
Free 
Falling Short

 PDF Download

 Ernesto Cisneros

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/bBypZ/Falling-Short-Ernesto-Cisneros
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/bBypZ/Falling-Short-Ernesto-Cisneros
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/bBypZ/Falling-Short-Ernesto-Cisneros
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/bBypZ/Falling-Short-Ernesto-Cisneros
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/bBypZ/Falling-Short-Ernesto-Cisneros


Ernesto Cisneros, Pura Belpré Award-winning author of Efrén Divided, is back with a hilarious
and heartfelt novel about two best friends who must rely on each other in unexpected ways. A
great next pick for readers who loved Ghost by Jason Reynolds or The First Rule of Punk by
Celia C. Pérez.Isaac and Marco already know sixth grade is going to change their lives. But it
won’t change things at home—not without each other’s help.This year, star basketball player
Isaac plans on finally keeping up with his schoolwork. Better grades will surely stop Isaac’s
parents from arguing all the time. Meanwhile, straight-A Marco vows on finally winning his
father’s approval by earning a spot on the school’s basketball team.But will their friendship and
support for each other be enough to keep the two boys from falling short?
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CisnerosCopyrightAbout the PublisherIsaacChapter 1Marco’s repeated tapping on my window
sounds like Morse code—really, really loud Morse code.I try to open my eyes, but my left one is
being stubborn and refuses to obey. “Go away, Marco!” I say, almost pleading. “Five more
minutes.”“Nope. It’s our first day of sixth grade at Mendez Middle School. You agreed we should
get to school extra early. You were very clear and made me promise to ignore anything you
said . . . ‘including bribes or threats.’”Marco’s fingertips tap dance against the window. “You
know I’m gonna keep going until you get up.”It’s not his fault. I did ask for his help.It’s just hard
after last night.I mean, I know that parents sometimes argue. And that it’s normal. It’s part of
life. I get that. But last night, Apa came by to talk with Amá . . . and I had a tough time sleeping
through the yelling.“All right, fine.” My left eye finally cooperates. I kick off my sheets and walk
over to open the window.The tip of Marco’s nose is squished flat against the glass, almost at
eye level with me. This is strange because normally, even on his tiptoes, Marco can barely get
his chin past my windowsill.You know the saying, “Good things come in small packages”? Well,
whoever said that was probably talking about Marco. “Fun-sized” is what he likes to call
himself, which is way better than being called “adorable,” which he gets a lot. I wouldn’t be
surprised if he came home from middle school with bruises on his cheeks from all the older kids
—especially the girls—squeezing his face as if he were some sort of stuffed animal.A word of
advice: don’t ever do that. He hates it.Hates hearing how “cute” he is. Unless, of course, you
are his dad, who refers to him as his own little “Juju-bean,” after the amazing Jujubes candy—
on account of Marco being half-Jewish, half-Mexican. Well, at least that’s what he used to call
him, before the divorce.Anyway, Marco Honeyman is his whole name, and he can’t stand
getting picked up off the ground and twirled around like a rag doll—something that happened
all the time in elementary.The thing is, he won’t say anything about it. He’s just wired like
that . . . really polite. Really nice. And super responsible. Nothing like me.I slide the window all
the way open. Marco looks wide awake. His hair is slicked and parted, and his shirt is buttoned
to the top in Marco fashion. Of course he’s ready.I reach out my hand, offering to help him in,
like I usually do most mornings.Only Marco holds up his hand. “Nope, not today. I got this.”I
stand back and watch him leap inside. It’s the most athletic thing I’ve ever seen him do.Before I
can say a word, he leans outside the window and pulls in what looks like a small rolling
cooler.“Whoa, what is that thing?”Marco shortens the length on the telescoping handlebar and
wheels it over to me.I look closer. Wait, what? “Dude, is that a rolling backpack?”“Not just any
backpack,” he says, patting down the side. “This is a ZÏPPA. Not only will it keep me from



hurting my back, it doubles as a chair.”“Or a step stool,” I say, pretending to step on his
ZÏPPA.“Really? Are you height-shaming me?” Marco says with a gleam of laughter in his eyes.
“Because I will leave right now.” Immediately, he shoots me a toothy grin.“That’s too bad,” I say
back, “because I’m starting to smell pancakes and bacon coming from the kitchen. And you
know how my Amá is always trying to fatten you up.”Marco scratches his chin and pretends to
be thinking the offer through. “Fine,” he finally answers. “You’re just lucky I don’t offend
easily.”We both laugh.“Come on,” I say. “Let’s eat.”“Sounds good. But, uh . . . maybe you should
put some pants on first.”He’s right. I am getting too old to be running around the house in my
underwear.I go over to my desk chair, reach for the school clothes I picked out last night, and
spread my new jeans and favorite Lakers Nation jersey along the side of my bed—the shirt
Apá got me at the last game we went to together.Marco comes over and examines my choice
of clothes. “Wow, I’m really impressed.” He holds up my boxer-briefs by the waistband. “You
even picked out a pair of clean chonies and everything.”“Clean?” I answer, as straight-faced as
possible. “What makes you think those are clean?”He immediately drops them, jokingly wiping
his hands along the side of his shirt. “Dude, that’s gross.”Amá is in the kitchen, sipping on the
same iced coffee she makes at the start of every week, only this morning—after last night—
she’s drinking it out of an oversized thermos.“Buenos días, mijos,” she says, not at all surprised
to see Marco joining us for breakfast. After so many years, it’s now kind of expected.Marco’s
eyes double in size and he licks his lips at the buffet laid out before us. Fluffy scrambled eggs,
bacon, sausage, watermelon scoops, and smiley-faced pancakes stacked high—yup, Amá’s
definitely gone a bit overboard with breakfast, even for her.“Wow. Are you expecting company?”
Marco asks.Amá smiles. “Only my favorite visitor.”She leans in and gives him a big squeeze.
Marco wraps his arms around her, smiling. My Amá is one of the few adults he gives free
passes on hugs.“See,” she says mid-hug, “Marco doesn’t mind my hugs. Do you?”Apparently,
she’s still bitter after I told her I was too big for hugs now that I’m starting sixth grade. Making
sure I get the point, Amá comes close and offers me a straight-arm handshake. I go ahead and
lock hands, only her mom instincts prove to be too strong and she pulls me in, squeezing me
like I’m an old tube of toothpaste.“Fine,” I say. “You can hug me here at home—just not at
school.”Amá crosses herself, promising to try.I take a seat at the table next to Marco. There’s a
second plate waiting for me. It’s a lot of food, but I’m used to it.Amá’s like that at work too.
Always cooking up a feast. When I think about it, I’m not sure she knows how to make a small
meal.If it wasn’t for her, our family restaurant, El Comedor Castillo—well . . . back when it used
to be one—would have gone under years ago. She works long shifts and does stuff an owner
shouldn’t be doing. But that’s Amá for you. Not too proud to unclog a toilet if needed.Too bad
Apá’s contracting job takes so much of his time. She could really use the help.Amá hands
Marco a bottle of ketchup.“Thank you, Mrs. Castillo.”Amá bites on her lower lip and sighs.
“Marco, just so you know, I won’t be going by that name any longer. You can call me by my
maiden name, Ms. Anguiano . . . or Isaac’s mom—that works too.”My heart sinks. Amá’s
mentioned changing her last name before, but that doesn’t make it any easier to hear. She’s
been pressing Apá to sign the final divorce papers, only he keeps stalling. Keeps telling her
that they could work things out. Keeps promising to stop drinking.“Well, Ms. Anguiano, I
promise to remember.”Amá smiles and gives him a second hug. Me, I fight back the urge to
fling a pancake at him.“Hey, Marco,” I call out, interrupting the hug, “don’t you need to wash
your hands before you eat?”I know I’m acting all semi-aggressive, but I just don’t like the idea
of Amá and me no longer sharing a last name.Marco looks down at his hands. “Yeah, I
probably should . . . especially after touching your chonies.” Isaac’s mom crinkles her nose but
doesn’t ask.“I’ll be right back.” He turns to Amá. “Do you mind, Ms. Anguiano?”“Sweetie, you



practically live here. When are you going to stop asking?”Marco blushes and heads toward the
hallway bathroom.“Que niño tan lindo,” says Amá. “Sure hope you meet more friends like him in
middle school today.”Suddenly, we hear a screech, which I assume is coming from Abuelita,
who moved in with us after Abuelito passed away.I rush over and find Marco frozen in place
just outside the bathroom. Only the screeching is coming from him, with his hands over his
eyes.Inside, Abuelita is sitting on the toilet. She seems as alarmed as Marco. Fortunately, her
long flannel gown protects my eyes.“Sorry, Abuelita,” I answer back.“Ay, Dios mío,” she
answers. “¡Se me olvidó atrancar la puerta!”She says that every time she forgets to set the
bathroom lock. I close my eyes and shut the door for her.“¿Amá, otra vez?” my Amá hollers at
her Amá from the kitchen. “How many times do I need to remind you?”I’m not sure why Amá
gets mad; it’s not Abuelita’s fault she sometimes forgets. It’s just like when I forget my
homework on my bed or like when I misplace my cell phone or forget to put on deodorant in the
mornings. I don’t do these things on purpose either—they just . . . happen.Guess the apple
doesn’t fall far from the tree. Apá forgets things too. Mostly small promises, though. Like his
promise to help me perfect that Euro-step all those NBA guys are doing. It’s pretty much a
matter of picking up your dribble, taking a long step, then quickly cutting in another direction.
The move looks simple enough. Only it’s not. Apá says it’s a tough move to master, but I’m not
about to let that stop me. Not if I plan on taking my game to the next level.The thing with Apá,
sometimes the promises he breaks are bigger . . . like the one he made to Amá about getting
help. Who knows, if Apá can stop drinking, maybe Amá will give him another chance, like she’s
doing with me this school year.Amá says middle school is my chance at finally becoming “más
responsable,” which would mean no more forgetting my lunch, no more missing homework, no
more detentions, no more bad grades. And most importantly, no more tears for Amá—at least
not because of me.That’s why I asked Marco to come over so early—to guarantee I didn’t
oversleep and mess things up again. Most of my parents’ arguing is centered around me and
my low grades. Apá says basketball is teaching me all about discipline and responsibility, while
Amá argues it’s an added distraction.It’s tough to know who is right. All I know is that basketball
is the only thing I’m really, really good at. Hopefully, this year, I can change that by getting good
grades and finally become the son my parents always wanted, the son they deserve.And
maybe then . . . we can stay a family.MarcoChapter 2Isaac is so lucky. His mom makes the best
food. Real buttermilk pancakes with deli-cut bacon slices as thick as my pinky fingers. And did I
mention the freshly squeezed orange juice? There’s so much pulp, it’s like biting into a fresh
orange. So good.After stuffing my face with seconds and thirds, I head back home, where a
bowl of soggy oatmeal and a burnt slice of toast wait for me. I take a seat at the table and stare
down at my plate.“Let me guess,” says Mom, “you ate next door again, right?”I consider telling
her that I didn’t, but not only would that mean lying to her, it would also mean having to eat her
food. And I’m not really sure my stomach can handle either one.Somehow Mom seems to
know the truth, because she leans in and gives me a squeeze. “Next time, be sure and bring
me back a plate.”I nod and give her a kiss on the cheek. I’m lucky my mom isn’t bothered by
her inability to cook. She says that running her own real-estate agency is her way of feeding
me.I check my smartwatch for the weather. My watch predicts an eighty-two-degree day, so I
go to my room and trade in my jacket and tie for a simple vest instead.Isaac’s bedroom light is
on. I look over to see if he’s ready. I’m guessing not by the way he’s running around like a
madman with a toothbrush dangling from his mouth. Poor Isaac. He gets like this whenever
things don’t go as planned. Like last night.Even with my window closed, I could hear everything
his parents were screaming—including the name-calling.His dad isn’t happy about having to
move out or the custody arrangement. Said he wants Isaac on weekdays too. But his mom



hollered at him about getting help for his drinking and pointed out how lucky he was to be
getting Isaac on weekends.I can’t imagine what it’s like. No, not the divorce part. I get that. My
parents are divorcing too. What I don’t get is the whole custody battle thing. My dad never
bothered fighting over me.Not that I blame him. I’m not the kind of son you can brag about to all
your friends. My dad was a star athlete and the most popular kid at school . . . nothing like
me.Mom tries to make me feel better by pulling out old photo albums and reminding me about
the stuff Dad used to do with me. Like when I was little (well . . . littler), and he signed me up for
a soccer league during my kindergarten year. Talk about being a disappointment. I spent more
time on the ground than I did upright.I can pretty much picture poor Dad having to stand there,
pretending to be proud of me.The only thing that saved me was having my neighbor and best
friend, Isaac, on the same team. At first, I thought he was an “aggressive” because of how
fearlessly he played. But he was the only one who ever ran over to help me up anytime I got
bumped onto the ground.Before I knew it, he started sticking up for me. At one point, he even
threatened to kick anyone who stole the ball from me.Too bad even he couldn’t do much about
the name-calling coming from the sidelines.No, not the kids—the parents! Who would have
thought that grown-ups could be even crueler than kids?I completely understand why my dad
stopped going to my games; I completely understand why he stopped coming around
altogether, and I completely understand how Isaac must be feeling.Only I don’t want him
knowing that I know. I mean, we talk about serious stuff like that all the time. It’s kind of our
thing. Probably the only thing we have in common.But I’m not about to bring up what happened
last night on our first day of middle school.Again, I peek over at Isaac’s window. No sign of him
this time—just the glare coming from the massive MVP basketball trophy beside his bed.I turn
to the trophies in my room. Spelling bee champion, Principal’s Honor Roll, Top Reader, Times
Table Titan, Principal’s Choice Award—all geek awards, nothing my dad can brag about.That’s
why this year, things are going to change. Don’t get me wrong . . . I’m still planning on getting
straight As and having perfect attendance. But I’m also going to try out for a sport, something
not so physical, something that community kids can play too.Whatever it is, I hope it makes
Dad proud enough to want to show up and cheer me on.IsaacChapter 3Marco and his mom
are parked in my driveway, waiting for me. I rush outside with my backpack swinging wildly at
my side. The passenger door automatically slides open.Marco’s mom has the greatest minivan
ever! It’s got fancy leather seats with built-in butt warmers, a Blu-ray player, and plenty of
charging ports for just about any device you could possibly own.It’s like Marco has the coolest
things anyone could ask for. I have to admit, I’m a bit jealous.His van is nothing like ours. We’ve
got a commercial van: full-size and white. But it does have metal shelves with heating lamps
above them for whenever Amá caters an event. It was Apá’s idea—he added them himself. But
with business slowing, the lights haven’t been used much lately.I draw in a huge breath, taking
in as much of that new-car scent as possible. My mom’s got hypoglycemia and needs to be
eating all the time, so our van pretty much smells like dried fruit wedges, rolled granola, and
those string cheese sticks she lugs around everywhere.We’re about to leave when Amá comes
running up to us. “¡Mijo!” she calls out, panting. “You forgot your lunch.”Oh, man. Figures I’d
forget something. So much for my fresh start.I lower my window and act like it’s no big deal.
Like it’s something I can just laugh away. But I can already see the concern on her face. Then
again, it might just be disappointment more than anything else.My stomach tightens. Feels like
someone just slugged me in the gut.Here’s the thing: I’m used to messing up. I’ve been doing
that since I started preschool. I’m used to getting lectured about needing to be more
responsible. What worries me is what happened last year, at the end of fifth grade, after I
missed my nineteenth homework assignment. I tried telling Amá that I had done the



assignment, but that I’d left it back at home, on my dresser—but she wasn’t having any of it.
And yet . . .She didn’t say a word to me in the principal’s office.She didn’t say a word to me on
the drive home either.In fact, she didn’t say a word to me about it at all. It was like she’d simply
given up on me—like she did with Apá.And that’s the part freaking me out right now. I mean, is
Amá worried that I’ll end up like him?I would have given anything to hear her lecture me or take
away my phone for a week—even a spanking would have been better than just watching her
alone on the living room couch, crying . . . waiting for Apá to come home, something we could
no longer count on.No! I refuse to add to her troubles any longer. One way or another, I will be
better.I tuck her lunch into the fold of my arm. “Thanks, Amá.”She smooths down my hair at the
top before waving to Marco’s mom. “Thank you again for taking the boys to school this week. It
really helps me out. It gives me time to get through a pile of invoices for the restaurant.”“De
nada.” Marco’s mom’s smile is as contagious as his. “It’s the least I can do to pay you back for
all the meals you give Marco. I can’t blame him, though. My cooking is pretty bad. Right,
Marco?”Marco’s eyes widen. His silence makes everyone laugh. Like I said, he’s too nice to
ever hurt anyone’s feelings.That’s when Amá leans in and gives my forehead a warm peck. My
throat swells. I shut my eyes—grateful that Amá appears to be giving me yet another chance. I
won’t let her down . . . starting now.Traffic is backed up all the way to the school entrance.
We’re sitting bumper to bumper, barely moving. Marco lowers his window, sticking his head out
like a puppy.I can already tell there’s a different kind of energy at school, one that I really like.
Kids are pouring into the school from all directions, by foot, skateboard, bike—even the public
electric scooters that Amá won’t let me ride.A few of them are bunched into small circles,
talking. Most, though, are just glued to their phones. Back in elementary, we weren’t allowed to
use our phones, skateboards, or pretty much do anything fun. But that’s not all that’s different.
As we turn into the drop-off area, I don’t see any of the kids kissing or hugging their parents
goodbye—just as I figured.In fact, they don’t nod, wave, or even look back. Nada.When our
turn approaches, I already have my backpack in hand. I open the door and pretty much tuck-
and-roll out of the minivan. The automatic side door shuts behind me as I rush to the
sidewalk.Not Marco. Not only does he lean in and give his mom a long hug, he stands in the
middle of the street waving jazz hands, causing traffic to come to a complete stop.The car
behind us honks at him as he adjusts the telescoping handle on his ZÏPPA. Finally, he wheels
over next to me, only to have his mom go all paparazzi with her cell phone. “Say cheese!” she
calls out.I cringe-smile as the entire row of cars now honk.She’s like that. It’s like she forgets
that Marco is way older than he looks.“All right, Marco,” I say, tugging at his arm. “We gotta get
our schedule cards.”Marco drags his backpack up the curb, striking me right on the shin. I pull
my foot up and rub the spot, but Marco’s too busy tucking in his shirt to notice.“Hey, Marco,” I
say. “There’s no dress code here. You don’t need to do that anymore.”“Of course I do. Gotta
make a good first impression, right?”He’s right about that. But as I look around, I can’t help but
notice how no one else has a rolling backpack or tucked-in shirts. “What do you think about
carrying your ZÏPPA instead?”“No way,” he answers. “Did you know that kids our age shouldn’t
carry more than fifteen percent of their own body weight? My binder alone weighs a ton.
Besides”—he flicks the handle, sending his backpack spinning like a wooden top—“it
practically floats.”I gotta admit, the thing is smooth. “Fine. Let’s go.” I point to a sign posted on
the entrance gate with the words Schedule Pickup written in thick black letters. “We better look
for our classes.”Marco actually looks excited about this—which makes sense . . . for him. It’s a
pretty safe bet he’ll be getting straight As, be MVP of the Academic Pentathlon team, and
captain of Speech and Debate.“This is exciting,” says Marco. “Kind of like Christmas,
huh?”Christmas? I hope not. Last Christmas was a total wreck—as in Apá wrecked the whole



holiday. You see, some fathers dress up like Santa Claus and wrap presents for their kids. Not
mine. Mine got drunk and passed out in the back seat of his car in some parking lot while Amá
and I stayed up, waiting for him.Marco tugs at his ZÏPPA and smacks a girl right on the
anklebone. Poor girl hops on one leg and calls out a few words I’ve never heard at school.
Wow . . . another big difference from elementary.Excitedly, Marco runs up ahead. I do my best
to keep up with him.After Marco almost trips up half a dozen kids with his rolling backpack, he
and I reach the corridor. Hands down, middle school is way busier than elementary. Kids are
coming and going in all directions, and we do our best to follow the flow of kids. Earbuds,
pimples, and straggly whiskered chins surround me.Suddenly, someone bumps me. Marco and
I look up and see this giant of a boy with a jutted chin and chiseled chest, sporting frosted hair
tips. Frostboy walks away oblivious to any contact.My mind shifts to Marco, to making sure he’s
all right.But somehow, he’s gone!I scan the flow of kids, searching for Marco. There he is, being
pinned against the wall by the crowd. He’s tiptoeing, trying his best to maintain eye contact with
me. It’s weird. I see Marco at home every day. His size—or lack of—never stuck out like this
before. Seeing him from a distance, I notice how tiny he really is. If I didn’t know him, I’d guess
he was still in elementary—fourth grade, tops!I lock my elbows firmly ahead of me and push
my way through the crowd until I reach him.Marco looks back at me all bug-eyed. “Oh my
God . . . these kids. They’re huge, like sharks!”I laugh. Here’s the thing about Marco. He likes to
categorize kids the same way they do fish at the pet store down our block. Marco’s theory is
simple:First, you’ve got the aggressive kids—total bettas that don’t get along with others and
are very likely to go seek out smaller fish to feast on.Then you got yourself the semi-
aggressives, who can coexist with others, as long as they are of the same size and personality.
But under the right conditions, they’ve been known to eat smaller fish too.Finally, we get to
community fish, a class of non-aggressives who get along with everyone—regardless of type,
color, or size. This is how Marco sees me.He labeled me that way when he first moved into the
house next door, back when we played together in a soccer league, back during kindergarten
year when I used to call it kinder-garden.Mrs. Garcia—who reminded me so much of my Tía
Lupe from El Paso—asked the class to find a partner for another round of “Addition Trivia.”
Unfortunately, the game didn’t go like Mrs. Garcia expected, because everyone in the class
simply went after the smartest kids to partner up with.Needless to say, demand for me wasn’t
at its highest.The same couldn’t be said of Marco. When it came to anything brain-related, the
boy was a total rock star. Half the boys and girls in class circled around him, calling his
name.“Marco, pick me.”“Hey, want to be partners?”Me . . . I didn’t bother. I couldn’t think of any
reason why he’d want to pair up with someone who scored in the bottom half on most
games.But for some reason, Marco came up and picked me as a partner. Me . . . of all
people.Next thing I knew, I was hearing all sorts of gripes and moans as Marco went on a one-
man rampage, answering every question all by himself.For some reason, I let it get to me and
felt the need to prove that I could hold my own in the game. So I chose to raise my hand on the
final question.Marco didn’t seem to mind at all. Nope . . . he seemed excited for me. Especially
when the question was simple: two plus four.My heart just about leaped out of my body when I
heard Mrs. Garcia ask the question. Anything that required more than two hands was to answer
way too hard.My mind went completely blank, but I wasn’t about to take off my shoe and sock
to get the answer either.“Thirteen?” I answered in the form of a question. At least half the kids
shook their heads and jeered.I felt like such a moron. I looked down and pretended not to hear
them. It was all I could do to hold back the tears. Mrs. Garcia immediately hushed the class, but
there was little she could do about the chuckling.That’s when Marco reached over and literally
lifted my head. “Chin up,” he said, giving me a smile.So later that day, when Mrs. Garcia took us



out for PE and asked us to pair up for three-legged races across the soccer field, I ignored all
the kids now flocking to me, hoping my speed would help lead them to victory.There was only
one person I wanted to pair up with. Yep . . . Marco.That’s the day Marco and I became
inseparable Best buds.I don’t remember where we placed during the actual race; we just fell
over every few feet, laughing the entire time.Only thing is, I’m not exactly sure about me being
a community fish. I’m thinking those kinds of fish are way more responsible and less likely to
cause trouble for others. When I’m on the court, playing basketball, I can get a bit
aggressive. . . .And now, seeing the size of some of the fishes—I mean kids—I’m starting to
worry how well a community kid like Marco is gonna do in an ocean like this.“The tall kids are
probably just eighth graders,” I say, doing my best to make him feel better. “Come on.” I wrap
my arm around him. “We better find our classes.”Marco and I approach the tables handing out
printed student schedules and agendas, which I’m guessing is a fancy word for organizers.As
hopeful as we try to be, we both know we won’t be having any classes together. Marco is GATE
identified, as in “Gifted and Talented Education,” meaning he’ll be placed in all honors
classes.The only honors class I’m qualified for is PE—anything involving running—but I’m
pretty sure that’s not a thing.Marco follows close behind me and we search for our names. To
my surprise, we’ve got one class together, PE.I look over at Marco, who’s frozen in place,
silent. His crinkled forehead and pouting lips tell me everything I need to know.“Don’t worry
about it,” I say. “I’m sure you’ll know plenty of kids from our fifth-grade class. Let’s meet up at
lunchtime, then go to PE together. Bet you’ll make a whole bunch of new friends too.”He gives
me a nod, but he looks pretty shaken.“Dude,” I say, “just be yourself. I promise you . . .
everyone’s gonna love you.”Sure enough, Marco leans in and gives me a hug right there in the
open—like it’s the last time he’s ever going to see me. It’s probably not the coolest thing to do—
not on the first day of school—but I can’t turn him away either.I make sure to push his head
back up.“Chin up, bro. You got this.”Marco nods, forces a grin, and swallows.With his schedule
in hand, he tugs at his backpack and rolls out in the opposite direction. Seeing him here at
school, around so many tall kids, I can’t help but notice again how absolutely tiny he really
looks.MarcoChapter 4I look back at Isaac, but he’s turned around and headed to class. I wish I
were as calm about middle school as him. It’s strange—this morning I woke up all excited
about starting the day. But now, I feel like a tiny sapling in a forest of redwoods.Mom convinced
me there’d be tons of kids my size, but so far, even short kids tower over me. The good news is
that the kids don’t even notice me, which could also not be so great. I’ve gotta find a way to
change that.I wonder if the school has a chess club. . . . I could raise a few eyebrows that way
for sure.There’s an opening up ahead. The map on the back of my agenda shows it as being
the quad area. Whatever it is, there’s space to breathe.I let out a sigh of relief when I spot the
familiar faces of Mauricio and Amanda by the drinking fountain.They wave me over. Suddenly,
everything in the world feels okay again. That is until we get close and I notice how much the
two of them have grown over the summer—especially Amanda, who wraps her arms around
me and awkwardly smooshes my face against her chest.Amanda scoots back to get a better
look at me. “Nice vest. Makes you look all studious.”“I hope so,” I say back. “It’s kind of the
point.”Mauricio shakes my hand, then pulls out his class schedule from his back pocket. “You
won’t believe this, but Amanda and I have all our classes together, even Office Aide, which I
hear is almost never offered to sixth graders.”
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Maura in VA, “Marco and Isaac are likable, relatable kids I would love for my son to meet in real
life. It has been a joy to introduce the character of Efrén Nava in Efrén Divided, the debut novel
by Ernesto Cisneros, to my son and to my upper elementary students during the past year. I
have never seen a book that is hugged so often by its readers. Teachers want a student like
Efrén. Kids want a friend like Efrén. I am both astounded and delighted that Ernesto Cisneros
has created two more characters in his second novel, Falling Short, who are similarly relatable,
fascinating, and joyfully likeable. I can't wait to introduce Marco and Isaac to students in my
elementary library!One a gifted athlete who struggles academically due to what appears to be
ADHD, the other a diminutive and clumsy boy who wins every possible academic prize, Isaac
and Marco share a strong feeling of falling short of parental expectations or needs. Cisneros
allows us to deeply feel each boy's emotional anguish, while retaining a sense of fun and
delight throughout the novel with enough likeable, trustworthy characters and scenes of
triumph to keep a reader smiling. Readers who might reject the prospect of a "friendship book"
will be hooked because Falling Short also stands tall as an engaging basketball bookI
connected deeply with Isaac's love for and sense of protectiveness toward his troubled and
loving father. It is rare for an MG book to include a protagonist with a parent who fights
substance abuse, and those characters with addictions are often drawn like cardboard
caricatures of overtly abusive "bad guys," which checks the box for "problem many children
have" but is not relatable for kids whose parent is loving but suffering and unreliable. Cisneros
deftly sketches a realistically flawed parent that will be recognizable by so many children of
alcoholics: one who is loving and has the best of intentions, but himself falls short, and copes
with every negative emotion (including shame for falling short as a parent) with
alcohol.Readers young and old will cheer with joy for the fiercely loyal friendship between Isaac
and Marco, especially for how they navigate the unfamiliar waters of middle school by turning
even more deliberately toward the friendship which buoys them and sustains them through
their deepest hurts. Isaac and Marco are models of masculinity, courage, and strength that I
am delighted to offer to my own son as he develops his own identity and navigates difficult
social and emotional challenges.Falling Short is a must-buy for all elementary and middle
school libraries and highly recommended for parents of readers in grades 3 and above.”

Russ Thompson, “Uplifting!. This is a wonderful story about friendship, family, teamwork, and
overcoming obstacles. It has so much heart! It inspired me and made me smile.”

Nita Walker, “Kid friendly text. This book was designed for middle school readers, with familiar
struggles between children and parents.”

Lee, “Loved this book. Great, great book about basketball, teamwork, determination and



perseverance when Marco decides he wants to try out for basketball even though he’s short,
and Isaac,his best friend, offers his help and tips on how to play. Marco’s dad isn’t around
much and so Marco wants to make the team so his dad will come watch him play. The support
each boy shows each other is heartwarming, Isaac needs to do better in school and Marco
helps him. When friends say Muggsy, a short basketball player, made it Marco thinks he can
too. He uses Muggsy’s mantra “always believe” to motivate himself. Isaac shows Marco how to
guard and slap the ball loose telling him getting stops may be more important than scoring,
Marco makes the team and his dad says he’s coming to watch them play. Something happens
though. Can Marco handle it? As Isaac plays in the tournament, he realizes life is like a
basketball and that “it all comes down to how much hustle you put in,””

Lisa McDonald, “loved this book. Falling Short by Ernesto Cisneros resonated with me in so
many ways, especially the character of Marco--the anxiety and panic attacks that Marco feels
when he is less than perfect, the feeling that academics is all he is good at and therefore
MUST be perfect at, and his incredibly short stature and all that entails. Yet Marco sets his
sights on making the basketball team to make his absentee sports obsessed father stop and
take notice. Marco's best friend, Isaac, whose parents are constantly arguing, coaches and
trains with Marco. However Isaac has problems of his own. He is struggling with academics,
something Marco helps him with. Isaac is determined to change this year in hopes that it will
bring his father home.I loved this book because it shows an amazing friendship between two
boys, where they both are fully invested in supporting each other. Off hand, I can't think of
other middle grade books that show this positive male friendship so strongly.”

The book by Ernesto Cisneros has a rating of  5 out of 4.9. 14 people have provided feedback.
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