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The Devil glares at me, tugs her midriff denim jacket, and places her hands on her hips. “What are you looking at, bitch?” 


I turn away and stare at the Garden Apartments across the street. I wait and hope that Zenaida Cepeta (aka the Devil) grows bored, satisfied with embarrassing me in front of the school and the world. But then she shoves the back of my shoulder. I turn around. 


“I’m talkin’ to you,” Zenaida says. She stands with Tamika Williams and Mary McKay on either side of her. All three girls are in the same class as me, but way taller. “You deaf or somethin’? I said what you lookin’ at?”


I press my binder and books close to my pounding heart. I know that she already knows the answer to the question. I was looking at her kiss Tommy Quinn by the bus stop in front of the school gate. I couldn’t help myself. For just a quick moment, I imagined that he was kissing me.


“Maybe she’s checkin’ out your clothes,” Tamika says. “Look at hers. Dresses like some kind of Amish bitch or something.”


“She ain’t Amish. Freaky Jesus Freak,” Mary says. “Isn’t that what they call you?”


Tamika and Mary laugh.


“You like to look at me, Jesus Freak? Huh?” Zenaida asks.


I search for help. All the kids are either smiling with anticipation of a fight or too scared to move. 


Zenaida pushes my shoulder again and then knocks the books from my hands. The binder hits the sidewalk and the pages blow away with the winter wind.


“You like the show, huh?” she asks.


“I...I wasn’t...” I say.


“Why you getting all up in my shit? You pata or somethin’?”


“What?”


“Lesbiana? You get off on my shit?”


I open my mouth, look her in the eye, and gasp. I know little Spanish, but I know what lesbiana means.


“No,” I say. “What?”


“Better be careful, Zenny,” Tamika says. “God might strike you down with lightnin’.”


“Or maybe you hot for my man?”


I study the ground, hoping to hide the truth from my eyes. It doesn’t work.


“Bitch.” 


Zenaida punches me in the face.


I grab my stinging eye. My brain flashes black and white. 


She grabs my hair and punches me in the head a few more times. When she releases me, I fall to the sidewalk and lean against the metal school gate.


“Where’s the lightnin’? Thought you were special, freak?” Zenaida looks up at the clear sky. “You see any lightnin’?”


“Nope,” Tamika says.


“Nada,” Mary says.


All three of them laugh.


“Keep your eyes to yourself,” Zenaida says.


They walk away. 


I sit on the ground, whimper, and keep my face covered. I’m afraid to let it go, afraid it will fall apart. I had never been punched, never been in any kind of fight. I tap my nose to see if it’s bleeding or broken; all I find is mucus. I should stand up and go home, but I don’t want to face all the strange and staring eyes. I don’t want to see the world. I pray to Jesus to give me strength, to help me.


“Hey, you okay?”


I look up. A black girl with straight, red-streaked hair looks down at me. She holds my binder and schoolbooks. She smiles, but not in a vindictive way. This wave of compassion radiates from her.


“I think I got all the pages back,” she says. “But you might want to walk down Newark just in case.”


I grab the gate and pull myself up. I show my hands to the girl. She passes me the books.


“You sure you’re okay?” she asks.


I nod. If I speak I know I will cry.


“Okay,” the girl says. “I’m Miggy by the way. You need help getting home?” 


I try to smile a thank you, but I’m sure it comes out funny. I shake my head and then start to walk home.


“Bye,” the black girl says.


“Bye,” I say back, but regret it because by the time I turn the corner the sobs come out.
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TAKING A PUNCH LIKE GRANDMA
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I run to my grandmother’s third floor walk-up apartment. I rush through the door, drop my books on the couch, and call for Grandma Donna. She isn’t home. 


I lock myself in the small bathroom and check out my face. The reflection in the mirror makes me gasp. The skin around my blood shot eye and cheekbone has turned purple. I release a sob, cover my mouth, and sit on the edge of the tub. 


“Please, Jesus. Help me be strong.” 


I then realize that my face could be worse. My nose could be broken and my vision blurry. I could have lost consciousness on the street. I might have been mugged or kidnapped and used for pornography – or even raped.


“You’re okay,” I say. “Thank you, Jesus.”


I turn on the cold water and wash my face. Feeling stronger, I walk to my tiny bedroom at the back of the apartment. I change out of my school clothes and into a long, ankle-length black skirt and a blue long sleeve blouse. As I fasten the top button, I hear the apartment door close. 


“Grandma?” 


“Patty?”


Smiling, Grandma Donna approaches the doorway of the bedroom. She’s wearing jeans and her favorite blue flannel shirt and her gray, thick hair is cut short. Mom used to say that her mother always looked like a tomboy, even way before Grandpa Jake met her in Ireland. I used to worry that I would look like one too, that it would to skip a generation. It didn’t. I am as girly as my mother was in her life.


“Jaysus,” she says. “What happened?” She places her palms on my cheeks and inspects my face. “Are you in pain?”


“No. Not too much.”


“Lay down. I’ll get you some ice.”


I lie on the bed, keep my legs together, and lace my hands over my belly. Grandma comes back in with an ice pack. She sits on the side of the bed and hands me the cold, blue plastic block used to keep sandwiches cool on picnics.


“Please don’t lay like that,” Grandma Donna says. “You remind me of your mother in her coffin.”


“Sorry.” I unlace my hands. One hand takes the ice pack and places it on my eye while the other lays at my side.


I explain to her what happened.


“I’m so sorry, Patty.” She shakes her head. “Bunch of savages in this world”


“It’s not your fault, Grandma.”


“I wanted you to go to a private school.”


“Daddy would die if I went to a Catholic school. Besides, we can’t afford it.”


“I would have helped. Private schools are so much safer.”


“Well, this didn’t happen in school. So please don’t worry.”


“Okay.” She smiles. “Such a brave girl. Can take a punch like her grandmother.”


Grandma cares for me the rest of the day. She offers to bring her television into my room, but I decline. Television repulses me with all its talk shows focusing on weak-willed people. Instead I re-read Corinthians II to relax and then start my homework. Grandma changes my ice pack every half hour and makes my favorite dinner of ravioli and meatballs.


Although I have Grandma Donna, homework, and the Bible to distract me, I still worry about Dad’s possible reaction to the fight. Not that my father is a violent person and would punish me, but because he’s been under a lot of stress since Mom died of breast cancer three years ago. I don’t want to create any more problems for him.


Later that night, I hear Dad come home from work. I’m dozing in bed when he sneaks into the room and kisses the top of my head. He tells me that he loves me, his breath laced with strong mint. 


Grandma Donna must not have told him about the fight. Or maybe he wants to save the conversation for the morning and let me rest. I hope he doesn’t know yet. I don’t want him to lose any sleep. 


Unfortunately, I do.
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“Oh, my Jesus,” Dad says. 


He sits at the kitchen table. He wears powder blue pajamas under the dark green robe Mom gave him for Christmas many years ago. He holds a cup of coffee over the table. Instead of sipping it, his mouth drops in shock, then disgust. 


I stand in my school clothes at the entrance of the kitchen. Today I’m wearing a skirt. I need to wear one, to feel womanly and sophisticated and not like some bruised ghetto thug. Skirts are forbidden in school, but the one I wear goes down to my ankles and is the right shade of tan. If I bend over no one will see my youknowhats. 


I shift my weight from foot to foot, not sure if I should look Dad in the eye. He places his coffee down and approaches me. He studies my bruised face, gasps, and then hugs me. He whispers into my ear, “Thank you Jesus for keeping my daughter in this world and not taking her.”


I shrug away, look into his glassy eyes, and give my best smile. 


“I’m okay, Daddy. I was just in a fight. She was not going to kill me.”


“A girl did this?”


“A savage one.” Grandma Donna stands at the kitchen counter and prepares a bowl of cereal.


“What is happing to this world where even the girls are acting out the Devil’s violence?”


“Please. I’m fine. It shouldn’t happen again.”


“I should hope not. I’m going to call the police.”


Dad moves to the cordless phone on the wall.


“No.” I step after him. “Please don’t”


I want to tell him that it was my fault that Zenaida beat me up. If I wasn’t staring and having those thoughts about Tommy, she would never have attacked me. But I don’t. I think I've been punished enough. 


Dad moves away from the phone and hugs me again.


“Okay. Why don’t you sit down and tell me what happened.”


As I eat the bowl of cereal Grandma made, I tell Dad the short version of the fight. I make sure to keep Tommy out of the story.


“You mean she attacked you because you just looked at her?” Dad asks. “That’s crazy.”


“Insane,” Grandma Donna adds from the counter, sipping her coffee.


“Hell is certainly on Earth,” Dad says. 


I then ask Dad to change the subject. He agrees and talks about the Godlessness in the bookstore where he works. 


“The store needs Jesus,” Dad says. “Those kids need Jesus. Again I had to overhear about their disgusting sex lives and how they take all these drugs and drink. They actually sound happy about it.”


“That’s terrible, Daddy.” I touch his hand from across the table.


“And if that wasn’t enough to deal with, while I was on register some customer ripped me off. He gave me a hundred to pay for his small purchase and when I gave him the change, he said I shortchanged him. I insisted I didn’t. So I did what the manager always tells us to do and I called that homosexual assistant manager up to count my till to see if there was a difference.”


“Wait a second,” Grandma says. “Is the assistant manager’s sexual preference important to the story?”


Dad glares at Grandma. “It will be when I finish it.”


“This ought to be interesting.”


“So I call him up and he counts my register. While he’s counting, the customer, or crook I should say, is whining about why this is happening to him. He just wants to go home to his wife and kids after dealing with a hard days work. I tell the crook that he should be ashamed of himself, trying to spread lies when he knows and God knows he did wrong. I told him how pathetic he was. Then the next thing you know, my homosexual assistant manager gives the crook his change. I couldn’t believe it. The crook smiled and ran out of the store.


“Then my homosexual assistant manager pulls me away from the register and begins reprimanding me on my behavior, how I’m not supposed to be talking to customers like that. Especially when we have a long line of them waiting behind him.”


“That sounds horrible, Daddy.”


“Yeah, horrible,” Grandma says. “Now why is it pertinent that your boss is a homosexual?”


“Isn’t it obvious? My till was short last night. That so-called man gave the crook the cash. Evil always helps evil. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were both pedophiles.”


“Lord, you’re impossible.” Grandma flinches in disgust. She then takes her coffee and goes to her bedroom.


“‘Thou shalt not lie with mankind, as with womankind, it is an abomination’ Leviticus 18:22,” Dad calls out after Grandma. 


Dad turns to me. 


“Catholics are so ignorant. Even if they just read Genesis they would know that God meant man only to be with woman. What do you think would happen if everyone in the world stuck with having relations with the same sex?”


I shrug. “I’m afraid to answer, Daddy.”


“Life would end. That’s what. How would we reproduce?”


Even if Dad didn’t sound so grave, the idea sounded scary. Life is a gift from God. Why would you want to throw that gift in someone’s face?


After breakfast, I gather my books, put on my coat, and kiss Grandma and Dad goodbye.
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