as if you’re listening for its heartbeat. You always loved that carousel, even when they started swapping out the extinct animals. You said it was a part of our history.

			Another you drinks vodka from the bottle. You collapse onto the sofa in our living room. You tell someone—probably Sonia—that you wish you weren’t a twin. “I want to be my own thing sometimes. I don’t want to be attached to anyone’s every move.” You take another long drink and then close your eyes. I’d never seen you angry drunk, only fun drunk at parties. I keep walking. Who is this you who wanted to be untethered from everything, even from me? We had a plan, Ofe.

			Another you shouts wildly before jumping into a pool. And another you recites a poem you wrote and calls it dumb. I remember this. Sonia and I were sitting on the floor of your room. I was taking the polish off my nails, pretending to not notice. It was good though. Like, really good, so I stopped stripping away paint and clapped. I was always a moth to your light.

			Another you smiles while cutting a long strand of black and blue hair, definitely Sonia’s. Another you says, “Of course, I love you,” before closing a door.

			Then every you disappears into the dark.

			“Damn battery.” Sonia snaps her watch face back on.

			We stay in your afterglow.

			“Did you know she wanted to direct films?” Sonia asks.

			No, I didn’t. I’ll add this to the growing list of things I didn’t know about you, Ofe. “Cool.” I nod. “And thank you, Sonia, for showing me this. You’re really on to something with this thing.”

			“Documentaries, actually. She loved asking questions.”

			I laugh. “That I did know.”

			“I was going to be her DP.” Sonia looks at the dead face of her watch.

			“Sonia, I don’t know how to do this.”

			“Like I have any clue.” Sonia opens the door, and light fills the room. “My goal is always to make it through the day, and then the next and the next, until I’ve made it through a week.”

			“That sounds familiar.” I half smile.

			Sonia nudges my shoulder. “I know we were never super close or anything, but I’m here for you, Juli. You’re like a little sister.”

			“Hey, Ofe and I were the same age; we all are.”

			“Yeah, but she always said she was older because she was born a few minutes before.”

			“Fair enough.” I shrug.

			“Here, this is for you.” She hands me a necklace with a small gold earpiece charm. “Keep it safe. It’s a—”

			“A prototype, I know.” I laugh. “Thanks, Sonia.”

			“I know you hate technology, but you’ll have to download an app on your watch to use it.”

			“To see Ofe, this viejta will manage,” I cover my teeth with my lips to look like a toothless old lady. “I may need help setting that thing up though,” I say in my most convincing hundred-year-old voice.

			“I got you,” Sonia says. She also gives me her extra fob and reminds me that this is all proprietary, so I better not lose it. We leave the back room and place our glasses on the bar, waving at Rey, who’s now tending to the evening crowd. On the walk, we’re silent again. I know this will take time—by this I mean being friends with Sonia, someone you once loved.

			“Can I tell you something?” Sonia asks as we get to our block.

			“Sure.”

			“Sometimes when I’m on the ephemeral stream, I like to think, or hope, that Ofe is out there, tuning in. I know it sounds ridiculous.” Sonia rubs her eyes, and her makeup smears into dark moons, and in this moment, I know she loved you.

			“The thing is, it doesn’t,” I say. I don’t tell her that I talk to you all the time. Or that sometimes when I wake up in the morning, I think you’re across the room from me and then stop short before sharing that night’s dream with you.

			Instead, I say, “It’s not ridiculous at all.”
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			and I hate it. I’ve been in school for less than ten minutes before I’m called into the office. My name has fewer vowels when Shears says it. My feet glue to the ground under my desk. I’m sinking. It’s happening. I’m going to be swallowed whole by the earth.

			“Juli?” Jeanine taps my arm. “What’s going on?”

			“Julieta Villarreal, I repeat, please report to the front office,” Shears calls again.

			“Want me to go with you?”

			“No, no, it’s fine,” I say, trying to regulate my pulse. “It’s probably nothing.”

			Did something happen to Mom? I walk to the office in a trance.

			“Please.” Shears motions to the doorway when I poke my head in. Agent Morningstar is seated across from him.

			I take the open seat next to her. “Is everything okay?”

			“We haven’t received confirmation back from you regarding your acceptance. Congratulations, by the way, Ranger.”

			“Oh, I, uh…” I trail off, unsure of how to explain the explosion that happened when Mom found out about Cometa.

			“We need each ranger to be fully committed.” Morningstar leans back in her chair and crosses her arms. “Are you fully committed?”

			“Yes, of course. Yes, I am.”

			“Excellent.” She smiles and nods at Shears. God, are these two friends now?

			“Please take a moment to review this contract and sign, initial, finger-print, and date each page.” Morningstar hands me a tablet. “If you prefer to take it home to review with your family, that’s fine too. We can offer you a twenty-four-hour window.”

			Ha, I’ll save Ma the effort. I’m sure the last thing she wants to do right now is talk about Cometa. “No, no, it’s okay. I’ll look over it here.” The font is tiny, so I try to superzoom, but the tablet’s being finicky. I squint and begin to read through the contract. Shears drones on about how proud he is, and how this will get Sunshore on the radar, and how he’s not one bit surprised that I was accepted. Liar. Morningstar just lets him blabber. She nods and smiles and offers an “mm-hmm” every now and then. I sign each page quickly. “Done,” I say as I place my index finger on the last box.

			“Then it’s settled.” Shears spins out of his chair. Before I can fully register the reason for his excitement, he grabs the intercom mic from the shelf behind him, clicks it on, and makes the announcement. “I’m very proud, over the moon actually, to announce that Julieta Villarreal has been selected for the New American Space Program’s highly selective Cometa Initiative.”

			Ay, what? Oh jeez. No, please. Why? I slump in my seat and bury my face in my hands.

			Morningstar laughs. “It’s okay, Juli. He’s proud of you; we all are.”

			“Is it over?” I peer between my fingers.

			“Yes,” Morningstar says, giving Shears a thin-mouthed smile. “We’re all cool and collected now.” She takes a slow inhale and exhale, as if teaching him how to take a breath. “Right, Dr. Shears?”

			“Oh yes, absolutely,” he says, trying to contain himself. “Congratulations, Julieta. You’ll be the first Sunshore student to venture to space. It’s been an honor.” Then he does an awkward salute. I don’t know what to do, and I’m definitely not returning the salute, so I give him a lackluster thumbs-up.

			“Yes, congratulations, Ranger. I’m glad to hear you’re dedicated to the program, Four Ninety-Eight,” Morningstar says.

			My excitement over being called a ranger clouds my ability to verbally respond. I nod.

			Shears goes on to tell me that the school is hosting a celebratory ceremony on Friday for all admitted students from the region. “It’s the least we can do,” he says, more to Morningstar than to me.

			I wish for a sinkhole to appear in the hallway as I walk back to class. One pops up every other day in a news headline. Why not here and now underneath this linoleum? A sinkhole would be easier than walking into class after Shears’s announcement, and it would be a hell of a lot easier than having to face Mom, Ofe. It’s terrible to joke about ways to die with you, my dead sister, but you know I have a dark, dark heart.

			It’s official now. Everyone knows I’m leaving, even all of Sunshore. I think of saying bye to Roger, and all my feelings leak out of my eyes. I puddle through the linoleum, sand, and clay. If I cried long enough, my tears could dissolve the limestone in the aquifer beneath me.

			But even my tears won’t manifest the desired sinkhole, so I inhale them back and turn the doorknob. Ms. Hawthorne’s class erupts into applause and hoots and “yeah!”s. I barely smile, but it’s enough to warrant more cheering and high fives. In my periphery, Roger claps slowly, and Ms. Hawthorne shakes her head.

			At home, I mention the Cometa ceremony to Mom, but I don’t get into all the details because at the moment we practically live quarantined from each other. She does her things while I’m at school, and then I make sure to get home either when she’s still at work or when she’s asleep. We’re living in two different dimensions in the same space. Only, our AC keeps shutting off and the heat is relentless, so sometimes we bump into each other standing in front of the open freezer.
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			and his tiny leg is still stiff as a twig. Honestly,

			he looks miserable, but he ate and drank water,

			and, perhaps most surprising, Techno sang today.

			We’re not supposed to move him. Any kind of touch

			needs to be featherlight, pun intended. Bird bones

			might be the most fragile of all bones on Earth,

			and yet the red knot is one of the longest-distance migrants

			in the animal kingdom. One of the most common forms

			of death for migratory birds is a window. How sad is that?

			Death by window is such a human-made problem,

			especially after traveling the entire eastern coast. But I digress.

			Okay, back to Techno’s singing: it was just a few notes, really.

			But first, I must share that Roger got into a music school.

			He mumbled the news over a series of shrugs

			when we got to the lab this morning. Dr. Lahiri left us a BRB sign

			with instructions, and we got right to it. I checked the heat lamp

			and changed out Techno’s food and water. Roger swept

			the volunteer area and read out Dr. Lahiri’s notes

			from the day before. “ ‘Not much new, still healing. Recovery

			is going well. Be sure to offer him food and only a small bit

			of water, although he seems to prefer water at night. We can’t

			let him get dehydrated.’ And, Juli, I, uh, I got into LAMU

			or whatever,” he said at the end of the list. I’m glad

			I was facing Techno because my immediate reaction

			was something between stunned and sad; maybe I was

			a little bit angry too. I turned slowly to not scare the bird

			and to give myself time to change the expression on my face.

			I responded with “That’s so amazing. Wow!

			And congratulations.” He said, “It’s not a big deal.

			Just more school because, really…” and I can’t remember

			the rest, but he said something about the man and the rigged system

			and something about it being just a piece of paper.

			But then he started talking about the music program,

			and the thing is, he was smiling so widely and making

			such big gestures that I stopped listening to the rest.

			“So, you want to hear it?” he asked, and I nodded.

			“It’s an oldie, but a goody,” he said, taking his guitar out

			of the case. “And I’ll play it quietly for Techie.”

			That’s what Roger calls Techno.

			And then Roger played and sang the most beautiful song

			in the history of all songs, at least in the history

			of all songs I’ve ever heard. It’s about a bird.

			But, like most beautiful songs, it’s super sad.

			The lyrics tell the story of a bird that sings “cucurrucucú,

			cucurrucucú” because it has a terrible case

			of unrequited love. The worst kind, really,

			because the bird dies at the end of the song.

			Every bird bone in my body broke as Roger sang.

			It was crushing in a good way, like sitting in the dark

			after the credits of a life-changing AR film experience.

			Techno must have been listening too because he started to sing.

			I needed to write this down. Because it’s how I make sense

			of things that don’t make sense like i.) almost-extinct birds

			flying into windows, and ii.) my sister being killed by a hit-and-run,

			and iii.) falling for Roger when I’m leaving and he’s going to college.

			We are both migrating.
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			On Friday in Sunshore’s gymnasium, I sit with Neel, Omira, and Jo in a long straight line like birds on a wire. Rio was cut on the last day of training. Neel, Omira, and I were selected to be the Cometa Rangers for the Southeast region. And Jo is our alternate, which means they’ll continue on with us until launch day, stay on hand in case one of us needs to be unexpectedly replaced. Their parents flew in last night to attend Shears’s celebratory ceremony.

			I’m picking at my cuticles. Our faces are projected on the walls. Students wave Cometa banners from the bleachers. Sunshore’s marching band begins to play.

			It’s nice—no, it’s amazing, Ofe. We made it. But all this pomp and circumstance seems trivial. It’s like a pageantry send-off for young cosmonauts who may or may not make it home. Lately these what-ifs are resonating louder than anything on my reasons to leave or stay lists. What if something happens to Mami while I’m gone? What if Roger stops liking me? What if all my friends forget about me? What if I’m bad at this whole space thing? What if I don’t come back? But then, what if I’m just doom spiraling? What if we do make it back home? We will make it back home. Right, Ofe? Right?

			I spot Mari, Roger, Sonia, and Jeanine. Oh my gosh, you’re not going to believe what they’re wearing, Ofe. I’m shaking my head so hard at them. Roger has a big purple J on his white T-shirt. Mari has a u. Jeanine, l. And Sonia’s has an i with a shooting star in place of the dot. When they see me looking, they all jump up excitedly, Sonia shuffles to the other side of Jeanine, and then they all turn around. The back of Roger’s shirt is a big painted heart. Mari’s says TO THE. Jeanine’s says MOON! And Sonia’s says…duh. My laughter cuts through my nerves, and all the what-ifs slip away. They have a way of making me feel like everything is going to be okay. I connect my thumbs and curl my fingertips together to form a heart that I hold out to them. They make hearts back.

			Mom doesn’t come to the ceremony. It’s not like I expected her to show, but I keep scanning the auditorium for her face. We still haven’t made up. Will we start talking again before I leave the planet?

			I get a plaque and shake hands. A professional photographer counts down from three as I smile between Shears and Morningstar. I cringe at the thought of being framed and hung in Shears’s office among the other boring photos.

			After photos, Roger, Mari, Jeanine, and Sonia gather around me and give me a gigantic group hug.

			“Oh yeah! You did it, Juli!” Mari holds up one of my hands as if I won a boxing match. This feels appropriate because Cometa training did completely serve me my raw, busted ass on a platter.

			“It’s so awesome,” Jeanine says.

			Roger hands me a bouquet of cosmos, real ones. They are rust red like Techno’s chest. “Felicidades, Juli.”

			“Yeah, mega congrats, space cadet,” Sonia says.

			“Hey!” Mari says.

			“What? I can call her that now. It applies, literally,” Sonia says, nudging me.

			“Thanks, Sonia,” I say. “This cadet is ready to get out of here.”
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			shakes, empanadas, and yucca fries. It feels like old times, but new because everything is different.

			“Okay,” Mari says. “In five years, Juli will be like a space commander or something?”

			“Maybe, if she decides to stay in the program,” Roger says.

			“Do you think you’ll stay?” Jeanine asks. I can hear a sadness in her voice even though she’s trying to be cheery.

			I take a long slow sip of my shake. This will be one of the last times in who knows how long that I’ll sit with this group of people at Caracol’s bar. “Um, I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe.”

			Roger looks down. We’re all quiet for a moment. I’ve been so focused on getting into Cometa and out of this state that I haven’t really thought too much about what happens next. I can’t imagine myself a year from now, let alone five.

			“Well, I know one thing for sure: in five years, we’ll be freakishly old,” Sonia says. “We better carpe the shit out of the diem, okay?”

			“To future us,” Mari says, holding her milkshake glass high. We toast.

			“Cheers,” Roger says, tilting his glass toward mine.

			“Old or not, I’ll still look awesome,” Jeanine says.

			“Okay, cheerleader.” Sonia flips her lavender hair toward Jeanine.

			We all crack up.

			“Is there room for four more at this shindig?” Omira peers through the open door.

			“Hey! You came,” I say.

			I hug Omira, Jo, and Neel each tightly. I invited them, but I didn’t think they’d show up.

			“Ey, it’s the space people! Hi,” Mari says. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

			“Really?” Jo asks.

			“No, not at all. Juli never shares anything about Cometa with us,” Mari says.

			“Interesting,” Neel says. “She’s barely told us anything about her life outside of training.”

			“Yeah, we were starting to wonder if she actually had friends,” Jo says.

			Mari lets out a loud high-pitched laugh. Her flirting is cringe as ever, Ofe. Roger, Sonia, and I pause to witness it. “That was hilarious,” Mari says. “Wh-wh-what did you say your name was again?” Cartoon hearts are flying out of her eyes.

			“Jo.”

			“Oh wow. You’re beautiful. I mean, your name is. Jo,” she says, extending the o in her mouth. “That’s a beautiful name.”

			“No one has ever said that before,” Jo says, putting their hands in their pockets.

			“I’m Mari.” They stare at each other.

			Unprompted, Mari launches into a monologue about her top-ten favorite space-movie visual effects. I start to feel embarrassed for her, but then I register that Jo seems totally at ease. Who would have thought, Ofe?

			Sonia and Omira sit together at the bar and dive into a conversation about how to make an effective—yet glamorous—waterproof fin. We’re all chatting like we’ve been together all year. I was anxious about letting the two groups meet, but looking around, I think these are all humans you’d want to be friends with too, Ofe. Rey brings out more yucca fries and a tray of empanadas. He makes another round of horchata milkshakes for everyone. Jeanine helps pass them out.

			“Your friends are awesome, Juli,” Omira says. Now she’s getting e-stream tips from Sonia because she hopes to run a channel from space to inspire trans teens.

			I join a conversation between Roger and Neel about the Vinces, the founders of StarCrest—Neel’s heroes and apparently Roger’s sworn enemies. I try to stay neutral, but things are getting heated.

			“You know NASP has zero credibility,” Roger says. “It was founded by trillionaires! And what really gets me is that this was never voted on.”

			Neels laughs. “What, you wanted to wait for the government to move interstellar exploration forward? Hilarious. We’d still be stuck in the fine-tuning of proposals.”

			“Well, it affects all of us, why shouldn’t we get to vote on it?” Roger asks. He has a point. “Like, who gets to actually live on Tierra II?” he presses.

			“My parents signed us up for resident visas years ago,” says Jeanine, who is back from helping Rey with the milkshakes.

			“So, as usual, bougie white folks are at the front of the line,” Roger says. “But what about the people who actually did the work? Do Cometa Rangers have a guaranteed spot in this luxe space condo once it’s all built? Do their New American families?” He scoffs. I take a long sip from my milkshake and try to think of some way to change the subject, but he’s onto me. “And why are you so quiet about all this, Juli? Are you sworn to secrecy? Or what?”

			Roger’s question sounds like an accusation. Which is understandable, since I’ve shared nothing about Cometa with him or any of my friends.

			“No, I just don’t want to get into it,” I say as casually as possible. “It’s boring.”

			The truth is, I don’t know if Cometa Rangers are promised residency. I never even thought to ask. And I’m realizing now that all the other perks—a house for Ma, a lifelong stipend, tuition reimbursement—they’re all things that only have value on Earth.

			“Boring?!” Neel’s exclamation interrupts my thought spiral. His eyebrows are about to fly off his face. “Oh, sorry. I must’ve not heard right, Juli. Because I thought I heard you saying that being responsible for establishing an inhabitable future in outer space for humanity is boring?”

			Jeanine giggles at his outrage.

			“No, not that,” I say. “I mean more the day-to-day stuff.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Neel says. “It’s all awesome.” He puts his hands on his hips and tilts his chin up.

			“Calm down, Cometa action figure,” Jeanine says. “We think what you all are doing is pretty neat. Right, Roger?” She nudges him.

			“Honestly, I wouldn’t know the first thing about colonizing a planet. It’s not in my DNA.” His voice is still prickly—he’s been so supportive these past few months that I almost forgot how corporate and awful he thinks Cometa is. “We just want to know more about it because my”—he pauses—“our friend Juli is committing a lot of time to this program.”

			“Exactly. So tell the truth: Like, they aren’t putting you all up to some shady stuff, right?” Jeanine asks.

			“No, no, no, what are you thinking? This is NASP. It’s funded by StarCrest,” Neel says.

			“A private corporation.” Roger doesn’t miss a beat.

			Neel shrugs. “Name a space program that isn’t these days.”

			I hear what Neel is saying. Maybe Roger and Ma are blowing things out of proportion. This is the way things are. It’s the way they’ve always been. Snark and protests aren’t going to change any of that. And as Cometa Rangers we’re making ourselves a part of this history.

			Jeanine places a hand on my shoulder and one on Neel’s. “Okay, blink once if this program is a front to prepare you for an impending inter-galactic war,” she says, totally straight-faced.

			We all burst into laughter. The kind of laugh that makes my tear ducts pop and my side hurt.

			I finally catch a breath. “You are terrifying, Jeanine,” I say, chuckling. “And from my calculations, we’d be very unprepared for an inter-galactic war.”

			“Why’s that?” Neel asks, walking right into it.

			“Because humans can’t be the smartest species out there,” I say.

			“Well, can’t argue with that,” Roger says.

			“Speak for yourself, Villarreal,” Neel says. “I’m ready for anything.” He puffs his chest, and his defensiveness sends us all into another giggle fit.

			Then I get that feeling of living something twice. I think of Ms. Hawthorne talking about parallels, and it’s like I’m part of the conversation but also watching it. Is this a moment of being? Space Juli could be brave, away, and free from this place, but could Earth Juli be happy also? I feel split between living in two different dimensional fields at once.

			“Ten!” Mari and Jo walk in from the kitchen holding a large sheet cake that looks like…well, it looks like a penis, Ofe. “Nine. Eight. Seven,” they say.

			Then everyone joins in. “Six. Five. Four.”

			Rey walks out after them with plates, a knife, and—

			“Mom?” I say with a smile so big that it might stretch beyond my cheeks. She’s next to Rey, carrying forks and napkins.

			The countdown picks back up with Mom and Rey. “Three. Two. One!”

			She smiles at Rey, but not at me, as he speaks. “We’re so proud of you, Juli. I can speak for all of your Caracol community. It’s amazing to have una Nueva Americana Colombiana representing us,” Rey says. “Congratulations to all of you,” he adds. “I look around this bakery, and I see so much hope.”

			“Um, that cake looks like a blue dick,” Sonia says, cackling.

			“Sonia!” Mari says.

			“Well, it does also kinda look like the Cometa shuttle,” Jo says.

			“OMG, it does,” Omira says, taking photos of the cake with her watch.

			“I got the mold from the party store. I thought it was a rocket mold, but…” Mari tilts her head sideways. “Now I’m not sure.”

			“Oh, that’s a rocket all right,” Sonia says. Everyone laughs. We can’t help it. Even Mom. Tears form in the corners of my eyes, and I can’t tell if they’re from laughing so hard or from seeing Mom laugh.

			“It’s a penis-shaped rocket cake,” Roger says. “It’s one-of-a-kind, Mari, and I’m sure it took a lot of work.”

			“Okay, so I have an idea,” Jeanine says.

			“C’mon.” Mari rolls her eyes. “I tried it. It’s delicious and filled with cookies and cream.”

			We all crack up again.

			“For real though, hear me out. I know you all said Cometa is wonderful and whatever, but what if you use ‘penis-shaped rocket cake’ as your safe word in case you need help, or I don’t know, in case you need to get out of a pickle.”

			We laugh again. We’re officially nine-year-olds right now.

			“Wait, that’s actually a good idea,” Omira says. “We’ve been through it together. We trust each other, but a lot of this is going to feel very real very soon.”

			“Sure,” Neel says. “It’s a good idea.”

			I’m shocked he’s the first to agree.

			“What? A lot of sports teams have safe words. And we’re a team. Aren’t we?” he asks. “Besides, I’m ready to stop talking about this blue penis and eat it.”

			We once again roar with laughter.

			“Then it’s settled,” Jeanine says.

			“Finally,” Mari says, cutting into the tip of the blue penis cake.

			Once the laughter has settled, we eat cake and more yucca fries. My friends all exchange info and follow each other. Mom barely looks in my direction while we’re eating cake. Who knows what Rey said to get her to show up? Even when Mom is pouting and serving the silent treatment, she looks happy to be close to him. I gotta say, Ofe, I did not see this coming, but I think Mom is in love.

			Reason to stay #4: friends.

			Reason to leave #11: I’m not sure what dimension I belong in.

			Reason to leave #12: I’m pretty sure Mom will never stop being mad at me.

			Reason to leave #13: nothing will ever truly feel like before, Ofe.
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			I know, Ofe, who even am I? It’s true I’ve been showing up to creative writing early to have some extra time. Ms. Hawthorne preps for class or works on her own writing, so it’s productive. I can usually write a whole poem. I get set up and find a blank page. My notebook is almost filled. I pick up my pen and—

			“So, Juli, what inspires you about the future?” Ms. Hawthorne asks.

			“Writing,” I say. Done. Easy-peasy crowd-pleasing answer.

			“I understand you have other plans, but have you thought at all about writing programs?” Ms. Hawthorne asks. I know she doesn’t approve of Cometa. She’s been everything but subtle about how she feels toward Big Corps Space. “The two can be combined, you know. Science and writing.” Ms. Hawthorne is well-meaning but stubborn as they come. “You have such a unique way of seeing the world. The sciences could use more poets.”

			“Yeah, sure. I’ll think about it for the future,” I say. “Who knows?”

			“I hope so,” Ms. Hawthorne says, “and I will keep on hoping, Juli. You’re a skilled writer.”

			She prints a few things off her tablet. “Here, this is some information on universities with stellar writing programs.” She leans in closer. “You have many options here on Earth, Juli.”

			“Or up there,” I say.

			“Yes, of course,” Ms. Hawthorne says.

			“Thanks.” I take pity on her hopeful eyes and smile. “I’ll check this all out.”

			Students trickle in, and I’m relieved to not be the center of this college pusher’s attention. With my notebook open to the same blank page once again, I try to write a poem. Nothing comes.

			“Today we’re going to dream up future possibilities,” Ms. Hawthorne says.

			Of course we are.

			She tasks us with writing a series of poems that explore who we are. “You must explore your present self to understand your future,” she says.

			I don’t know what tea bag she read that off. Classic Hawthorne. Everyone around me, including Jeanine and Roger, begins to write. I stare at the blank page for what seems like a year before starting…
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			hates to use third person,

			and yet she is defined

			by what other people see.

			Always in black, she absorbs

			looks and whispers

			and avoids invitations

			and root canal

			conversations about

			what’s next. Each slams

			her closed like the door

			to a dark room—

			where she waits and worries

			and waits and wallows and waits

			for her eyes to adjust,

			to make sense of light

			in the shadows.
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			li wears goggles, a mask, and a name

			tag—the nice magnetic kind made from disaster-

			proof plastic—and zips haz-

			mat and gloves hands in latex—so pow-

			dered that all moist-

			ure is quenched from pa-

			lms, so when she rai-

			ses the de-

			ad fis-

			h from sa-

			nd her han-

			ds are pa-

			per, b-

			ut some disas-

			ters are qui-

			et and grad-

			ual, not eve-

			n a name-

			tag can sa-

			ve her from dis-

			solv-
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						nods and smiles
						yes yes
				

				
						and makes money
						working for Big Energy
				

				
						but not enough
						to be significant
				

				
						for her to leave
						yes she wants to leave (the planet)
				

				
						her family and get out
						 
				

				
						before this state
						sinks yes it will sink
				

				
						yes it will
						 
				

				
						swallow her whole
						all of her whole
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			gets          pre-nostalgic when she skates.

			Roller rinks      exist

			on Earth,

			where humans have made

			too many mistakes,

			but skates hit the mark.

			Holographic, purple laces,

			light-up wheels—a       supernova.

			But when she blasts

			into the darkest dark,

			she can’t take them

			with her.
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			Reason to stay #5: roller-skating.
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			as experts in different fields. In outer space, Jo harvests nitro gardens in rows of planetary pods. Omira builds a space station government from nothing and makes trans advocacy and human rights her platform. Neel heads SpaceZ’s plan for growth. Rio dives through black holes with only a magnetic tether to discover other galaxies. It’s all plausible.

			Back on Earth Roger plays cello at Cisco’s Carnegie Hall. Mari works in New Hollywood as an art director with an eye for feminist horror. Sonia is a tech mogul and PR queen, with an international agency. Jeanine is a Roller Derby activist who skates against the neopatriarchy.

			Graduation is in a few months, and I’m faking it. But isn’t that how we make it sometimes? Future me hates me for lying awake at night not knowing what I want. All the field book pages filled with useless musings. So many hours spent memorizing principles of a program that promises us a tomorrow. It might not be on Earth, but space is better than nowhere. Either way, I’m undecided and defenseless to the future without you, Ofe. This stupid burning world is at war with itself again. We’ve stopped fighting each other, sure, but now we’re fighting for this place, and there isn’t enough space to breathe in a shrinking atmosphere. The cons outweigh the pros. I’ve counted. Spoiler alert, O: most adults I know are broken. Is all this stress for future heartache?

			But somehow my friends know what they want and who they are. They’re wide-eyed and excited for tomorrow. If I close the door on all of us, does the room we once shared still exist? I can’t forget it. We were once happy here. Time bends and moves around us even when I can’t let go. Storms swirl, currents strengthen, and I’m still holding on to life with you. We had a plan. Without you, I’m drenched in what-ifs, and I can’t wring myself out of self-doubt. I never have been and never will be half as brave as you, Ofe. And I, the expert at nothing, hover somewhere in between here and there, suspended in the clouds of the no-ozone. I write poems for dying animals we’ll all forget someday. But I can’t stop; I can’t rewind. All I know is I’m running out of time to be an expert in any field.
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			I want to spend my last few months on Earth

			with friends. We go to the zero-scapes and pose

			for silly pictures with every size of cactus. Mari tries

			to get us to take a headshot of her for her summer film

			internship in New Hollywood. Every pose is more severe

			than the last. We laugh and all fall into the sand,

			where we write our names in gigantic letters

			in hopes they can be read from outer space. Not likely,

			I know, Ofe, but I like the idea of a smoke signal

			friends could send me from Earth. “I got into college

			out west!” Jeanine screams. Where? You guessed it, O:

			California. Be nice, be nice, I tell my face, but my jaw tenses

			as I toss sand into the air like glitter. Hooray.

			It’s fine, fine, fine. I got other plans. I tune out

			their roommate chatter. Then Sonia shouts, “Who knows?

			This media maven could launch in New Hollywood, baby!”

			Ugh, she would. Mari, Jeanine, and Sonia do a little prancing

			dance that is annoying and ridiculous. I glance at Roger, who’s picking

			up shells. He hasn’t shared his news about LAMU, probably to spare me.

			Yeah, he’ll be in California too. Why am I upset? It’s fine, fine, fine.

			A cactus curves around my neck, and I can’t tell if I’m more jealous

			or homesick. I just want to shout, Please, don’t go!
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			Today is my last session with Martha. Finally, Ofe! Hallelujah!

			It’s also the session where she evaluates whether I’m mentally fit to go to space. Having a two-bit counselor decide this seems like an oversight, but she was on the list of approved mental health practitioners. If the bar is as low as Martha, how good could anyone else on that list be? Besides, after today, I won’t have to see her again, so why not?

			Martha’s office is strung with pink and red streamers and cutout cupids jabbing arrows into glittery hearts. She tells me about the cards she’s making for her cats. I roll my eyes so hard that they might turn into marbles, fall out of my head, and crack open on the floor.

			“What about you, Juli? Have anything special planned?”

			“Nothing.” I say.

			“But, Juli, it’s Valentine’s Day.”

			I doodle in my notebook—or poem my feelings, as Martha calls it—while she drones on about how much she adores this holiday.

			Of course, I know it’s Valentine’s, your favorite holiday, Ofe. Even though Ma said it was just another pagan festival co-opted by corporations, you made us celebrate it every year. I can close my eyes and smell our Bloody Valentine cupcakes, and oh my gosh, those heart-shaped calzones you’d make. When we cut in, their guts would ooze all over the plate. It’s a metaphor, you’d say, for the heart, because love is a delicious hot mess. We’d feast on carbs, then walk along the beach, passing out homemade valentines to sad-looking strangers. You loved grand romantic gestures, the kind of stuff you’d see in the movies. Well, your love of love rubbed off on me, and I’m mad about it. A little because, Ofe, I think I love Roger, and you’re not here to witness me, the anti-cupid, get jabbed by an arrow.

			“Nope. I don’t have anything special planned.” I smile at Martha and search for a tangential thread to pull. It’s better to change the subject because it’s too embarrassing for her—and by proxy for me—to reciprocate the question.

			“Oh, well, I’m just going to have a rom-com marathon with Bubbles and Gidget. Maybe my long-distance bestie will join with her dachshund, Mirabelle.”

			I guess she’s going to tell me anyway. Martha, c’mon. The most intriguing thing in that sentence is the dachshund’s name. Once again, Martha, like most adults, proves that growing up is tragic.

			“Who knows, I might go wild and get a frozen pizza—dairy-free, of course, because cheese. Oof, it really gets me tooting. If you know what I mean.”

			How could I not? There’s no double meaning to anything Martha says ever. I honestly don’t know how she’s a therapist. I want to say, Martha, pull yourself together and get yourself an AI lover, but I know she’s too much of an old-school, hopeless-as-hell romantic for all that. But as sad as Martha’s evening sounds, I’m not much better, I’ve spent most holidays this year alone, so I add loneliness as reason to leave Earth #14.

			Martha’s glassy blue eyes are in a daydream somewhere over her round pink cheeks and heart-embroidered collared dress.

			“That sounds nice,” I say, bringing her back to our session.

			“It doesn’t, Juli. I know. It’s pathetic, but I always ran from love, and now that I’m ready for it”—she lets out a long exhale that makes her bangs float up for a moment—“it’s just hard to connect with people when you’re thirty-seven.” She checks her watch. “One more thing before we get started: When you find your people, hold them close. That’s my Valentine’s Day advice for you.”

			I nod. Damn. This is the realest Martha—the human Muppet in a sweater vest—has ever been with me.

			“Anywho, let’s get to you, Juli. What’s new? I see you need an assessment for Cometa.” She scans my file on her tablet.

			“Yes, really, you could just fill that out, and we can call it.”

			“Hmm.” Martha leans back in her chair and examines her notes. “So, let me get this straight, Juli.” She flicks the end of her stylus on her knee. “You finished a fall of school, work, and training. Then you were selected to go to outer space. And now you’re roller-skating, volunteering, helping rehabilitate birds, and working part-time at Ronoco.”

			I don’t add that I’m ruining my mom’s life, trying to not be jealous of my friends all moving, and falling for Roger to her list. “Yes, that about covers it.” I lean back in my chair, imitating her posture. “Very astute observation, Martha.”

			“Don’t be cute, Juli. I’m talking about your health here.”

			I sigh and sit up in the vinyl armchair that’s making my thighs sweat through my jeans. “You’re right. I like to keep busy.”

			“Have you considered that perhaps this might be a way to avoid confronting your loss?”

			“What? Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do, be extracurricular or whatever?”

			“A lot of young people are happy just watching a movie or hooking into their AR game systems as soon as they get home.”

			“Oh, so you’re mad at me because I’m not playing video games for six hours a night?”

			“No, no, I’m not mad. I’m making an observation. That is my job, Juli, to take note of patterns and behaviors.”

			Suddenly, I feel like Techno. I’m being observed and examined. There are likely whole folders on Martha’s tablet dedicated to all the annoyingly careful observations she’s made of me over the past two years. Except I don’t need to be healed. I’m fine. I’m not an injured bird. Be cool, be cool, be cool. If I storm out of her office, my evaluation will be a disaster. I inhale and swallow my pride. I can play nice. It seems to be what I have to do with every boring adult who doesn’t get me.

			“Fine, maybe I’m running. But Cometa is different. I want this.” I need it.

			“It’s wonderful to hear you’re excited about something, Juli. I haven’t seen this kind of passion from you in a while.” She scrawls quickly with her stylus. “Or ever, for that matter.”

			Well, that was easy. I’m surprised by how easily Martha’s mood shifts. But then again, I give her so little that just the lightest touch of forthrightness seems to go a long way. I’ll take it. I play nice for the rest of the session, and Martha nods, “hmmms,” and “ahhhs” as she writes her observations.

			On the way out, I thank her honestly honestly, not fake honestly. Despite her being a basic lollipop 2.0, I know deep down that meeting with her has helped me in some way. At the very least, she’s been someone to talk with. I can’t always talk to your ghost ass, Ofe. I’m kidding. Well, only half kidding. I think I will always talk to you, Hermana.
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			It’s probably for the best because things are still very awkward at home. Every time I bring up Cometa, Mom leaves the room.

			Ronoco is decked out with balloons, teddy bears holding hearts, and boxes of chocolates. This year we’re selling the Rose of Eternal Love™. These resin-dipped flowers don’t fool anyone; they’re so dead. I still don’t get why you liked this day so much, Ofe. At least I thought you did. Now that I’ve seen all the holo-yous from Sonia’s watch, everything seems more distant, and I want to remember it all, every Valentine’s Day. I know I’ll have to work harder and be more careful with these memories. When I’m older, will I handle them with white gloves and store them in resin like these eternal roses?

			I pretend to be an AI worker and smile at last-minute customers with a soft blank stare. The man who buys the last rose says it’s a gift that was “meant to be.” Ugh, a saying I hate. Nothing seems meant to be when you think about it, Ofe.

			Reason to leave #15: I might become a Rose of Eternal Love™ under these fluorescents. If I don’t go, I may be stuck at Ronoco forever.

			I arrange the last few teddy bears and organize the candy aisle. Soon, I won’t be working here. I won’t be at Sunshore or in this state, or country, or planet. Ofe, why does every change feel like a tiny death?

			Another customer walks in.

			“Welcome to Ronoco. We’re all out of the Eternal Rose. For your troubles, leftover bears can only be sold with a five-percent discount.”

			I rearrange the last two teddy bears. Soon, I won’t be here.

			“I’ll take a leftover bear at full price.” Roger stands behind me, holding a bouquet of roses. Real roses, Ofe. They’re so hard to come by. They are dark red and curl open.

			I wrap my arms around him and the flowers, and when we kiss, every heart-shaped item in the solar station explodes—

			“I was going to ask if I could still get that discount if I buy another bear.”

			“Shut up.” I kiss him again. “And yes, I’ll be your valentine.”

			The night-shift AI worker arrives, and Roger and I leave hand in hand, clutching the roses and two bears.

			We eat spaghetti at Sorella’s on checkered tablecloths while listening to an old man sing about love while playing a mandolin. There’s no talk of space or college in this wood-paneled room where candelabras drip wax onto decorative wine caskets. Our words revolve around Techno, who should be ready to fly in a few weeks. Our waiter brings us pencils so we can take part in Nona Sorella’s paper-place mat tradition. We flip our place mats over and scribble a secret, a wish, and a hope.

			My secret: I’m not sure I want to go.

			My wish: that Roger loves me too.

			My hope: to patch things up with Mom.

			Maybe her ears ring, ’cause as we’re leaving, I spot Mom sitting at a table on the other side, laughing with a man in an unmistakable guayabera. She doesn’t see me because her crinkly eyes are locked on Rey. She’s happy, which I haven’t seen in a while. We rush out, unseen.

			“So, your mom and Rey?” Roger asks, swinging around a lamppost on Sorella’s patio like he’s about to break into song.

			He’s being sweet, but suddenly I’m not in the mood. First, you have secrets, Ofe, and now Ma does?

			“I know that face,” Roger says. “You want to go, but please stay. I have one more thing planned for our date.”

			“Wait a minute, who said anything about a date?”

			“Oh, I just thought…” Roger scratches the side of his head. I scrunch up my mouth and he catches on to my sarcasm. “Well, you can decide if it’s a date or not at the end of the night. Deal?”

			“Deal.”
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			far enough so that the only sounds come from water

			or from our bodies working to keep our canoe afloat.

			Electric-blue jellies, squids, fish, and algae gleam.

			The more I look at the sea, the more I notice.

			Below, the sea is full of glowing organisms.

			Above, the night birds and drones weave in and out

			of each other’s paths. And here, it’s just me, Roger, the roses,

			and the discounted bears in this canoe. He tries to hold my hands,

			but I use them to explain that sometimes animals glow

			because they’re scared. Other times they might be trying

			to attract a mate. Why did I throw in that last part?

			“You sure you don’t want to be a marine biologist

			instead of an astronaut, Juli? You really light up,

			when you talk about this stuff and—” I don’t want to talk

			about the future. I tell him it’s too much school and money

			and I’m unsure. Roger lifts my hands to his face and kisses them.

			“Well, I’m sure of this: you can do anything, Juli.”

			I don’t have the luciferin molecule,

			but I’m pretty sure my body

			is glowing on this moonless night.
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			We haven’t been able to volunteer much in the past few weeks due to how bad the red tide has been. According to Mami, you can develop a cough from the smell of dead bodies. I’m not sure that’s true, but it’s what Mami says whenever we have red tide. She keeps the windows closed and doesn’t let me sit on the balcony.

			I remember when the red tide was seasonal, something that only happened in the summer. Warm water temperatures plus summer rains washing fertilizer runoff into the gulf equaled no beach time for weeks when we were kids. But now the water is always warm, so the sea is a constantly simmering stew of algae blooms and flesh-eating bacteria. It royally reeks. You know what I’m talking about, right, Ofe? That mix of metal, vinegar, bad onions, and milky mushrooms. So, even though Mom believes you can catch a cough from basically anything, she might be right about the red tide stench.

			“Mask up, and make sure to wear your goggles.” Dr. Lahiri opens her gloved fingertips, checking for tears, and tucks her jet-black ponytail into her hazmat suit. “Also, remember that hydration is key. And if you need to eat anything, return to the center, take off your gloves, and wash your hands first. Got it? Repeat after me: no granola bar on Earth is worth a bacterial infection.”

			We all mumble and laugh, but we know she’s completely serious. Maybe that’s why it’s funny. Dr. Lahiri has conviction about all details when it comes to the safety of her pups and the animals in her lab. Heck, she’s gotten a bunch of teenagers to care enough about the shoreline to volunteer consistently no matter how grueling and smelly the job is.

			It isn’t like anyone ever notices what we do here. Most of our volunteering involves picking up trash and caring for the animals people only learn about once they’re on extinction lists. But Dr. Lahiri is constantly writing articles and conducting research with a small team in a lab and in the field, and somehow she still has enough patience to remind us of procedures. Regardless of whether she’s ever recognized for any of the work she does, she’s caring and dedicated. She takes pride in it. But all the work she does with animals and ecology obviously matters in the grand scheme of things. At least I think it does. It must, right, Ofe? In some way, all these tiny things must make a difference. Honestly, I’m unsure, but when I think of Techno, it all seems like it matters.

			Jeanine and I partner up as usual. We chat a little less because it’s hard to hear each other with the extra gear, and if we take our masks off, the smell will pierce all the way back to our tonsils and burn our throats. I focus on walking to not vomit. Mixing the smell of my barf into this atmosphere would only make everything worse. I’m surprised Jeanine showed up. She’s upset by a dead fish on a regular cleanup day. Now there’s a glistening body every few steps. The beach is a cemetery. Sandpipers skim the shoreline for mollusks.

			We pass a group of teenagers vaping near a mound of sea oat. Dr. Lahiri would tell them each to put on a mask and some goggles, but they seem unbothered by the smell. They laugh with their mouths open, their vapor blooming in the air around them. Ofe, I know our generation gets a bad rap for being too rebellious and indignant or too blasé. But if you grow up knowing the world is eroding, defiance becomes an act of self-preservation. We’ve adapted to the climate, but the sea should not be rust red. It should not be this warm in March. And yet here we are, calling things we’ve played a role in record-breaking and abnormal. If we say we aren’t responsible enough times, we might believe it and absolve ourselves of any guilt. Teenagers will keep hanging out on the beach despite the devastation. Who knows? Maybe one day humans will evolve to not be bothered by red tide. Perhaps we already have. I can’t tell if that’s a tragedy or a triumph.

			Or maybe the beach is a sky. Sea creatures dapple the sand like stars. We sift the shore in silence. We pick up scaled and jellied bodies that have been heaved from the sea with long metal sticks and shovels. I prefer to use my hands. It’s gentler. “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” I whisper to each slippery body. Since she broke up with Alex last week, all Jeanine talks about is California. Besides college, there’s a Roller Derby team there she plans to try out for the moment she lands. Honestly, I’m thankful for the double masks and PPE because I don’t really want to hear about her big plans anymore.

			We both stop at a stingray. It’s a beautiful, dead diamond. I exhale. It’s a two-person job.

			“I’ll pick up,” I say loudly.

			“Pin what?” Jeanine looks up. I can’t tell if her eyes are teary from the stingray or from the red tide stink creeping into her goggles.

			We speak in motions.

			Jeanine opens the bag. “Wait!” She leans closer. “Maybe it’s still alive.”

			“Still alive?” I stick my shovel into the ground, relieved not to feel the heft of a body on it yet. “I doubt it, but let’s check.”

			She holds its stinger from its base, and I gently flip it over, the way Dr. Lahiri taught us. I use my hands because my shovel won’t be able to feel for a pulse.

			With my palm on the ray’s open belly, I look at Jeanine.

			Nothing beats under my hand. I shake my head. Her shoulders fall. I exhale. “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” I say as the ray slides into the garbage bag.

			We keep walking. No more jokes or gestures. A giant nimbus steams magenta overhead, and the sun positions itself to plunge into the sea. We’ve done other red tide cleanups. And yet none of this ever gets any easier.

			“I’m going to wish lish, July.” Jeanine breaks the silence to brighten the mood.

			“What?” I ask, even though I could kind of make out what she was saying.

			“I’m going to miss this,” she repeats, basically shouting over the waves and seagulls pecking at dead fish.

			“You smell dead fish? Really? Where?” I joke, but everything feels heavier after picking up the stingray.

			She rolls her goggled eyes.

			“Me too,” I shout. “Me too.”

			When I was studying for the Cometa training, I read that algae blooms around both coasts of Florida have gotten so massive that they can be seen from outer space.

			We return to the center with our bags full.

			“Hydrate and wash your hands.” She knows we know, but Dr. Lahiri reminds us, nonetheless.

			Jeanine rushes to the bathroom, and I stay behind. Dr. Lahiri writes notes on her tablet. She doesn’t mention the dead animals, but the body count is etched into her furrowed brow.

			“Dr. Lahiri, why do you do this?”

			“What do you mean, Juli?”

			“I mean, you’re brilliant. You could just teach or write books.”

			“I do both those things already.” She looks up with her stylus still running across her screen. She pauses and taps the end of her stylus to her chin. “I do it for the same reason my mom planted trees when I was young. We lived in an area that was slowly being plowed down and developed, yet she planted and dug and harvested.”

			“Is she still alive, your mom?” I regret the hiccup of saying the thing that’s in my head.

			“Yes. She’s now the director of a forest fund.”

			“Oh. Whoa.”

			“Yes. ‘Whoa’ is right. She started with one tree at a time.” Dr. Lahiri looks at me with a question behind her eyes. She knows about Cometa, but beyond a lukewarm congratulations, we’ve never talked much about it. She squints but doesn’t ask me anything. “She also teaches and writes books on the side,” she says with a chuckle.

			“That’s so cool. She sounds incredible.”

			“Juli, we can watch the Earth’s destruction, or we can do something about it.”

			“Wow. Who said that? Like is that a famous quote or something?” Jeanine unscrews the top of a jar of trail mix.

			“I think that’s some OG Dr. Lahiri wisdom,” I say.

			“That could be on a T-shirt, Dr. Lahiri.”

			“Perhaps I should add ‘CEO of a sustainable clothing label’ to my bio.” Dr. Lahiri winks at Jeanine.

			“You should,” Jeanine says earnestly.

			Dr. Lahiri smiles, shakes her head, and returns to her notes.

			“Our bags are by the entrance,” I say, washing my hands in the safety sink before grabbing a granola bar. Then, I start to suit back up.

			“Dr. Lahiri, there was this big stingray.” Jeanine looks at her shoes while pulling down the sleeves of her hazmat suit. She inhales and her breath trembles.

			“I know, I know. It’s bad this time.” Dr. Lahiri puts down her tablet and walks to Jeanine. “Here, take a seat for a moment.” I wonder how long she’ll stay here tonight. Looking over our cleanup notes, adding to her own, reviewing each animal with her team.

			“I think I need to go home.” Jeanine’s voice breaks. “There’s just so many of them out there.”

			Dr. Lahiri offers Jeanine water and tells her to wait in the center until her car arrives. “I understand fully. You’ve done so much. Both of you can go early today. Thank you.”

			I walk out with Jeanine when her car pulls up. Then I turn back to the center. “I think I’ll stay.”
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			and skating and friends and Roger,

			oh, Roger, whom I should stop seeing

			because I know I’m leaving,

			and he knows I’m leaving—

			it’s going to hurt like hell

			to say goodbye. Why

			does everything have an end

			in sight? We can’t live in this

			iridescent valley of high school

			and ignore the world beyond us.

			When it’s over, Roger’s hand

			will untangle from mine.

			Knowing this, I want more time,

			more and more and more and more of it.

			It’s like Mari says: we’ll never see

			every play, read every book, hear

			every song, or taste every food—

			that’s life. That’s it. That’s it?

			When Roger squeezes my hand

			right before a kiss. When Mari ropes

			me into a hair-raising scheme.

			When Sonia tosses her galaxy hair

			before applying lip gloss. When Jeanine

			teaches me a derby move. I want more

			and more and more and more of it.
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			just home from work. I push down the blue lever on the electric kettle. It’s Saturday night, so Ma is out with Rey. The note on the fridge says llámame y come algo. There’s a bulleted list of comidas saludables at the bottom of the paper. Ever since our fight, Ma’s been worried about my health. Si te vas por allá, te vas saludable y fuerte, she says, whenever I complain about her green smoothies and iron-enriched caldos. And yes, Ofe, she says por allá and not al espacio. I’ve yet to hear her say that I’m going to outer space.

			I change out of my Ronoco uniform and opt for a cup of ramen. As the kettle clicks off, I fill the paper cup and hear the rumbling, louder than thunder. A rocket launch? A hurricane? The weather-emergency system wasn’t triggered. On the couch with my soup, I turn on the news. The first spoonful burns my tongue. Sirens wail down the street. I set my cup on the table.

			Mami. I call and call. I can’t get through. I try Rey—nothing. My emergency messages won’t send; the network can never handle calls during actual emergencies. On the screen another building collapses in our neighborhood, Ofe. All the air leaves my body. It’s the Heron. Yes, the place with the pool we’d sneak into during hot summers. “There are four fatalities and counting,” the reporter says, looking somewhere past the camera. “Many are injured. Many are still lost.” This is the term the news uses: many. The people in our neighborhood are the unnamed who have been pushed to the edge of land. Here, many buildings don’t have standard inspections. Many homes are hand-me-downs, cut and rigged into tiny apartments. The waterfront was never supposed to be ours.

			But when the grid flipped, the inner-city folk were priced out of their neighborhoods and moved into affordable waterfront housing. Mami was thrilled, remember, Ofe? She said we could live como ricos but at a fraction of the cost. A little rain and wind seemed like a fair price to pay. A year after we moved in, buildings started collapsing.

			Government officials give in to developers, building inspectors sign off, property managers stay quiet to keep their jobs, sure, and somewhere along the way, human lives became less valuable than profit. The blame gets lost in the shuffle. Because they were all just doing their jobs, but whose job is it to care?

			I call again. Still no answer. Roger? Mari? Sonia? Jeanine? I can’t get ahold of anyone. This is the closest collapse yet. From the balcony, I see clouds, dust, ambulance lights. The air is metal and smoke. The crowd coagulates on the boardwalk. ERT tents pop up on the beach. Reason to leave #16 (this is also reason #1): as a Cometa Ranger, I could buy Mom a house, a real house, away from the water.

			We know the cause. We know people will get hurt. And yet no one has done anything to prevent this. The sea is green and still. Every one of my cells rages. Salt and water, agua y sal, salt water—the thing that drew wealth to this area is also a critical part of its demise.

			There is a knock at the door, and I run through the apartment.

			“Hello, neighbor.” Ms. Chee smiles, and I fall into her arms. I press my face into her eyelet blouse.

			“I can’t get ahold of her.” I catch my breath. “What if she’s stuck?”

			“Come, come.” With her arm still resting on my shoulders, Ms. Chee leads me to her apartment. “Albee, please, the kettle,” she says as we walk through the door.

			“On it, and hello, Julieta.” Mr. Chee folds his newspaper. They are the only people I know who subscribe to the paper newspaper. It’s niche and old-fashioned, but I guess they are too. At the table I dry my eyes with a cloth napkin. Mr. Chee puts the kettle on the stove. Ms. Chee lowers the news on their TV; they still have an old flat-screen, not a holoscreen. I’m telling you, Ofe, this place is a time capsule. The news loops footage recorded by a jogger.

			“We don’t have service yet either, but we can wait with you, Juli.” Ms. Chee sits near me. “I’m sure she’s trying her best to come home to you quickly.”

			“Yes, you know how congested the streets get in emergency situations.” Mr. Chee says.

			I stare at the news and ask what I’m thinking: “Why does the world always feel like it’s ending?”

			“Here, this blend always helps my nerves.” Mr. Chee places a cup of tea in front of me. It’s an old ceramic mug with painted spoonbills on the side. The three of us sit and take long sips from our perfectly warm chrysanthemum tea.

			“You know, Juli, we’ve lived a long, long time. Mr. Chee and I, we’ve seen a lot together.” She tilts her head at her husband and smiles.

			“Good and bad,” he says. “Through all my years teaching, one thing all my students had in common was that they felt the world was ending.”

			“Really?” I take a deep inhale, and the warm steam rises through my nose. I still need to know where Mom is, but at this moment, I’m thankful for my neighbors and glad to not be waiting alone on our balcony.

			Then there’s a knock. All of us jump.

			“¡Hola, hola!” Cricket skips into the apartment. Sonia is a few feet behind him.

			“Juli?” She runs in and gives me a hug. “Where’s your mom?” She knows the answer by the look on my face. She brings me in for a tighter embrace.

			“You okay, Ms. Chee and Mr. Chee too?” Cricket looks around the kitchen. “You have any shortbread today?”

			“Cricket.” Sonia shakes her head. “Mom sent us to check in on everyone, not to steal their food.”

			Ms. Chee laughs. “It’s okay. Cricket knows we always have snacks here. And you’re in luck because Mr. Chee baked a clementine cake last night.”

			“I’m sure we can take a five-hour break, right, Sonia?”

			“You mean ‘five-minute’?” Sonia laughs. “And, yes, okay.”

			We have tea and cake at the table. We’re all worried, so we don’t talk much except to laugh at Cricket’s jokes.

			“So, space, Juli?” Ms. Chee says over her mug. “Is it true?”

			I nod and fill my mouth with cake—almonds, maple, citrus—it’s every holiday at once. “If anyone can do it, Juli can,” Sonia says. I know she’s just trying to be supportive since the other night at Rey’s. She looks down at her watch, trying to get 12G signal.

			“That’s true,” Mr. Chee says. “I’m sure you could do anything you put your mind to, Juli.”

			“Especially if you really care about it.” Ms. Chee takes a long, slow sip.

			“What?” I ask.

			“Passion, my dear. It’s central to what we do,” Ms. Chee says.

			“Can I visit?” Cricket twirls around the table.

			“Um, I don’t know. Maybe.”

			“I gotta ask my mom though, right? She’d be a little sad, maybe, about me going.”

			“Hello?” Mami and Rey appear in the doorway. “I knocked, and it was open, so—Juli.” Mom runs over to me.

			“Ma!” I hug her hard. “I was so worried.”

			“Me too, mija. I’m so glad you’re okay.” Mom kisses my forehead and each side of my face repeatedly.

			Rey smiles with everything but his eyes. “We were closing up the bakery when we heard the collapse.” His voice shakes. “There’s so much rubble.”

			Still holding my hand, Mom takes in a big breath. “Thank you so much, Nhu Le and Albee.”

			“Of course,” Ms. Chee says.

			“Sonia, Cricket? Is your mom okay?”

			“Yes, yes! She sent us to check in with everyone in the building, but then Mr. Chee had delicious cake!” Cricket hops behind Mr. Chee’s chair and wraps his arms around his shoulders.

			“Good. Keep checking in with everyone and see if you can gather donations.” Mom directs us, using what I imagine is her nurse assistant voice. “Towels, blankets, clothes, shelf-stable food, pillows,” she says, steadying her voice. “Rey and I can drop off supplies in the morning, and I’ll swing by the hospital to see what they can donate before my shift.”

			“I’m coming too!” I shout. “You can’t leave me.”

			“All right, yes. We can use the help, mija.”

			“Wi-Fi is back up!” Sonia smiles into her watch.

			“Excellent. Try not to jam the phone lines. People are looking for their families….” Rey’s voice dissolves like static from the emergency system.

			“All right, Cricket, come now. I’ll cut you one more slice before you go,” Mr. Chee says.

			“Yippee! One more slice of cake, and then I’ll get to work.” Cricket hops into the kitchen behind Mr. Chee. My watch beeps. My heartbeat falls back into my chest. Roger has been in the back of my mind all evening.

			“Roger, you okay?”

			“Yeah, I’m good. I’m here with Mari and her family. Abuela was playing cards with her grandma when it happened. Are you all okay?”

			Sonia walks up behind me. “Your sugar glider is safe here conmigo, Roger,” she says, squeezing my arm.

			I pinch her back lightly and roll my eyes. It’s good to be friends again.

			“Good. Good.” Roger’s voice jumps with static. Sonia joins Cricket at the table. Everyone starts sending messages from their watches and tablets to family and friends who live in the neighborhood.

			“I’m so glad you’re okay.” Roger pauses.

			“Me too. I better go help out. See you tomorrow?”

			I’m about to swipe away his call when he says, “Wait! Juli.” He’s silent for a moment, but I can hear him taking a big breath. “I love you.”

			“Roger,” I whisper at my wrist. “I’m on my watch; everyone can hear you.”

			“I don’t care who hears. I love you! I love you. I love you, Julieta Villarreal!”

			When I look up from my watch, everyone in the room is looking at me. I can hear Mari giggling wildly on the other side of the call.

			“I gotta go, Roger. See you tomorrow.” I tap away the call. My face must look like a giant beet.

			Sonia raises her eyebrows and covers her mouth with her hands. She’s about to explode.

			“Zip it, Sonia,” I say sternly.

			She raises her arms and squeals anyway. “Oh my! He looooves you!” Sonia spins around me.

			“Yuck, yuck, blah!” Cricket sticks his tongue out and shakes his head.

			All the adults go back to talking about the logistics of collecting donations, but I see Mami’s mouth curling up at one corner.
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			the linen closet and sets aside anything we can give to the displaced families who will likely be living in a tent city on the beach for a while.

			I split a cold bottle of Malta into two glasses, and we sit in the kitchen for a moment before she gets up to scour the apartment for anything that might be useful. “So, you and Rey, huh? How’s that going?” I decide to beat her to it before she can say anything about Roger.

			“It’s getting late, mija.”

			“I see how you guys make eyes at each other.” It’s true, Ofe. It’s like their eyes lock, and they can’t help but smile, even when I’m around and they try to keep a straight face. “So, like, are you guys dating?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe.” Mom begins filling a tote bag with non-perishables and batteries. “He’s a kind man.”

			“Right.” I don’t mean to sound sarcastic, but something about her calling Rey a kind man makes me scoff, even though he is truly a kind man, probably the kindest man I’ve known. Maybe too kind? That can be a thing, right, Ofe? No one wants to be with too kind of a person. That would be a nightmare. “So, you don’t know if you’re dating?” I ask. Again, my tone is off.

			“I guess.” Ma pauses, smiling. Probably thinking of Rey’s stupidly kind face. “We’re seeing what happens.”

			“Sure. That’s always a good plan.”

			“You can ask me anything you want, Juli. You know that, right? About me, Rey, anything.”

			“I should try and get some rest,” I say.

			“Good idea, mija. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

			“Hasta mañana, banana,” I say, surprising myself with this callback to our childhood.

			“Buenas noches, cenote,” Mom says, blowing me a kiss.

			In bed, I bunch up my covers and switch pillows, I try anything to get comfortable, but when I close my eyes, all I see is the pile of crumbled concrete. People lost their homes. Families. Maybe some were eating dinner. Maybe they were watching a movie and cracking up together. Maybe they were arguing. I have to stop arguing with Mom about everything. I toss and turn in bed for another hour, then give up and go out into the living room.

			Mom is on the couch, folding towels. Without looking up, she says, “Ven, corazón.”

			Corazón, our nickname, Ofe. We were her corazoncitos because our hearts beat inside her where we grew toes and fingers. But when you died, Ma’s corazón changed. She’s been kind, but not warm. Loving, but ashamed—of me?

			Since the Cometa letter, she’s got no reason to think things will get better for us. I don’t know how else to explain it, other than it feels like she’s preparing to say goodbye. Maybe I’m asking too much from a woman who’s been cracked open by loss, but here, leaning on her shoulder, I want to be her corazón again. I need my mom back.

			“Why does stuff like this happen? Why does it keep happening?” I ask. “Why doesn’t anyone do anything?” Panic knocks all the wind out of my lungs. I crash into Mom’s lap.

			“People are trying to do something. Every single day. It takes time and effort and persistence.” Mom strokes through my knotted curls. She hums; she rocks; she cradles. I think of Techno, who is still recovering, and of Dr. Lahiri, who cares so much, but she is only one person.

			“Okay, Juli. If we aren’t going to fall asleep, then there’s something I want to show you that might make you feel a little better.”

			I lift my head slightly.

			“I’ll be right back.” Mom wiggles out from under me. My head sinks onto the pile of towels.

			“Nothing can make me feel better right now,” I say, but it’s not true. Roger said he loves me. Maybe he was just caught in the moment though. He said he loves me. And I froze up. He loves me, Ofe.

			“Okay, you ready?” Mom calls out.

			“Yup.” I play along, barely moving.

			Then Ma glides out in full Roller Derby garb.

			“What in the world?”

			“I’ve seen you skating on the boardwalk. At first I thought I was imagining things, but then I was sweeping, and I saw all your derby gear stuffed under your bed.” She laughs. “Trust me, I know this stuff is hard to hide. Your abuela was always so afraid of me skating and rompiéndome el culo.”

			I can’t close my mouth. “Mom! I—wait, I had no idea. You skate?”

			“Skated. I’m pretty rusty,” she says, doing an impeccable grapevine around the coffee table. “But I still got it.”

			I can’t stop laughing. “You know tricks too? Whoa, I need a moment to process. What? How did we never know?”

			“All right, come on, Juli—get your skates on.”

			“But there’s a curfew tonight because of the collapse.”

			“Who said anything about going outside?” Mom pushes the coffee table to the side of the couch. “This is our rink.”

			We skate around the living room until we’re both finally able to sleep.
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			our state is the butt of every joke. And yes, Florida man headlines

			are often accurate, but there are also people who show up

			for each other, who clean up after a storm, who share what they can

			in an emergency. Rey cooks all night for displaced residents; Mami

			races around each morning to collect supplies before her shifts.

			Jeanine and the Skirtbags roll through the makeshift housing

			with hygiene kits. Mari, Sonia, and Roger perform skits for the kids.

			Dr. Lahiri rounds up volunteers to survey families and assess needs.

			Familiar faces offer relief in a time of so much grief. When Mami wept

			in bed all last year, people brought warm meals no matter the weather.

			We relearn the world and pick up the pieces together.
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			at the end of the boardwalk. We see them before we hear them, and then, when we’re close enough, I realize they are singing in Spanish. Many Heron residents are from Central and South America. The entire block is made of bodegas, mercados, discotecas, and fresh juice stands. That’s why Rey decided to open his diner here. He said it felt like a slice of home when we were unloading boxes of baked goods and towels from the bakery truck. The emergency camp is split into three sections: there are medical tents, shelters, and a large tent that serves as a waiting room for people searching for family members.

			A daughter, a sister, a father, a son, a friend, a neighbor—their faces are pasted on signs with questions marks and phone numbers to call. There are flowers and candles and stuffed animals hugging the perimeter of the camp. People cry and huddle together. Some stare off into the sea.

			“Here, Juli.” Mom hands me a box of linens from all the supplies Sonia and Cricket collected from residents of our building.

			I walk the towels over to the supply shelter. I walk past a crying girl and her mother. In the back of the van, I catch my breath and pick up another box. Sorry, sorry, sorry, I should have said to them, but I kept walking. Nothing I say could reverse the shattering of their hearts. At this moment, my sorrys don’t do anything.

			Over the past two weeks, the beach has transformed from a red tide hazard zone into a refuge for scared and mourning families. When you live in a part of town that’s predicted to flood, it can feel like all you can do is watch and wait. The shoreline laps at us, but most of us don’t have anywhere else to go. We can buy supplies, board our windows, and hold our breaths until the storm passes over us, but the salt water still eats away at buildings, slowly, so all we can do is brace ourselves for impact.

			For two weeks, I’ve done nothing but help with recovery efforts. No school. No Skirtbags. No Tehcno. I carry more boxes from Rey’s bakery truck to the tent. I keep avoiding the faces of those who are grieving. Would going to outer space help? Would I worry less about these families, or about the washed-up sea life, or about the receding shoreline? I pause and rest on the seawall.

			“Orange juice?” I recognize Roger’s voice and scuffed navy Converse.

			“Thanks.” I take the carton. Condensation seeps into my fingertips. Sweat runs down Roger’s face. “Cool vest.” I pause. I want to say those three words back, but I don’t. “You look like an orange. Did you make this out of your sweat?” I shake the juice carton.

			“You wish.” Roger laughs. “I went to see Techno this morning, Dr. Lahiri was at the lab. She’s organized a whole group of volunteers.”

			“Oh, cool. I’m helping Rey and my mom unload donations, and then I’ll join.” I look out and see more orange vests across the beach. “How’s Techno?”

			“So good! ¡Que luchador! His leg is basically healed, and soon he’ll be better and ready to—”

			“To fly away?” This thought fills me with joy and sadness at once.

			“I was going to call, in case you wanted to join, but I wasn’t sure if…”

			I know, I know, I know, Ofe. He poured his heart out, and I was like, Ciao, gotta go. And I’ve avoided talking about it since. I suck at this stuff.

			“It’s fine. Maybe we can stop by later together.” I lace my hand into his. “Thanks again. I needed a pick-me-up.” I inch toward him, kiss his shoulder, and then nuzzle my head into his neck for a moment before picking up my box of towels. He smells like oranges blossoms and salt.

			Roger wipes away the sweat and blush from his cheeks. “Want help?”

			“I got this one, but there are about forty more in the van.” I motion back to Rey’s truck with my mouth as I walk away with the towels.

			We move all the boxes and then join Dr. Lahiri and the other volunteers. Dr. Lahiri is updating the communication tree she set up to reunite families. Students are passing out water and paper fans to people waiting to hear back from first responders.

			“Good to see you, Juli.” Dr. Lahiri looks up quickly from her clipboard.

			I wave back as I vest up and sign up to pass out water. Mami and Rey will be heading back to the bakery to pick up lunch for families from the building and first responders. Fifteen people have been found so far. Since it was a Saturday evening, thankfully a lot of people were out. Families returned to find everything gone, and worse, others returned to the devastating reality that their loved ones might not have survived the collapse. I lose my breath for a moment.

			The air is thick, the sky hangs heavy, heavy, heavy.

			“Yes, we need more coloring sheets over here.” Mari rushes about on the far side of the tent, the side reserved for waiting families. “The puppets will begin in five minutes.”

			Mari, Sonia, and Cricket set up an area for kids. And you’re not going to believe this, Ofe. Shears and Martha are putting on a puppet show story time. Yes, you heard correctly. And somehow it looks like the kids are laughing.

			I pass out another box of water to a young couple. “I’m Juli, and I’m here to help,” I say, as the other volunteers do.

			The more I look around, the more faces I recognize. The Chees are here, and there are Sunshore teachers in matching white visors, and the basketball team is putting up another shelter. Jeanine and her family pass out long-term hotel vouchers. The local government will provide tents, but Jeanine’s parents bought out an entire hotel to help families who lost their homes.
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			about, but Techno won’t stop

			chirping this morning. He’s able to hop

			now and balances on the tree branch

			we placed in his cage. Roger says

			he’s singing to encourage me to say yes

			to going to prom, but birds like me don’t care

			about dances. Roger writes down the notes

			Techno sings to try to decipher them. He swears

			they’re each unique. He’s a real bird understander—

			someone who watches and listens and waits.

			And Techno, a fiery wonder, always leaves us

			awestruck. I say, “Yes, Roger, you’re in luck,

			mainly because I want to see how Mari’s Twenty-Year Jump

			prom theme is going to pan out.” But my heart sings

			something wild when Roger kisses me. My heart song

			sounds like this: I’ll miss. I’ll miss. I’ll miss.

			All this, I’ll miss. Heck, Techno won’t be around

			in twenty years. (Assuming I survive this mission,)

			I’ll be thirty-seven, a.k.a. almost forty.

			Mom will be older too. You know, I always thought

			she was one of those women who would look the same

			no matter what, but lately I’ve noticed small lines

			around her eyes and mouth. It’s like when I look at Techno

			under a magnifying glass. Each of his colors has more depth

			and dimension. Each feather carries a story.

			Maybe I’m anthropomorphizing, but the more you look

			at something, or someone, the more you notice

			and the more you understand.
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			than an active waiting area, but people still show up

			with candles, stuffed animals, photos, and signs

			that multiply. The news is dismal. The body count rises.

			Those who are left, the ones who happened to be out

			on a Saturday night, the ones who arrived

			just after—well, I know as much as anyone

			that there is irrevocable guilt that comes

			with survival. School isn’t canceled. It never is.

			There are still eight missing students. We hold

			a moment of silence for them each morning,

			but I know it’s not enough. None of it is.

			In a couple of weeks, we’ll drop the moment

			of silence, and the flag will be raised back up

			as if none of this ever happened.

			The news will start covering tech and biohacking

			fads again and feel-good stories,

			like the one about the crocodile

			at the zoo that let a turtle stay on its head

			for a week. They aren’t “best buds

			having fun” as the news anchor called them.

			They’re just two animals in captivity

			trying to survive.

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: SCHOOL AND COMETA SEEM LESS IMPORTANT]
				

			

			after the building collapses. The long days knit themselves into short weeks. It rains and rains leaving a gray sky over all of us. Spring break rolls around, but no one feels like doing anything. How could we? We sit in sorrow by the sea. We sit at home, listening to the news. We keep living in our own dilapidated buildings, waiting for change. This world is rubble. It’s too much death. It’s the crushing weight of the sky collapsing.

			I think of calling Martha for a session, but I don’t. Mami and I are talking again, but I can’t share how I’m feeling. I don’t want her to get sad, especially since she’s been so focused on getting supplies to the recovery site and helping others. Here I am at Ronoco, mindlessly working. But every screen replays the collapse. I wish there were more I could do, but even thinking this feels insignificant.

			Morningstar has left me a few messages, which I’ve saved. I can’t think of Cometa lately. Like, I know it’s happening, and I think I’m excited, but I am unable to call her back. I don’t know how to respond. The world is garbage. This could be a reason to stay or go. I replay her last three messages.

			
				“Hello, Juli. It’s Morningstar. You have not responded to my last few messages. I’m checking in with you after the collapse. And I want to make sure you are all set to move into the Cometa facility the day after graduation. Call me back when you can. Again, it’s Audra Morningstar.”

				“Juli. It’s Morningstar again. Please call back with confirmation.”

				“It’s Agent Morningstar again, Juli. Please confirm that you’ve received my messages. Call me back asap, Ranger.”

			

			“Juli.” Roger walks through the door. “Did you see the message? It’s happening.”

			“Morningstar’s?” I ask, confused.

			“No, Dr. Lahiri’s. Techno’s ready to fly.” He jumps over the counter and gives me a hug. Then we kiss until we’re both out of breath.

			“This is amazing!” I say, holding his face between my hands. “Let’s go!”

			He catches his breath. “Do you need to close up?”

			“I’m allowed to use a Ronoco AI worker to cover my shift in emergency situations. This counts in my book,” I say, pushing the button to call for the AI sub. Roger and I run out of the station to send Techno into the sky.
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			Dr. Lahiri is hunched over Techno’s enclosure. We stand on either side of her, watching the small bird flutter from brand to branch. It’s effortless and swift. It’s almost as if he had never been injured.

			“Ready?” Dr. Lahiri says before I can fully process that this means goodbye. Once again.

			Roger shakes his head. “I can’t believe this fallen bird recovered.”

			I squat so I’m at eye level with Techno. “You did it.”

			The building’s back door opens to the woods.

			“He’ll need to carry on with his migration path soon,” Dr. Lahiri says. She’s cradling Techno between her hands. “Last words?”

			“Goodbye, feathered friend.” Roger smiles.

			“Thank you” is all I can muster.

			Dr. Lahiri opens her hands. Techno stands for a moment, and then he’s in the air.

			His wings move faster than my heartbeat. I feel the urge to fly after him. If only I could grow wings, get a running start, and leap into the sky. Wait! I want to cry out. Take me with you, please!

			Techno’s belly is redder against the clear blue.

			We watch Techno fly until he’s a speck in the sky. We three who are anchored to the earth must also look like crumbs or dust from his point of view. We’re unimportant, but together we did something good.

			In this moment, I feel ready to be a part of Cometa. I stay outside the rehabilitation center to call Morningstar back. I may be a crumb, but I can believe that small things matter. The call rings, and a knot forms in my stomach as I hope she doesn’t answer. I feel sure about this. I do. Maybe it’s just nerves.

			“Hello?”

			I didn’t expect Agent Morningstar to answer on the first ring. “Sorry. It’s Juli. Juli Villarreal.”

			“At long last, Ranger.” Morningstar sucks all the spit from between her teeth. “I was about to turn to the wait list.”

			“No. No need. I’m calling to confirm. I’ll be there,” I say.

			“Excellent.” She pauses. “How’s your family doing after the Heron’s collapse?”

			“Okay. My mom and I were not nearby. She’s volunteering with some friends to make sure families have supplies. It’s all so inspir—”

			“That’s great, Juli, great. See you the day after graduation.”

			Then all I hear is the empty tone of an open line.
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			of a catastrophe, Ofe, but if you stop to look, you’ll see more:

			a scarlet chest; feathers that are not only brown but prismatic;

			a short beak that adapted to find food because their arctic

			breeding grounds melt earlier each year, triggering an accelerated

			food chain that they can’t always keep up with; a small body built

			to travel the distance to the moon. The more you look at the bird,

			the more you care for it. The more you care for it, the more you hope

			it will make it. The more hope you carry, the more the world

			seems full of possibilities. I close my eyes, take a big breath,

			and imagine Techno flying steadily somewhere over the equator.
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			rock formations on the ground and metallic palm fronds hanging angularly from the ceiling. There’s luckily no new disco ball yet. Instead, there’s a singular spotlight that streams from the center of the ceiling. The light beam is a memorial, Mari tells me and Roger as we walk in hand in hand. Prom was almost canceled, but Mari had a vision.

			“Because we need something to look forward to,” she says, “despite all the heartbreak in this terrible world.” The theme is imagined futures.

			The most popular prom costumes: robots, aliens, nomadic survivalists, and defrosted cryogenically frozen celebrities. The future looks rather grim, or at least the teenage interpretation of it does.

			“What are you two supposed to be?” Sonia’s lavender eyelashes blink at us.

			I open my felted feather cape. “We’re dressed like Techno.” Mom stayed up all night hot gluing these. I puff out my scarlet chest.

			“Can’t you tell?” Roger’s pulse flutters in his palm.

			“All right, all right, smile, lovebirds!” Sonia snaps a photo.

			“Shall we?” Roger motions to the drink table; maybe he notices me chipping at the edges of my nails. Why do parties always make me feel like I’m running a marathon?

			Jeanine skates in, waving at everyone in her path. Students step aside as she glides by in derby garb that’s made of computer parts. It reminds me of the AR sensor suit her dad wears to work. Maybe we aren’t too far from the future we imagine. I wave Jeanine over. We drink iced butterfly pea flower tea that changes from blue to purple with a few drops of lemon juice, CONGRATS, GRADS is scrawled across the floor in metallic letters.

			“I doubt Sunsuck will make it.” I laugh.

			“True,” Roger says, watching the sour droplets bloom violet in his cup. “But it’s made it this far.”

			Jeanine and Mari join us. “Someone help me figure out what Mari is, please,” Jeanine says. “She refuses to give me a hint.”

			Mari lifts her bowler hat from her face. She’s dressed in a black turtleneck and high-waisted slacks.

			“You’re a mime from the future?” I give her a nudge with my elbow and giggle.

			“Or a tech bro who moonlights as a Charlie Chaplin impersonator?”

			Jeanine nearly chokes on her pea flower punch.

			“What? Nooo.” Mari flings her arms up. She knows we’re hopeless. “I am the unknown. The mystery of what’s to come.”

			“Well, whatever you are, this place is capital-A austere, Mari,” I say, realizing Mari is completely serious about every tiny design decision she’s made.

			“It’s wicked eerie, but without trying, you know what I mean? You nailed it.” Roger nods.

			“I took a page from Theatre of the Absurd and made it as bare-bones as possible.” Mari says. “Our ideas of the future should fill the space between.”

			“That’s deep,” Jeanine says from behind the silver face mask of her futuristic-skater-girl costume.

			“And weird,” Sonia adds, “but brilliant. To the future!” Sonia toasts the air, then tosses back the last bit of her purple drink.

			I peer at the dark spaces between the décor. I can’t fill in the future. AIDJ plays dance music from the stage, but no one dances. Does everyone else still see a falling building when they close their eyes at night? How can we have a good time when families are still separated and camping out on the beach? This is when Martha would tell me that I can’t change everything. But can I change anything? It might be the felt wings or the thick brown leggings, but I’m broiling. I adjust the cape strings tied around my neck. The future is too much to think about.

			I want to rush home and be in the present, screaming into a pillow.

			“You okay?” Roger asks. How do I tell him that I can’t imagine the future without you, Ofe? Time doesn’t stop, not even when your sister dies and the world as you know it is collapsing upon itself.

			“I just need some air.”

			“Me too, girl. Me too.” Sonia flips shimmering strands away from her shoulder. “Who knew the future would be so damn hot!”

			I want to make a global warming joke, but I don’t have it in me. This Earth already feels like an overboiled egg, ready to crack at any moment. Sonia and I walk down a hall when all the lights go out.

			“Jeez. They can’t even keep the power on in this place.” Sonia turns on the flashlight on her watch. She’s on the e-stream. “Hey-o from Sunshore, world’s dumpster-fire high school. It’s prom, so of course the AC is busted again! And now the lights are out!”

			Students walk-run out of the gym. Mari, of course, directs traffic. “Follow me.” She winks as she shuffles by. There’s a citywide blackout, which happens when the grid overheats. My watch flashes. It’s a message from Mom. She’s safe. She says to stay put and make the most of it, mija.

			TQM, I message back with a kissy face, a spaceship, and a teddy bear emogram.

			Then we’re sprinting. Jeanine swipes open the door. Since she’s Shears’s student assistant, she has access to the entire school, including the rooftop pool reserved for swim meets. We climb up. The emergency lights turn the pool water purple. Night drones flash yellow lights to signal that this is not a climate catastrophe. From the rooftop, the city is dark, save for a few driverless cars still on the road. In some ways, this place already feels like the future.

			“If we’re stuck here, we might as well swim!” Mari takes off her pants and leaps into the pool in her bowler hat and turtleneck.

			Students shed their costumes and splash into the water. Jeanine dives in. Sonia follows, still streaming. She leaves on her wig for dramatic effect.

			“Milady?” Roger kisses me on the cheek. I catch our reflection in an electric-violet ripple. He’s in his underwear with wings folded over his arms. My heart slides up to my throat and back down again. I love you! I want to scream from the rooftop. A group of students next to us runs and cannonballs. We’re suddenly soaked. We laugh, and I untie my wings and strip down to my red leotard. Then I grab Roger’s hand, and we jump in.

			This all feels like a movie scene from the high school experience I would have had if I hadn’t spent so much time avoiding everyone. Except this isn’t a movie, Ofe. It’s happening here and now. And for the first time all night, I’m less worried about the future.
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			Ofe. Sunshore’s valedictorian, Jeanine (of course), was too nervous, so she asked Mari to speak with her. They weave between funny and heartfelt words.

			“All right, Pelicans! We made it! Despite everything, we’re here, and we’re leaving this school together, not as awkward classmates, but as friends,” Jeanine says, glancing back at my row. “Look around: these friends will be your constellation of support no matter where you go.”

			Mari comically pulls the mic down to her height.

			“Exactly. Like it or not, these people know the best, worst, and most embarrassing, and I mean most humiliating, versions of you.”

			A wave of laughter moves through all the graduating students.

			Jeanine and Mari crack jokes as they talk about our future in the abstract. It’s the only way, Ofe, because none of us really know what’s coming. The older I get, the more I realize that even adults have no idea what they’re doing or what they want most of the time.

			Robed and proud, our teachers watch, their eyes full of grand dreams for us. Oh, how they hope that we will change the world. Our families gleam in the audience behind signs and cameras. We’re all wearing teal polyester and smiling widely, although our eyes are wildly afraid.

			Mari places her hand over her heart. “Here’s to you and all your beginnings, Sunshore!”

			Damn, she’s good. I have too much eyeliner on to cry, so I drink in a long breath before the next part of the ceremony, the part I dread the most.

			The crowd cheers, and bio-confetti rains all over us. I thought this was supposed to happen at the end, but since Mari is involved, I’m sure she negotiated extra flare.

			Then Shears steps up to the podium. He clears his throat, preparing us for his unchained melody of name butchering. He should really let an AI take over this part of his job (and probably other parts too).

			Sonia is the first of our friends who is called up. She struts up, e-streaming (of course) and looking like she’s on her way to winning a fancy international film award rather than shaking Shears’s hand in exchange for a blank paper tube. We have a long way to go until the letter V. I’m okay with it though because despite loathing this place, I want to stay in this moment a little longer. Roger, Mari, and Jeanine receive their diplomas.

			And then Shear says, “Ofelia Villarreal.” He clears his throat. “Please stand and join me in a moment of silence to commemorate a Sunshore student who was taken from this Earth too soon.” Everyone stands. I look around at all the people who knew you: the newspaper club, the cheerleaders, the Treble Rebels, the Spanish club, all your classmates and teachers. Sonia, Roger, Mari, and Jeanine hug me, and clustered we breathe together for sixty seconds. You lived and loved loudly, Ofe. There’s a palpable sadness in the air above all the graduation caps. I’m not the only one who misses you.

			I’m still standing when Shears calls my name. “Julieta Villarreal?” I inhale and wipe my tears. I know I’ll be charged extra for the rental because of the tears and eyeliner that stain my sleeves. I walk slowly toward the podium. Shears fills the time with space puns. “Join me in recognizing Sunshore’s first Cometa Ranger. She reports to training tomorrow afternoon, if I’m not mistaken.” He salutes me before shaking my hand. “Congratulations, Juli. Make us proud up there.”

			Between the puffy eyes, the snot, my frizzy-ass hair, and the graduation cap that keeps tilting to one side despite all the bobby pins we used to secure it in place, I look like one of the undercover humans from mom’s new favorite reality show, AI Island. But like Jeanine said, despite everything, we made it. I turn to the audience, and Mami snaps a bunch of photos. Everyone cheers for me—the nobody turned cosmonaut—and I want to dissolve like all the confetti biodegrading into the wet morning grass.
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			It’s a little past eleven. In less than twenty-four hours, I’ll be on a van en route to the preparation facility. We drink your favorite strawberry soda, the one Ms. Chee always bought for us. We recap the best and the worst of what you’ve missed this year. I drape my tassels over your stone, including the one the Skirtbags made for me out of glittering shoelaces tied together. You would have loved this group of rowdy and hilarious skaters. O, you would have been amazed by so much of what’s happened in the past few months. This was supposed to be our year, Ofe.

			Jeanine, Mari, and Sonia peel off around three in the morning. They make up some excuse about younger siblings waiting for them to do something annoying, but when Sonia winks at me after I hug her, I know they just want to give me and Roger some space. I hold them each close before they leave. They’ll be there on launch day, but once I’m in the preparation facility, I’ll basically become a Cometa droid, so we won’t be able to see each other or speak much before then.

			Roger stays. We both know leaving means getting closer to saying goodbye. We talk and kiss until we fall asleep on the grass.

			I wake up in his arms, and I imagine you calling me sinvergüenza and making so much fun of me for spending my first night with my boyfriend in a cemetery. So very goth, I know.

			Roger’s still asleep.

			I snuggle into his neck. “I love you too,” I whisper.

			“I know, Juli.” He hugs me tightly. His heart beats against my chest. “It is good to hear you say it out loud though.” He smiles so wide, his dimples appear, and then he repeatedly kisses my forehead while stroking my hair.

			“Hey, I thought you were sleeping.”

			He laughs. “Can we stay like this for one moment longer?”

			We watch the last stars fade into the pale plum sky. Night drones fly back to their charging posts. A long pink strand of roseate spoonbills flies across the sky. We hold each other silently. Knowing only that we love each other, we’re okay with not knowing the answers to everything else in the world. If this moment were a snow globe, I’d fill it with every reason to stay.
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			Yes, it’s launch day, Ofe. I can do this.

			The weeks at the Cometa preparation facility whirred by in a blur of safety trainings, launch-sequence drills, and medical examinations.

			It was exhausting, but at least I had the upper hand on the rangers from the other regions, who had to fly in from all over the country and then jump straight into launch prep. For me, it was just a few hours’ ride to the Atlantic coast in a fancy SpaceZ van. NASP had taken over some nearby old infrastructure from some now-defunct government space program of yore and given it a glow-up, and that’s what they were using for the Cometa launch. Which means, lucky me and my fellow Southeast delegates, we get to head into launch with home field advantage. Not that I feel in any way more confident now that the day has come.

			“T-minus three hours and counting,” Mission Control calls through my earpiece.

			An announcer with the affect of a fútbol game host calls New American Cometa Rangers to the press platform by region to wave goodbye to their families and smile for the cameras. Each group will be probed about our feelings and about how proud we are to be serving our country. Morningstar stands near the stage, at the ready. She’s always like this around the press, even though she’s prepped us with trial interviews ad nauseam. Chaos is not in her vocabulary. Morningstar has made this clear throughout training.

			The three rangers from the Northeast are so in sync and confident, they might be in a pop band. They wave in big strokes all at once, pivot, and smile. The Southwesterners look a lot like us. They keep their hands by their sides in tight fists when they respond to reporters’ questions. I wonder if they are avoiding looking out at their families. The Northwesterners are casual and cool. They strut with swagger as if this were just another day, as if this were normal. The Midwestern rangers are next; I observe them closely. They smile with closed mouths. They laugh softly at reporters’ jokes. Their eyes crinkle. They’re so nice.

			“And from the Southeast, Omira Salvatierra, Neel Patel, Juli Villarreal, and alternate Jo Song,” the announcer says.

			“Oh shit, here we go,” Omira says, just loud enough to make us all chuckle.

			Suited up, I join Neel, Omira, and Jo on the platform. We’re asked how it feels to be part of the first New American space crew. “Julieta Villarreal, are you ready to represent your country?” Their question hangs in the air.

			I tense up. It’s 100 degrees out, but all my nerves are frozen like a car loaded with too much Freon.

			There are words I’m supposed to string together, but I can’t remember them, so I answer monosyllabically. “Love it. So cool,” I say, before my mouth freezes shut, and I let the other rangers—who I’m sure will have more compelling responses—take the lead.

			I spot him, and my throat and chest soften and warm—Roger. It’s hard to believe that five weeks ago, we were learning each other’s bodies and hearts, becoming more ourselves together. I can do this. Roger chats with Ma and Rey. To his left, Sonia and Jeanine giggle at whatever Mari says while she balances brass opera binoculars on her nose. Mari sees me looking and waves frantically. They all join in. I want to leap past the cameras and run to them, but I don’t. I just wave and return to another reporter trying to get my attention. I can do this.

			I roll my shoulders back and hide my fear behind my smile and good posture. Our flight suits are ironically sponsored by Ronoco’s sister company PurOil. Roger must be shaking his head so hard, thinking this is a cover-up for their latest oil spill. He’s probably right. One thing corporations seem to know is that the best cover-up for bad press is splashier press. These will be our last photos on our home planet for the next five years. Even though Neel, Omira, and Jo are a lot more excited about space, they must be scared too, right, Ofe? At least a little?

			We begin walking across the bridge to the shuttle. Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. I take three long breaths how Martha taught me to do when I feel tight-chested.

			Neel leads the line on the bridge. Omira, me, and Jo follow. Jo is supposed to be in the rear since they’re only escorting the rest of us to the shuttle, but I’ve let them go ahead of me.

			I can do this.

			“You good, Juli?” Jo asks. I hadn’t noticed, but my legs stopped walking.

			“Calf cramp,” I say as Neel, Omira, and Jo turn back to check on me. “I’ll catch up.” Hammers hit my temples. Inhale, exhale. I can do this. Agent Morningstar says something to two nearby agents, who turn toward me in unison. They have dark sunglasses on, but their gaze could burn a hole straight through me. The audience is a swirl of color and sound. I put on my helmet and close my visor.

			Real smooth, Juli. None of the other rangers have their helmets on yet. I wave to make it look like an impromptu photo op. The press eats it up. I wave out at the audience and cameras a few more times. Next time I look in Morningstar’s direction, she’s gone. I catch up with the others.

			“A united force,” Neel says, before putting on his helmet.

			“A united force,” Jo and Omira respond, before putting on theirs. The press goes wild. We all face the audience. Neel places his hand over his heart. Omira and I follow his cue. Jo stumbles back a few steps and then puts their hand over their heart. With golden visors on, we look just like the Cometa Rangers that were projected in the gymnasium during Morningstar’s recruitment assembly. The audience, which is made up of New American families and students who were bussed and flown in from all over the country, chants, “Cometa! Cometa! Cometa!”

			“Very cute, Rangers.” Morningstar’s voice cuts into our earpieces. “Now keep walking.”

			We turn toward the shuttle slowly.

			Morningstar lets out a sigh, and says, “That’s it, Rangers. One foot in front of the oth—” I click off my earpiece and flick on the helmet’s noise cancelation. Suddenly, my world becomes a silent grape. This might be what life feels like in space. Cold. Quiet. I can’t see water or sky or palm trees or feel the sea breeze or sun. There are no birds. Inhale, exhale. I close my eyes. I can do this. My ears ring. How amazing will it feel to buy a new house for Mami? She’ll be so proud. I pull in more oxygen. I have to do this. I run through my entire list of reasons to go. Reason to leave Earth #17: What other option do I have at this point? I’d be letting everyone down—Morningstar, Mom, and you, Ofe.

			Inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale. I try to fill every curve of my lungs to lower my heart rate, but there isn’t enough air in my helmet. No amount of Martha’s diaphragmatic woo-woo breathing is going to help me now. We make it to the middle of the bridge. I can do this.

			Omira reaches back and takes my hand. “Juli?”

			I hadn’t noticed that I’m not walking again. My knees are so stiff, they might give in and bend backward.

			“Are you okay?” Omira asks.

			“Um.” My eyes swim around my helmet. “Um.” It’s all I can say. I flick open my visor. Fresh air floods in. I expand my lungs.

			“It’s time,” Jo says. And I know they’re right. This walk was only meant to last a few minutes. With all my stopping, stalling, and breathing, I’ve extended our time on the bridge to what I’m sure Morningstar would think of as an unnecessarily long intermission. It’s time for the main attraction, what everyone here came to see: an inaugural cohort of New American Rangers being launched into space in that—one of the most phallic-looking shuttles I’ve ever seen. I mean, they all look like dicks, Ofe. But did they have to curve the end so bluntly? It looks like it’s wearing a beanie.

			“What’s so funny, Villarreal?” Neel looks back at me. He opens his visor and gives me an eyebrow raise.

			“What?”

			“You were just cracking up,” he says.

			“Was I?” I say, bursting into another fit. “It’s just—” I gasp for air between laughter.

			“It’s just—”

			Omira and Jo have stopped. They’re all huddled around me with raised visors, and I can’t stop laughing. “It’s just. It’s—it’s a—” My laughter cuts me off again. I nod, delirious. “It’s—it’s—it’s a penis-shaped rocket cake.”

			“You said it,” Omira says. “You said the safe word.”

			“What?”

			“And we made a promise to honor it, no matter what,” Neel says.

			“So, let’s get you out of here, Juli.” Jo reaches out to hold my hands. “Ready?”

			My laughter subsides, and water fills my eyes until my vision blurs. Jo can take my place. They actually want to go. I squeeze their hands between mine. “Absolutely,” I say.

			“Yee-haw. Follow me,” Jo says. We turn around and take a few steps back across the bridge. The crowd murmurs in confusion. Roger’s face finds mine. He smiles and nods. Mari, Sonia, Mami, Rey, and Roger stand and shuffle through their row of bleachers. Then Jo begins to run. “I said ‘follow me’!” they say. I close the gap between us. Omira and Neel keep up too. Now we’re sprinting in unison, just like we did in training, where we learned to trust each other enough to spin, run, and swim in one orbit. Jo veers left and we shift too. We make it to the end of the bridge and dodge three Cometa agents who are now chasing us.

			“The press!” Neel shouts.

			“Ah yes, good idea,” Omira says. “They’ll go bananas.”

			Jo pivots toward the press platform. Omira’s right; it’s the perfect distraction.

			“Okay, Juli. We’ll get you to the press floor,” Jo shouts back to me. “From there, you’ll have to be fast, but it’s a straight shot to the parking lot.”

			“Are you sure you want to take my place?” I ask.

			“Is the sun a star? Juli, this is my dream,” Jo says. “It doesn’t have to be yours.”

			We make it to the press platform. The swarm lodges questions at us. Morningstar and a group of agents cut through the crowd. They’re closing in.

			Am I really doing this? What about Mami’s new house? What about Cometa? If I don’t go, what am I doing on Earth without you, Ofe?

			Omira steps up to the mic. “I just want to say I love this country,” she shouts. Then she starts to belt the national anthem. “Oh, say can you see?”

			The entire audience stands and joins in.

			“Damn, Omira,” Jo says. They’re right, Omira has a phenomenal voice.

			“Go, Juli!” Neel says. “Run!”

			Right. I close my eyes tightly. Omira, Jo, Neel, please don’t die out there.

			“Go. Now!” Jo nudges me. I open my eyes. Morningstar is getting closer.

			“Thank you,” I say to my fellow rangers, before launching into the frenzied cloud of press.

			“USA, USA, USA, USA, USA!” Omira shouts into the mic. The audience joins in. “USA, USA, USA!”

			I make it through and run into the tunnel underneath the stands. Roger’s smile flashes through my mind. I need to reach the parking lot. Three security guards are now running after me. There are two more ahead dressed in pedestrian clothes near the NASP merch stand, but their Cometa haircuts and sunglasses give them away. One says something into his earpiece. The other nods and smirks. They think they’re going to catch me. Ha. I throw off my helmet, make a sharp right and push through an emergency exit. An alarm blares. I keep running. Finally, I make it to the parking lot. Footsteps quicken on the asphalt behind me. Shit.

			Rey’s baby-blue delivery truck is across the parking lot, swerving around lanes of cars.

			“C’mon, Julieta!” Mom calls from the open passenger window. “We got you!”

			My hands are fists. “I can do this,” I say to myself, and my legs move faster. I just need to get to Rey’s bakery van, my getaway car. Then a black van parks in front of me. I slam into it headfirst. A Cometa agent presses me against the metal door and zip-ties my wrists together.

			“No! Mami!” I say before I’m shoved into the van. An agent sits next to me but does not speak. “What’s happening? Let me go,” I shout. He stares ahead in his black suit, waiting for orders. I kick the door, the windows, the floor, the partition between me and the driver. The van moves and I keep kicking.

			“Villarreal.” Morningstar speaks through a small tinted window in the partition. “I advise you to stop.”

			“Agent Morningstar, please, please—”

			“Go ahead,” she says, nodding at the agent sitting next to me before shutting the partition.

			I feel the sting of a syringe, and then I try and try to kick and—
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			a cluster of stars in a circle bisected by two red dots, comes into focus. I hear a constant beeping. A blue light blinks on and off. My head is held forward in a plastic cradle. The seat is tilted back. There are straps across my torso and arms. I try to use the momentum of my body to twist to each side. The straps are too tight. There are more lights. I can’t feel my legs. I scream.

			They launched me into space anyway.

			They launched me into space anyway? Breathe, Juli. Breathe. But it’s no use; I’m trembling too much. I shout, “Mami, please, I need my mom! Help, please somebody, please hel—”

			“Oh good, you’re awake.” I hear Morningstar before I see her. I yell and squirm when she steps closer. She says something inaudible to another person who is out of my periphery.

			A woman responds, “More?” loudly enough for me to hear her. She clicks a button. There’s a beep. Then a cool liquid runs through the top of my hand, my wrist. It spins up my arm and neck, across my chest, and down my legs. I stop screaming.

			I don’t remember this from any training drill or simulation. I’m freezing from the inside out. A nurse in a cerulean gown places a gloved hand on my head. Wait, I recognize the uniform. I’m not in space, Ofe, I’m being held in the medical wing of the Cometa facility. We rangers spent our last few days here before the launch for our final medical examinations. Jo, Omira, Neel. I want to say their names aloud, but my tongue is heavy. The nurse inches her face close to mine. Her brown pupils shake for a moment, and then she looks away and says, “She’s too dehydrated for more.”

			“You know, Juli, I had big hopes for you. The hawk-eyed vigilant genius with the necessary observation skills to document the mission. We could have used you up there,” Morningstar says, circling the reclining chair I’m strapped into. “You could have made history. But now you’re just a quitter, a could-have-been.”

			My voice finally works enough for me to let out an audible gasp. Water builds to my flood line, but I don’t blink. I refuse to let her see me cry.

			“Well, at least you can put all your keen observation skills to use replaying how you failed,” Morningstar says.

			“Fail better!” Mari barges into the room. “Beckett said it for a reason.” Tears roll down my face when I hear her. “But you wouldn’t know anything about that because you let other people fail, and then you squash them and claim their success as your own!”

			Mami rushes in behind Mari and throws her arms around me. “Juli!” She holds my face in her hands and waits for a reaction I can’t give her. “What have you done to her?”

			“C’mon, people,” Mari says. “We have maybe three minutes before the guards up front realize we aren’t here to clean the facility. Racist pricks.”

			“Wait, how did you—” Morningstar asks.

			“It’s called acting,” Mari says. “Now move away from our friend.”

			“Call security!” Morningstar says to the nurse, but the nurse doesn’t budge.

			Roger and Rey unfasten the straps that are holding me down. “Juli, Juli. Can you hear me?” Roger asks. An overwhelming pressure surges through my chest. Yes. I want to say, Yes, yes. A gasp is all I can manage.

			“Fernatirol? This stuff isn’t legal,” Ma says as she carefully removes my IV port from the top of my hand. The nurse passes her a bandage. Roger puts his arms around me and helps me sit up. I breathe in sage and bergamot.

			“She suffered a concussion,” Morningstar says. “It’s protocol.”

			“No, it isn’t. This was recalled years ago. It was never properly tested,” Mami says.

			Morningstar scoffs. “What do you think you’re doing here? She’s Cometa property.”

			“What did you call my daughter?” Mami steps so close to Morningstar that she stumbles back into Rey, who is standing tall behind her with his arms crossed. I’ve never seen Morningstar flinch.

			“She asked you a question,” Rey says.

			Morningstar pats down her blond bob, turns sharply to the nurse, and says, “Call security, you idiot.” But the nurse is bringing me water. “Forget it. I’ll do it myself.”

			“Not so fast.” Sonia shakes a lime-green nail in Morningstar’s face. I hadn’t realized she and Jeanine were in the room.

			Morningstar lifts her watch to call security.

			“I wouldn’t if I were you,” Sonia says. “This is being streamed to my twenty million viewers.” She slowly twirls around the room with her watch lifted high. “Say hello to the fans of Soñado Creative.”

			“And I can think of at least five producers from my mom’s network who would love to use this footage in a documentary about Cometa,” Jeanine says.

			Roger and Rey prop me up. I still can’t feel my legs.

			“Here’s what’s going to happen: we’re leaving,” Mami says. “And you are to never, and I mean never, contact my daughter again.”

			“But she’s Cometa—” Morningstar says.

			“No, she’s my daughter,” Mami says. “She owes you nothing.”
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			from two-dimensional star

			patterns on a rotating

			celestial sphere. Stories we tell

			are just that: composed.

			We connect the dots

			between stars of different radiances

			and distances. Constellations

			are a matter of perspective.

			“Meh, space is so overrated.” Sonia

			squeezes my hand. I glance up

			from my writing—all my friends are here.

			It took a few days at the hospital

			to flush the drugs and my humiliation.

			Sleep, sleep. And sometimes I cry,

			and then more sleep. “Mija, get some sun,”

			Ma says. “You’re cleared to skate.”

			No sun. No skating, only sleep.

			Still, they show up every day.

			I’m their broken bird.

			Roger fluffs pillows. Mami’s incense

			billows around my hair

			that Sonia keeps brushing and braiding

			to keep from tangling.

			Jeanine and the Skirtbags bring meals.

			Mari makes me do chair yoga. “Fail better,

			fare better” is always her closing mantra.

			I don’t know if Beckett said that or not,

			but I’m thankful for the reminder.

			And Ofe, after weeks in bed, I’m leaving

			the house today. When I emptied

			the bag from the hospital, I found

			my Cometa training uniform, my necklace

			with your golden name and mine,

			and the tiny fob charm Sonia gave

			me for a day when I needed

			to see you, which is every day.

			What can I say, Ofe? I failed. Not better

			or worse, but so epically, you’d find it funny.
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			After only doing Mari’s chair yoga for a few weeks, my legs are Jell-O. I think of how astronauts can barely move when they land back on Earth. Gravity hits and everything is difficult. I know I’m not in space, Ofe. But another kind of gravity has pummeled me. I didn’t join Cometa. My friends are all moving away. You’re still dead. And I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.

			Rey greets me without question when I fly past him toward the back room. “Take as long as you need, Juli,” he calls out.

			I follow the instructions on the app to set up the HoloPrism 9.0. I put in the gold earpiece and slide my watch face into the groove between the metal box and crystal orb. I focus on thinking about you. Little you, big you. I miss every version.

			Then you appear as I last saw you. Beaming in our bedroom about Banda Bruja tickets you scored for us.

			This was supposed to be our year, Ofe. Instead, it was the year I made friends again, became a brainiac, joined a Roller Derby team, learned to care about Earth, signed up to go to outer space, and perhaps most unexpectedly, Ofe, this is the year I fell in love.

			But I miss you, Hermana. A younger you giggles in a hologram. I crawl across the room, and we’re eight again. I remember this. There’s a storm. Mami is working late at the hospital. When the hurricane reaches us, we’re crouched in the coat closet. You’re scared. Lightning strikes, something pangs though the building—I reach for the doorknob, but it turns and turns and turns, stuck in a merry-go-round that always triggers the lock. I don’t want to cause more shock, so I don’t say we’re stuck. Instead, I pull all the sweaters and blankets from the shelves and make us a nest. You rest across my lap, and I tell you a story about us. We’re older, fabulous, and driving a purple car across the country, to somewhere we’ve never been before. That’s all I remember, Ofe. And I’ll spend my life wanting more and more and more of us. “I’m sorry.”

			“Are you kidding me?” Another you taps my shoulder.

			“Ofe?” I spin around, but you’re gone.

			Another you with pink hair appears in the corner and shouts over your shoulder, “C’mon, I dare you!” Then you dive into the dark. When I get there, the corner is empty. I chase another you that dances across the room. Another you stands in the center of the room, near the HoloPrism 9.0. “You know I’m just a projection, right?”

			I freeze. “I know.”

			“I’m gone, Juli,” you say, braiding your long hair over your shoulder, “but you’re not, pendeja, so go live already, brightly and wildly.”

			“Bye, Ofe,” I say, and your image blurs.

			But then you’re back. “Wait a sec—you can’t get rid of my ghost ass so easily.” You laugh your bruja risa. “I’ll be around, but only when you need me. Let’s shake on it.”

			Then we both say, “Sí, sí, sí. No, no, no. Front. Back. Clap twice. Okay, okay, okay. ¡Pa’lante!
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			A month and a half after the launch day, I started seeing Martha again. She even helped mediate my discharge meeting with Morningstar. Those two in a room together was an experience, Ofe. I’m talking comedy sketch. I also worked with Dr. Lahiri all summer. She named me her assistant field director. We just finished our sea turtle count. I also watched an unhealthy amount of reality TV with Mom, and I helped her move into her new place with Rey. It’s a house, farther inland and near the second Caracol location.

			And, once again I had to say goodbye to Roger, Mari, Sonia, and Jeanine. They all left in July. We talk on the daily via e-stream. Yes, this teenage abuelita has finally embraced technology. Roger plays in a jazz quartet with students he met in his program. They had their first paid gig last week. Sonia filmed it for me. She manages their online presence and has launched her firm and startup, Soñado Creative. Mari is in film school, where she’s already bossing people around and carving her path as an art director in indie horror films. And Jeanine is taking a Spanish class at a local community college and skating. She’s part of the Tinsel Town Derby Team.

			But our goodbye was more of an I’ll see you later. Because after weeks of my moping around their house at night, Mom and Rey sat with me at the dining room table and helped me map out my options. We fought. We cried. We laughed. While I realized that serving on a trillionaire’s space corps project wasn’t my calling, I knew it was time for me to find my own migration route.

			As I complete this trip around the sun, I can say with certainty that this year has been a lesson in how the world holds joy and sadness at once. Looking away is not cost-free. I couldn’t go into space and forget everyone to leave the world behind.

			Yes, I’m still sad; I may always be. Sometimes I wake up in a fit of anger, knowing the person who owned that driverless vehicle will never be held accountable. I don’t understand the rules of this world. How the shoreline can be a dumping ground or how the waterfront neighborhood that was a magnet for trillionaires can be treated with so much disregard. And, Ofe, I’ll never understand why you left this planet so soon, but I’m trying to take a cue from you and live, unabashedly and loudly.

			So fast-forward to right now. Happy eighteenth, Hermana. It’s our birthday, and I’m somewhere over Texas on a plane to New Hollywood. Dr. Lahiri set me up with a paid position in a shoreline lab. And, with Ms. Hawthorne’s help, I applied to an environmental-writing program. I’ll be starting in the spring—yes, college. I’m a supernerd. I can’t believe you’ve been gone for so long now, Ofe. The world keeps moving forward, and I don’t know if everything will be okay on this melting planet, but I do know who I want to be with.

			Roger, Mari, Sonia, and Jeanine are all waiting for me when I walk off the plane. They have a sign with my name and an enormous teddy bear dressed as an astronaut. Mari even made it a high-absorbency space diaper. Rude. They are never going to let me live down my almost astro-life.

			“So, where to, Jules?” Roger asks after our fifth group hug.

			Mari jumps in before I respond. “Well, there’s a solar eclipse.” She hooks my elbow and starts walking. “Oh, and we’ll need Popsicles!” Of course, she has a plan. “So, first, we’ll skate to the boardwalk. The pink sidewalk will be perfect for eclipse viewing. Don’t worry, I made us glasses.”

			Sonia shakes her head. “Of course you did, Mari,” she says, and laughs as Mari keeps talking a thousand miles a minute. “Then we’ll have lunch. Tacos. Yes! The taco game here is untouchable. Later, we can go to the apartment, and you can unpack. We’ll order in pizza from Cappy’s.”

			“Gah! We’re officially roomies.” Jeanine catches up and links to my other arm.

			Roomies. It’s difficult to imagine sharing a home with anyone but Ma and you, Ofe. A tidal wave of sadness swells inside me.

			Then, Mari starts skipping, pulling me from the water. “Roomies, roomies, roomies, roomies,” she shouts so the word becomes “zoomies” and then “goonies” and then “you’ll see.”

			Jeanine joins in. I’m laughing too hard to make words.

			“You’ll see, you’ll see, you’ll see,” they chant. “You’ll see, you’ll see.”

			And I guess we will, Ofe. We’ll see.
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			across the pink sidewalk, the sand, our skates,

			and our arms. Mari, Roger, Sonia, Jeanine, and me—

			we’re awestruck and silent.

			It’s easy to want to run away to the stars

			and forget that we’re already among them.

			This is everything. Sonia swipes, and her watch sends

			a signal to thousands of satellites so she can share

			this marvel with anyone who is willing to tune in.

			We have cryo-Popsicles that are supposed to stay colder

			longer, but sticky blueberry melts down my arm.

			And leaning on the boardwalk with four humans who laugh

			wildly as I try to lick the blue juice from my elbow

			makes me certain that I’m on the right planet.

			We skate along the waterfront. They let me lead the way

			even though I don’t know where I’m going. We sway.

			Wind against my face, I think of Techno—adapting,

			migrating, surviving. I don’t look back,

			but I know my friends are beside me as I move forward.

			What will the world look like after another year? I’m unsure.

			But I know I’ll keep finding reasons to stay.
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			Dear Reader,

			Earth is a hard place to call home. But it’s ours, or we’re its. Perhaps we belong to each other. Or maybe we hold no ownership; maybe we just exist in the here and now. Let’s go with that—there is beauty in a relationship without a label or agenda.

			The headlines are heartbreaking; there is no other word. And it’s easy to sit back and throw in the towel. But as tides and temperatures rise, young people around the world are working together to take action. Whether by planting trees, cleaning up the beach, or volunteering at seabird sanctuaries, we can care for our environment in big and small ways.

			Sometimes change is so slow, you might not even notice it. But gradually, we can relearn to live in this place we call home. I live in Florida as a queer Latine writer, a mother, a voter, and a daughter of immigrants who chooses this place every day. Yes, there are hostile and shortsighted laws here that aim to erase, modify, and ban language from schools and policy; these sometimes make Florida a difficult place to live. But the world is much bigger than our disagreements: every year, Floridians face hurricanes together. And after a natural catastrophe, all that’s left is grief and gratitude for each other.

			This state is also beautifully diverse, populated by people who give a damn and are here to make a difference. It’s a state of contradiction, but we are here now and there is work to be done.

			I know there are many Floridas across the country, and perhaps around the world. You, reader, might live in one. Thank you for reading and for showing up for this planet. Lean into your community. Hold your friends close. Because this is the time, our time, and we are everything we have.

			P.S. If you’re a book banner, I know you may not have read this book in its entirety before passing judgement. But if you do happen to see these words, I ask that you please imagine the world you want your great-grandchildren to enjoy. I hope it’s one with birds, clean water, and a thriving ecology. I hope it’s one you would be proud to leave them.
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