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When I come home tonight, I know right away there’s trouble. Just walking up the steps, I feel it on my face. I’m coming from picking up the baby at the neighbor. She is very heavy lying on my arm. Very hot. She sticks to my skin. The sign by the bank says one hundred.


In my other arm I’m carrying the books. They’re from the Adult Education Center, where I go once a week after work to learn English. She gave them to me because I failed the test. You had to get twenty-five right, and I only got twenty-four. She said read, read, study the verbs, and when you’re ready you can take the test again. But I have some problems with this language. It’s not easy for me. My own language is Spanish.

All I want is to get to my apartment and put everything down. I want a glass of cranberry juice with ice. I don’t want trouble. I don’t need more trouble.




The steps to my apartment are very narrow. You can’t even get a carriage up. I always have to leave it downstairs inside the door and pray to myself nobody takes it. It’s a good carriage that Eddie bought, not a piece of junk. I don’t know why they didn’t take it yet. Every time I leave it there, I think I’ll never see it again.

It is past suppertime. I can smell the leftovers from everyone’s meal. Fried meat, onions. All the smells get trapped on the steps. You can know what people had for supper when you come downstairs the next morning.

And you can hear everything. You hear them banging their pans against the stove and their babies crying and the TVs going in the kitchen even when there’s nobody there to watch. Upstairs from my apartment, I hear noise like someone throwing furniture. It can happen anytime, even the middle of the night. I told Eddie the man up there beats his wife. He is very polite when you meet him on the stairs. He always smiles and says good morning. But like I told Eddie, that doesn’t mean anything. Eddie said it’s none of our business what they do.

I come to the third floor to my apartment. Now the feeling is very strong. I don’t want to go in. I’m sick in the stomach just thinking about going in there. But I don’t know another way. When you live somewhere and you get there, you go inside. Also Shyla is starting to cry. She wants her food. She’s always hungry, that baby.

I stand for one second listening by the door. I don’t hear anything. Maybe I’m wrong, I think. Please God, let me be wrong.

There are two locks on my door, with two keys. Eddie, who is the super for the building, put them there. I do one lock and then the other one and try to push open the door. It makes some noise, but it won’t open. It’s stuck again. How many times did I tell Eddie fix this door, but he says he can’t fix it. It’s wood, he says, and wood gets stuck in the summer. So I’m standing there, and I can’t even get into my own apartment.

Shyla is really crying. Her face is red and wrinkled. Why doesn’t she shut up? I think. She’s ugly when she cries. I shake her up and down. With my shoulder I push against the door. One of the books slides out from my arms and falls on my toe. I can’t bend down to get it. Shit, I say.

It is very hot in the hallway. The heat is like a thousand needles on my face and arms.

Shut your mouth, I say to Shyla, and I shake her harder. She starts screaming. I think to myself I could kill this baby.

Then the door opens from the inside and he is there.

I came back, he says in English.
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Three days ago I came home from work and the phone was ringing. I heard it when I was still outside the door, and I thought I can’t get my key out fast enough, so I won’t even try. Whoever is there will call again. But it kept ringing and ringing. Damn, I said. Don’t they ever stop? I got into the apartment and picked it up. It was my brother Carlos, in California.


I lost Ricky, he said.

I laughed. Not a real laugh, just a dry noise inside my throat.

No, really. He’s gone. He didn’t come home last night at all.

What do you mean he’s gone? Where is he?

I don’t know. He took the bicycle, and my cellular phone.

He said at first he didn’t realize it, because he works very late and when he came home he thought Ricky was already in bed. And his wife, Lisa, thought he came in after she went to sleep. It was only tonight they realized he wasn’t in the house. They looked in the side room, where he was staying, and his bed was neat like he never slept there. The cellular phone in the hall was missing.

I just stood, holding the receiver to my ear. But where is he? I kept saying.

I told you, I don’t know, Carlos said. All I know is he’s not here.

Lisa got on the phone. We’ll call the police, she said. They’ll find him.

No, Carlos said. He’ll come back. Where else would he go? He doesn’t know anyone in California.

Let him go, I said.

What? Lisa said.

I said let him go. Louder, so she would hear.

You can’t do that.

Why not?

He’s just a kid. If he was my kid—

He’s not your kid.

Wait a little longer, Carlos said. I say he’ll come back here.

I don’t care where he goes, I said.

I am not the keeper for my son.
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When I told him some weeks ago I’m sending you to California, he didn’t want to go.


Why? I said. It’s nice in California. They grow oranges.

I live here now.

Salado. I had enough of you here. Maybe you’ll learn something over there.

Please. Give me one more chance.

I’d never heard him ask for something. I almost changed my mind.

But I knew how it was. I wouldn’t make that kind of mistake. No, I said. No more chances.

He said I won’t go, you can’t make me go, but I said if you won’t go I’ll have Carlos come and get you. He will tie you up and put you on that plane.

Fuck you, he said.

On the morning he was supposed to leave he took a long time getting ready. I stood by the curtain to his room.

Hurry up, we’ll be late.

I’m looking for something, he said. He was moving things around in his bag.

What are you looking for?

It’s not your business.

We’ll be late. You’ll miss the plane.

I’m not going until I find it.

I watched him throw things out of the bag onto the floor. Shirts, socks, Nintendo, gum. I didn’t know what to do. He had to go. If he didn’t go I couldn’t live another day. I went into my own room and grabbed some money from the money box. Here, I said. Whatever it is, you can buy another one. There’s stores in California.

He looked up at me, then away. I can see he is surprised. I don’t give him money.

I don’t need your fucking money, he said. But he didn’t give it back to me. He zipped up the bag.

Thank God, I thought.

We took a taxi to the airport. There was traffic. Can you drive faster, can you go a different way? I said to the taxi man.

I can’t fly, he said.

We were late. The man at the desk said the gate is already closed.

Please, I said. He has to be on this plane.

I’m sorry, lady, he said. Takeoff is in four minutes.

He has just this one bag, I said.

There’s other planes later today. He can go standby.

I don’t understand standby. But I know it means Ricky will not go now to California.




No. He has to go now. Now.

He looked at me closely. Is this some kind of emergency?

Yes, I said. I pay my money. I need my son to get on this plane.

Okay, he said. I’ll see what I can do. He picked up a red phone on his desk.

Gate thirteen, he said. You better run.

I ran. Ricky wouldn’t run. When I came to the gate I told them he’s coming, he’s coming, just wait.

Don’t worry, the woman said. She had short dark hair and a pretty smile. We have programs for kids traveling alone. We’ll look after him.

You hear? I said to Ricky. They’ll be watching you.

He went without looking back.

My legs were shaking. I stood by a wall that was all glass and watched his plane disappear into the night. I leaned my cheek against the glass.

Finally, I thought. I can have my own life back again.

• • •

Ten months he was living here. He went places, did things, I never knew what. He liked to go look at cars. I told him Ricky, you get a job in the summer, make some money, but he didn’t care about this. He didn’t listen to anything I told him. When he was in the apartment, he sat and played Nintendo. Where did you get all this Nintendo? I said. I borrowed it, he said, not looking at me. He never looked at the person when they talked to him.

I used to call the police and ask them to come. Please, señor, I said. Please come here and take my boy.




What did he do? the man said the first time I called.

He’s no good. He won’t listen to nothing.

This is a police station, not a reform school.

The next week I called again. Please take him, I said.

Listen, he said. You can’t keep calling here. You gotta handle your own things.

He’s very big, I said.

Are you being threatened? Are you in physical danger?

Cómo? What did you say?

Did he hit you?

No.

We can’t do anything, then. We can’t do anything unless there’s actual violence.

So I stopped calling.

Eddie said he’s dangerous. He can hurt someone, maybe hurt the baby. But I said no. He’s crazy, but he’s not dangerous. Once he raised his hand to me, but he didn’t hit me. He never hit me. He wouldn’t hurt anyone.

That’s what you say, Eddie said.

Before he came here, he lived with my mother and my other son in Costa Rica. Then she called one Saturday morning when I was getting ready for church. It was early, not even eight o’clock yet. And it was one hour earlier over there. But my mother always got up early.

I don’t work Saturdays. I’m a Seventh Day Adventist. My family is not. They are Catholic. My father was very Catholic. He gave a lot of money to the church so that when he died he could go to heaven. When I was a little girl, I went with him to that church. It was a white building on a hill. Inside it smelled like wood and wax from the candles. I sat between my brothers on the bench, very still. I stared at the face of the Virgin Mary in the colored glass over the altar. She had kind brown eyes. I didn’t swing my feet because he hated if you did that. We went every Sunday. But when I came to this country I changed.

I was ironing my blue dress with the white dots. Saturday is the only day I get dressed. Other days to work I wear shorts and a T-shirt or Eddie’s old undershirt. I don’t care too much how I look. But Saturday is different. I try to look nice. I spread the dress on the kitchen counter and put water and a measure of salt in the iron. When I’m at home, I don’t feel like taking out the ironing board.

When the phone rang, I thought it was my friend Jackie. Sometimes she calls and we go to church together. Eddie doesn’t go. He doesn’t have religion. I told him that’s okay. Saturday is my day. You do what you do, I’ll do what I do. You have to feel your religion. He stays in his own apartment and watches TV, or he works on something in the basement. He has his tools down there. He was making a toy box for the baby.

But it wasn’t Jackie calling.

I’m sending Ricky to you, my mother said. She didn’t even say how are you.

What happened? I said.

Nothing happened, she said.

It’s hard to talk on the phone to Costa Rica. The call doesn’t reach, or it hangs up in the middle. Many times the connection is not so good. You say something and there’s a long wait before she hears you. Then you start to talk again, but she starts to answer what you said before, and both people are talking. That’s why I didn’t call there so often, because it’s hard to talk. Sometimes I talked to her. Sometimes I talked to the boys. I’d ask them how are you and they said fine.

Are you being good boys?

Yes.

You be good now.

Maybe once a month I talked to them. Is that Ricky or Miguel? I said. I could never tell which one unless I asked. If it was Ricky I said you take care of your brother. Because Ricky is two years older. It’s almost exactly two years. He was born at the end of February, and Miguel was born the beginning of March. I remember when I was pregnant with Miguel. I thought won’t it be funny if this second one is born the same day as the first. Out of all the days in the year. I thought about it so much I started to believe that was how it would be. They’ll have one birthday, like twins. But of course it didn’t happen that way. It never happens how you think.

I’m too old to take care of two boys, my mother said.

I left the iron too long on the dress. There was a hissing sound and the smell of material burning.

Shit, I said. I leaned against the counter. You know, I’m pregnant.

You never learn, do you? she said.

Please, Mama. A little longer. The baby’s coming next month. I’ll send you more money.

No, she said. Already it’s been long enough.

How much? How much do you want?

I don’t want anything. I’ll keep one. Miguel I’ll keep here with me.




What’s wrong with Ricky?

Nothing, she said. If I need help to move something around the house, he helps me move it.

Then why?

I told you. And I have a weak knee.

You always had a weak knee.

I got him a visa. He’s coming on the twelfth.

She hung up. I tried to call her back. I let the phone ring maybe thirty times, but she didn’t pick up.

I didn’t feel like going to church anymore. I could still smell the burnt material from my dress. I felt a little bit sick. Maybe I’m going to throw up, I thought, even though I didn’t throw up since the first month I was pregnant. I went into the bathroom and leaned over the toilet. Nothing happened.

The phone rang again. I was hoping maybe she’d call back. But this time it was Jackie. I’ll stop by to pick you up, she said.

I’m not ready, I said.

Is something wrong? You’re never late for church.

No, I said. I’ll meet you there.

I forced myself to get dressed. The dress had a small brown burn under the arm, but I had no choice except to wear it. I don’t have another one. I thought I won’t pick up my arm and nobody will see. Anyway, they’re supposed to pray, not look at what other people are wearing.

The church was crowded, and I didn’t look for Jackie. I sat in the back by myself. I closed my eyes and prayed about Ricky. Please God, let him be nice, I said.

It was three years since I saw him. I didn’t want him here. I had another different life.




• • •

I came to this country after my father died. I stood on the hill by the church and watched them put him into the ground, and I said to myself I will go to America. Carlos said if you’re coming at least come here to California, but I said no, I want to start my own life. I wanted to go to New York, but it was too expensive to live, so I came to New Jersey. Carlos knew some people here and they let me stay with them while I looked for work. I came to work.

I got a visa for six months. With a travel visa you can go back and forth in the country, but you can’t work. But I broke the rules. It wasn’t too bad what I did. If I work here I can make a lot more money than if I work over there. In my country the economy is not so good. Most people are poor. One percent or two percent of the people have all the money. My father had money. He had a big house with many rooms. Some of the rooms even had a carpet. But after I left his house I didn’t take anything from him. I knew how to work. Before I came here, I worked in a store for an old man who was blind. I sold food and wine.

Here I work for a lot of different people. I clean houses. I have friends who know people.

I like my job. I like to clean. To cook, no, I hate to cook, but I love to clean. I take someplace that is dirty and make it new again. When I come to the house, the first thing I do is take off my shoes and leave them by the door, like we did in Costa Rica. Then I start at the top of the house and go down through the rooms. I prefer when there is nobody home. This way there’s nobody to mess up what I do, to step on the wet floor or bring dirt on the rug. When I close the door on the house, everything is perfect. The last thing I see before I leave is a perfect house, and this is the picture I keep with me until I come back again the next week. Sometimes if I’m by myself I make a cup of coffee and put on some music. The Spanish station. At the school she says listen to English radio and television, it’s the best way to pick up the language. But when I’m working I listen to what I like.

If the woman is at home I stop work to talk to her. They like to talk. They tell me about their husbands or their children. This one is taking ballet lessons, this one is going to college. Maybe I don’t understand everything, but I smile like I understand. They ask me how is your baby? How old is she now?

Nine months, I say.

Is she walking?

Nah, she’s not walking yet. She doesn’t like to walk. I say Shyla come and I put out my hands. So maybe she’s taking a little step.

When Ricky came, they started asking also about him. So how does your son like America?

He doesn’t like anything, I said. He doesn’t like me also.

Oh, come on now. I’m sure that’s not true.

I think he’s crazy, I’d say. Loco, crazy.

I’d make the sign for crazy by my head, and the woman would laugh. She thought maybe I was making a joke. But it wasn’t a joke.

• • •

That morning in the church I didn’t realize, but I was praying a long time. When I opened my eyes, people were already leaving. I walked home together with Jackie. She lives in the same building.

My son is coming from Costa Rica, I told her.

You’re lucky it’s a boy, she said. Girls can be trouble.

Jackie has two daughters.

I don’t know, I said.

Yes, she said. With the girls, there’s all kinds of problems. You understand what I’m saying?

She asked me do I want to come to her apartment for coffee. Sometimes we sit together after church and talk, maybe listen to some music. Or Jackie polishes her nails. After she polishes them, she holds her fingers very stiff. She works in the post office, and she keeps her hands nice. Smooth skin, oval nails like perfect eggs. Not like me. My skin has little cracks and my nails are always short and broken. When they break, I peel them. You can’t clean houses and have pretty hands. Some women wear gloves to clean, but I don’t like this. I like to touch things and to feel what I’m touching.

It’s nice visiting Jackie. There’s no place to go, nothing to do. In my country people also visit like that, one to the other. But that day I said no, I’m not feeling so great. I think today I’ll just go home.

When I got to my apartment, I went into the bedroom and opened the closet. On the top shelf was a fat glass fishbowl where I kept things. I had my money there and my postcards. I collect postcards from different places. If a woman I’m cleaning for goes on a vacation, I always ask her to send me a postcard. I have Paris, Vienna, Istanbul, Jerusalem, all over the world. Because I’ll never go to those places myself. I just go to work and home and that’s all.




Also in that fishbowl was a picture of my sons. I hadn’t taken it out in a very long time, but I knew it was there. I emptied the bowl on the floor to find it.

They don’t look the same. They have different fathers. Ricky is darker and bigger. When he was born, he was almost nine pounds. It was a heavy nine pounds. They said how can someone so little carry such a big baby? He was born with his top lip cut in two halves, and they had to sew it together. You can still see the mark there.

Miguel has skin that’s light, like wheat, and his face is pretty like a girl’s. He’s a lot smaller than Ricky. His bones are smaller. If I used to walk with them on the street, you couldn’t tell they’re brothers. I wondered how the new baby will be. Eddie has reddish hair and some freckles. He’s not so big, but he’s not so thin either.

I sat on the floor. The picture was taken a short time before I left Costa Rica. Ricky was ten. Now he’s almost fourteen. He must look very different. They change very fast.

What will he say? What will I say? I don’t know what food he likes to eat. It was too much. I felt my new baby moving around inside me. I didn’t want him to come.

When I first came to this country, if I saw a boy walking or going with Rollerblades, I thought that could be Ricky, or that could be my little one, Miguel. And I felt something inside me, like a small piece of me was breaking off. It would slide around in there, and if I walked I walked slow, and if I talked I talked soft, so it wouldn’t hurt. But still I felt the sharp edges poking my stomach, my lungs, my heart. Sometimes it was an hour, sometimes a whole day. But then the weeks passed and the months and I stopped feeling it. A boy on the street was just a boy, and that was all. I walked past him and nothing happened.

I looked again at the picture. Ricky is not looking at the camera. He hated for you to take his picture because of his lip. It’s pulled up a little bit on the left side. It makes his mouth look like a heart. He always thought people were looking at him, staring at his lip. I told him nobody can notice it, but he didn’t listen to me.

So I thought to myself I will know him by his lip. In Costa Rica they used to say it’s where an angel pressed a finger before he was born. Some people said it is a blessing. Some people said it is a curse.
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In Costa Rica I grew up near the beach. My father had a farm not very far from there, and when I was young if I had a few minutes I’d go there. Sometimes my father would say all right, you can play now. He gave us fifteen minutes to play, maybe twenty. Then you had to go back to work.


I used to get up at four or five o’clock to make food for the men on the farm. They liked to eat meat. Casado, meat married to rice, beans, and cabbage. In Costa Rica you cook a lot of rice and corn and potatoes. Everything is very fresh. You can’t compare it to this country. Here you can forget what it smells like to have new grass growing, or tomatoes. The first time I went to the supermarket in this country, I wanted to buy some corn. But I could only find corn in a can or in a bag. I won’t buy this. I’m used to having fresh corn. My father grew it on the farm. We let it dry out in the barn and then I took the kernels off the cob to grind flour. I mixed it with water to make tortillas.




It was still dark when I got up to make the food. I made a wood fire in the stove. I know how to make a fire. You have to cross the pieces with each other and weave the cracks with strips of paper. It’s a special skill. If you don’t do it exactly right, the flame goes out and you’re left with only a dull blue glow inside the wood. Not everyone can do it, but I can do it. There was a stack of wood and paper by the stove.

The heat from the fire rolled across the floor in the kitchen and rose up like a fog into the air. Outside the window was a white moon. I used to think the world was moving to the moon, and someday it would get there. I cooked the tortillas and watched the sky around the moon get lighter, and I thought to myself we’re coming closer and closer. Then the moon disappeared and became part of the sky, and I knew today wasn’t the day it would happen. My father would come into the kitchen to check on me. He counted the tortillas. These are hungry men, he said. They work hard, they need to eat.

The only person was me. There was no one helping me. My brothers had other chores, the chickens and the pigs. My mother lived in a different town. One day my father took me and my brothers and moved us away from the town and the relatives in the town to live on this farm. It was very beautiful. Everything is green and wherever you look there’s a little church poking up. Costa Rica is a beautiful country. It’s in the middle, so we have birds from the north and birds from the south. The windows are open and they fly into the houses. And butterflies. Seventy percent of the world’s butterflies are in Costa Rica. A lot of tourists come there. The temperature is eighty or ninety all year. They come to see the nature and the rain forests. You have to put on big rubber boots, then they take you into the forests. You can see monkeys and jaguars there.
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