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And how did I
Get back? How did any of us
Get back when we searched
For beauty?


GARY SOTO


and wouldn’t it be nice / if things fit / the way they were
supposed to / wouldn’t that be something / worth dying for.


PAUL ASTA
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1.


Roberto was brown and his people lived next door so of course I went over on weekends. They were full Mexican. That made us superior. My father found every opportunity to say it, but not to their faces. So Ma took it upon herself to visit most evenings. She still didn’t have many friends on the block—we were too dark for the blancos, too Latin for the blacks.


But Roberto’s mother dug the company. She invited us in. Her husband worked construction, pouring cement into Grand Parkway, and they didn’t have any papers so you know how that goes. No one was hiring. She wasn’t about to take chances. What she did with her days was look after Roberto.


They lived in this shotgun with swollen pipes. It was the house you shook your head at when you drove up the road. Ma brought over yucca and beans from the restaurant, but then my father saw and asked her who the fuck had paid for it. Javi, Jan, and I watched our parents circle the kitchen, until our father grabbed a bowl of rice and threw it on the tile. He said this was what it felt like to watch your money walk. Maybe now Ma’d think before she shit on her familia. And of course it didn’t stop her—if anything, she went more often—but Ma started leaving the meals at home; instead, she brought me and some coffee and tinned crackers.


Roberto had this pug nose. He was pimply in all the wrong places. He wore his hair like the whiteboys, and when I asked why that was he called it one less thing to worry about. His fam couldn’t afford regular cuts, so whenever they came around the barber clipped off everything. I told him he looked like a rat, like one of the blanquitos biking all over town, and Roberto said that was cool but I was a fat black gorilla.


He was fifteen, a few years older than me. He told me about the bus he’d taken straight from Monterrey. His father’d left for Houston first, until he could send for the rest of them too, and when I asked Roberto about Mexico he said everything in Texas tasted like sand.


Roberto didn’t go to school. He spent all day mumbling English back to his mother’s busted TV. Since it was the year of my endless flu, and I didn’t exist to Javi anymore—he’d taken up with the local hoods by then—that meant I spent a fuckton of time next door. They had this table and these candles and a mattress in the living room; when Roberto’s father wasn’t out breaking his back, I usually found him snoring on it.


His mother was always exhausted. Always crying to Ma. Said it wasn’t that this country was rougher—everything was just so loose.


Ma told her to wait it out. That’s just what America did to you. They’d learn to adjust, she’d crack the code, but what she had to do was believe in it.


Meanwhile, Roberto and I walked to the corner of Lock-wood, where East End collapses and the warehouses begin. We threw rocks at the cars on Woodvale. Tagged drunks on their porches by Sherman. We watched loose gangs of boys smoking kush on Congress, and I saw Javi among them, and he didn’t even blink at me. But that night he shook me awake on our bunk, mouthing off about how he’d kill me if I spoke up. He smelled burnt and sour, like a dead thing in the road. I thought about warning Roberto to keep quiet until I remembered he had no one to tell.


Once, I asked Roberto if he liked it in Texas. He looked at me forever. Called it another place with a name.


Could be worse, I said. You could be back home.


Home’s wherever you are at the time, said Roberto.


You’re just talking. That doesn’t even mean anything.


It would, he said, if you knew you didn’t have one.


The first time we tugged each other his father was sleeping beside us. They’d cemented the 610 exit and he’d found himself out of work. It was silent except for the flies above us, and Ma on the porch with his mother, promising that they’d figure it out.


When Roberto finally gasped I covered his mouth with my free hand. We put our ears to the screen door, but nothing’d changed outside. Just our mothers sobbing, and the snores overlaying them, and the Chevys bumping cumbia in the lot across the way.


He’d gotten it all on his jeans, which cracked us both up—they were the one pair he had. He wasn’t getting another.


That night Ma told my father about their situation. She said we should help. We’d been fresh once, too. My father said of course we could spot them a loan, and then they could borrow some dishes from the cupboard. We’d lend them some chairs. The bedroom too. Jan laughed from her corner, and Ma said it wasn’t funny, we knew exactly what she meant—we were twisting her words.


Gradually, things began to evaporate from Roberto’s place. I know because I was there. I watched them walk through the door. His family still didn’t have cash for regular meals, Roberto started skipping breakfast and lunch, and this is the part where I should say my family opened their pantry but we didn’t do any of that shit at all.


But it didn’t stop the two of us. We touched in the park on Rusk. By the dumpsters on Lamar. At the pharmacy on Woodleigh and the benches behind it. We tried his parents’ mattress, once, when his mother’d stepped out for a cry, and we’d only just finished zipping up when we heard her jiggling open the lock.


Eventually, I asked Roberto if maybe this was a bad thing, if maybe his folks were being punished for our sins, and he asked if I was a brujo or a seer or some other shit.


I said, Shut the fuck up.


But you’re sitting here talking about curses, said Roberto.


I don’t know, I said. Just something. It could be us.


Roberto said he didn’t know anything about that. He’d never been to church.


2.


When they finally disappeared it was overnight and without warning. I only knew it happened because Ma hadn’t slapped me awake.


I palmed open their door, and the mattress was on the floor, but their lamps and their table and the grocery bags were gone. They took the screws off the doorknobs. The lightbulbs too. All I found were some socks in a bathroom cabinet.


My father said we’d all paid witness to a parable: if you didn’t stay where you belonged, you got yourself evicted.


Ma sighed. Jan nodded. Javi cheesed from ear to ear. He’d just had his first knife fight, owned the scars on his elbows to prove it, and Roberto’s family could’ve moved to the moon for all he cared.


The morning before, Roberto’d shown me this crease on my palms. When you folded them a certain way, your hands looked like a star. Some lady on the bus from San Antonio had shown him how, and he’d called her loco then but now he was thinking he’d just missed the point.


His parents were out. We huddled in his closet. His shorts sat piled on mine, they were the only pair left in the house. He didn’t tell me he was disappearing. He just felt my chin. Rubbed my palms. Then he cupped his hands between us, asked if I’d found the milagro in mine.


I couldn’t see shit, just the outline of his shadow, but we squeezed our palms together and I called it amazing anyways.




ALIEF
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Just before they slept together for the final time and before Aja’s lover was tossed by her husband, our neighborhood diplomat, onto the concrete curb outside their apartment complex, and then choked, by that same man, with his bare hands, in front of an audience of streetlights, the corner store, Joaquin, LaNeesh, Isabella, Big A, and the Haitian neighbors, James asked Aja to tell him a story. It didn’t have to be true.


Before all that, we watched them meet in the market and then wherever they could run into each other. They hadn’t spoken yet. Hadn’t swapped a single syllable. But we watched them meet in the laundromat. We watched them meet at the corner store. We watched them meet on the sidewalk, a quarter mile from the Dollar Tree. They touched eyes taking out the trash on MLK Boulevard. Aja watched from her window as he parked his car—and she imagined her whiteboy looking right back at her. She imagined him calling our girl down, sticking his shitty blue Honda in neutral, and launching it straight down I-10, or straight up I-10, or anywhere that wasn’t the sill she’d perched on for years.


We watched them bloom like an opera, a telenovela, the sunrise.


When they finally did cross the mountain of silence (after James knocked on her door, thrice, asking about some sugar and cream) they started seeing each other on purpose every day, speaking to each other every day.


Sometimes it was as simple as


Do you have hot water this morning?


No one ever does.


or


So our neighbor, Juana—does she ever put those boys to bed?


No. And that’s why her man left her, years ago, for a Puerto Rican.


and even


You know what, it’s funny, but I haven’t seen the stars since I made it to Houston.


And no matter how long you stay here, they’ll never touch your eyes.


They went on like that for months and months. Or maybe it was weeks and weeks.


We never could figure out how long.


James was tall. Pale. Unformed. Like a snow globe or a baker’s son. Hardly handsome, if we’re honest, but boyish, if we squinted. And the fact that he lived with us at all said something unkempt about his cash flow—way up in the North Side, on the outer ends of Alief, in that neighborhood stuffed with the back-door migrants, or one among many, hardly a rarity at all. With our Thais and our Mexicans and our Vietnamese. Some Guatemalans. The Cubans.


And yet.


We all knew, just like Aja knew, that he had something. In larval form, maybe. Cocooned inside of him.


The sort of thing she’d seen in her husband, years ago. Before they left the island. In Jamaica, Aja’s parish sat something like an hour from his, and she’d walked that distance, every day, just to see him. Peasant stock, like the rest of the natives, but she hadn’t cared about that; it hadn’t meant bunk to her at the time.


She’d been beautiful. The kind of fine that makes you blink. Men all over the coast knew her name, never having seen her, although they’d all heard rumors. And a sideways glance from Aja, along the sandy roads of her town, could send a teenaged boy rocketing home, with his father high-stepping behind him toward his wife or his mistress, to alleviate the beast.


Aja felt the same thing now for the whiteboy. Tried to will it away, but we knew that shit wouldn’t fly.


And she found herself on his doormat, knocking on his door.


And he watched her through his peephole, flustered, shouting Come in, come in.


Also, we knew this guy had questions.


The whiteboy wanted to know what brought her to Texas, what the sand from home felt like on her toes. Whether she missed that feeling once she’d made her place in the city. He wanted to know if the air tasted the same. How Houston’s smog felt in her throat. He wanted to know how the sunrise fell across her part of the world. He wanted to know about her mother, about her father, her aunts and her uncles. He wanted to know why she married her husband (we imagine him actually asking in bed, after they’ve sealed the deal, fish-eyed and sweaty) and it must have been then that Aja told him how she’d made it here—that thing we all share—the story of her crossing.


She’d met Paul at the market back home, the way everyone meets anyone anywhere. Aja weighed the tomatoes, eyed the chickens in their pens. Used that time to make plans, wanted to get her ass off the island. Knew the thing about the Caribbean is everyone wants to be there, until they finally, eventually, realize they’ll never leave. Our girl knew that like she knew the soles of her feet. So Aja wanted to tweak her English (and not just english, but English english, the language of money, the kind we hear in banks) to pull a job as a librarian, or a secretary, or a hostess up north—although really, truly, she’d have mopped vomit at Burger King—because she’d seen on the TV that our public spaces were quiet, and on her island, at that time, quiet was a commodity.


Which is when it happened: she was imagining the sound of nothing when Paul finally made his move.


Her first thought when she saw him wasn’t This is the man I will marry.


It wasn’t Here is my ticket off.


She said, Hey, Paul.


Because she’d known the motherfucker for as long as she could remember. Knew him the way we know the sidewalk dips by the complex, or that if we don’t lock the doors the kids from Sunny Side’ll clean out our apartments.


Paul had moved across the country the year he turned twelve, after his mother poisoned his father, finally fed up with the cheating. All of the men, on that island, at that time, had a mistress, but this did not stop Mom from cooking Dad’s favorite dish, oxtail stew, one evening, after he’d left the bed of his other woman. He slipped back into his home, and kissed his wife on her cheek, and sat behind his bowl at the table beside them. Paul’s mother told her son he wouldn’t be sharing, not tonight.


The incident made an impression. All of a sudden Paul wanted to be a doctor. Hadn’t known the reason why his father started croaking, or why his mother watched, for a solid minute, before she made any moves to help. Or why, at the viewing, they eyed the casket for hours, before she spat on his father’s forehead and snatched Paul’s wrist to leave. But what he did know, or what he thought he knew, was that if there’d been a doctor on the island, a professional who knew what they were doing, maybe someone could’ve saved him.


Paul could’ve saved him.


Maybe.


He was that guy.


And with that in mind, he made plans: he, too, started plotting his escape. He studied in the evenings, worked the market in the mornings. Saved the money he bagged in the daytime for night school. Steered his mind away from women for the moment—or tried to, at least—but he lingered over Aja, the way we all linger over Aja, and when she came around looking for ackee his was the freshest on the shelf.


In the plan of his life, he hadn’t seen a ravenous woman. Not really. But he’d seen one who was faithful, and thoughtful, with good posture. And all of these things were in Paul’s head when he asked Aja, one day, timidly, regretfully, if she was busy after her shopping. If he could walk her home.


Of course we got all of this after the fact. Charlie told Jacob, who heard it from Adriana. She took it from Rogelio, who’d been sort of fucking Juana, and the two of them copped it to Nikki down the way. The details are tricky, the certainties muddled, but we knew enough of the story to re-create this: Aja on the mattress with James, in that liminal crease between strangers and lovers.


That’s amazing, he said. His finger would’ve circled her left breast, his chin would’ve sat on her shoulder.


Your life’s like something out of a fairy tale, he said. Like something out of a novel.


You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, said Aja.


Their apartments sat stacked, one on top of the other. When James left Aja’s, he took a right toward the staircase, passing four doors, three windows, and the kids—Karl and Dante and Nigel—stroking the fútbol, along with their mothers watching them kick it; and the Guadalajarans on the railing, who leaned, sipping their 40s, reminiscing about adolescence, all lies, mostly; and then there were the delinquents skipping school, smoking cigarettes, nodding along to Joy Division, Ice Cube, and sometimes Selena; until James scaled the staircase, hooked another left, and dipped into the unit adjacent to Benito’s, our resident queer. Aja took the same route in the opposite direction when she left his apartment. That happened less often since he mostly came to her. On her way down the railing, though, she would sit with the cabrones, tapping her foot to “Como la Flor,” kicking the ball across the balcony, before a word with the women huddled over the veranda. They’d riff on whatever gossip was marinating that afternoon, before she slipped back into her own apartment, at the turn of the evening, where she showered, swept, wept, started dinner for Paul.


In this way, Aja’s super-secret liaisons with the whiteboy upstairs weren’t exactly a secret at all. They weren’t even that scandalous. We’re talking about that part of town called Alief, above the sixty-acre mansions, despite ours actually being the worst hood around. The worst. In the years we’ve been here, we’ve seen coke wars, turf realignments, the usual school zoning violence, and shootouts—and that one time, in the nineties, with the cracker offing black folks by the Jack in the Box. Some of us still remember the way people walked, like they all had sticks up their asses, like the guy who’d stuffed them there was just around the corner. Mr. Po could tell you about cops cruising the gates. Esmerelda Rivera has photos of the rats as fat as trees.


But the neighborhood’s changed. With our not-legals shuffling in, people who don’t have time for the violence, people whose only reason for bouncing was to get away from the violence, we’ve mellowed out, found our rhythm. Slowed down. You can raise a kid in the complex. Start a garden or some shit. We make an ugly family, mostly brown and cross-eyed and crippled. Renaldo’s son plays spin-the-bottle with Jameelah’s daughter five doors down, and Bridgette brunches with Lao twice a month on Tuesdays. Kim Su’s niece’s marriage collapsed when it turned out she was a stud, and Peter George’s son, the burnt one, is doing time for packing. All of the Rodriguez daughters are pregnant, the Williams girl is in college, and little Hugo’s hustling for an internship at NASA.


Basically we can’t keep a secret for anything. Rumors glide through the complex like vines. But the one person who should’ve known about James and Aja, the one their opus would’ve actually mattered the most to, didn’t. Or couldn’t. At least not for a while.


But when Paul did find out, it wasn’t from her. She was better than that. It might not be fair to say that she loved him. That might not be true, considering the circumstances. But we knew she liked him enough, or felt indebted, if not protective.


Which might be better than love. It might be easier to put some reins on.


And anyways, she took precautions. Changed her panties before he got home, showered. Set the stoves, cooled the room. Let him kiss her on the cheek. Asked about his day. Massaged the motherfucker’s shoulders, when she thought he might like that. Let him take her to bed, although she probably came hours earlier, except it was different with Paul, it was always different.


It just was.


And every night, every night, the last words he said were Aja, are you happy?


And Aja always, always told him she was.


So we did it. We told him.


We’re the ones who opened our mouths.


But not all at once. We’re better than that.


Denise whispered it from the lot. Harold mumbled it in the hallway. Gonzalo belched it and Neesha sang it and Marilyn prayed for a flash of intuition.


All of us, the whole complex, watched from the railing, smoking, while Paul bumbled up the stairs in scrubs. Exhausted.


And, the thing is, we liked Paul.


We liked Paul.


We liked Paul.


But we spoke as one. A single cry, and then another. LaToya and Rodrigo and Caramella and Tyrell. In the laundry room, from the parking lot. From both ends of the stairwell.


Your wife is sleeping with the whiteboy above you, we said. She does it during the day, while you break your back downtown.


Straight out. To the point.


When Paul didn’t immediately react, we said it again, slowly, pointing toward the apartment.


Gerard cracked his knuckles. LaToya slowed it down.


Right above you, we said. While you work.


It wasn’t our first conversation. He knew us all by name. But you’d be stretching the truth to have called us friends, to call us anything other than what we were—just the neighborhood.


We worked our way in as we got to know him.


Appeasing Paul. Pleasing Paul. Fresh off the boat but amiable Paul. We’d seen his type before, had watched this country swallow them whole.


But now, we still crowded around his door, to see how it all turned out. To see if he’d storm the bedroom. Bring her out by her hair. Or maybe he’d turn the pain on himself, fling himself from the balcony, set himself on fire, pull out his very own eyes.


What he did was go home. He locked the door. He sat down to dinner with Aja.


When she asked about his day, he said he’d heard the strangest thing.


We never told Aja it was us, and she never once asked.


We’re not the ones who matter here—only her, only her. But Aja felt bad about the whole damn thing. Or at least that’s what she said. In her weekly haunts with the ladies on the corner, they’d scold her, after they’d gotten the details. The Who put What in Wheres.


It got to her though. That feeling. The one she’d only seen in movies, heard sung on the radio, that weak-in-the-knees, palm-on-your-forehead, ay, papi, what have I done.


So Aja was on one of her marathon vents, where she blamed her childhood, her folks, and her people back home, when we finally had enough of it—and we asked her, honestly, why she didn’t just tell Paul herself.


We said surely it would be better that way.


We knew that it probably wasn’t.


But we watched the neighborhood play out below us. In the yard, Nigel laid a feint on Dante with the fútbol. Mr. Po carried geraniums from the lot. When the ball ended up at his feet, he kicked it so hard across the complex that Dante swiped at the flowers, cussed him out, damned him back to Taiwan.


Aja lit another cigarette. She watched the street too.


Maybe, she said, and even then we regretted it.


No one knows exactly how it all went down, but we’ll do our best:


Aja, was all he said when he caught them. He’d actually walked in on them right after the act. She’d never tell us what it was like, but scandal transcends languages, cultures, generations.


There was the shock on their faces at actually being caught. The shock on his. Confusion. Bewilderment.


And then everything else.


All we know for certain is how he’d said her name.


All breathy, like it was his final word.


The investigation wasn’t much, which is to say there wasn’t really an investigation. Sure, the same cops we always get showed their faces. Officer Ramirez, Officer Brown, Officer Onlyamonthontheforce. Said hello to everybody, waved up and down the complex, gave a long whistle once they finally reached the body.


Ramirez knocked on doors while Benito and Kim stood over Paul, who hadn’t packed up his shit, or caught the bus, or sped halfway across the state (even with the killing crusting on his own two hands, he wasn’t a bad guy. We couldn’t have called him a bad guy).


You all right, we asked, and Paul only nodded.


Ramirez hit every apartment. But of course there weren’t any witnesses. And of course nobody’d seen the signs, but he wanted to get it on paper.


Documentation, he said. That’s how we do it in this country.


A noxious joke. But we laughed regardless. Ha! Ha ha! Ha.


. . .


Eventually they made it to Aja’s. Told her she didn’t have to report anything then, but at some point they’d be bringing her in.


She said that was fine but to fuck off in the meantime.


The medics passed through to flip James on a stretcher.


The whole thing was done in like an hour, maybe two.


A little while afterwards, the hallway filled up again, with all of us who hadn’t had a story just moments before. Shouting all at once. Riffing on how this one couldn’t believe that the cops had come, how that one had no idea where her papers were anyways, how the other one had a warrant for his own arrest, and wasn’t he glad that they weren’t there for him.


We lamented Paul. We chastised Aja. We shook our heads at the whole damn thing.


Whiteboy slumming, what could you expect.


It was dark before everyone slunk back home. Shouting and laughing and filling in the blanks.


She moved out soon after that. Did it during the day. We only caught her because she’d been taking out the trash.


There was our girl, scaling the staircase, in sweatpants and a sweater. Makeup smeared halfway down her cheeks. Hair here there and everywhere.


But beautiful, still.


We asked where she was going. She said she didn’t know.


Home, we said, and she shook her head.


Just somewhere else.


And so Aja wasn’t present for James’s funeral. A week before they closed the case, long after Paul was in chains.


No family flew down to claim the body. No crying mother at the coroner’s. No wincing aunts decrying our ghetto. No protests, no media, not even a gaggle of friends.


James’s departure was a quiet one, or it certainly would’ve been. Because his desires were untainted. Self-propelled. Without accommodation.


He was, despite everything, still one of us.


So we put our heads together.


We pulled the change from nowhere.


We plugged Big A for the quarters under his bed. We asked Mr. Po for some of his flower money. We drilled Gonzalo and Erica for a little of their comp-pay. We pestered Juana for some alimony, and Rogelio for his overtime, and the three Ramirez daughters for their baby shower stash. We poked Charlie for those international checks, Adriana for her allowance, Neesha for her government check, and Dante for his lunch money. Nigel and Karl for the pennies they stole. LaToya for those side jobs, Benito for his Hazelwood, and Hugo for the paystubs he’d been cashing on the West Side.


We hung streamers from the balcony. Grilled wings from the first floor. Plugged speakers, pitched goalposts, sipped liquor, raised arms.


And from the viejas to the juniors to the Filipinos to the black folks, we danced, danced, danced, to the tune of that story, their story, his story, our story, because we’d been gifted it, we’d birthed it, we’d pulled it from the ashes. Aja was Aja and Paul was Paul and James was James and James was Paul and Aja was James and they were us, and we told it, remixed it, we danced it from the stairwell, and we hung it from the laundry, and we shook it from the second floor, until our words had run out, until our music ran dry, and Five-0 shut it down on account of the noise.
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1.


For a while our father kept this other woman in the Heights. It was tough luck seeing him most nights at best. He’d snatch his keys from the kitchen counter, nod at all of us at once, spit something about how he had business to handle, and of course he never thought to tell us what it could be but we figured it out. We adjusted accordingly.


This was back when Ma’s sisters still checked on her weekly: phone calls after dinner, occasional visits on Sunday. Before they finally cut her off for hooking up with a spic. They told Ma it was one thing to live with a liar, and another to give him babies, but coming home to those lies every night was demeaning.


At the end of the day, they couldn’t accept it.


At the end of the day, Ma told them they didn’t have to.


But those first few weeks she waited up for our father, because she didn’t want to see it and you know how that goes. At work she kept busy counting tips by the register. Refilling baskets of silverware. At home, at night, she kept Javi and Jan and me starving while she cleaned the place solo, wiping and mopping and washing the linoleum. Then the four of us sat around bowls full of whatever’d been left in the kitchen—pots of chicken and chorizo and beans on the burners—and we’d stare at the plastic with our hands in our laps like they’d show us whoever kept Ma’s man out in the world.
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