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            One

         
         The Carnegie Museum of Natural History has to be the most humiliating place to have an existential crisis. Spiraling while
            gazing into the glass eyes of a taxidermic woolly mammoth (not even a real one, because no real ones exist!) is pure mortification.
            I don’t need any reminders that humans are way, way too close to extinction. That’s why I’ve swerved a hard right, trading migration dioramas for the wild brushstrokes and glimmering
            sculptures found next door in the Carnegie Museum of Art. The two museums are in the same building, and for the last week,
            I’ve been sneaking in through the staff door before my summer honors class. The splotches and colors help me forget that I’m
            a rusty car stuck in mud, my wheels spinning out as everyone zooms past me, so eager to skip this summer—and senior year too—if
            it means blasting off to college already. Meanwhile, I’m nearing a brain implosion picking out a summer fellowship site, a
            decision Sister Jane is expecting in less than an hour. Oops.

         
         The only thing standing between me and inner peace is the blinking red light above the door handle. My nemesis might as well
            be yelling: Access denied. You don’t belong here. Or anywhere. Go home and cry about it. Before I can stop myself, my fingers skim my forehead, my chest, and both my shoulders before I kiss them—my abuelita’s signature move when the world isn’t going her way. (Which is always, because she has wildly high expectations for everyone and everything. Including me.) It drives Mami crazy when Abuelita whips out the sign of the cross, because she doesn’t believe in any of Abuelita’s favorite things: prayers, ghosts, discount salt lamps at HomeGoods . . . The list goes on. For me, making the sign of the cross is a reflex, like twirling the dark brown curls that slip out of my ponytail. I do it when I’m racing to catch the 71A bus or Mrs. Hoffmann is passing back graded AP Bio tests, and now, while trying my hardest to break into the Carnegie Museum of Art. 

         
         I tap the ID card twice more, my sweaty hand clinging to the door handle like it’s my TI-83 calculator and I’m about to be
            quizzed on parabolas. I peer through the glass window, double-checking for security guards ready to pounce on me for showing
            up to the museum an hour before it opens. This ID card has gotten me early morning viewings of my favorite exhibits for the
            last week—why stop now?
         

         
         
            
               
                  Friday 8:46 AM

               

               
                  🎻🍊♥⚡️

                  fyi i’m picking you up tonight

                  my mom says if she sees a scooter charge again she’s going to revoke my cc privileges no more reenacting the titanic sry

                  ps maddie’s brother invited the fb team

                  we can leave if things get weird

                  or maybe we can reenact the titanic after all

                  (they’ll drown)

               

            

         
         I shove my phone back in my pocket, threads of anxiety wrapping around my stomach, my intestines choosing now to cosplay as
            an anaconda. But I can’t think about the snake pit in my stomach because I need to focus on a fellowship site. If Abuelita
            were here, she’d say my anxiety is shame, and then she’d call me a sinvergüenza for sneaking into the museum and making plans to party with my best friend, Dora, all before my homework was done. And if Mami were here, I’d actually be
            ashamed, because she’d spend ages at each exhibit, reading every single description, cross-referencing any names mentioned,
            and adding their books to her reading list. This used to be our favorite activity together until Papi died and it was added
            to the long list of Things We Don’t Talk About for Everyone’s Sanity.
         

         
         My heart takes over, a tiny earthquake in my chest sending seismic waves through my body until I’m sweating in my black-and-white-checkered
            Vans. I meant to pick a fellowship site. I really did. But picking one felt like setting off the very wobbly dominoes of my life, and at
            a certain point it was too much, a reminder that I have no idea what I want this summer, let alone next year or beyond. I
            can’t do anything right: draft a personal statement, remember to sign up for Driver’s Ed, choose a frizz-free hairstyle . . .
            The list is infinite. I take a deep breath, the way Mami does before she whispers her mantra—I am coral. A structure of beauty and power—before any big meeting. (Except she says it in Spanish.) My mantra? I’m the daughter of Dr. Gloriana Marilena Buenavilla de Ramos and Dr. Ernesto Santiago Ramos Naucapoma. I will figure this out. The tightness around my chest eases up.
         

         
         Hell yeah!

         
         The glass door clicks open, and I slip inside.

         
         

         Once I’m safely in the art museum, I’m human moissanite, sparkling all over the entrance. Sure, it’s 9 a.m. and the museum
            isn’t open to the public yet. But I’ve got Mrs. Hoffmann’s ID card, and she volunteers as a docent at the Carnegie Museum
            of Natural History. She lent it to me for the summer after catching me crying into my slides, my salty tears mixing in with
            my specimens. She said a private linger in front of the taxidermic zebras wouldn’t salvage my lab results, but it might reinvigorate
            my passion for research. Though (as previously mentioned), staring at beady eyes doesn’t make me feel anything but sad memories
            and existential dread. In a moment of desperation (or pure brilliance?), I discovered Mrs. Hoffmann’s ID worked for this interior
            entrance to the art museum too; its empty galleries have since become my favorite place to sit and think without Abuelita
            barging in and asking if I’ve seen her Icy Hot patches (never) or Mami bringing up my college applications yet again.
         

         
         One minute I was crushing my lab reports and cruising through extra credit work in Physics, because I find rotational inertia
            interesting—so sue me. Then the SATs happened; glossy brochures started appearing in the mail and even more flooded my email
            until it was unusable. I wish I could pinpoint when adults started tossing around the word future, as if a few years from now is more important than today. But somewhere along the way, I started to feel like the shriveled clementine peels at the bottom of Dora’s backpack anytime science came up—which is often when your parents have made the field their whole lives, even though one of them is dead. The more I imagine the future they’ve dreamed for me—where my scientific achievements define me, just as theirs define them—the more my joy slips away. I don’t know who I’ll be when it’s fully gone, other than a massive disappointment to my family. 

         
         
            
               
                  Friday 9:04 AM

               

               
                  🎻🍊♥⚡️

                  coffee run #5 - these producers better be hydrating. this much coffee is def a laxative

                  the barista misspelled my name - do we like dara better than dora? kinda mysterious and sexy.

               

            

         
         From the faint rustle of papers and footsteps in the distance, I know I’m not alone. There are probably half a dozen security cameras trained on me, though no one would mistake me for an art heist mastermind. For starters, my outfit is all wrong: I’m wearing my Western Catholic uniform, which couldn’t be more identifiable, ugly, or cruel to have to wear when school has been out for three weeks. My skirt’s dark maroon is unmistakable (the color of the crustiest craisin) and signifies that I’m one of the two hundred students at WC—exactly two of whom are Latina—so it would take the museum’s security team all of five seconds to figure out my name. But for now, there are no nosy guards, wandering toddlers, or cheerful tourists prowling the museum. The hall belongs to me (for almost an hour, anyway). With the sun streaming in through the skylights, capturing the dust speckles in the air, it feels like absolutely anything can happen. Earlier in the week, I danced among the statues (it didn’t help), but today, I set down my backpack and pull out my notebook and metal tin of colored pencils. I pop my AirPods in my ears, and it’s me and MUNA bopping as my pencil flies across the rough paper of my notebook, rapid-fire brainstorming what I hope will be a brilliant idea for my honors thesis project. At this point, I’d even take a mediocre idea, since our projects should be inspired by our summer fellowship. If regular brainstorming has been an unfruitful disaster, maybe reverse engineering a placement could work? When the song is done, my list is pathetic: 

         
         
            	Spotted lantern flies—bad, but like how bad?

            	Sinkholes—what will they eat next?

            	What’s *really* in the rivers? And when will the beavers turn on us?

         

         In my defense, you don’t become WC’s valedictorian by thinking inside the box. (Or at least that’s what Gracie Carmichael
            says. I wouldn’t know. I’m salutatorian.)
         

         
         I pull out my fattest eraser and rub it over the stray drawings—my list is more doodles than ideas, really—erasing with the
            same broad strokes I used in my college application essay, which my guidance counselor tore to shreds because it didn’t mention
            my future academic plans. (There’s that f-word again.) I erase harder until an ugly tear appears on the page, like the gaping hole in my plans for college. I rip the page out and throw it on the floor. 

         
         “Hey! You! The museum doesn’t open until ten a.m.,” a gruff voice rings out. “Put your hands where I can see them or face
            a lifetime ban.”
         

         
         I freeze, my eyes snapping wide and my mouth malfunctioning. “It’s okay, I have—” I stutter, reaching into my kilt pocket
            for Mrs. Hoffmann’s ID, but it’s gone. “Oh shit!” My hand flies to my lips. “I mean, oh crap. Ugh!” I look up apologetically
            at the security guard, only to see Larry doubled over laughing. His all-black outfit and glimmering Head of Museum Security badge taunting me.
         

         
         “A lifetime ban,” he manages to say between snorts, each deep peal of laughter echoing off the marble columns. “Did you think
            that was a real punishment? For breaking and entering . . . to litter?!” I scramble to grab the torn-out page while he’s bent
            over laughing so hard. He’s mid-giggle when his lanyard slips over his wrinkly neck and big bald white head, clattering to
            the floor.
         

         
         “So I’m not in trouble?” Abandoning the paper, I pick up his lanyard. “You should clip this to your collar. Here, let me show
            you.”
         

         
         “First you break and enter, then you want to boss me around, Ezzie?” Larry teases. “You sound like my granddaughter. Shouldn’t
            you be breaking into somewhere more interesting, like Sephora?” He gestures to my eyes and pretends to wipe something away.
         

         
         “Ugh.” I pull out my phone and recoil at my reflection. The deep-purple eyeliner highlighting my brown eyes has dripped down my cheek like extremely goth tears. And of course, my concealer has fully disappeared, no match for the oily sheen that has taken over my face. I make a mental note to toss it; now that the sun has remembered Pittsburgh exists, I can get by on medium-tan bronzer. 

         
         I wipe the corners of my eyes before turning to Larry again. “Take this.” I pull my emergency sewing kit out of my backpack
            and hand him a safety pin. “If you stick that to your lanyard and your collar, you won’t lose your ID card. Chef Patrice said
            she found it in the parking lot on Tuesday.”
         

         
         “Like how you lost this?” He holds Mrs. Hoffmann’s ID between his two fingers, waggling it in the air.

         
         “Hey, that’s mine!” I lunge toward him.

         
         “Maybe I’ll leave it with Chef Patrice. In the care of a certain café worker,” Larry says, his left eyebrow raised up high.
            “You have spent a lot of time in there. Lingering over the hot”—he lets the sentence dangle as he transforms into the Cheshire
            Cat, delighting in the heat radiating from my face—“pastries.”
         

         
         “I don’t know what you’re . . . You don’t . . . It has good ambiance!” I’m fully stuttering now—the word ambiance getting caught up in a million ums—as I try to deny having a tiny (read: massive) crush on the guy who works the afternoon barista shift in the museum’s café.
            (But can it really be massive if I don’t know his name?)
         

         
         “Good thing you’re an artist. Your acting skills are rough.” He lifts his arms and does a little twirl while singing, “Siiiiillllk
            chiffon,” before bursting into laughter again. “And let’s not get started on your musical choices.”
         

         
         I can’t believe I’m getting roasted by a seventy-year-old. “For the millionth time, I’m not an artist. I’m just . . . looking
            for a quiet place to think.” I glance at my phone and back at Larry. “What if we pretend you didn’t see me?” I clasp my hands
            in a desperate plea. “Ten more minutes of hiding? Fifteen tops. Maybe you could . . .” My voice trails off.
         

         
         “I like you, but not enough to get myself fired. You’ve had one week of glory, but I’m keeping the card and returning it to its rightful owner. Get out of here. Go live your summer. Sleep in! Spray-paint a woodshed! Kiss someone! Whatever kids your age do.” Larry flutters his hands at me, the way Mami shoos away our neighbor’s cat who is in a one-sided love affair with our recycling container. “And come back when the museum is open. You know the hours.” 

         
         The anaconda living in my stomach roars back to life, and I face the sad fact that there’s no getting around it: I have to
            head to school.
         

         
         Tap, tap, tap.

         
         Larry and I look up to see Dr. Louis, the Museum of Art’s chief curator, walking into the Hall of Sculpture with the biggest
            grin on her face. She’s jamming, her head bopping to whatever plays through her giant headphones, which rest on her loose
            coils. Dr. Louis’s white linen skirt and shimmery yellow blazer complement the warmth of her brown skin, and she’s finished
            off her ensemble with a magenta scarf artfully tied around her neck. Looking at her, you would never know that the weather
            outside is hot enough to make you abandon clothing and consider life as a nudist. I’ve never seen her in person before, only
            in the pixelated welcome video that plays in the museum’s entrance. I gulp. Larry wouldn’t ban me for trespassing, but Dr.
            Louis could.
         

         
         “Morning, Larry. There are rumors of a new menu in the café,” she says, removing her headphones, her voice as enthusiastic
            as if she were announcing the museum bought a Picasso. “Chef Patrice is entering her scone era.”
         

         
         “Say no more.” Larry spins on his heels and waves at us before scurrying off.

         
         Her eyes fall on me. “I’m . . . so, so sorry. I know I don’t belong here. I’ll go.” My backpack chooses this exact moment to tip over, my Sharpies, colored pencils, and notebooks clattering as they spill onto the marble floor. “I’m sorry. Sorry, sorry, sorry!” My hands shake as I frantically stuff everything back inside. “I promise I’m leaving.” 

         
         “It’s fine.” Dr. Louis smiles at me, picking up my torn sheet of paper. “Is this yours?”

         
         My mouth falls open. “Oh, yeah. It’s crap. It’s—”

         
         “I’ve seen you in here, you know.”

         
         A wave of anxiety washes over me, like when my library books auto renew after I forget to return them. I know it’s not technically
            wrong, but it feels like I’m doing something bad. And even worse, yet another adult is keeping tabs on me. Forget Big Brother and the Deep State—the
            surveillance call is coming from inside the Ramos family house, and apparently the museum too.
         

         
         “I wish more people appreciated the museum as much as you do.” Her eyes crinkle. “I love meeting budding artists.”

         
         I burst out laughing. “I’m not an artist.” I point to my uniform, which has Western Catholic’s logo on it. “I’m killing time
            here. I mean . . .” I scramble, desperate to remove the figurative foot I just shoved in my mouth. “I don’t make art. I just
            like looking at it.”
         

         
         “You never know,” Dr. Louis says, before slipping her headphones back over her ears. “Art has a way of sneaking up and surprising
            us with new lessons about ourselves. Don’t undersell what you make every day.” She bops out of the room, and silence falls
            in the Hall of Sculpture. The naked statues stare at me as if they’re waiting for the perfect retort. Keep waiting.

         
         I sink back onto the bench and put my head in my hands. There isn’t much else to know about me. I’m the sparkly bow on my parents’ incredible life story: a glass-ceiling-smashing geology professor (Mami) and an innovative plant biologist (Papi). I’m supposed to be their curly-haired, SAT-acing protégé, following in their brilliant footsteps. Not included in the plan: all the doubts I’ve been having about whether I even want this; and even if I did, whether I’d be a half-baked version. One thing’s for certain: these statues aren’t going to give me the answer. 

         
         I hoist my bag over my shoulder and take off for the exit.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Two

         
         The museum slowly comes to life around me. A facilities man jogs across the lobby, a broom in one hand and a bright yellow
            rag in the other. Meanwhile, Chef Patrice is writing the day’s specials on the chalkboard sign and drawing stars around the
            words Scone Season.
         

         
         I take a deep breath before swinging the side door open, the brutal heat hitting so hard I might as well be a dinosaur minutes
            away from perishing in a massive asteroid explosion. I make it through the parking lot before the humidity turns me into a
            summer sloth for the six long blocks to school. I trudge past the convenience store with all the best Korean snacks that Dora
            swears by, two churches, and Western Catholic’s brother school, Central Catholic. My fingers drag along the chain-link fence
            as I watch six boys running laps on the track around CC’s soccer field. I squint, reading four of the names on the backs of
            their jerseys: McCallister, Johnson, Fisher, and Wall. This is like a pageant for CC’s most eligible bad decisions, or a convention
            of Dora’s past and future mistakes. (She’s already made out with at least three of them.) It feels like ages before I make
            it to WC’s familiar All Are Welcome and ominous The Holy Spirit Sees All 🙂 banners.
         

         
         Western Catholic is what you get if you founded a school inspired by kombucha and the rosary and then let three generations of nuns fight over a curriculum that landed somewhere in between. It’s equal parts progressive (every surface is plastered in Coexist and Laudato si' stickers) and religious (dusty crucifixes, stained-glass windows, and an evil nun called Chopper—from her days of corporal punishment—roaming the grounds). The most popular yearbook superlatives are Most Likely to Lead a Nationwide Boycott and Most Likely to Become a Nun, the latter a remnant from the days when WC was literally a nunnery. Abuelita threatened a hunger strike if I didn’t go to a Catholic high school, and Mami gave in, but only because Western offers AP Bio and Calc BC. If either of them had asked me (which they didn’t), I’d have said I actually like that it’s all girls and enbies. There are fifty people in my senior class, and—with the exception of the field hockey team—each
            one of us is a bigger weirdo than the next. Judith Butler says gender is a construct, but WC’s physical construction of four
            walls that keep students who identify as boys out (and down the block at Central Catholic) is pretty awesome.
         

         
         I stroll into school, past the secretary too busy fanning herself to yell “Pull your skirt down!” It’s summer and nobody cares
            about the rules, especially when Sister Jane’s honors students are the ones breaking them. The building smells the same as
            always: a mix of grilled cheese, sharpened pencils, and whatever lotion was on sale at the discount beauty depot on Forbes
            Avenue.
         

         
         Sister Jane is nowhere to be seen as I wriggle into my seat next to Gracie, who takes the opportunity to breathlessly detail her upcoming orientation camping trip with 412 Recycling, her summer fellowship site. She’s packing a mini shovel “for, you know”; she winks at me, delighting in my disgust. While my mind is still drawing a huge blank about this summer, Gracie is so excited about her plans, she’s forsaking indoor plumbing, a.k.a. one of the greatest inventions of modern history. 

         
         Emma tosses her ash blond hair over her shoulder, rudely interrupting Gracie’s rant on bleached toilet paper. At least Gracie’s
            tirade is useful, unlike Emma’s obsession with “buttercream” versus “old money” blond, as if there were a real difference.
            “Hey, E, you and Dora coming to Kayla’s later?”
         

         
         “We’re a package deal.” The rest of my classmates are silent. Being friends with Dora is the only reason Emma, captain of
            the field hockey team, is even talking to me. All week long, she’s sat on her phone and pretended the rest of us don’t exist,
            but she thinks Dora is funny, so she tolerates me.
         

         
         “How come Dora’s not taking this class?” Emma asks, tightening the laces on her Golden Goose sneakers. Of course.

         
         “She locked in a summer internship at Lobo Studios ages ago.” I shrug. “A music thing.”

         
         “She’s so lucky.”

         
         “Sure,” I say, biting back that as much as we grumble about the summer fellowship, it’s a huge deal and we’re the lucky ones. Getting into WC’s honors program is cutthroat, based not only on grades and essays, but also on teacher and
            coach recommendations. Someone always cries the day decisions go out. (Not Dora. She couldn’t care less about this stuff.)
         

         
         Sister Jane appears, not a single drop of sweat on her forehead. “Settle down. Feet off the desks.” She frowns at Cameron.
            “The work you put in this summer will pay off for the rest of your life—if you’re smart about it.” She’s not kidding. Sister Jane’s honors program is a volunteering and researching marathon with a
            very clear goal: to get us into as many top colleges as possible.
         

         
         But judging from the way everyone’s slouched in their chairs, their hands sneaking in and out of their pockets, furtively glancing at screens and fingers flying each time Sister Jane blinks, I’m not the only one who wants to avoid thinking about the future. 

         
         Sister Jane steamrolls over our disinterest, burying us in details about the next seven weeks. We’ll volunteer at the fellowship
            site of our choice and develop a service project “of worth” that we’ll spin into a yearlong research project. The reward is
            standing in front of the entire school and giving a presentation, a.k.a. my literal worst nightmare. If I could mail my thesis
            to Sister Jane and disappear forever, I 100 percent would.
         

         
         “Today is the last day to submit your top fellowship site choices,” Sister Jane says, her eyes sweeping over the classroom
            and lingering on me. “Make sure they’re on my desk by the end of today,” she says, an edge of warning in her voice. I squirm
            in my seat, thinking about the neat stack of nonprofit brochures I’ve flipped through countless times, wishing I could feel
            something, anything (besides dread), about this summer. Mami makes it sound so easy to “find your passion” and “let it guide
            you to great things.” But my “passions” have only led to a pile of abandoned hobbies: a chemistry kit, the fumes of which
            took ages to get out of my clothes; a Greek mythology phase that ended with a stomachache from eating too many grapes; and
            a dental obsession that turned creepy very quickly—even for me. When I look at Sister Jane’s list of organizations, all I
            feel is pure intimidation. Stopping hunger one bread loaf at a time. Bringing fun and community back to afterschool programs across the city. Squashing
               boredom through squash leagues. What could I possibly contribute to those places?
         

         
         “Any other questions?” Sister Jane asks.

         
         I slink down in my seat. I have many questions, but I know Sister Jane isn’t referring to my extreme indecision about this summer, next year, or the following four years. 

         
         “In that case, partner up and go over your exam results together,” she says, plopping down at her desk and taking a long sip
            from her tumbler.
         

         
         Earlier this week, Sister Jane made us take a slew of personality tests full of questions like “On a scale of one to ten,
            how true is the following sentence: I thrive in group projects” and “True or false: I dislike deadlines.” The results are
            supposed to help us pick college majors.
         

         
         The downside of not having Dora here is that I’ve lost my auto-partner and have to talk to someone new, a tragic preview of
            college: friendless in the front row.
         

         
         “Do you want to go first or me?” Gracie asks, her hand hovering over the envelope. Her arm is loaded with fraying friendship
            bracelets, and she’s got a Sierra Club and an ACLU pin on the collar of her uniform polo.
         

         
         “You can do mine first,” I say.

         
         She holds up both hands and crosses her fingers. “Let’s hope it’s something good.” She rips the envelope dramatically, like
            she’s announcing a Nobel Prize winner.
         

         
         I sit up, feeling antsy. Maybe this morning’s freak-out was for nothing. Maybe the answer to the rest of my life is in Gracie’s
            hands.
         

         
         “You . . .” She studies the pie chart in front of her, a look of worry flickering in her green eyes as she scans my results.

         
         “Let me see it!”

         
         She pulls the pages away, leaning farther back in her chair. “Wait. This is a collaboration,” Gracie says as she flips through
            the report.
         

         
         “None of this is even real.” I backpedal, panicking. “Faulty testing. What does it mean anyway? Are these tests accredited? You know, some people don’t even consider psychology to be a science.” 

         
         Gracie rakes her hand through her auburn hair. “I’m not sure that’s accurate. Anyway, you . . . didn’t get a suggestion? Or
            I guess . . . you got them all?” She scrunches her face, the sprinkle of freckles across her cheeks shifting as she delivers
            the bad news. “I think you broke the test.”
         

         
         Around us, people have given up on the results, or maybe Evie got movie director and that’s why she and Cameron are making
            fun of the latest Marvel movie.
         

         
         “Give me that.” The pie chart is nearly unreadable, with 2 percent listed next to fifty job categories, including archaeologist,
            interior designer, politician, baker, cardiologist, and statistician. This list would be perfect if I were an aspiring Barbie
            doll, but as a guide to my future? It’s useless.
         

         
         “At least you have lots of options?” Gracie adds, with the same level of pity she usually reserves for animals that survive
            oil spills.
         

         
         “Great. Let’s do you next.” I pull out her chart, which of course has one clear answer: environmentalist.

         
         “Woohoo!” Gracie says. “You know I tried to get Sister Jane to add the city’s sanitation department to her list of fellowship
            sites. Can you believe she said it was too much of a liability?”
         

         
         Doing a group project with Gracie is great because you know she’s going to pull her weight, but in all other aspects she’s
            a giant weirdo, even by WC standards. Dora says it should be illegal to think about trash for so many hours. But I wish I
            cared about anything as much as Gracie does.
         

         
         “We can still do the exercises, though. What are three steps you can take to find more information about . . .” Gracie reads on. 

         
         According to these pages, my future is a big fat question mark. I don’t know that I expected it to reveal anything, least
            of all a magic answer. Still, I might as well have bought a Ouija board or invested in a Magic 8 Ball. (Except Abuelita would
            have me exorcised by Father Miguel.)
         

         
         Creak!

         
         The ancient pipes take over, a rumbling and clacking across the length of the classroom ceiling that ends abruptly with a
            deafening silence. It takes thirty seconds before we realize what this means, and another thirty seconds before the first
            few drops of sweat start appearing on everyone’s foreheads.
         

         
         We’re shooting glances at each other and back at Sister Jane, and even she’s tugging at the collar of her shirt and frantically
            rolling up her cardigan sleeves. “Excuse me,” she says before running out of the classroom.
         

         
         “She can’t keep us here. We’ll die of heat exhaustion,” Emma announces. “Air conditioning is a human right.”

         
         Gracie rolls her eyes. “It’s a heat wave. You better get used to this if global warming continues. You know—”

         
         “Oh my god. If you’re gonna lecture us, can you at least make it about igloos or snow or something? It’s hot enough already.”

         
         The rest of the room giggles.

         
         Gracie’s cheeks are bright red, and not because of the broken AC.

         
         I draw a polar bear pooping on Emma’s Longchamp bag and Gracie gives me a small smile.

         
         Sister Jane reappears. “Once you hand in your fellowship sites, you can go,” she says. “I’ll see you in three weeks at our midpoint check-in. Remember, you are representing WC.” 

         
         I grab my backpack and bolt for the stairs. I’m a few steps from freedom when I hear Sister Jane’s voice floating above the
            stairwell. “Esperanza!”
         

         
         I go faster, my feet skipping every other step, ducking around Hunter and Cameron.

         
         “Um, I think she’s—” I’m too fast for Cameron to finish her sentence.

         
         I make it to the bottom of the stairs and stride across the lobby when— 

         
         “Ahh!” My Vans squeak as I jerk backward to keep from slamming into . . . Dora? “Thank God you didn’t have your cello case.
            Crashing into that could have knocked my teeth out! Wait. Why are you here? You hate school.” 
         

         
         I straighten up and stare at Dora curiously. Her glossy black hair is artfully tied up with a giant lavender-and-white checkerboard
            clip, not a single strand out of place despite our near collision.
         

         
         “What are you . . . Aren’t you supposed to be in . . .” Dora stutters, lifting her cropped jersey up and down, fanning herself.
            Her brown eyes are wide. “I thought you had your fellowship thing? And what the hell is going on with the air conditioning?”
            She hugs her cherry-red tote bag tightly under her arm, glaring at the secretary in the lobby who has held a three-year vendetta
            against Dora for daring to wear more than two piercings. (Today she’s learning about a fifth.)
         

         
         “I thought you were at Lobo all day?” I say, wondering how long I have before Sister Jane catches up to me.

         
         She points at her bag. “I left my lunch box here and my mom freaked out. You know how she is about her Tupperware. Apparently, I’m ruining her big bibimbap lunch meal prep plans. Oof. Say that three times fast.” Her giant headphones swing around her neck as she laughs. (Dora refuses to go wireless; she says the sound quality makes her ears bleed.) 

         
         “Don’t even get me started on Abuelita’s emotional support Pyrex,” I commiserate.

         
         “Esperanza!”

         
         “Fuck,” we both shout.

         
         Sister Jane finally finds me, her two steely blue eyes staring at Dora and me with equal parts surprise and annoyance.

         
         “Ezzie is fine,” I mumble for the tenth time this week. At least Sister Jane doesn’t stumble over the syllables in my name
            the way some of the other teachers do, as if they have marbles in their mouths when they pronounce it.
         

         
         “It’s certainly better than late,” she says dryly. “Your fellowship choice is missing.” She waves the stack of sheets in her
            hand. Little drops of sweat trail down her face. “Do you need more time to go over the requirements? We can review your test
            results again, but I need your placement. And you . . .” 
         

         
         Sister Jane glances at Dora, who holds up her hands.

         
         “I’m innocent, I swear,” Dora says.

         
         “That’s not necessary,” I say hurriedly. “I’ll send it to you tonight. I promise.”

         
         Sister Jane studies me warily and sighs. “Fine. Tonight at the latest.”

         
         Dora gives me a conspiratorial look as Sister Jane walks away. “Kinda fun seeing you be a delinquent like me. See you later
            after cello practice.”
         

         
         We split off, Dora heading for her car and me for the bus. It’s time to call in the reinforcements.

         
         

         Only one person can help me through this, and she very inconveniently decided to study another continent during my Time of Indecision. Still, Mami said to call her if anything came up, and that’s what I resolve to do as I trudge up the steps. The house is empty and Abuelita left me a note next to
            her pile of folded laundry. Out con las chiquis. See you at dinner.

         
         I curl up on the couch, pushing the laundry to the other side as I WhatsApp Mami.

         
         “Ezzie, hijita!” Mami’s face fills my screen. “Is everything okay? Are you safe? Did you—”

         
         “Everything is great,” I say. It feels good to see her, even though it’s only been four days since she left. Abuelita is many
            things, but warm and fuzzy aren’t exactly the words I’d use to describe her. Mami beams at me in her field uniform: a crisp white Monongahela University
            T-shirt under her hideous but admittedly practical gray utilitarian vest laden with pockets for her tools, notebook, and emergency
            snacks. Her thick, so-brown-it’s-almost-black hair is tucked in a tight bun at the nape of her neck, with two pens sticking
            out of it—the reason the front seat of her car is covered in stray pen marks. Even from here, I can tell her makeup is impeccable:
            thin brown liner that never budges, foundation in a dewy honey shade, and the softest, safest pink lipstick on her lips—even
            though Mami hates makeup. (“You have to play the game, Ezzie, even if you don’t agree with the rules,” she always says.) Mami
            and I have the same almond-shaped eyes, lined with lashes thick enough to look like we’re always wearing mascara. I tuck my
            hair behind my ears and wonder if the pixelated Zoom screen works in my favor when it comes to frizz. “How’s your first week
            going?”
         

         
         “Good! You wouldn’t believe what we’ve accomplished.” Her eyebrows lower to reasonable human levels, though there’s a deep look in her eyes—brown with hints of gold that flash as she tries her hardest to read all my secrets. Papi used to call her a búho because she was always one step ahead of him, swooping in dramatically to save the day (or instill some fear), just like an owl. At school, Mami is a take-charge professor, the kind who wins as many awards for empathy as she does for research. She spends her day whirling around her lab, making connections between grad students and collaborators around the world, even if she stays firmly in Pittsburgh—or at least, she has since Papi died. (That’s what makes this trip such a big deal.) 

         
         At home, all that energy translates into pure worry. We own emergency preparedness kits for every natural disaster, even though Pittsburgh is nowhere near the very sleepy Ramapo
            Fault (never gonna happen), and the chance of an electrical grid outage is close to zero. The house is full of lists and minute-by-minute
            schedules accounting for everything she’ll do that day, from meetings to watering the plants. Abuelita says Papi was the only
            person who could slow Mami down and remind her the world would keep spinning even if she stopped worrying about it. But I
            find comfort in Mami’s worry. Bad things can happen, and pretending they don’t (how most of the world operates) or that there’s
            some higher meaning to it all (how Abuelita operates) is unsatisfying. I trust in Mami’s master plan enough to let her pick
            my thesis project, which will ultimately determine my fellowship site. It might not be my first choice, or even my tenth,
            but at least it’d be settled.
         

         
         “The only downside to the trip—besides you being hundreds of miles away, of course—is the payasos the university sent with
            us,” she says.
         

         
         I stifle a laugh.

         
         “They sent two poets and a potter on a geology fieldwork assignment. I’ve never heard of such a thing. It’s like asking a
            mountain lion to collaborate with an earthworm. It’s not done,” she continues.
         

         
         “They’re randos?”

         
         “No, they’re professors. Allegedly, though I haven’t reviewed their work. I’ve been calling the most annoying one Professor
            Pendejo.”
         

         
         I settle back and smile as Mami rattles off the day’s events: the hours spent cataloging yesterday’s finds, the arguments
            with her coworkers over labeling, and the way she shooed away Professor Pendejo when he asked if sandworms had generational
            memories. “It was the most ridiculous question. And I don’t study bugs. Entomology and geology are not the same. I have far more deserving graduate students who could benefit from this experience, and instead, I’m stuck with
            him. I can’t wait for this to be you,” Mami says. “In a year, you could be doing research anywhere you want.”
         

         
         I sink deeper into the couch as Mami takes my future for granted. I’m good at science and I’m a Ramos, so that’s what I’ll
            do.
         

         
         “I know that face. You’ve got this. All you need to do is . . .”

         
         “Ponerte las pilas,” we shout in unison. Whenever she says this, I imagine myself as Robot Ezzie. Just add AA batteries and switch on to activate
            a superstar daughter.
         

         
         Maybe it’s because she’s not in the room with me, or maybe it’s the museum getting to me, but I blurt out the words before
            I can stop them. “Did Papi ever question what he was doing?”
         

         
         Her face shifts; emotions flood over it faster than I can catalog them. This is why we never do this. I can’t take her sadness.

         
         “It was a thoughtless question. It’s okay, I can—”

         
         “Ezzie, your papi . . .” she says, her voice cracking. The phrase sounds strange in her mouth after so many years of not mentioning him. “He was the North Star. He always knew what he wanted, and he was driven by passion for his field. You’ll find your focus,” she says, wiping away a tear when she thinks I’m not looking. “You’re so lucky to have a head start—you can accomplish so much in your life. Think of how much further you’ll get than either of us,” she continues, deftly changing the subject. 

         
         I know she means it as encouragement, but all I can focus on are the ways I’m failing to live up to the version of me that
            she sees. Being around Mami’s optimism can be smothering sometimes, or maybe I’m smothered by the reality of being disappointingly
            average.
         

         
         Mami’s phone beeps, and she takes a quick glance at it. “Oh shoot! We didn’t even talk about your summer program, and I have
            to go. You’ve got your fellowship site?”
         

         
         “Yes, yes,” I say. “Go! I’ll be fine.”

         
         “Be nice to your abuelita, okay?” She peers into the camera on her laptop, close enough for me to see the mascara on the tips
            of her lashes.
         

         
         “She’s made pastel de brócoli three days in a row because she says I need more fiber. It was good, but still!”

         
         “She better not be within earshot. And you better have eaten every crumb.” She blows me a kiss and then my screen goes black.

         
         I’m left staring at my own warped reflection in my phone, no closer to figuring out my senior thesis project, let alone what
            the next seven weeks will bring.
         

         
         
      
   
      
         
            Three

         
         If secret keeping was an Olympic event, I’d have to take up weight lifting so I could
            carry all my gold medals. Little secrets are easy, like nodding along when our next-door
            neighbor Mrs. Lenore says her son is an interior decorator, even though we all know he’s
            really a cashier at Bob’s Discount Furniture. Or pretending not to notice the greasy
            receipts from Big Shot Bob’s House of Wings tucked inside Abuelita’s daily devotional,
            even though she said she gave up fried food for Lent. (Sidenote: Why are so many
            business owners named Bob?) 


         Even the big secrets, like how Mami erased the smudgiest parts of our life in those
            first months after Papi died, aren’t hard to keep to myself. I’d listen to Mami’s calls
            with her sisters back in Peru, where she’d invent friends who were checking on us and
            pretend she was moving through the stages of grief. (Yes, she’d showered every day this
            week. Yes, she’d gone out for coffee that morning. And yes, she’d also filled our fridge
            up with fresh fruits and vegetables.) I don’t like how spilling secrets makes you a
            morality cop, policing what’s “good” or not. 


         In reality, Mami’s world shrank to the couch, and we lived on Hamburger Helper and fried
            fish sandwiches from the church down the street. Mami took the semester off and that
            bled into summer, so she didn’t need a reason to change out of
            her pajamas, wash her hair, or do anything, really. I marked time by the daily clank of
            the USPS truck hitting the pothole on our block, always minutes before what used to be
            our dinnertime. This was before Abuelita swooped in from Peru and rescued us from the
            silence. 


         And I have a secret of my own: every night before I fall asleep, my fingers reach for
            the familiar icon on my phone and tap out a search query I could type with my eyes
            closed. It’s my midnight prayer to the altar of the unknown, each search a virtual
            expedition for parts of my past that died when a drunk driver slammed into Papi’s car
            eight years ago, changing my world forever. 


         First, I click on Papi’s old blog, from back when he ruled the Biology Department at Mon
            U. Each entry starts with Papi giving an update on the latest happenings in the campus
            greenhouses. Reading them makes me feel like I’m eight again, striding alongside him,
            hustling up and down the rows of raised plant beds as he recites plant names in Latin,
            English, Quechua, and Nahuatl. He always reminded his students they weren’t the first
            and wouldn’t be the last scientists to study these plants. He clung to superstitions,
            like the belief that plants grow better when you talk to them, so he made his students
            practice their conference talks in the greenhouses, sweating as they went over their
            slides. Even when the plants were cells in a tiny petri dish, he’d whisper little notes
            of good luck as he was collecting data, coaxing each one to stand taller, resist weeds,
            and blossom. He kept printouts of his favorite slides strewn about: on the fridge, deep
            in the back seat sleeve of the car, under a pile of books he’d been meaning to put away. 


         Sometimes Papi’s blog posts were celebratory—like when his coresearcher landed a
            research grant in Botswana and Papi surprised him with a pizza
            party, or during his live coverage of the Biology Department’s annual Halloween contest.
            Some of the posts are videos of his lectures, which I’ve watched hundreds of times—so
            many I could give the talks myself, even if I don’t understand most of the words. 


         A few of the posts are sentimental and cheesy, as if Papi had forgotten he was writing
            for work.


         
            
               
                   Esperanza Ramos was born at 1:19 p.m., in time for the soft
               summer rain. She is the most extraordinary specimen on this earth (not counting her
               mother). We are exhausted and ecstatic. More updates to come. 

               

            

         
               
            
         His blog posts are proof that Mami and he loved each other fiercely—a fact that feels
            impossible to know now because she never talks about him. Or at least, not unprompted.
            In our house, it’s like he never existed. Only on the internet does everything and
            everyone live on. 


         His last blog post is dated five days before his death:


         
            
                
                  I have an exciting announcement that I can’t wait to tell you
               about. It’s a major departure from my usual updates and will mean many changes, but
               you’ll be seeing more of me! 

                

             

         
         
         The comments start out happy:


         
            
               
                  Dr. Ramirez: Can’t wait
                     to hear what you’ve got cooking up! 

                  Isabella Cruz, MD: Way to keep us in
                     suspense. 

               

            

         
         After a few days, the tenor shifts as people get more and more antsy:


         
            
               
                  Prof. Maxwell Robbins:
                     Any updates yet? What’s the deal? 

               

            

         
         But Papi’s grand announcement never came, because he died in a car crash. Once, I asked
            Mami about his announcement and she shrugged it off. “It could have been about anything:
            a pizza party, a grant proposal, a therapy dog for the lab. The blog was un
            cachivache—an internet junk drawer for all the thoughts that didn’t make it into his
            lesson plans or his research. I wouldn’t read too much into it.” 


         Mami says I can always talk to her about him, but I see the way she hesitates and digs
            her pinky into her palm whenever he comes up. Her voice catches and her shoulders slowly
            hunch forward, every conversation threatening to transport her back to the Months After.
            I hear her taking long showers after I ask questions, her eyes especially shiny and
            bright when she comes out, her voice sharp and insistent: “Nothing is wrong.” Then,
            there are the mysterious meetings she has when Abuelita wants to visit the bench Mon U
            installed in Schenley Park in his honor, and the photos of him that have quietly
            disappeared from our house, frames repurposed for stock images of sunsets and bowls of
            fruit. Remembering him is too painful for Mami, but so is forgetting him, for me. 


         

         I pad down the hallway, my feet leading me to my second
            biggest secret. During the rare moments when Abuelita and Mami are both out of the
            house, I resume my job title as Papi’s archivist. It’s how I discovered that everything
            left of him is locked away in a gray filing cabinet in the corner of Mami’s office. Four
            drawers that might as well be a tomb. My Google searches help me remember who he was
            when he was still alive, but these drawers are the only glimpse into the person he was
            before he became Dr. E. Ramos, before he was a father, before he met Mami even. When he
            was just Nesto, the way I’m just Ezzie. 


         I pull Mami’s chair back and sit at her desk, my fingers running over the sun-stained
            leather square on the desk pad from years of not moving her laptop from the spot.
            Hanging along the walls are framed cross sections of dirt, shades of orange and pink and
            dusty maroon specimens collected from around the world. A box of Mami’s accolades sits
            in the corner gathering dust—a wrinkled copy of Mon U’s magazine featuring her on the
            cover; underneath that, a crystal geode engraved with North American Geologist of the
               Year, and more. “Old news,” she says when I ask why she doesn’t display them.
            “You can’t let the glimmer of your former accomplishments distract you from chasing new
            ones.” Mami’s got enough admirers to fill every seat of her Geology 101 course and then
            some, so there must be some truth to this. 


         There are no personal mementos in this room—no photos of her own parents, who died
            before I could ever meet them, or Papi, or even me. If Mami wasn’t so in my business all
            the time, I might take it personally. But I know she loves me, so I don’t. I lift the
            pen jar on her desk, shaking it upside down until the key to the gray filing cabinet
            drops into my palm. 


         I don’t know what I’m expecting to find. I’ve been
            through these drawers countless times. There are no instructions for what to do—for this
            summer, for college, for the rest of my life—hidden inside. I’m not like Dora, who was
            born to play the cello, or Mami, who always faced a roadblock with a metaphorical (and
            sometimes literal) excavator. Everyone seems so sure of themselves while I’m drowning in
            doubt, each new spiral leading to a future that’s as muddled as today’s test results. 


         I run my hand up and down the filing cabinet, deciding where to start. I slip the key
            into the lock and grip the top drawer. This one is my favorite, full of Papi’s baby
            photos, all out of focus and slowly losing color. Abuelita beams in the background, her
            hair teased and permed into a helmet that floats half a foot above her head. But it’s
            her towering pink high heels that steal the spotlight. I flip through pages of old
            health records, past a curly lock of hair taped to a piece of paper and middle school
            academic prizes. (“He was brilliant, even then. Like you,” Abuelita always says when
            Mami’s not around.) 


         I open the second drawer, finding familiar lab results, scanned documents, and receipts
            for trips that Papi and Mami took when they were grad students in Peru. I look at the
            scattered photographs: Mami’s hair piled into a messy topknot, peeking out of a big dirt
            hole; Papi standing at the board, sporting the mustache he promised to shave if Mami
            married him; the two of them arm in arm stiff in formal wear at some tía’s wedding. I
            see the USB drives, each one featuring Mon U’s blue-and-gold logo. I’ve gone through
            these before too; it’s all just expense reports, with nothing interesting beyond how
            much guacamole scientists can put away. The third drawer is filled with financial
            documents: yellowing pages in Spanish, with receipts
            for the sale of Papi’s first car, a hot orange Beetle; invoices for classes and lab
            equipment from Papi’s undergrad years in Peru; and a faded blue graduation cap. I hold
            the tassel in my hand, letting the fringe slip over my fingers. There’s a photo tucked
            inside—Papi looking so serious as he shakes hands with someone handing him a diploma.
            His dark brown curls frame his face just like mine, sprouting from the crown of his head
            and tumbling down past his wide cheeks (also like mine) until they reach the tops of his
            shoulders. His deep-set eyes seem so focused on the handshake. Every time I go through
            these drawers, I’m tempted to hold on to this photo, but I’m scared Mami will notice. 


         In the bottom drawer, the rows of hanging files are spaced perfectly apart, as if Mami
            took a ruler to the tabs until they were equidistant. Across the top of each file
            folder, Mami’s handwriting is impeccable: Ernesto’s Research Grants. Ernesto
               Miscellaneous. Ernesto’s Student Recommendations. Papi’s recommendations for his
            students are the hardest to read. I used to be able to slot my name in, imagining Papi
            telling me he’s awed by what I can accomplish or how much the world needs me in the
            classroom, but his voice feels fainter than ever. When I close this drawer, the metal
            pushes back against my fingers with the smallest bit of resistance and the unmistakable
            sound of pages crumpling. I reach my arm over Mami’s perfect files, stretching to feel
            for what’s caught under the drawer. The tips of my fingers brush something thick and
            crumpled. I wedge my body next to the cabinet, stretching my arm as far as it can go.
            The cool metal rests against my cheek as I tug the piece of paper free from where it’s
            caught. 


         I turn a yellow manila envelope over in my hands, brushing off the clumps of dust that
            have collected in its seams. In all my snooping, I’ve never seen it. It must have slipped behind the drawer at some point, hidden
            for who knows how long. 


         The envelope is addressed to Papi’s Biology Department, specifically his former boss. I
            recognize Papi’s handwriting, as messy as ever. The stamps were never canceled—whatever
            is inside never made it. I tip the envelope over my lap, letting the Mon U letterhead
            flutter down. As I pick it up, the first thing I notice is the date: two days before the
            accident. The second thing I notice is the first full sentence: 


         This is my letter of resignation.


         I lurch back, the paper nearly slipping from my hands as I struggle to catch my breath.
            Everything I’ve ever known about my dad begins with how much he loved his work. 


         I wish to devote my time to my new project. I
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