
      
         [image: Cover image: Now Then by Morgan Radford.]

      
   
      
         [image: Title page: Now Then by Morgan Radford. Published by Amistad.]

      
   
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            To Adelana, the conduit by which good things have—and continue to—come.

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Part One
                  	Chapter 1: Lily

                  	Chapter 2

                  	Chapter 3: Marisol

                  	Chapter 4: Lily

                  	Chapter 5

                  	Chapter 6: Marisol

                  	Chapter 7: Lily

                  	Chapter 8

                  	Chapter 9: Marisol

                  	Chapter 10: Lily

                  	Chapter 11: Marisol

                  	Chapter 12: Lily

                  	Chapter 13: Marisol

                  	Chapter 14: Lily

                  	Chapter 15: Marisol

                  	Chapter 16: Marisol

                  	Chapter 17: Lily

                  	Chapter 18: Marisol

                  	Chapter 19: Lily

                  	Chapter 20: Marisol

                  	Chapter 21: Vikram

                  	Chapter 22: Marisol

                  	Chapter 23: Vikram

               

            

            	Part Two: Five Years Later
                  	Chapter 24: Lily

                  	Chapter 25

                  	Chapter 26

                  	Chapter 27: Marisol

                  	Chapter 28: Lily

                  	Chapter 29: Marisol

                  	Chapter 30: Lily

                  	Chapter 31: Marisol

                  	Chapter 32: Lily

                  	Chapter 33: Marisol

                  	Chapter 34: Lily

                  	Chapter 35

               

            

            	Part Three: Two Years Later
                  	Chapter 36: Hana

                  	Chapter 37: Marisol

                  	Chapter 38

                  	Chapter 39: Lily

                  	Chapter 40

                  	Chapter 41: Marisol

                  	Chapter 42: Lily

                  	Chapter 43

                  	Chapter 44

                  	Chapter 45

                  	Chapter 46

                  	Chapter 47

                  	Chapter 48: Marisol

                  	Chapter 49: Lily

                  	Chapter 50: Osvaldo Jr.

               

            

            	Part Four: Two Years Later
                  	Chapter 51: Lily

                  	Chapter 52

                  	Chapter 53

                  	Chapter 54

                  	Chapter 55

               

            

            	Part Five: Two Years Later
                  	Chapter 56: Lily

               

            

            	Author’s Note

            	Timeline

            	Letter to My Daughter

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	ii

	iii

	v

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	Part One

         

      
   
      
      
         
            Part One

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Lily

         
         
            Cambridge, Massachusetts

            September 3, 1991

         

         My body jolted forward, stopped only by the nylon seatbelt strapped across my chest.

         
         “Oyeeee!” my mother shouted. “Kem, watch where you’re going! You almost hit that kid, pobrecito.”
         

         
         “Take a breath, Mari,” my father replied.

         
         My mother was always like this when she was nervous: short-tempered, less patient. She’d been tense ever since we left the
            Elk River exit off I-81N, fists clenched, eyes darting across the road as if a semitruck were waiting for just the right moment
            to wipe us off the map.
         

         
         “Mami, it’s okay,” I assured her, reaching toward the front passenger seat to put my hand on her shoulder. “I think those
            are the dorms there, just beyond the gate.”
         

         
         Johnston Gate.

         
         I recognized it immediately from the brochure: the imposing black iron rods flanked by walls of deep red brick.

         
         The portal to access and privilege.

         
         Less than a year ago, Mami had slid that brochure tentatively across our kitchen table, eyes peering over the steaming plate of vaca frita she had whisked off the stove.
         

         
         “Querida, just take a look,” she said, handing me a metal fork from the creakiest drawer in our kitchen cabinet. Her hair was still
            in the bright orange head wrap from the night before, a few wiry curls escaping from beneath the cloth; her cinnamon face,
            round and eager.
         

         
         My mother tapped twice on the pamphlet, forcing me to look at the photos of smiling multicultural students, their arms slung
            loosely around one another as they posed for the camera.
         

         
         Mami had been pleading with me for months to apply to a university. I was just starting my senior year at Western Piedmont
            High, the dilapidated public high school at the bottom of the Appalachian mountain we called home. I spent my days with five
            hundred other teenagers, moving together as one huddled mass between classes, a single organism under the microscope of overworked,
            underpaid teachers.
         

         
         There, I bided my time, unchallenged and uninspired.

         
         I had already applied to Elk River Junior College, planning to get a serviceable degree from their English department. Sure,
            it wasn’t anyone’s dream destination; I’d be enrolled alongside the meth addicts I would soon graduate with, sent there pityingly
            in the final stop of their two-step diversion program. The crumbling limestone was not the place of dreams, but rather a receptacle
            of broken promises—the exclamation point to our failing public education system. Surrounded by a rusted chain-link fence,
            the college looked more like a prison than a school.
         

         
         For many of us, this was our final stop.

         
         And our last hope.

         
         Which was why I knew I needed to stick around. My aging parents, despite their pride and independence, were not cut out for
            this life alone. Mountain life is quiet and hard, physical and consuming. It’s not meant to be lived in isolation.
         

         
         As if reading my thoughts, my mother cleared her throat, leaned across the table, and touched my arm. The dime-size medallion she always wore around her neck glinted in the light from the window. 

         
         “We will be fine without you, querida. This is a parent’s job—and a parent’s dream. There, you will be competing with the sons and daughters of princes and presidents.
            You, the daughter of these mountains. The daughter of an immigrant.”
         

         
         “Where?” I asked not registering the name on the front of the brochure.

         
         “Harvard,” she answered simply.

         
         I blanched.

         
         “Huh?”

         
         My mother picked up her fork and started eating, as if she hadn’t just named the most prestigious university in the world.

         
         And yet, seven months later . . . here I was.

         
         “Pull over!” my mother shouted, pointing to a small parking space left by a departing station wagon.

         
         My father glided off the uneven cobblestone street, maneuvering our beat-up blue minivan between the compact white lines.

         
         “Ready, Pickle?” he asked, using the nickname he had started calling me as a child, back when he said my head was the shape
            of a small cucumber. I was looking out the window but could feel his eyes staring at me from the rearview mirror.
         

         
         “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I sighed nervously, grabbing my backpack before unlocking the door. I saw my father reach over
            the console to give my mother’s hand a squeeze.
         

         
         “It’s going to be okay, Mari,” he whispered quietly in her ear. “Everything has its season.”
         

         
         He leaned over and kissed my mother on her cheek as she pressed her head against the headrest, her eyes closed.

         
         Eager to stretch my legs after the fourteen-hour drive, I climbed out of the back seat and spun around to close the door.

         
         That’s when I saw it.

         
         All of it.

         
         Vines of deep green ivy snaking their way up old Georgian brick buildings; students, hair unkempt, plodding across manicured
            lawns with backpacks bouncing to the rhythm of their steps. The leaves were still green, clinging on to their final days of
            summer and framing the campus as if it were a painting brought to life.
         

         
         Where the hell was I?

         
         This didn’t look like anything I’d ever seen, and certainly no place I belonged.

         
         My father walked around the car and lifted the door to the trunk, handing me a small duffel bag sandwiched between my suitcase
            and a leaning stack of brown boxes.
         

         
         A neon Frisbee whirred by me, its sender a blonde, floppy-haired coed wearing a Bob Marley T-shirt.

         
         “Looks way better than the photos, huh?” my father marveled, taking in the action.

         
         “Yeah,” I mumbled, looking down, suddenly conscious of my scuffed Chuck Taylor sneakers, the laces shredded and gray.

         
         My father carefully took down the single suitcase filled with gently worn sweaters and the winter coat we’d pulled from the
            donations bin at church.
         

         
         “Let’s go ahead and get your things inside,” I heard my mother say from the sidewalk, having finally emerged from the passenger
            seat.
         

         
         Beads of sweat dripped from my hairline as my parents and I carried our flimsy taped cardboard across the lawn to the entryway
            of the building. I read somewhere that Harvard called all of its dorms “houses” to create a sense of familial cohesion.
         

         
         Others might call it elitism.

         
         “Welcome!” A voice chimed over my left shoulder as a middle-aged woman with tight auburn curls came bouncing toward us.

         
         “I’m Dean Grant! You must be Miss Walker?”

         
         “I am,” I smiled, wondering how she knew my name.

         
         “We have a photo list of faces to look for on move-in day,” she said tugging at the lanyard hanging across her neck, answering my unspoken question. “Helps us spot the first years.” 

         
         First year.

         
         The beginning.

         
         A new beginning.
         

         
         I stared at the cracked red brick beneath my feet.

         
         “You’re going to be in C-twenty-two,” Dean Grant continued. “I think your roommate has already moved in—Hana Kang. I met her
            parents about an hour ago.”
         

         
         Hearing the word parents, my mother stepped forward as if released from a trance. “I’m Marisol,” she said, emphasizing the short “o” in her name as
            she extended her hand. Mami’s accent was always thicker and more pronounced when she was nervous, as if out of sheer exhaustion
            she had given up trying to hide the swaying vowels of her youth.
         

         
         “We’ll take good care of your daughter, Marisol,” Dean Grant assured her.

         
         My mother gave her best smile and clasped her hands together in an expression of gratitude. Still, I could feel the nervousness
            radiating off her. She had barely said anything the last three hours of the trip.
         

         
         My parents and I walked across the courtyard and left what we couldn’t carry beneath the curved arch of the entryway. Together,
            we made our way up the chipped marble stairs to the third floor, my father lifting the largest box while my mother and I balanced
            the small suitcase and duffel bag.
         

         
         C-22.

         
         The door was open.

         
         Inside, a petite girl was organizing her books along the wide base of a light brown bookshelf, her back to the door.

         
         “Knock, knock,” I said hesitantly, tapping my knuckles against the weathered wood.

         
         The girl turned with a start.

         
         “Oh hi!” she beamed. “You must be Lily. I’m Hana. Nice to finally meet you!”

         
         I could feel my face turn red.

         
         She was stunning. Asian. Petite with a crop top and loose-fitting jeans, this girl looked like she had taken a quick detour
            from her summer vacation in Greece to casually enroll in school. Her bangs, cut bluntly across her forehead, were the perfect
            frame for her almond gray eyes. Freckles lightly scattered across her nose and cheeks, pouty lips any Hollywood actress would
            die for. We’d had one brief, long-distance phone call after the house leader sent us a packet with our room assignments, talking
            for all of three minutes and collectively deciding if there was any furniture we needed to bring. Her voice, low and resonant
            that day, didn’t conjure the image of the diminutive woman standing in front of me.
         

         
         “It’s so great to meet you,” I said, immediately regretting my choice of ripped jeans and oversize Frida Kahlo T-shirt. “This
            is my mom Marisol, and my dad Kem Walker. We’re arriving from a pretty long car ride, so we’re all just getting settled . . .”
            I trailed off, trying to offer an excuse for my poor appearance.
         

         
         Or, for just being poor.

         
         “Of course! Let me get out of your way. I put my things on the bottom bunk since I’m so short. Judging from your height, I
            made the right call!” she said, her friendly laughter escaping like a wind chime in the breeze.
         

         
         Standing five feet, ten inches, I’m hard to miss, having inherited my father’s height. Still, I’m convinced my stature is not what people actually react to when they see me: it is the mountain of curls I inherited from my mother, the ones that add at least another six inches of height and spill wild and unruly just past my shoulders. The white kids at school used to call me “Brilly Lily,” comparing my hair to a coarse yellow Brillo pad used for cleaning. They would pluck out single strands to see if I could feel them snap, silent tears falling down my cheeks as I faced the teacher’s chalkboard. I sat unflinching, praying they would eventually get bored and move on. 

         
         They never did.

         
         “The top bunk is fine by me,” I answered, tossing my backpack onto the stiff mattress.

         
         Mami squeezed my arm, a signal for us to get the rest of my boxes. I excused myself and followed her back down the marble
            steps. There, we waited while my father went to the car to check for anything we’d left behind, jogging across the lawn like
            a twenty-year-old himself. As I bent over to grab one of the smaller crates, my mother held out her arm to stop me.
         

         
         “¿Qué te pasa, Mami?” I asked. “You okay?”
         

         
         Her face was drained of color.

         
         “Listen, querida, we said we couldn’t stay long, remember? Just long enough to make sure you got safely inside.”
         

         
         “There’s no rush, Mami. We can set things up and—”

         
         She interrupted me.

         
         “No. We need to get back. It will be too expensive to find a hotel here tonight. But listen, there’s something I want to tell
            you.”
         

         
         I set the box I was balancing back down.

         
         My mother unzipped her faded army green cargo jacket and pulled a white envelope out of the inside pocket. She put one hand
            on my shoulder, and with the other, pressed the creased paper into my palm.
         

         
         “What is this? I don’t need any money . . .”

         
         My parents had already given me a wad of five hundred dollars to pack in my suitcase before we left. I knew coming up with
            that amount wasn’t easy for them, but they insisted I have something for emergencies, enough for a one-way train ticket back
            home.
         

         
         “It’s just a letter,” she whispered, pausing as she saw my dad approaching.

         
         “But Mami, I don’t understand . . .”

         
         “You don’t have to understand right now, querida. But you will. Just trust me this once, okay?”
         

         
         This once.

         
         Hadn’t I always done what she asked, trust aside? She never gave the full picture, always stopped just shy of sharing anything
            personal that might expose even a crumb of vulnerability. And yet, time and again, I followed her blindly. Call it respect,
            call it duty, call it the occupational hazard of being the only child of an immigrant. Obey, but don’t ask. Why wouldn’t she
            give me credit for all those times? I could feel my frustration rising, her lack of acknowledgment aggravating the tiny lacerations
            in our relationship.
         

         
         I slid the letter into my back jean pocket, my mother and I watching in silence as my father went up and down the stairs one
            final time.
         

         
         “Welp,” he said, standing with his hands on his hips, feet shoulder-width apart, “that’s the last of it.”

         
         My father looked up at me slowly, wiping the thin layer of sweat from his forehead. I could tell he was trying not to cry.

         
         “Let’s go before it gets late, mi amor,” my mother nudged, just as my father reached out to tousle my crown of curls.
         

         
         It was all happening so fast.

         
         “You sure you don’t want to stay and find somewhere to eat?” I struggled, feeling my throat close in my attempt to delay the
            inevitable.
         

         
         “No,” my mother interjected firmly before my father could answer. “We should get going before it gets dark.”

         
         The sun was just beginning to set, its reflection bouncing off the freshly scrubbed glass of the dormitory windows.

         
         “We love you, my darling,” my father said softly, leaning in for a hug.

         
         In that moment, his arms felt like the safest place in the world.

         
         I took a deep breath, inhaling the familiar scent of his laundry detergent.

         
         Our laundry detergent.

         
         One of the millions of micro-decisions we silently made as a family.

         
         At least, until now.

         
         My mother looked away.

         
         When my father let go, she, too, gathered me in her arms, the tip of her head landing beneath my chin. Standing this close,
            I was reminded of how small she was. I could feel her tears through my T-shirt.
         

         
         “Lee la carta,” she whispered so that only I could hear.
         

         
         Read the letter.

         
         She pulled away and grabbed my father’s hand, reversing the steps they had taken just moments before. My mother wrapped her
            arm around my father’s waist, squeezing firmly as his body released a small shudder that could have only come from crying.
            As I watched their figures grow smaller in the distance, a memory of my mother clutching that brochure at our kitchen table
            flashed through my mind.
         

         
         That tiny piece of paper had carried both a future and a promise: a promise that the life she envisioned for me could be bigger
            than the one I’d imagined for myself.
         

         
         But now, standing alone in front of the redbrick dorm—the shadow of the towering gate behind me—I was adrift and untethered.

         
         Perhaps my mother’s faith was enough to get me here, but it wasn’t enough to help me survive.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         I picked up my weathered suitcase and scaled the stairs to C-22, stepping over crumpled boxes and discarded books to get to
            my new bedroom, sparse with only the set of bunk beds, a tiny wooden desk, and a dimly lit floor lamp. Not hearing any signs
            of my roommate, I closed the door behind me and crawled up the narrow ladder to my twin mattress, burying my face in the palms
            of my hands.
         

         
         What the hell had I done?

         
         I could feel the pinprick of fresh tears burning my eyes. Here I was in a barren room with chipping paint—the only place in
            the world to call my own—and it wasn’t even mine. I had to share it with a girl I didn’t know while my father worked an overnight
            double shift and my mom scrubbed floors just to afford the Goodwill clothes on my back.
         

         
         My heart sunk as I pictured my parents on the car ride home, too afraid to speak for fear of falling apart, each one trying
            to be strong for the other.
         

         
         I leaned back against the wall and carefully slipped my mother’s letter out of my back pocket, the envelope crackling as I
            split it open with the edge of my nail. Inside were three sheets of lined paper that looked like they had been torn from a
            notebook, folded over twice to form a neat square. My mother’s graceful, looping Spanish stared back at me.
         

         
         
            Lily,

            They say that no immigrant parent tells their children the full story of how they came to be, living the second act of our
               lives in a foreign country that—no matter how hard we try—will never truly be our own. We are a tribe of dreamers and seekers:
               we pack secrets like we packed our belongings, making an impossible calculation of risk—is the life that we want worth wagering
               the life that we know? How do we choose what to bring and what to leave behind?
            

            I know you know the basics: I came here from Cuba, I met your father, and our lives changed beautifully and irreversibly when
               we had you.
            

            But you, my child—who silently shoulders so many burdens of this world on your own—must know that you are neither the first,
               nor the only, to experience the pain of solitude.
            

            Watching you pack your suitcase, stacking your notebooks and snapping your pens into place, I am reminded of a girl I once
               knew—many moons ago—who also embarked on a journey alone, hoping to change her stars.
            

            It was so long ago that when I look in the mirror, I barely recognize her.

            I, too, went to university.

            I can still smell the must of the boarding house that I stumbled into when I arrived, just blocks away from the sea. Those
               walls, holding the secrets of other girls like me—girls who no longer had a home—who left behind the life they knew for the
               life they wanted.
            

            There I stood, just like you, staring out into the city that had become my choice: a choice that changed my life in ways that
               were beyond the foresight of my youth.
            

            It is time for you to know my story, the true story of how I came to be. I am sorry I wasn’t able to share more sooner.

            Maybe one day you will understand why.

            For now, I simply want you to know that you are not alone.

            When you look up at the stars thinking of home, and hopefully of me, remember that you are part of a larger history that has
               conspired to bring you here.
            

            And as you grasp your future with both hands, please remember that you too have a story to tell . . .

         

         I put the letter down in disbelief.

         
         Mami had gone to university? She cleaned houses for a living. I had always assumed she didn’t have the opportunity, or perhaps,
            as much as I hated to admit it, the will.
         

         
         But this—all of this—was her dream.
         

         
         I stared up at the blank walls, frozen, until I was startled by a knock on the door.

         
         Hana tapped twice more before peeking through the narrow crack.

         
         “Heineken?” she asked, widening the opening just enough to show me the cold glass bottle, small droplets of water sliding
            down the front. She must’ve seen the surprise on my face.
         

         
         “What? You think we all just drink soju?” she laughed.
         

         
         “No, it’s just . . . where did you even get that?” I asked. “And what is soju?”
         

         
         Alcohol on the first day in an underage dorm was a bold move. And the truth was, I never really drank that much, except for
            a few times with Eric, my best friend back home. He would sneak a dusty bottle of gin from his grandmother’s cupboard, the
            same ones my mother cleaned every day for work. Together, we’d sit by the bleachers at dusk, sipping slowly from our plastic
            water bottles with the labels ripped off, watching the track stars or football players run laps.
         

         
         That’s all we could do.
         

         
         Watch.

         
         We lived in their world, but not in their society.

         
         We were different.

         
         “It’s basically Korean vodka,” Hana continued, sensing my hesitation. Her wide smile matched the twinkle in her eye. “I got all the girls at my boarding school obsessed with it. There’s a stash in the mini fridge. Want to try?” 

         
         “I’m okay for now,” I declined, hoping I didn’t sound like a prig. “Save me one for later?”

         
         “Only if you take me up on it,” Hana quipped, prying off the silver bottle cap. “Hey, where were you before this?” she asked,
            plopping down on the dirty white carpet to face me. “Some preppy Southern school in the ’burbs?”
         

         
         I rested my back on the wall and pulled my feet up to my chest, sensing I wasn’t about to escape this conversation anytime
            soon.
         

         
         “Hardly,” I laughed. “But I guess that’s why I wanted to try something new . . . a change of scenery.”

         
         “I hear you,” Hana said. “I actually love L.A., but I left to get away from my dad, mostly. He runs this massive skincare
            company and wanted me to be the perfect image—and the perfect prototype—for his business. Turns out, I wasn’t. I was too curvy,
            too artistic, too unfocused, and basically everything he had promised himself I wouldn’t become once we moved to America.
            He was constantly trying to tweak me as if I were one of his mannequins: ‘I know a great surgeon in Seoul for that new eye
            surgery,’ ” Hana imitated in a deep male voice. “ ‘Oh, and we just introduced a new skin lightening cream coming out next
            month!’ ” she added with a smirk. “He never understood that I didn’t want any of that bullshit. I just wanted to be free. So he sent me to a rich boarding school that’s basically like an Ivy League
            farm and I applied here as a compromise: he gets bragging rights and I get distance.”
         

         
         I was stunned by her candor. How was she able to get so personal . . . so quickly? She had only just met me. My mother always
            taught me to keep “family business” private and to never reveal anything that could leave room for public judgment.
         

         
         “I get it,” I said, wanting to sound compassionate, even though I didn’t get any of it at all. Skin bleaching cream? Eye surgery?

         
         “Well listen, if you ever want to try some soju, you’re welcome to join us for some fresh air and massholery.” She paused for dramatic effect, hoping her sarcasm would land.
            “A few of the kids who made it here from my high school are going to Minos Bar once everyone makes it to campus.”
         

         
         “That’d be great,” I conceded, stretching out on my bed for the first time. “Count me in.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Marisol

         
         
            Elk River, North Carolina

            September 17, 1991

         

         Marisol twisted the rag in her palm with both hands, squeezing until her knuckles turned white. The gray water filled with
            dust, dripping steadily into the bucket below.
         

         
         It had been two weeks since she and Kem dropped Lily off at college, her mind wandering back to the last time she saw her
            only daughter.
         

         
         Had she made friends? Was she lonely? Did she miss home?

         
         Marisol hurried as she took her last circular strokes along the porcelain backsplash, a cascade of blue and gold mosaic. The
            clock read 1:42 p.m., an hour and a half until the Mitchell kids would return home from school. Annie was six and Ben almost
            eight, both with boundless energy and very little patience. Marisol savored the few hours in the afternoon when she got to
            work in peace, only the echoes of her cleaning bouncing off the walls of the imposing mansion.
         

         
         Marisol picked up the rag and wiped the kitchen counter once more for good measure. Taking off her apron, she folded it neatly before placing it in the tiny drawer at the bottom of the cabinet that Miss Eva, the heiress of the Mitchell estate, allowed her to use. There, hidden in the corner, was Marisol’s notepad and old fountain pen. Since that first letter to her daughter, Marisol had begun writing again, hand hovering over the notepad, trying to force herself to say the harder things—write the harder things—the parts of her story that were too difficult to share in person.
         

         
         Marisol stared at the blotches of navy blue ink splattered across the cover, bent and misshapen. Had Lily read the first letter?
            Would she? Was the truth she’d begun to unravel in those pages too much of a burden to place on a young girl just beginning
            her own journey into adulthood?
         

         
         With every baseboard washed, every window cleaned, and every hard-earned vowel she learned to say without accent, raising
            Lily had been Marisol’s redemption, the clean slate she wasn’t sure she deserved. Marisol had worked invisibly and tirelessly
            to forget the trauma that first led her to this country, knees cracked and body bleeding as she stumbled onto its shores.
         

         
         From that moment, she knew she had to erase everything she was before.

         
         Especially once her belly was full with child.

         
         But staring at the blank page before her, Marisol now realized the severity of the price she’d paid: she, too, had lost a
            piece of her daughter. For every effort she had made to protect Lily—to keep her from the ghosts that chased her to these
            shores—Marisol had sealed off a piece of herself, cauterizing the softest parts of her that Lily needed as safe landing. Marisol
            yearned to reach out across the expanse of time, to share some shard of truth that would tether her to her daughter once and
            for all. But each time she tried to close the abyss of misunderstanding between them, the flood of her own memories choked
            her with fear before the words could leave her mouth.
         

         
         At first, Marisol felt she could barely muster up more than simple pleasantries when she first tried to put those words to paper. She pressed the edges of her memories—tested the bounds of her own vulnerability—hoping to build some common understanding with the person she wanted to love her most in this world. 

         
         The only job of a mother, she had believed, was to protect her child and to comfort her. And yet, this was the central role
            at which she felt most inept.
         

         
         Marisol knew there was no recovering the pieces of connection she had lost, the ability to feel that she had suppressed in
            order to survive. But, she thought, if one day Lily could hear her story, then perhaps she would understand.
         

         
         Maybe, even, forgive her.

         
         Which was more, Marisol knew, than she could ask for in person.

         
         She also knew, as she stared down at the blank page in her notebook, that if she didn’t try now, her daughter might be lost
            to her forever.
         

         
         

         
            Havana, Cuba

            August 23, 1956

         

         The bus left me with a whir, its wheels spinning against the broken asphalt.

         
         I stood there in a puddle, the water seeping into the thin soles of my leather shoes. It was the rainy season and the late
            afternoon shower was finally tapering off. The skies would soon open up again, pouring out their anger.
         

         
         Or perhaps their disappointment.

         
         I stared down at my dress, my mother’s hand-sewn tulips already discolored, a large dark spot spreading across the seat of
            the fabric.
         

         
         Maybe the house mistress would think it was rain?

         
         There were no bathroom stops on the twenty-three-hour journey from Camagüey.

         
         I stood soiled and alone and, as my father would say, getting what I deserved.

         
         “Silly ideas are for silly people,” he’d cautioned, warning me against the perils of Havana and reminding me that I should
            be grateful for the chance to finish high school. My place, he explained, was back in Camagüey, building a life and a family
            next to his.
         

         
         I tried to tell him that things were changing, that I had run into Caridad Acosta at the market who told me all about her
            adventures in the city.
         

         
         She left last year for Havana to become a doctor.

         
         When I asked my teacher about the possibility of studying at university like Caridad, Señora García said my grades were good
            enough to warrant review from the registrar.
         

         
         But that still wasn’t enough for my father.

         
         When the day finally came, Señora García was the only person waving proudly as the bus pulled away from its dusty stop, my
            father having refused to allow my mother or brother to see me off.
         

         
         Now, more than five hundred kilometers away, I held up the handwritten note Señora Garcia had shoved into my hand before that
            final boarding call. I squinted as I struggled to read the numbers scrawled onto the paper, small droplets of water falling
            from my ringlets of curls. The rusted brass symbols on the outside of the two-story building dangled against the façade.
         

         
         Was this it?

         
         ¿Número 152 Calle 19? La Bombonera Boarding House for Girls?
         

         
         I walked up the tilted staircase, splotches of gray concrete peeking through the peeling paint.

         
         I knocked twice.

         
         No answer.

         
         Gently, I pressed the door open as it creaked on its hinges. There was no one at the front desk, bare with a telephone and
            blank calendar hanging by the wall. Despite the empty foyer, I could hear a buzz coming from the back salon.
         

         
         “¿Buenas tardes?” I called out, inching into the doorframe until the door latched behind me. Still hearing no response, I threw my cloth knapsack
            over my shoulder and walked down the hallway toward the low hum of voices. Pictures of women old enough to be my grandmother
            were framed on either side of the corridor, plaques of their professional achievements listed beneath each photo: scientist, doctor, lawyer.

         
         The final plaque showed the photo of a sleek, bespectacled older woman with dark hair pulled into a chignon, staring openly
            into the distance.
         

         
         Isabel M. Collado, writer.

         
         As if on cue, the woman from the final frame came to life, her tall figure blocking the warm light that filled the room behind
            her. I peered just beyond her shoulder, watching in awe as more than a dozen women passed plates piled high with steaming
            food across one long wooden table.
         

         
         “Buenas noches,” the older woman greeted me mirthlessly. “I didn’t hear the door ring. Are you in the right place?” She took in my tattered
            clothes and frayed knapsack, the small puddles of liquid pooling around my ankles.
         

         
         “Sí, Señora. I was told to come here for room and board. My teacher, Señora Elena García in Camagüey, said she contacted Señora Collado
            for a spare room?”
         

         
         “Ah yes, García’s girl. Marisol, is it?”

         
         Before I could answer, the woman turned toward a younger coed with curly red hair and chubby cheeks. “Mirta! Ven! Show this girl the sleeping quarters.”
         

         
         The young woman scrambled off the dining bench as the older woman turned back to face me.

         
         “I am Señora Collado. This is a house for unwed women pursuing higher education. There is no room for gallivanting, entertaining
            members of the opposite sex, or engaging in overtly political activity. Any infraction and you will see yourself out. Understood?”
         

         
         Staring at the stern, bony woman in front of me, I thought of my mother instantly: her plump cheeks and soft eyes, everything
            this woman was not.
         

         
         I fought back tears.

         
         Why had I ever thought any of this, was worth losing all of that?
         

         
         “Hola,” the young woman from the table beamed, bouncing over to extend her hand. “Soy Mirta. You’ll be on the first floor with us.”
         

         
         I followed her past the stairs and farther down the narrow hallway, leading to a small, drafty room with two rows of neatly
            stacked beds.
         

         
         “This is where we sleep,” she said, “and only sleep. Señora Collado demands we spend our waking hours studying or at the university.
            Which is fine by me,” she added with a snort, “anything here is better than Las Tunas!”
         

         
         “Las Tunas,” I exclaimed, the first smile escaping my lips since I’d left home. “I’m from Camagüey. Did you come here by yourself ?”

         
         “We all did,” she answered quickly, the light suddenly draining from her eyes. “My parents said if this was my choice, then
            I couldn’t come back.”
         

         
         I imagined there was a story—all too similar, and all too sad—for many of these women.

         
         But I didn’t want to pry.

         
         Instead, I offered an admission of my own.

         
         “My father said whatever happens next will be my fault.”

         
         I looked down at my shoes, now dark with both rain and urine.

         
         My mind flashed to the night I told my father I had been admitted to the university. He was unlacing his boots by the door,
            his nailbeds still black and tacky from the sugar cane.
         

         
         “Me aceptaron, Papá.” I looked at him nervously.
         

         
         He refused to meet my gaze.

         
         “Why fantasize about what you can’t have?” he asked distractedly. “The pain of failure only makes the torment worse.”

         
         He placed each boot neatly beside the door, turning his back to me as he walked to the kitchen.

         
         For as long as I could remember, my father spent his entire days in relentless heat, the sun beating down on his bare back.
            As if driven by some physical memory lodged deep in his bones, he worked the fields, his dark arms bearing the lashes of his
            machete. He once told me his own father had taught him how to cut cane when he was just a boy, having emigrated from Jamaica
            like so many others in the Eastern provinces who had come from nearby islands, hoping for better luck in the Cuban soil.
         

         
         Now, he teaches my brother Mateo those same powerful strokes, the bedrock of his trade.

         
         All summer I watched the two of them from my window, wiping their faces with damp towels, their bodies weary. Once, I heard
            my father tell Mateo that there was no greater nobility for a man than working with his hands, staying close to God’s earth.
         

         
         But did he believe that?

         
         And is that what my brother wanted? Mateo, who rushed home before sundown to feverishly read ripped textbooks from the neighborhood
            schoolhouse?
         

         
         Or was my father simply protecting his only son from the failure of a dream unrealized, collapsing it before it could launch?

         
         At least I knew what was expected of me.

         
         All I had to do was look at my mother.

         
         She prepared our meals every day and lifted sacks of burlap filled with coffee beans to ship to the Americans, bringing in
            a few extra pesos for us to buy meat on Sundays. Watching her was like seeing a premonition of the life I was condemned to
            if I didn’t break its cycle, drastically and decisively.
         

         
         I just hadn’t realized it would cost so much.

         
         Mirta looked at me, as if seeing the images that flashed behind my eyes.

         
         “I’ll show you the way to the university tomorrow,” she promised reassuringly, nodding toward my small bag of damp clothes.

         
         Mirta put one hand on my shoulder before reaching for the brass doorknob. “Get some rest,” she whispered, turning back one
            final time. “It only gets harder.”
         

         
         With that, Mirta stepped out of the room, the heavy door slamming behind her.

         
         Alone once again, I stared at the stacked row of barren bunks. Each one belonged to a girl just like me, scared and searching
            for more.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
Lily

         
         
            Cambridge, Massachusetts

            September 20, 1991

         

         Students zipped across the manicured lawn, crossing paths with bedraggled professors, their papers spilling from old leather
            briefcases. I adjusted the straps of my Jansport backpack, shifting my weight from one foot to the other.
         

         
         I still couldn’t believe I was here.

         
         I’d spent the last few days rushing between classes, lost inside the labyrinth of buildings older than the country, hiding
            in corners of dusty libraries with books older than me. These initial two weeks following orientation were called Shopping
            Period. We got to sample classes without commitment—no strings, no grades—just the freedom to learn.
         

         
         It was one of the many perks I’d discovered in the crash course on privilege since I’d arrived: rarely did the bounds of commitment
            or the burden of duty apply to this world of the elite. They always kept their freedom to choose. In fact, there seemed to
            be an entire series of “off menu” items in their universe, items that the rest of us plebeians never even knew existed.
         

         
         Don’t like your table at a restaurant? Ask to be seated closer to the door.

         
         Don’t have enough money for that fancy internship? Quietly write to the director.

         
         Don’t like your teacher? Publish a bad review in the student journal.

         
         No consequences? No problem.

         
         These kids had such agency. Or entitlement? Perhaps both. And I wasn’t sure that was such a bad thing. If the kids in my high
            school had any fraction of the same, we would have known we deserved new books and fresh desks without drawings of penises
            carved into them.
         

         
         We would have demanded better.

         
         Hell, maybe we would have even succeeded.

         
         I readjusted my backpack one final time and prepared to step onto the grassy knoll. After narrowing down most of my classes
            to the Social Studies department—a mix of government and philosophy courses—I headed to the one class I was taking just for
            fun: Conversational French 101.
         

         
         A few students were already seated as I walked inside, pulling erasers and pencil sharpeners from the deep pockets of their
            backpacks. I made my way toward the edge of the classroom, choosing a seat just beneath the window, the sun shining brightly
            through panes of scratched glass. Taking a quick look around, I felt the buzz of chatter; faces, diverse and different, filled
            every chair.
         

         
         Suddenly, the double doors swung open with a bang and the professor came stumbling in.

         
         The famed Madame Carole.

         
         I’d heard other students describe her as gloriously eccentric and lovably loopy, a Parisian woman in her seventies who constantly
            lamented the “rapidité” and “vulgarité” of all things American.
         

         
         “Bonjour, tout le monde!” she shouted to no one in particular, spreading her arms widely as a silk shawl dangled from her shoulders.
         

         
         Just as the professor began her introduction, a tall, bespectacled boy busted through the doors in a frenzy, the last student
            to arrive.
         

         
         “Crickey! So sorry. Err, desolé. Is that right? Just got turned around is all. Is this Conversational French 101?”
         

         
         “Seulement Français dans cette classe, monsieur,” Madame Carole gently scolded. “French only!”
         

         
         “Oh yes! Yes, of course. Doh!” he said, slapping his forehead with his open palm. “Err . . . Bien sûre! Tout de suite!”
         

         
         Giggles rippled through the classroom. He sounded British.
         

         
         “Have a seat, monsieur. There’s one by la fenêtre,” Madame Carole said, drawing out the last syllable for effect.
         

         
         More giggles.

         
         Wait.

         
         La fenêtre?

         
         Didn’t that mean window?
         

         
         I looked down, suddenly feeling my cheeks get hot. I was by the window. Sure enough, before I had a chance to look up, I heard a thud.
         

         
         The mystery student plopped down beside me.

         
         “Bon,” resumed Madame Carole, “since we’ve already welcomed our final colleague, let’s begin. Please give us your name, your concentration,
            and one fun fact.”
         

         
         I immediately felt nauseous: the dreaded “fun fact.” Why did every teacher think this exercise did anything besides make students
            sweat with embarrassment?
         

         
         I rummaged through my brain for something even slightly interesting as I listened to my classmates, eager to impress. They
            each cited competitive black diamond snowboarding skills, dizzying Guinness Book of World Records feats (this was Harvard,
            after all), and self-deprecating asides about successful missions to save starving orphans in developing countries.
         

         
         Finally, it was my turn.

         
         “Umm, well, je suis Lily. Short for Liliana. I’m from a town you’ve never heard of in North Carolina. I’m concentrating in Social Studies, which
            is just a fancy way of saying I’m paying too much for a degree that my parents still refuse to tell their friends about, since
            they think I’m studying fourth grade geography.”
         

         
         A ripple of laughter.

         
         My seatmate turned, smiling. What was that look in his eye? He leaned over.
         

         
         “Immigrant parents?” he whispered.

         
         “Nailed it,” I answered, laughing softly.

         
         “Alors!” Madame said sharply, bringing the attention back to the syllabus. “Let us begin, n’est-ce pas?”
         

         
         After exercises in introductory phrases and a refresher in present tense verb conjugations, a soft timer beside the professor’s
            desk buzzed, signaling the conclusion of our first class. I gathered my backpack while the students around me thrust loose
            pages into overstuffed binders.
         

         
         Just as I was leaving, I heard a voice over my shoulder.

         
         “Ciao!” the mystery student called, staring straight at me.
         

         
         “Oh,” I mustered awkwardly, “au revoir. See you soon.”
         

         
         “Looking forward to it,” he said, sliding the last of his books into his black messenger bag.

         
         I gave a crooked smile and angled my body sideways, slipping out of the narrow doors and into the sea of students making their
            way through Sever Hall.
         

         
         

         By the time I made it back to my dorm I was sweaty and out of breath. The summer heat hadn’t quite dissipated, producing a
            stifling humidity that was even more vengeful than the one back home.
         

         
         “How was it?” Hana asked, looking up from her physics book when she heard my key turn the lock.

         
         “Uneventful,” I answered.

         
         Hana and I had developed a nice rhythm over the past few weeks. She had told me about life back in Los Angeles, and before that, Seoul. Through her, I’d learned about staples of Korean culture and even mastered a few words to impress the ajummas, or “aunties,” who worked in some of the dining halls around campus. For two girls born a world apart, Hana and I discovered
            we actually had a lot in common.
         

         
         “Chris and I are going to Minos tonight. Wanna come? He’s bringing some of the guys he plays pickup soccer with,” Hana offered,
            crossing her legs on the bottom bunk.
         

         
         “No thanks,” I sighed reluctantly, pulling the books from my backpack and stacking them on the bed. “I have a diagnostic for
            my Intro to Social Studies class on Monday. I heard it’s a killer and separates the stars for the thesis track.”
         

         
         “Oh come on, Lilz,” Hana moaned, tossing her frilly pink pillow from her bunk, hitting me softly in the head where I was standing.
            “This is literally what college is for.”
         

         
         I immediately thought back to my mother.

         
         We hadn’t spoken about her letter since she dropped me off. I knew that to bring it up directly would make her blush with
            embarrassment; the tenderness of the act—her inability to say those words in person—would undoubtedly leave her feeling exposed.
            But when I called her at the end of my first week, she’d made a point to say, “Hay que disfrutar, querida. You only get this opportunity once.” Her advice surprised me, since my entire childhood had instead been defined by her constant
            string of warnings: Think before you speak. Always be first to listen. Don’t share your secrets, you can’t take back what people know.

         
         But this time was different.

         
         “Half of this opportunity is getting to know yourself, the other half is getting to know your peers,” she said just before
            hanging up the phone. “This is your world now. You deserve to enjoy it.”
         

         
         Maybe she was right.

         
         I looked at Hana, realizing in that moment, that even though she was my roommate, I still needed to prioritize getting to know her. After all, wasn’t she a success story? Hana was already forming a tight group of friends and was a member of an elite Asian women’s organization.
            She had even started dating a senior on the Crimson soccer team named Chris. She told me she met him our very first week of
            school when a student slammed into her coming out of Lamont Library, sending her flying onto the concrete. Chris had rushed
            to the base of the steps to help scoop up her books and apparently picked up her heart along the way. They’d been sneaking
            off to see each other every night since; she thought I didn’t hear the door creak when she crawled into bed long after she
            assumed I’d fallen asleep. According to Hana, Chris was the most handsome guy she’d ever met.
         

         
         “Come out with us tonight,” she insisted again, staring back at me with those big almond eyes. “You’ve got to finally meet
            him. He’s soooooo exotic! Like, gorgeous! His dad is from Côte d’Ivoire and his mom is from Belgium. Did I mention Chris is team captain?” she added, spinning in
            a dramatic circle before falling back onto her bed.
         

         
         “Exotic?” I repeated. “Hana, that’s a word used for rugs and rare birds—not people.”

         
         “Always so politically correct! You know what I mean, Lily. He’s hot!”

         
         “Fine,” I relented, pretending to be exasperated. “I’ll come out with you guys.”

         
         “I knew it!” Hana squealed. “You can’t resist me!”

         
         I couldn’t help but smile.

         
         “Put on those jeans with the rip at the knee. And wear some good earrings. No heels! You may intimidate them since you’re
            so tall.”
         

         
         Ah, Hana. Only she could turn a barely-there compliment into a criticism.

         
         “Yes, captain.” I gave her a mock salute. “I’ll meet you there after I get back from the gym,” I promised, grabbing my keys
            from the recycled mason jar we used as a coin dish.
         

         
         “Don’t be late!” Hana yelled.

         
         But I was already out the door.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Tossing my gym bag over my shoulder, I laced up my sneakers and started the long walk along the Charles River toward the football
            field.
         

         
         It was dusk.

         
         This was my routine twice per week, running through the concrete seats of the athletic stadium after lifting weights at the
            gym. The curved walls of the Roman-style coliseum, large and imposing, felt like they had been left behind from another era.
         

         
         After scaling all twenty-six rows, I climbed to the final step and sat along its deep concrete edge, still trying to catch
            my breath. At this hour, I typically had the entire place to myself. I opened my gym bag and pulled out the thick envelope
            that had arrived in the mailroom yesterday, the second letter I’d received with my name scrawled across the front in my mother’s
            handwriting.
         

         
         I had written my mother one letter since I’d arrived, telling her about my classes and Hana’s fascination with college nightlife.
            Each letter, in some sense, felt like our first real bid for intimacy with each other. I felt nervous tearing open the seams
            of this latest envelope, unsure of what she’d say or what admission awaited me inside.
         

         
         I wanted to know her better.

         
         I always had.

         
         And yet, something had always seemed to cause us to just miss each other: two well-navigated, well-intentioned ships that slipped past each other in the night. I could never put my finger on the source of the gulf that stood between us. Still, that didn’t stop me from yearning, from wanting the type of mother-daughter relationship the girls at school seemed to have as they pulled up in their station wagons, giggling in unison when their mothers dropped them off. 

         
         And I suspected my mother wanted it, too.

         
         I had always chalked up our inability to reach that level of ease to her sternness, her cool, emotional distance. I could
            always hear my mother’s voice in my head, “No hagas eso, Lily,” or “Ten cuidado con esto.” Her communication was a string of warnings, steering me from whatever invisible cascade of social or physical danger she
            saw barreling toward me. It only made me feel chastised, corrected, evaluated—even when I hadn’t done anything wrong.
         

         
         I tore open the seam of the envelope with my two-dollar BIC pen, the cold Cambridge air whipping the loose strands that had
            escaped my ponytail. Inside were four single-spaced pages written on the same notebook paper as before. As I peeled apart
            the first page, I saw Mami’s familiar handwriting, the accents over the “i”s and occasional “e” written in the one language
            that had always bonded us, our one shared secret.
         

         
         
            Mi querida Lily,

            By now, I am sure you are making your way.

            I imagine the new friends, classes, and homework might be challenging, but please remember one simple truth: you belong there.

            I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately . . . and about time.

            I think as we get older we finally begin to appreciate the power of having a true purpose, a reason to wake up in the morning—a
               destination that guides our steps.
            

            That is what you have there at university and what I miss most about my youth: the infinity of days in front of me, the momentum of being part of something bigger. 

            My own father didn’t want me to go to college. He believed girls were meant to be wives and mothers—nothing more. Participation
               in our larger society, in the changing winds of a country on the brink of revolution, was a man’s work, he decreed.
            

            But I wanted to record history, especially as that history was sweeping me into the eye of its storm.

            I wanted to become a journalist.

            Like you, I craved more than the land I was born onto, and the station I was born into.

            And I got close—very close—to making it possible.

         

         The letter nearly fell from my limp hands. Mami, a journalist? During a revolution?

         
         When I told my mother in high school that I wanted to write for the school newspaper, she had simply smiled. At the time,
            I figured she had stopped listening, likely distracted by her grocery list or the new bus schedule she needed to take to get
            to the Mitchells.
         

         
         Now, staring out onto the starry skyline of ivory towers and yellow streetlights, I realized that my mother’s look that day
            had meant something else entirely.
         

         
         This was her dream.
         

         
         This was what she had always wanted, back when she had been someone else entirely—back before she was mine.
         

         
         
      
   9780063457850_tpimage.jpg
NOW
THEN

a novel
MORGAN
RADFORD
p_J
p
b )
AMISTAD
int of HarperCollinsPu





9780063457850_coverimage.jpg
L “ATRIUMPH.”

—STACEY
ABRAMS






