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    Marilyn Monroe on 165th Street


    


    





    When Silvia was a little girl, her sister used to scare her to tears by telling her Marilyn Monroe was coming. Their mother would be off cleaning someone’s house, and Silvia would be sitting on the dirty carpeting in the living room, cutting shapes from construction paper, lost in thought. And maybe Maria would spot her like that, through the glass-paned door. She would choose just that moment to burst in and scream, ‘Run! Run! Marilyn Monroe is coming!’




    And Silvia, the fear stopped up in her throat, would drop her blunt scissors to the ground and go running down the long, dark hallway, nearly sliding on the speckled linoleum in her half-off socks. She would hide behind the smelly wool coats and the old leather shoes in the front closet, and Maria would call to her, ‘Don’t come out yet! Marilyn Monroe is still here!’




    Silvia would stay there, quaking with fear and sobbing softly while Maria watched The Carol Burnett Show and Mary Tyler Moore. That was how I found them when I went downstairs to their apartment and Maria opened the door. The TV was on, and next to the couch there was an open box of Capt’n Crunch. Maria looked at me like she was all pissed off that I’d interrupted her show and was waiting for me to explain why I’d come so I could leave again. Silvia’s sobs came softly from the closet.




    ‘My mother said to tell you that your mother called, and she wants me to tell you that she can’t come home for another hour more, and she said that you should take the chicken out of the freezer and go put it in a bowl of hot water now,’ I reported, with the plodding efficiency of an undertaker.




    Really, I did not want to speak to Maria at all, but because her family’s phone had been disconnected, I was assigned to convey messages to Maria’s family that came in on our phone. I decided that conveying these messages or talking to her during emergency situations did not really constitute ‘speaking’ with her. But I would never say anything nice to her or to the mean girls in hot pants she hung out with at school. ‘How come Silvia’s crying?’ I asked.




    ‘Because she’s stupid,’ Maria said, tossing back her dark, wavy hair that fell down to her butt.




    ‘You’re stupid,’ I told Maria. ‘You’re as stupid as your platform shoes.’




    ‘You better go,’ Maria said, glaring at me, as she backed off to the kitchen. ‘You better get out a my house.’




    From inside the closet, I could hear Silvia sob, the sound leaking as if it came from a wound.




    I opened the closet door, which was hard to do because all the layers of paint along the door frame sometimes made it stick. But once a crack of light made its way into the darkness, Silvia started to scream. And then she collapsed into a series of sobs. ‘Querida,’ I asked, pulling her out into the dim hallway light. ‘What’s wrong?’




    She held onto me in that way that little kids do, their weeping all getting under your skin and right in the cavity of your chest so that it becomes all the weeping you ever did too. ‘Marilyn Monroe is coming,’ Silvia explained, in a little gasp.




    ‘What?’ I asked, lifting up Silvia and letting her cry into my shoulder. ‘Who’s’at?’ I asked. ‘What? Marilyn Monroe. What’s she? She’s just an old movie star, right? She’s not even alive anymore, I bet you.’




    ‘She’s dead,’ Silvia confirmed, tears still running down her face. ‘She’s a ghost.’


    





    We had to go to Westchester to see my Uncle Teo perform with his band. I’d seen them before. It was stupid. My Uncle Teo would make his hair all greasy and comb it back so it looked just like the hair that all the men had on the old TV shows. All these people were my parents’ age and they’d wear really ugly clothes, like poodle skirts and little tight pants that were too short. On the way there, I sat in the back seat of the car and looked out the window, asking my parents how come we had to do this, and what was the big deal? It was nostalgia, my mother explained. I would understand when I got older. But I knew that I would never like bobby socks, which were too much like the socks I had to wear when I was little. And how come they always started cheering when the band played ‘Wake Up Little Suzy’ and ‘Rock Around the Clock’? What was wrong them?




    This time, there were all these striped awnings set up outside, and the air smelled like beer and freshly cut grass. We sat at a round white metal table and I drank eight Shirley Temples. Afterwards, on our way back into the city, we stopped at Caldor’s Department Store. I wandered over to a corner of the store where, on a table, someone had arranged copies of a book called Marilyn. A blonde lady, slightly dazed-looking, lips parted, stared at me from the book’s cover. She had fake eyelashes on and held a slightly see-through scarf over her breasts. You could see her belly button, and she had one arm lifted, her hand folded against her forehead as if she had a headache. I looked at the price. My parents would never get it for me. I took off my sweater and tried to bunch it up around the book so that no one would know I was hiding anything inside. This was 1973. Out in places like Westchester then, there weren’t tags that sent off theft detectors. Security guards didn’t follow you around the way they do now. It was amazing what you could get away with. Once, in Woolworth’s, on 181st Street, my cousin and I carried out a red beanbag chair and never got stopped. Things were there for the taking then.




    At home, I looked at the book with my back to the door, hunched over it as I sat cross-legged on my bed, so if anyone came in, they couldn’t see what I was reading. Marilyn Monroe was supposed to be beautiful, but I didn’t think she was beautiful. Her hair looked tired like my mother’s, pushed into shapes that weren’t right. She was too heavy, wasn’t slinky the way actresses should be. And that mole on her cheek, was that a beauty spot? I’d heard women call them beauty spots on TV; seen them draw the dot on with an eyebrow pencil. Was that supposed to be beautiful? If I kept looking in the book, would I see why everyone said she was beautiful?




    Marilyn Monroe was walking across a beach, a short, white terry cloth robe around her, her legs covered with sand. Was that sexy? You could keep the sand off your legs by getting back in the water and then putting on flip flops and drying off as soon as you got out again. Didn’t she know that? Marilyn Monroe was putting her arms around a tree, elated at something, but I didn’t think it was real elation. Marilyn Monroe was standing above a subway grate, her skirt blowing up as she grinned with glee. Didn’t she know you should never ever stand or even walk on a subway grate? They could cave in. You could fall through down to the subway tracks. Why were they taking pictures of her doing these things?




    Then I looked at a picture way in the beginning of the book. Marilyn Monroe was standing in a pair of blue jeans and shirt made out of bandannas. She was smiling, and she didn’t look all spaced out. Her hair looked normal. It was brown, and wavy, and tied back, just the way Silvia’s was. And then I thought she was beautiful.




    I would have to show this book to Silvia, show it to her so she would know Marilyn Monroe was nothing she had to be afraid of. She would see that once Marilyn Monroe was a pretty girl, and then she just looked tired like our mothers. Everything about her was really familiar.




    I read through the book to find stories I could tell Silvia about Marilyn Monroe. Her name wasn’t even Marilyn Monroe, but Norma Jeane Baker. She was in an orphanage for a while and had to bathe in water that some other girls had bathed in first. Someone shot her dog. She got married when she was sixteen, five years older than me. I didn’t want to tell Silvia these stories.


    





    ‘You should come over to my house later ‘cause I got something to show you,’ I told Silvia, in the schoolyard during lunch. She was playing double dutch with some other little kids.




    ‘What?’ Silvia asked.




    ‘You come to my house after school today,’ I told her.




    ‘Okay,’ Silvia said.




    Once school was done, after Silvia dropped her books and her lunch box downstairs, she came up to my apartment. My parents were both at work, so no one else was home. Silvia stood in the living room, her big eyes all expectant, and I told her, ‘Wait right here.’




    Then I went and got the book. She stared at the lady on the cover.




    ‘That’s Marilyn Monroe,’ I told her.




    For a minute, her lips turned down with fear.




    ‘Don’t be scared,’ I told Silvia, bringing her closer. ‘She’s just a lady. See?’




    I put the book on the coffee table and turned the pages while Silvia stared. Marilyn Monroe in an evening gown. Marilyn Monroe pushing her shoulders forward as if she wanted the person taking her picture to go away, but was too polite to say so. Marilyn Monroe drinking champagne with an old man, a white-blonde tuft of hair falling on her forehead.




    I said to Silvia, ‘Marilyn Monroe.’




    Then, near the end of the book, a picture of a man whose face was folded in grief. Joe Dimaggio, I read. Once, when I’d heard a Simon and Garfunkel song about him, I asked my mother who he was, and she told me he was a famous baseball player, that he played right across the river in Yankee Stadium.




    ‘Where did he go?’ I asked her.




    ‘What do you mean?’




    ‘Did he die?’ I asked. I told her about the song.




    ‘Laura,’ she said, shaking her head. And then the doorbell rang so I never got to hear what her explanation was.




    Now, as Silvia and I bent over the book, I read that Joe Dimaggio was married to Marilyn Monroe once, and that last picture was taken at her funeral. I read that you were supposed to see the grief of the entire nation in his face.




    The doorbell rang. Quickly, I hid the book under the couch and went to answer the door. It was Maria. She had on blue eye shadow and kept flicking her hair back while she stood. ‘You better come downstairs,’ she said, looking past me, to Silvia.




    ‘Marilyn Monroe isn’t a monster,’ Silvia said accusingly, her small chin in the air.




    You could see something taken from Maria, her eyes tightening. ‘You don’t get downstairs, Marilyn Monroe is gonna kill you.’




    ‘Liar,’ Silvia accused. ‘Laura showed me the book. Marilyn Monroe is just a lady.’




    I stood against the wall, my arms folded.




    ‘What book?’ Maria asked.




    ‘This book,’ Silvia said, walking back to the living room and pulling the book out from under the couch. Maria and I followed and watched Silvia pull the book onto the coffee table.




    Maria kneeled before the table and leafed through the book slowly, staring at the pictures: Marilyn Monroe as a tiny bride, a veil shaping her face into a heart; Marilyn Monroe sitting on the floor in a filmy red gown, looking as if she’s trying to talk down someone who’s going to hit her; Marilyn Monroe stretched out naked on a red satin sheet, like a woman who’s trying to show you what a woman’s body looks like in profile.




    Maria flipped back to the book jacket and saw the price. ‘You stole this,’ she accused.




    ‘Did not,’ I told her.




    ‘I’m gonna tell everyone unless you loan it to me.’




    So I did.




    And that was how it started, how me and Maria started talking to each other. We started talking about Marilyn Monroe.




    She was still a bitch. If she knew something about Marilyn Monroe I didn’t, she acted like Marilyn Monroe told her this stuff personally. She read all this other stuff about Marilyn Monroe, and then she found out there was gonna be this TV show on Marilyn Monroe. Maria wanted to go to Anita Navarro’s house to watch it because Anita had a color TV. All during the show, Anita kept touching up her nail polish and the air smelled bad from it. The TV announcer said Marilyn Monroe was going to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to President Kennedy, then introduced her by calling her ‘The late Miss Marilyn Monroe.’




    I let out a little gasp.




    ‘She didn’t get there on time,’ Anita pointed out, working on her last nail. ‘It’s a joke.’




    Then Anita turned to me and stared, eyes popped wide, as if she wanted to see why I was stupid.




    Maria angrily said, ‘Shhh.’ She sounded so much like her mother that, for a minute, I was scared.




    Marilyn Monroe sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to the president in a little, breathy voice. She was standing on stage in a slinky, shiny dress, but she was just singing the regular birthday song. ‘This is bizarre,’ I concluded.


    





    The first time I saw Marilyn Monroe in real life, she was walking down 165th Street toward St. Nicholas Avenue. She was wearing a white halter dress, just like the one she wore when she stood over the subway grate and her skirt went up. She walked fast, the gray July air kissing the skin of her upper arms and shoulders. The men hanging out on the stoops called out to her. She just smiled and kept walking. I couldn’t follow her. I wasn’t supposed to go down to St. Nicholas Avenue by myself. It was one of the few warnings I listened to. Dos Puertas was on St. Nicholas Avenue, the bar where Maria and Silvia’s father got shot. I hung off the side of the steps to my building and watched Marilyn Monroe disappear as she turned the corner. Then I ran upstairs to tell Maria what I’d seen.




    It was when I got to the part about Dos Puertas that Maria’s face broke, and she said, sharp-voiced, ‘You lie, Laura.’




    ‘You lie,’ I said back. ‘You think you know everything.’




    ‘Stupid,’ Maria told me. ‘Marilyn Monroe is dead, and even if she was alive, she wouldn’t come here!’




    That night, I lay in bed thinking of all the things I could have said back to Maria Cuellar. Of course Marilyn Monroe had come here. How else could they have filmed her with her skirt getting blown up over a subway grate? She’d lived in New York once, hadn’t she? Everyone did sooner or later. But I knew what Maria meant. She meant I was stupid to think we’d see any of those people where we were. She meant Marilyn Monroe wouldn’t come uptown.




    I hooded the lamp next to my bed with a blanket and looked at the book again: Marilyn Monroe getting out of a pool, one arm and one leg slung over the swimming pool’s lip. Marilyn Monroe in a bathtub, her head and legs sticking out from the bubbles, her expression asking, Is this okay? Marilyn Monroe clutching a sheet to her chest while she kissed an older man with a mustache. What was wrong with everyone? Why did they all want to look at pictures like these? How come they showed her like she was gonna walk out naked any minute instead of just showing her naked and getting it done with?




    I looked out the window at the purple and gray night, a few people leaning against parked cars, and a brown Lincoln with New Jersey plates gunning up toward Broadway. The only light came from the bodega on the corner, its boxes of plantains and Puerto Rican grapes out front still, and, inside, its cut melon surrounded by flies and dried ham sliced into portions too small to be good for anything. It was open all night. The cashier there once whapped Maria’s chest with a long stretch of tape from the cash register. He’d be doing what he always did that night, keying numbers in as he moved the food from one side to the other, wiping the dust off the top of soda cans when people complained ‘bout the dirt. And Maria, she’d be upstairs doing her nails again. Everything would go on same as it was before for them, But not for me. Out there, nearby, was Marilyn Monroe.


    





    ‘Come with me,’ I told Silvia, the next day. ‘She may be back.’




    When we sat down at first, the cement steps were too hot to stay on, so we stood sometimes. And Maria stood with us. ‘But don’t think I’m waiting to see Marilyn Monroe,’ she told us. ‘Because I’m not. Because she’s dead.’




    Two o’clock came, and there was no Marilyn Monroe.




    We bought those icies that cost a nickel and get squeezed out of a tube. The acid tang hit the back of my throat and I coughed. ‘Don’t you go coughing on me,’ Maria said, glaring at me. The blue icies were the best; we all got blue tongues. We were waving our tongues at one another when she came again: Marilyn.




    This time, she was wearing a black sequined gown, and the strap started to slide off her shoulder. She stood where she was, wiggling slightly, as she pushed the strap back up. The men across the street went crazy. One screamed for water, and said, in Spanish, that he was getting too hot. Marilyn said to him, in her breathy little voice, ‘I like it hot.’ Then started walking again, wiggling as she went.




    Maria was drop-jawed, her eyes big. Silvia’s chin was clenched in triumph. Marilyn Monroe had come, but Silvia had not succumbed to fear. And I was not awestruck to stillness this time. I ran after her. I followed Marilyn Monroe to where she was turning the corner at the end of the block. When I got down to St. Nicholas Avenue, I stood stock still on the west side of the street. I turned and saw Marilyn Monroe keep going down the sidewalk, through the crowds. I watched as she disappeared in the Dos Puertas bar.




    I ran back to my building and stopped off at Maria and Silvia’s house to tell them what I’d seen. Silvia went right back to watching I Dream of Jeannie as soon as she opened the door. Maria was in the kitchen, her face as dry and tight as the towel draped over the radiator.




    ‘You’re not supposed to go there,’ she said accusingly, before I could even tell her what I’d seen. She swallowed as if there was a hard candy stuck in her throat, and continued making thin, gray hamburgers.




    ‘I didn’t go there,’ I responded, adamantly. ‘I just went down to the corner, and I watched her go into the bar:’




    ‘Which bar?’ Maria asked, looking at me as she squeezed a chunk of hamburger with one hand. When I didn’t answer, she whispered, ‘Stupid.’




    ‘I didn’t go there,’ I said again.




    ‘I’ll tell your mother on you!’




    ‘I only came down to tell you your mother called, and she said she’s gonna be late and you should put the French fries in at twenty to six.’




    Maria stared at me, her eyes popped wide and burning dark.




    ‘I didn’t go there,’ I repeated. I backed away from Maria and the Formica table with its aluminum trim.


    





    Marilyn Monroe walked past in next afternoon’s yellow sun, her hair burning white blonde in the heat, dark glasses obscuring her eyes. She had on a big white shirt and black pedal pushers. She carried a beige bag by its looped strap. This time, when the men called after her, she didn’t turn and she didn’t smile. She just kept walking on ahead, grim-faced, tight-lipped. Then she turned to me, and said softly, ‘Hello.’ And she almost smiled, but she kept walking. I watched her go. I watched the seams of her pants shift with her angry wiggle. I decided I would catch up with her and talk. I tore from my place by the stoop and felt a hand close on my wrist, got yanked back, into the shadow of my Uncle Teo. He felt his unshaved face with his free hand, squinted, and asked, ‘Where you going, Laura?’




    ‘Nowhere,’ I told him.




    ‘Where you going just now? You’re not going to talk to that lady, hah?’




    ‘No,’ I told him.




    ‘She’s crazy,’ he told me. ‘Sick in the head. You stay away from her. Understand?’




    I nodded. Teo let go of my wrist.


    





    I should have asked someone for protection, something to make the bad things stay away. That’s what I thought as I walked down to St. Nicholas Avenue, my heart growing bigger and bigger as I neared the bar. It was very hot, and I kept bumping into people on the street when I tried to get south. Traffic moved slow around all the double-parked cars, horns honking and music coming from the store with all the eight track tapes in the window.




    When I first stepped into Dos Puertas, it was dark and cool and quiet. Yellow shapes swam before my eyes and I couldn’t see. An oakey liquor smell filled the air.




    A man’s voice asked, ‘What do you want, boy?’




    A breathy voice said, ‘That’s not a boy. That’s a little girl.’




    Ever since I’d gotten my shag haircut, people kept thinking I was a boy.




    ‘Are you Marilyn Monroe?’ I asked the breathy voice.




    My eyes adjusted. The yellow bars floated away. I saw her sitting there at one of the tables, smoking a cigarette. She was still wearing her dark glasses, just like I heard movie stars did. I knew it was her.




    ‘What do you want?’ the bartender asked, polishing glasses.




    ‘Shirley Temple,’ I told him, walking to the center table where Marilyn Monroe sat. We were the only people in the bar. I put my hands on the back of one of the empty chairs and waited for the bartender to get me my drink, but when I looked up at him, he just kept wiping the glasses and grinning.




    ‘One of yours?’ the bartender asked Marilyn Monroe.




    ‘What an awful thing to say,’ she told the bartender, her voice thin and flat now.




    The bartender nodded and grinned even wider while he held a glass to the light.




    ‘It’s time to go,’ he told me. He had a quiet voice with a hint of threat in it. The quieter he got, the more trouble you were in. I knew this because my Uncle Teo was the same way.




    ‘Let’s go,’ Marilyn Monroe said, stubbing out her cigarette and gathering her things.




    ‘Ey’,’ the bartender shouted, putting the glass and towel on the bar.




    She gave him a curt smile and shimmied out the swinging doors backwards, motioning for me to follow.




    Out on the street, she stood completely still in the crowd, as if she didn’t know where to go. People moved around us as if we were lamp posts that had suddenly sprung from the ground. ‘What are we doing?’ I asked Marilyn Monroe.




    ‘Tell me where you live,’ she said.




    ‘I can’t go there now,’ I pleaded. ‘I need to talk to you. That’s why I came to the bar.’




    She moved a piece of foamy, frothy hair that kept falling in her eyes, as if by stroking it she would learn the answer of what to do. Then she started to walk again, with purpose.




    ‘Where are we going?’ I asked.




    ‘To my apartment,’ she said.




    ‘Where is that?’




    Still marching ahead, not even turning to me, she answered, ‘Haven Avenue.’


    





    Marilyn Monroe had posters of herself all over her apartment. They were curling against the wall from the humidity, pockmarked and torn at the corners from being hung with tacks.




    As soon as we got to her house, Marilyn Monroe disappeared into a room behind a door that had grown fatter than its frame from repeated coats of paint. I sat on the windowsill above the fire escape and watched the boats move slowly down the wide, black Hudson River. I could hear the water running in the bathroom, and the click of a bottle being pushed down. When Marilyn Monroe came into the dusty, empty living room, her face was caked heavily with makeup, but it didn’t cover the purple bruise near her eye.




    She leaned to take a box of blue-tipped matches off the coffee table, then struck one to light her cigarette. Blowing a stream of smoke in the air, while I straddled the windowsill and watched, she asked, ‘Will your parents worry if you’re not home?’




    I shrugged and told her, ‘They’re at work.’




    ‘My mother worked,’ Marilyn Monroe said, plopping down on the couch and tipping her cigarette ash into a kidney-shaped ashtray. ‘She worked two jobs once to try and get us a house.’




    ‘Are you really Marilyn Monroe?’ I asked her.




    ‘What do you think?’ she asked me, smiling her sad smile.




    She was supposed to be dead, of course. But people were wrong about a lot of things. They didn’t want you to believe in anything. They always talked about how hard the world was and how, when you grew up, you would learn the same. Maria was exactly like that, always telling me I should learn things weren’t as good or magic as I thought. Maybe I would be able to prove them all wrong. Or maybe, as Uncle Teo said, this was a crazy lady.




    I told her, ‘I don’t know if you’re Marilyn Monroe.’




    She answered, ‘I don’t either.’




    I swallowed. Maybe what she meant was, she was really Norma Jeane. I hoped that was what she meant.




    ‘I’m going to have to leave,’ she said, absently straightening an afghan that hung on the back of the couch.




    ‘You mean leave for good?’ I asked.




    ‘What’s your name?’ she asked. A voice like a fairy.




    I told her.




    ‘Laura,’ she said, saying it the Anglo way and nodding with approval. ‘I have to go soon. You can come with me while I pack my things.’




    ‘How come you have to go?’ I asked, following after her as she went into the bedroom. It was a mess. It looked the way mine did. The bed was all rumpled. There were piles of clothes here and there, beaded sweaters balled in a chair, slinky skirts in heaps on the floor. Marilyn began to sort the clothes.




    ‘1 saw a book on you,’ I told her.




    ‘Which?’ she asked, stopping as she leaned with a skirt in her hand.




    ‘The big one. The one that just came out.’




    Her expression tightened. Her eyes grew hot. ‘That one,’ she said. Her voice came out a little huskier.




    ‘Don’t you like it?’ I asked.




    ‘I can’t stand that man,’ she told me.




    ‘The guy who wrote it?’ I asked.




    ‘Have you read anything else of his?’ she asked.




    I shook my head.




    She held up a blouse. ‘I have too many like these. Do you want it?’




    It was a white silky thing with a nipped-in waist. I couldn’t imagine wearing it. But Marilyn Monroe was offering it to me. I told her, ‘Thank you.’




    ‘You have nice eyes,’ she told me. She stared at me for a second. ‘And if you used makeup,’ she said, taking out her compact and putting powder on my face, ‘you could look very pretty.’




    I didn’t like wearing makeup. It made my face itch and I didn’t like the smell. But when Marilyn Monroe patted my face with the powder puff, made me pull my lips back so she could slick lipstick on and then told me to kiss a tissue, I felt like she was painting on love.




    ‘We have to do so much to be pretty,’ she sighed, icing my eyelids with white shadow. ‘Look.’




    I saw myself in the mirror. I wasn’t pretty. The corners of my mouth turned down. I thought I would cry.




    ‘You are pretty,’ Marilyn Monroe told me. ‘But a girl can’t always see it.’




    She pulled me close to her and gave me a hug. I smelled her perfume, her makeup, her sweat.




    When she let me go, she told me, ‘I’m going to get a drink.’




    I looked at the clothes and things on her dresser while she was gone. There were lacy slips and lipstick tubes, compacts and slinky skirts, stained blouses and, everywhere, books. There were stacks of books by the bed, old and leather bound, paperbound and dog-eared; The Brothers Karamazov and Down These Mean Streets, Letters to a Young Poet and I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.




    She came back in carrying a glass of champagne and a glass of Coke, and handed me the Coke. ‘What did you want to ask me?’ she wanted to know.




    I tried to think of all the things I had imagined saying to her, but came up blank.




    ‘How come you sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to the president?’ I asked.




    ‘To Jack?’ Marilyn Monroe asked, sitting in the floor and sipping champagne. ‘It was his birthday,’ she laughed. ‘He was my friend.’




    ‘How come if you were having an affair, you didn’t just sing to him at home?’




    ‘We were just friends by then,’ she said. And suddenly, her face got very sad and she looked away. ‘What songs do you sing?’ she asked.




    I sang ‘Philadelphia Freedom’ for her, and she told me I had a nice voice. Then she sang a song for me that was from a movie she made, about how diamonds are a girl’s best friend. And then she was all packed up. She tripped a little on her heels.




    ‘It’s time to go,’ she told me, when she had her suitcase in hand, her sunglasses on, and a scarf tied under her chin.




    ‘Where will you go?’ I asked.




    ‘The next place,’ she told me.




    ‘But you haven’t seen Silvia yet,’ I said.




    I explained who Silvia was, how she had been afraid of Marilyn Monroe, but wasn’t anymore. Marilyn Monroe looked outside, to the sun that would soon dip down and melt into New Jersey’s chemical plants. ‘Please,’ I begged. ‘Will you find Silvia with me?’




    She agreed that, if I ran on ahead and got Silvia to come on downstairs, she would stop on the way to the subway and meet her.




    I didn’t tell Silvia what I wanted her to come downstairs for. She came though, and then Maria was on her way back from the park, so she was there too when Marilyn Monroe walked up the street, shifting her heavy suitcase from hand to hand. She knelt down before Silvia and asked her, ‘Are you Laura’s friend?’




    Silvia nodded.




    Teo came up behind us, and hollered, ‘I told you that lady is crazy. Stay away!’




    Silvia’s lower lip quivered.




    Marilyn Monroe glared at Teo, then told Silvia, ‘There’s nothing to be afraid of.’




    She rustled Silvia’s hair, then rose. Teo stood with his arms folded as if waiting for her to go. I thought I heard him say, under his breath, that she was a rotten putona, but I never saw his lips move. I thought Marilyn Monroe heard him too and was pretending she hadn’t. She put her sunglasses back on, picked up her bags, and walked away. Without saying a word, Maria and Silvia and walked after her to the subway. As she passed the groups of men along the street, they hooted approvingly or hollered meanly. I was a little afraid and a little sad and when I looked at Maria and Silvia I could see they were too. Even Maria showed it.
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