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ONE






THE WORST WEEK of my life began like any other late summer week in Miami, stifling hot. The August steam rose from the Everglades and wrapped itself around the city with a vengeance. No ocean breeze or inland gust seemed strong enough to break its stranglehold. The steam became our second skin, a filmy, salty gauze impossible to wash off. I couldn’t imagine being one of those plastic types who, despite the 95-degree swelter, insisted on her usual Miami corporate-level quantities of makeup—the SPF, the primer, the base, the bronzer, the inner eye highlighter, the lip plumping gloss, all intended to create that “fresh from the beach” glow. To me, the thought of slipping into a business suit seemed punishing enough without the added torture of having to fabricate evidence of a nonexistent trip to the beach. Besides, who needs makeup when you can get second-degree sunburn from walking the dog for fifteen minutes?


I fool myself into thinking I can deflect the heat by wearing white. Of course, nothing deflects the kind of heat I’m talking about. But I wear white anyway because I like what it says about you. It says you’re gutsy. It takes nerve to wear a narrow white skirt cut a few inches above the knee and a crisp white shirt unbuttoned to that exact place where your breasts just begin to rise from your ivory lace balconette. That’s my no-fail outfit, the one I wear when I have a monumental deal I need to close pronto.


That’s what I wore on the day I took the old cowboy out to the middle of the boonies to show him the Glades Terrace property. I piled this guy—and his maroon-colored poly-blend suit, his diamante-encrusted boots, and his ruby-studded gold bracelet—into my white BMW M6 and tore across westbound Tamiami Trail just before noon. He was a balding man of rugged complexion, Texan, about sixty years old, and he had an air about him I couldn’t pinpoint, not at first. Then again, he once won the World Series of Poker, cashing in at $7.3 million, and I imagine one does not win that ungodly WSOP bracelet if one’s intentions are easily read. He seemed charming enough, a soft-spoken sort. But I couldn’t tell if he was quiet because he was wily, gullible, or even shy. I was hoping for door number two that morning. I needed gullible in a desperate way.


“Sub-Zero fridge. Antique walnut travertine bath. Turkish steam room. European touches. Garage capacity is four luxury-size cars. Or three Hummers…”


I glanced over at the cowboy to see if I had piqued his curiosity, but he was staring out the window at the dreary landscape of Australian pines and melaleucas and ALLIGATOR WRESTLING signs. In the southern distance, the skies had begun to darken into that deadly shade of charcoal silver that is the default backdrop of summer afternoons in South Florida, and I knew I’d better step on the gas if I wanted to outrun the tempest.


I amped up the pitch, too.


“The place has history, you know. I hear they busted Al Capone out there once,” I said to him, but he didn’t respond. “How about that for cocktail trivia?”


The cowboy was unfazed. He seemed perplexed by our approach into the western fringes of the county. He seemed lost in serious thought, something I couldn’t afford as we headed for Glades Terrace. No, thinking is definitely not allowed when purchasing property at the precipitous edge of the Florida Everglades.


“It’s also where they filmed parts of The Specialist. Stallone flick. Great sound track,” I said, catching his eye at last.


He gave me a half smile but said nothing. Instead, his eyes traced the pearly buttons of my blouse like a slow bead of sweat, sending an unexpected shiver along the back of my arm. I tried to hide my uneasiness by smiling back, then glancing away as if I were trying to read the road signs. Sly devil, this one. I knew this sale—if there was to be a sale—would be no slam dunk. But it wasn’t until I turned into the overgrown driveway and saw the monumental wreck that was the Glades Terrace property that I realized just how tough the sale would be. It was going to be brutal, even for me. I can sell just about anything. I once sold a 1982 Camaro Iron Duke, deemed to be one of the “50 Worst Cars of All Time” by Time magazine, for seven thousand bucks. I sold mangoes on eBay a few summers ago. I knocked them off the tree in my parents’ back yard and gave them a sexy name: Mangoes from Paradise.


The product description went like this: “Kill the pill routine and have a mango! Would you rather choke back your daily dose of horse pills, the vitamin A, the vitamin E, the selenium, the iron, and the beta carotene? Or would you rather dig into a juicy, luscious mango from paradise? I thought so.”


And just a few months ago, I sold my wedding dress. This may not seem like a big deal to anyone at first mention, but it was. This was one hideous wedding dress. It was a champagne, textured-taffeta, overly ruffled specimen handpicked by my quite misguided groom as the “something new” component of my wedding day. Now riddle me this: What kind of lunatic bride allows her fiancé to surprise her on the eve of their wedding with the Dress? The kind who deserves to wear it in front of her two hundred closest friends and relatives, as I did. But while my marriage met a crappy fate, my dress did not. It floated down the aisle at the Copacabana Banquet Hall in Hialeah Gardens on the curves of one brave Damaysi Yamisleidy Hernandez, a hairdresser newly arrived from Victoria de las Tunas, Cuba, who married the American boat captain who spirited her across the Straits of Florida. The captain was so smitten with her that he proposed on the sands of Hallandale Beach, moments after reaching dry land. Three days later he was scouring the online classifieds, hoping to find a fancy dress for his honey, and, boom, there it was, a dress that was more than fancy—it was fancy on steroids.


The “Surprise Me” Wedding Dress.


“It’s not a fairy-tale wedding without a surprise,” went my product description. “Fellas, this is the dress every bride will dream about. Trust me. It was the biggest surprise of my life.”


I sold it for one thousand seven hundred and fifty bucks. So, like I said, I can sell anything. This was my mantra at Glades Terrace that day.


“We’re here,” I said in the most upbeat voice I could muster as I pulled up in the shade of a knobby cypress tree. “Home sweet home.”


“Home sweet home” was an abandoned ranch-style mansion haphazardly plopped in the Florida wilds. Weeds and muck filled the grounds where a landscaper had been commissioned once to re-create an island paradise in that extravagant, over-the-top style of the cocaine-era nouveau riche. To reach the front door, I had to step along a weed-choked path in Christian Louboutin high heels, past an algae-infested artificial pond, a rusty yacht trailer, armies of screeching crickets, and the carcass of a burned-out sports car of some indistinguishable make. I turned around to check on the cowboy—the disturbed look on his face said it all.


“We’ll clean it all up, plant a couple dozen royal palms. It’ll be beautiful,” I told him as I climbed the steps to the front door.


I braced for the worst, imagining the place crawling with swampland creatures. If that was the case, I fully deserved it for being so friggin’ overeager. I had cajoled the listing from another agent, a sad sack named Brian, who had confided that he was taking a mental health day to go handle a domestic crisis. Word was he caught his wife in bed with their son’s wrestling coach. I offered to help in any way I could—like maybe show the Glades Terrace property. Brian puckered his face and thought about it for a long time.


“The place is a gold mine,” he finally said.


“I don’t know about that,” I said. “But I’m glad to help out.”


What I meant was this: “Go home to your slutty wife and let me make this sale already.”


Brian gave my shoulder a brotherly squeeze.


“You are a good woman, Mary Guevara,” he said. “I hope you sell the heck out of that place.”


So there I was at the front door of the Glades Terrace property, trying to erase the Brian tangent from my head. Truth is I was haunted by this vision of him busting his PTA wife with some paunchy, middle-aged wrestler. I found the image more unsettling than the fact that I had swiped a sales lead from him. I have to confess I felt no guilt whatsoever about taking the lead. I couldn’t afford to feel guilt. I knew this sale could hoist me over the three-mil mark, land me on the top-seller map, and bring me closer to the life I had visualized on those evening workouts at home, on nights when I lost count of levels climbed on the elliptical machine. I could taste it. I had worked so hard to shake off the debris of a bad divorce, make a decent home for myself and my son, and hit my stride in a brand-new career at a time when business was in the dumps. I mean, what kind of fool takes up real estate when everybody else is hanging it up? Only the queen of bad timing.


I gave the front door a good shove, hoping to scare off whatever lurked on the other side. But the door flung open with ease to reveal a stunning sight: a late-’70s nightmare. Chrome glinted off every angle of the place. In a sepia haze of rising dust, the sunken living room seemed an ocean of browns, oranges, and burnt siennas. The glass shelves above the wet bar displayed a set of gold-leafed highball glasses and matching decanters. And, to boot, there was a disco ball. Let me put it this way: If those mirrored walls could talk, the stories would most likely involve powder-dusted hundred-dollar bills, a cache of automatic weapons, and a guy named El Gallo. Why Brian didn’t stage this place, I’ll never know. But who was I to tell any of this to a Texas millionaire scavenging the spoils of a trashed market?


“Note the hurricane-proof windows. Closed-circuit alarm system. Bullet-resistant doors all around. And there’s a phenomenal media-slash-entertainment room just down the hall,” is what I told him as I took command of the sordid mess. The client seemed to be taking in every detail of the tour: the trompe l’oeiled-out kitchen, the gold-plated bathrooms, the hall of mirrors.


The bedroom proved to be another time-warp scene. A huge, round bed dominated the circular suite. The red, velvety bedspread seemed to spill over into a lounge area of floor pillows, also red. Too much red. I had to glance out the window to refresh my eyes. But there was no view, only a tangle of branches through which I could barely see the daylight. It felt as if we were not in a room of a sprawling house but in some kind of pit, buried deep in the woods. I gasped to myself. Maybe it was the fear that this deal would be a bust, that this loss would send me into a free fall. My mind raced through a progression of extreme scenarios: bankruptcy. Poverty. Homelessness. How on earth would I support Max? I leaned into the window, straining for a glimpse of sunlight. But instead I saw a dove. It was pressing through the brush, methodically weaving its body between the branches. It was clearly stuck, but it didn’t seem to know it. There was no panic, just the weaving in and weaving out, twig to twig. Then, in a startling instant, the dove found a clearing and flew away, into the darkening skies. The sight of this filled me with a strange defiance.


I turned to face the cowboy. He was sitting at the edge of the bed.


“You should know there was a gentleman here this morning who said this was his ‘dream come true,’” I said to him.


The cowboy reclined into an overstuffed scarlet pillow and let out a rumbling sigh.


“Well, I can certainly relate to that sentiment,” he said without a smile.


“You don’t find places like this anymore for under four,” I said. “It’ll be gone in…”


I snapped my fingers to make the point.


“I’ll give you a little time,” I said, turning to leave.


I was nearly at the bedroom door when I heard the cowboy whistle.


“Darlin’,” he said in an almost murmured way, “would you do something for me?”


“Sure. What’s that?”


“Will you go stand over there?” he asked, signaling with his chin to some vague corner of the room.




“Where?”


“Right over there,” he said, waving a hand toward the lounge area.


I made my way toward the mound of floor pillows, but I stopped abruptly when I realized what he was pointing to, something I hadn’t noticed before. It was a stripper’s pole, smack in the center of this musky little den area. A stripper’s pole, as if the Scarface decor cheese hadn’t been enough. And here was this man, this ungodly pile of polyester, asking me to step up to it—a stripper’s pole. What did he take me for? Did I have some kind of flaming-heart tramp stamp tattooed to my lower regions? No. Was my name Precious or Peaches or Porsché? No. Did I smell of Angel eau de parfum by Thierry Mugler? Heck, no. I’m no kind of treacle-scented girl. I’m a nice, properly fragranced Cuban girl.


I fired a look at him, but he wasn’t paying attention. He was checking his watch, as if to say, “Get on the pole, bitch, I haven’t got all day.”


Here’s what irked me about the cowboy’s request: In a way, I was already up there on that pole. In just about every real estate deal there comes that critical moment when you’ve got to do the dance. It’s that do-or-die moment when the client is holding all the cards—and both of you know it. In the rarest of circumstances, the property sells itself and the sales agent is just there to breeze the buyer through it. But most of the time you do the dance, some kind of dance. You delete a clause or two. You reduce the price a notch or two. You compromise. Thanks to ol’ Brian, the Glades Terrace contract was already egregiously pro-buyer—there was nothing left to compromise on. There was only the reality that this multimillion-dollar sale dangled by a thread, a buyer’s whim. And there was the pole.


I needed this commission. It meant I could afford the down payment on the new house I wanted, the Spanish-style house with the enormous landscaped yard and the free-form lagoon pool and the gourmet kitchen, near the best school in the county.


I gathered myself and walked over to the bed.


“I’m not sure I heard you, sir. But if I heard you correctly, you’d like me to go stand by that pole over there.”


“I would.”


“Where exactly on the pole, sir?”


“Anywhere you’d like is fine with me.”


“Anywhere?”


“Yup.”


“Fine.”


I turned and walked toward the pole, shoulders rolled back, no hurry, as if to say, “I think I’ll go check out what’s going on over there.” And when I got to the pole, I just leaned on it politely, and I said, “You mean like this?”


“Exactly like that,” the customer said in a barely audible tone. “I like them legs…”


“Come again?” I said.


“I said I like them sun-kissed legs, darlin’…longer than July.”


“Thank you, sir,” I said, rattled a bit but doing my best not to show it.


For the first time that day, I locked into his stare and held it for a long moment. The cowboy reddened, then he laughed out loud. And he kept on laughing in that doubled-over, knee-slapping, short-of-breath way. So pathetic. He was having a grand time at my expense. I could just imagine what the ride back to Miami would be like with McCackles riding shotgun. So, on the spot at the base of that pole, I decided to shut him up for good.


Before the customer could catch his breath, he lost it again when he saw me kick off my sandals and roll up my sleeves. He stopped chortling for a second, intrigued. I grabbed the pole with one arm and swung myself around. That’s right: I swung on the damn pole. One round for the big new yard. Another round for Max’s new playroom. Another round for my dream kitchen.


I gripped the pole with both hands and hoisted myself up, as if I were climbing the old coconut tree in the backyard of my childhood house in Hialeah. I used to go up that tree when I was nine years old, on bizarre double-dares from my best friend, Gina.


“Dare ya to take your shorts off and climb that tree,” she’d say.


“Fine.”


I’d peel off my gym shorts and clamber up the curved trunk until I reached the top. With one hand, I’d swat at the coconuts until one of them came loose and tumbled to the ground. Then, while Gina rolled on the grass, laughing wildly, I’d stop for a minute to catch the view from up top: the fruit trees and random clutter, the non sequitur of items on clotheslines, the frayed divisions of backyard fences unable to contain the ruckus of Cuban-exile factory-class families.


So this was a tree, not a stripper’s pole. This is what I told myself that day as I tucked the hem of my skirt between my thighs to prevent a peep show and I tightened my legs around the pole. I slid my way up to the top and when I got there, I could see the cowboy was no longer laughing. No, he looked like he was about to have a patatún, as my mother would say. I pushed off with my hands, slowly arching my back, until I was upside down. The room actually looked better that way, like a giant cherry-topped sundae. I slowly curled myself back up, wrapped my arms around the pole, and leaped off, landing nicely on my feet. I adjusted my skirt, slipped on my sandals, and casually walked back to the astounded cowboy.


I leaned down toward the bed.


“Let’s make a deal, you and me,” I said.




“You name it,” he came back.


“If you go to that pole and do what I just did…”


“Yeah, what?”


“You don’t have to buy this place.”


The cowboy looked at me, bewildered, for a long moment. Then I heard him utter the words that would pole-vault me into a new tax bracket:


“I’ll take it,” he said. “I’ll take it, Sweet Mary.”

















TWO






WHEN I GOT back to the office, I found Gina in her usual afternoon spot—the second-floor terrace. She sat hunched over a patio table, reading the paper, sipping on a café cubano and smoking her three o’clock cigarette, that particular hint of street beneath her Dolce suit.


“I found myself a bachelor,” she said, eyes fixed on the newspaper. “Retired plastic surgeon, avid yachtsman, wine collector. Waterfront mansion. Ski loft in Aspen. Not too shabby.”


She scrawled a big red star on the newspaper with her Sharpie.


“Except he’s a hundred and two years old,” I said, taking a seat next to her. I could see she had red-marked several prospects already.


“No, he’s eighty-seven,” she came back.


“Ex-wife, kids?”


“Just a nephew.”


“We know what that means.”


“Quick sale, baby.”




Gina’s ambitions never ceased to amaze me. She’s my oldest friend, the most loyal person I know, but she will stop at nothing to make a sale. I know I’m not one to talk after my gymnastics display at Glades Terrace. But, trust me, if it had been Gina, she would have given the cowboy a real heart attack. She’s got a thing about rich men—preferably dead rich men. Which is why she brings the obituary section along on her cigarette breaks. And when she’s done with that, she devours the local news pages for any sign of available, sellable property. Big tennis star dumps his wife? Gina Torres is on the case. Corrupt doctor busted for Medicare fraud and headed to Foreclosure Land? Gina somehow finagles the listing. If this dead plastic surgeon was as alone in the world as the wealthy, gay astrologer Gina had zeroed in on a few weeks earlier, I could guarantee that we’d be rummaging through the poor guy’s china cabinet before too long.


“How much you want to bet the nephew’s selling the old man’s wine collection?” she said. “At bargain basement prices.”


“There are rap songs about women like you,” I said.


“Business is business, ma,” she said. “Sometimes, business requires a girl to blur the lines just a bit. Catch me?”


Gina jammed her cigarette butt into the empty demitasse. She gave a little swagger, like she always does when she thinks she’s made some ballsy pronouncement, uttered the perfect female bumper-sticker line, nailed it. I love it when she does this because it makes it all the more satisfying to knock her off her throne.


“Yeah,” I said, waving my cell phone. “By the way, Mario’s on line three.”


Gina shot a sly look my way.


“You’re a bitch on wheels, you know that? Mario?” she said. “Who the hell’s talking about Mario?”


She threw her head back, amused that I’d whip out our code word on such an unworthy occasion. I usually reserved it for girls’ nights when Gina’s wild side hijacked her most ladylike intentions. “Mario’s on three” is all I have to say. And, like magic, my girl stops dancing on the tabletop.


Mario Alvarez, pharmaceutical company exec, is the macho prick who is Gina’s fiancé. He’s on her like the paparazzi on a pseudo-celeb. He doesn’t let her take a step without the barrage of questions, the innuendo, the color commentary. He snoops on her, reads her e-mail and text messages, digs through her gym bag. And the worst part of the repressive scenario? His captive couldn’t care less about his oppressive ways. Gina just shrugs it off as the peculiarities of a man in love. I don’t get it. I don’t understand why a smart, hot girl like Gina would dumb herself down at the mere touch of a man, this man. Every ounce of intelligence and independence drains from her being and she morphs into one of those fembot chicas on Spanish TV with acting chops to match the skimpy outfits they wore on their themed bikini calendars.


“Speaking of Mah-rio,” Gina said, because she just couldn’t resist the segue opportunity, “he did the sweetest thing last night.”


“I thought he was on a business trip.”


“He is. He called the minute his flight landed in Brazil to ask if I had gotten home okay from the gym. Isn’t that sweet?”


“You’ve been getting home okay for twenty years—how is that sweet?”


“Don’t be harsh—”


“And let’s say you didn’t get home okay last night. What the hell was he going to do about it…in Brazil?”


“That’s cold, ma.”


“I tell you. Watch out for guys like Mario,” I said. “They’re all about the empty gesture. I know this from experience.”


“You just forgot what it’s like to be in love,” said Gina.


“Guess so.”




Gina folded her newspaper and got up. She tossed an arm around my shoulders and squeezed hard.


“Come on, moneybags, we’ve got a celebration to go to,” she said.


“For what?”


“For you.”


That’s Gina, Mouth of the South. I had barely wiped the Everglades muck off my heels and she had told the entire office about the big Glades Terrace sale.


We went downstairs and joined the Grand Realty crew in the boss’s office. Like the rest of our boutique firm, Ida Miller’s office was more like a large parlor appointed with antiques, orchids, and botanical prints. Its Old Florida elegance reflected Ida’s personal style. A Southern belle in her early sixties, she had distinguished herself among her overdesirous peers with her gracious, disarming way. That’s not to say she was demure. No, Ida Miller may have been a warm, generous woman, but she was as plucky as they come. She was the woman who missed an important business meeting when she found her husband’s beloved chocolate lab, Sadie, nearly passed out atop her own vomit one morning last year, an odd-shaped bulge protruding from the side of her belly. Ida, in her favorite pink crepe suit, scooped the dog up, gently placed her on the cream leather seat of her Lexus, and rushed her to the veterinarian’s office. There, she waited while the vet performed emergency surgery to remove a foreign object from Sadie’s bowels. When he was done, the stern-faced veterinarian summoned Ida into the surgical room to show her what he had retrieved.


“You really need to be more careful about what you leave in a dog’s reach,” said the doctor, holding up the mangled remains of a red lace bra, size 36DD. “Just a couple more hours and the poor girl might have been dead.”


Ida’s eyes narrowed on the bra. No amount of dog slime could erase its original color, a ghastly shade of pickled-egg red, a shade she’d never wear on a bra she’d never own, a bra three cup sizes larger than any in her collection of neutral-toned, damask brassieres. It was a bra better suited for a younger woman in need of attention, a giggly, gum-smacking tart like her husband’s new “apprentice.” Ida silently calculated how many times in the past week her husband had telephoned to ask if she would be going home for lunch, knowing full well she rarely, if ever, went home for lunch—three times he had called.


“Dead is right, Doctor,” Ida said.


With that, she paid the $5,245 bill with her husband’s platinum card and, later that day, informed him she was leaving him—and taking Sadie.


It was Ida who introduced me to the Gary Zarkan Method, the power sales techniques that made her the most successful woman in the business year after year. But here’s why I went to work for her: At the end of the day, Ida was a lady, and I had a good feeling about her. I could trust her.


“The first million is like the first olive out of the jar,” she told me as she pinned a gold TOP SELLER emblem on the collar of my blouse that day. “After that, they tumble right out.”


“Thanks, Ida,” I replied, humbled, as the room swelled in applause.


I glanced around at my coworkers, a nattily dressed bunch, and caught sight of sad-sack Brian’s empty desk, his wedding picture still propped in one corner, next to his favorite mug. WORLD’S BEST REALTOR, it read.


 


Thirty minutes later, Gina and I were sitting side by side at Nail Fever Deluxe, sipping on mango sours. While a nail tech polished my toes in Pistol-Packin’ Red—hey, I had earned it—I let Gina do what she did best: inflict her happiness on the world.




“What would go better with a yellow diamond engagement ring—coral or hot pink?” she asked the young Korean nail tech before answering her own question: “Coral, I think. Go with the coral.”


“But you don’t have a yellow diamond engagement ring,” I said.


“Yet,” said Gina.


She tossed back the rest of her mango sour. She held up her empty glass and signaled to the nail tech to go fetch her another.


“We need a girls’ night out tonight,” she said.


“No, I need a hot bath.”


“But I’m single tonight,” Gina said. “In fact, I’m single for a whole month.”


“Exactly. We can do it another night.”


“Come on.”


“Can’t. Gotta go pick up Max,” I told her.


“I thought Dickhead had him tonight.”


“No, he’s at my folks’ house.”


“Ladies and gentlemen,” she said, offering her trademark roll of the air drums, “The Addams Family of Hialeah.”


 


I hate to say this, but Gina’s description of my folks is not too far off. Lilia and Herminio Guevara make a feisty pair. Don’t get me wrong. I would throw myself into a fire for them, but the truth is they drive me to the brink. I’ve often wondered if I was adopted, snatched from the arms of some unsuspecting woman, a perfectly sane, law-abiding woman, on a normal street in Miami circa 1976. Maybe I wasn’t meant to live my life as Mary Guevara. Maybe I was meant to live it as Alicia Fernandez, some random little girl whose parents never haggled down the meter reader, never gave her presents with the plastic security tags still attached, never tried to pass off drunk Uncle Lazaro as Santa Claus. Such a child never had to explain to her friends why her Santa never brought any real presents to her house. He brought things like dead pigs and he sang slurred tangos, never Christmas carols, while her mom egged him on with shots of Johnnie Walker Red.


It’s not easy being the daughter of Lilia Guevara, queen of labyrinths and double standards. She wants to be the boss but never shoulders the blame. But my biggest peeve about my mother was the fact that during my marriage she always sided with my ex. Tony could do no wrong in her eyes. It didn’t matter that he was an arrogant, overbearing tool who just wanted a trophy wife. He was rich. He was French. He sang Aznavour. That was enough for her.


That night as I drove to her house, I imagined my mother was exactly where she was every night, watching the evening soap. There was probably some forlorn farm girl on-screen, posed against a stately chateau in some unspecified Latin American country, sobbing about the baby that was taken from her by the evil governess. I bet my mother was crying, too. But not for the farm girl. She was crying because that stately chateau might have been her own destiny if not for her spineless husband and inopportune offspring. I exaggerate, but you get the point.


While the telenovela plays, she ignores everything—Max, the dirty dishes, even the relentless hollering that comes from the next room.


“Ma!” it goes. “Ma!”


She doesn’t respond to anyone or anything, not until the stroke of nine o’clock. That means my father is in charge of watching Max, and that involves a whole other can of peas. Daddy likes to show Max his prizefighter photo albums, flipping through his treasured portraits and saying things like, “That was Bartolo, best fighter I ever had. Undefeated. He had the power of Joe Louis and the speed of Kid Gavilan.”




The unfortunate thing is he’s not talking about a champion boxer. He’s talking about a gamecock. Think barrel-chested rooster with a Brazilian wax. Daddy’s eyes well up each time he cracks open those albums, and seven-year-old Max has to console him:


“Don’t cry again, Grandpa,” Max tells him. “Maybe he flew back to Cuba.”


The flash of horror in Daddy’s eyes forces the kid to backtrack.


“Or maybe he went to live with his mom.”


Daddy used to be a pig farmer in Cuba until Castro came and took the family’s only possession, a small plot of land on the northeastern tip of the island. This was the thanks he got after he supported the rebels, giving them food and supplies and even a couple of horses for their treks into the mountains. He and my mother fled to Miami, where they fell into the exile trance of factory jobs and weekend nostalgia.


About ten years ago, Daddy suffered an accident at the aluminum factory where he worked twelve-hour days as a machine operator. The rolling mill he was on, a rumbling monster of a machine that cranks out three thousand feet of aluminum foil per minute, hit a snag and threw him off. Daddy hit the floor, shattered his hip, and sprained his lumbar vertebrae, forcing him to retire and endure years of physical therapy. At seventy years of age, he has little material proof of his thirty-plus years in a factory, just a small, boxy house on a blue-collar street in Hialeah. But he still has dreams. They tell him what numbers to play.


Daddy has a wonderful heart but not much backbone. He’s scared of life, and he’s scared of his wife. He’s even scared of his best friend. Then again, his best friend is a guy nicknamed Puddle Morales. (That’s Puddle as in “Puddle of Blood,” if you’re translating from the Cuban vernacular.) Back in Cuba, they used to play ball together, chase the ladies, and bet on gamecocks. But here, Daddy hides in the bathroom whenever he catches sight of Puddle’s limousine. Frankly, I don’t blame him. I never liked the guy.


 


I pulled into the driveway to find Daddy and Max poking around the garage, scavenging for something. Daddy’s garage is a Sanford and Son reprise of machine parts, busted radios, long-discarded appliances. I stepped into the clutter just as Daddy found what he was looking for: a boy’s bicycle.


“Nice, huh?” he said, rolling the bike toward Max. “For you.”


“Rock on, Herman!” Max said.


He high-fived his grandfather as if this bike, the one with the flat tire and the faded comic book stickers and the peeling nameplate that read BILLY, was the bike of his dreams. Max stooped down to read the nameplate.


“Grandpa, who’s Billy?”


Daddy didn’t answer him. Instead, he drew me aside with a troubled gesture.


“What’s wrong?” I asked.


“The two hundred dollars I owe you…”


“Don’t worry about it.”


“I want to pay you back, but I can’t right now. It’s your mother’s fault again,” he said. “I had a dream last night that I caught her in bed with another man. Father Lorenzo.”


“Mami?”


“So this morning I played number fifty-eight. Adultery. And number seventy-eight. Bishop. And I lost all the money.”


Daddy was heartsick about this, I could tell.


“Go on inside—she wants to see you,” he said with a smirk. “Sometimes I wish she would leave me already.”




“Not before the cruise, Daddy.”


“Even in my dreams she brings bad luck,” he said.


 


I suspected there was something wrong in the House of Guevara when I entered through the kitchen door and found the stack of aluminum take-out containers on the stove. The label taped on top read ARROZ CON POLLO. That was the first hint. Arroz con pollo is my mother’s specialty. She’d never be caught dead with the take-out variety.


“You’re not cooking these days?” I called out to the living room, where I expected my mother to be, as she was every night, fanning herself against the heat, her backside stuck to a green pleather recliner. I could hear her favorite telenovela was playing on the tube, but when I poked my head into the living room, I saw her chair was empty. That was the second hint.


“Over here!” she hollered from one of the back rooms of the house. I followed her voice, an earthy mezzo-soprano-of-the-barrio voice, to the bedroom she shares with Daddy, an immaculately kept room anchored by a large, framed image of the Virgin of Charity suspended over a collection of Lladró figurines—a Spanish maiden, a ballerina, a girl in a pink dress, a pair of young lovers, and an angel playing the flute—arranged upon a sturdy walnut bedroom ensemble purchased the year before I was born and polished daily ever since. My mother stood at the edge of the bed, staring into a large, open suitcase.


“You’re not cooking these days?” I said again.


She shot me an irked look as I went to sit on the bed. She held up her arthritic hands with an overdramatic gesture that meant to her both defiance and surrender.


“Don’t you think these hands of mine have done enough cooking? Don’t you think I’ve reached the point of that’s it? What’s the use in working so hard when your father is going to squander every penny on his numbers?” she said, picking up a stack of neatly folded, blue nylon underwear and placing it in the suitcase.


“You know that’s not true,” I said, but then she gave me one of those looks that usually precedes a lecture in which she casts herself—in the third person, no doubt—as the victim of a reckless, incorrigible man. “Come on, lighten up. Daddy’s taking you on a cruise for your anniversary.”


“He’s not ‘taking’ me anywhere,” she said, packing an assortment of matching leisure outfits into the suitcase. “This is the trip we won at the church raffle. With my winning ticket. Paid for with my two dollars. And I’m only going because Father Lorenzo’s rosary group is going, not because it’s my anniversary.”


“They’ll have Baked Alaska—you love Baked Alaska,” I said, trying to coax a smile out of her, to no avail.


“How can I enjoy myself, considering the great problem I have?” she said, slipping a pair of Naturalizers into one of the suitcase pockets.


“What problem, Mami? Talk to me.”


Lilia pouted in silence for a long while. Then came her prologue:


“You know Max is very special to me. But I have four other grandchildren who are not so blessed,” she said as she rolled up a pair of knee-high hose.


She didn’t have to say much more. I knew exactly where the riff was going. Still, I let her go there anyway.


“Your brother has made some mistakes,” she said, tucking the knee-highs into a plastic bag, “but I want you to understand he’s in a tough situation.”


Ah, yes. This was going to be that conversation again, the one where she pleads with me to bail out my brother from some kind of mess—for the hundredth time.




“Whatever it is this time, it isn’t my problem,” I said, picking at my cuticles, as I tend to do when I’m annoyed. “And it isn’t yours, either.”


“He is my son—”


“He is twenty-eight years old. This is between him and his ex-girlfriends—every last one of them.”


“Do you know what kind of mothers they are?”


“I do. Maybe Fatty should have gotten to know them a little better before knocking two of them up in less than a year—”


“He’s gullible—”


“Or, radical thought: condoms.”


“Dulce Maria, watch your tongue.”


“Maybe he shouldn’t be so gullible.”


Lilia slammed the suitcase shut.


“Forget it. Go.”


I hate it when she does this. I hate it because I always fall for it.


“What do you need?”


Lilia sniffed to herself. She patted the sides of her short, fringy do, freshly tinted in her favorite Nice ’n Easy shade—Natural Medium Ash Blonde—and styled to frame her face in slimming, forward-swept wisps.


“Did you sell that house today?” she said.


“Yes.”


“Could I borrow five thousand dollars?”


“Five thousand dollars? You mean, for the cruise?”


“For child support.”


She looked at me defiantly, as if I was not hers. I should have been ready for that, but I wasn’t. I should have come to expect that no matter how hard I work, how much I achieve, how generous I try to be, I will always be the outsider in this house, the one mocked for her goody-two-shoes sense of honesty and civility, the one snubbed as some kind of hall monitor. Oh, but when crunch time is near, mine is the one name they all remember. In times like that, my initials might as well be ATM.


In Fatty and his woes, my mother found her favorite lamentation, an interminable, off-key ballad to a poor, luckless, misunderstood slob who couldn’t seem to catch an even break. It had been this way since the day he was born, for even Fatty’s birth was a near tragedy. He came into the world on a feeble cot in our garage, between hurled insults and heaps of rusted machine parts, during a late-season tropical storm. The storm had gusted in from the Bahamas without much warning as my mother neared her eighth month of pregnancy. Against the advice of her obstetrician, Lilia not only refused to go to the hospital, she insisted on getting the house hurricane-ready. She dragged in the potted plants, the Don Quixote and Sancho Panza lawn ornaments, the white-vinyl-strap patio furniture, and the parakeet cage. She secured the windows with those big, unsightly masking-tape Xs, the ultimately futile ones that are impossible to scrape off. Then she whipped up a steaming pot of stew, red beans, potatoes, chorizo, and chunks of calabaza, because it wouldn’t be a hurricane at the Guevara residence without a steaming pot of some Last Supper–worthy creation.


Despite a rare scolding from Daddy, Lilia worked herself to the point of exhaustion. Her ankles swelled up like jellyfish and her cheeks grew cold and pale. I was barely five, but I remember the exact moment when my mother cried out:


“Call 411! Call 411! The baby’s coming!”


I picked up the telephone beside her green recliner and dialed 911. But nobody came on the other end of the line. I didn’t know it at the time, but the storm had knocked out our phone service. My father, intent on braving the wind and rain to drive her to the hospital seven miles away, coaxed Lilia into the car, only to find out the usually trustworthy vehicle, a faded burgundy Chevy Impala, would not start. The battery was dead, thanks to the storm’s low-pressure system. Gripping the dashboard in desperation, my mother called out the names of every saint she could think of, pleading for their divine intercession. Help finally came from a most unexpected source: Perica Jimenez, the hateful woman who lived across the street. Perica was the neighborhood gossip who once told my father that she had seen my mother at Les Violins Cabaret canoodling with Father Lorenzo—hence Daddy’s paranoia. Of course it wasn’t true. It turned out Perica was merely deflecting her own guilt, for it was she who had snuck out with Father Lorenzo. But thanks to her obsessive snooping, Perica was watching that stormy day between the taped Xs of her kitchen window as my mother waddled out of the stranded car and nearly collapsed at the door of the Impala. A former nurse’s assistant, Perica scrubbed her hands, grabbed her first aid kit, and sprang into action. She bolted across East Forty-fifth Street in the blinding rain and ducked into our garage as my mother howled in pain. There was no time to help Lilia up the garage steps into the house, so Perica grabbed a cot from a nearby pile of garage clutter and set it up. My mother wanted none of her help, but she had no choice. She pushed when Perica told her to push and spat insults at the detested midwife between contractions. It went like this:


“Push harder, Lilita, push!”


“I’m pushing, you imbecile whore!”


Then, in a miraculous instant, my mother pushed out a baby boy. She cried and cried at the sight of him.


“My poor little angel, born in a junk pile. My poor little son, brought into this world by an imbecile whore,” she cried. “I will spend my life making this up to you.”


And that’s exactly how she raised Fatty, with a stifling amount of pity. This is why I was so tough on her that night as she asked me to bail him out.




“No,” I said, getting up to leave. “Fatty needs to pay his own damn child support.”


“Dulce Maria, please…”


“Please what? You could have at least congratulated me first.”


Before I reached the bedroom door I heard a tiny voice coming from the hallway.


“Aunt Mary!”


There, barely visible in the darkened corridor, was a sleepy-eyed three-year-old boy, Fatty’s oldest son. Jaz wore a giant, raggedy shirt and torn socks. I scooped him into a hug.


“Where were you hiding?” I said.


“Daddy’s room. I was sleeping.”


“You must be hungry—”


But Lilia shattered the moment with a clap of her hands.


“Ven acá mi chiquitico,” she said, summoning the boy. He rushed into her arms.


She sat on the bed and rocked him like a baby as she gave me the evil eye. Years of living bitterly, always on the defensive, had etched a scowl on her otherwise graceful face. But now, as she cradled the boy, she softened, all the hard angles relaxed, offering a glimpse of the striking beauty who once starred in a national soap commercial in Havana. That was years before a forced exile, before she was torn from her parents and her twin sister, years before she’d realize her displacement was permanent and that she would have to make her life as a garment factory worker on foreign soil and stand by, powerless, as telegrams drifted in from eastern Cuba with the news of her father’s political imprisonment, his mysterious death in confinement, her mother’s emotional collapse, and her twin’s rebirth as a militant of the revolution. The portrait of my mother, an island of a woman, cradling that boy was more than I could tolerate.




“Have a nice time on the cruise. At least try,” I said, feeling my eyes turn misty in frustration. I left the room to avoid saying anything I might regret, but I couldn’t shake the image of my mother and the boy.


As I reached the front door of the house I took my checkbook out of my purse and wrote a check for $5,000. I ripped it out and left it on top of the TV, which still droned with the endless blue skies and farm-girl fantasies of my mother’s telenovela.


 


The scene at my parents’ house nearly derailed me. Writing that check tore a chunk out of my spirit. It wasn’t about the money—it was about this realization: Just as I was moving along at a nice clip, inevitably something dragged me back into the sinkhole, the emotional pit of my childhood in Hialeah. Whatever municipal poet nicknamed Hialeah the “City of Progress” should have informed the Guevaras—they missed the bulletin. They live in no such place. Their city is defined not by progress, but by a plague of inertia.


For my own survival, I had tried my best to gain a healthy level of detachment. And I have to confess that if not for Mr. Motivation I might have succumbed to the burn of self-pity that night. After Max settled into bed at nine o’clock, I hit the elliptical machine and the play button on the iPod, and I let Gary Zarkan’s sports anchor voice carry me off:


“Get in the game, people. You can get anything you want if you just get in the game…”


I notched up the volume on the audio and resistance control on the elliptical.


“Let’s talk about the Porcupine. That’s when you throw the buyers’ questions back at ’em. Buyer says, ‘Do you have it in green?’ You answer, ‘Would green best suit you?’ People, this is huge. Some of you have lost major deals just because you forgot the Porcupine. You forgot to appropriate your buyers’ questions and hurl them right back!”


Okay, admittedly, some of the Zarkan methods have that shark-tank, early-’90s, The Firm vibe to them. But that’s only when they are utilized by sweaty sales guys who wear double-breasted jackets over tight T-shirts and a lot of product in their hair. You expect the shtick—the Porcupine, the Tie Down, and the “mirror your client” techniques—from them. You don’t expect it from Ida Miller or any other classy woman.


“Why do we settle? Think about it, people. We settle because we are conditioned to believe that we have only one or two options for any given situation. Well, this isn’t true. Life is not a multiple-choice question. Life is an open-ended essay question and we never, ever have to settle.”


I climbed to levels unknown in my Zen blue bedroom as I stared out the window at the twinkle of suburban normalcy on Hibiscus Lane below. Tiny garden lights flickered on the Dixon family’s gazebo across the street, catching the unmistakable silhouette of Dale Dixon, the pudgy, semiretired accountant who heads the local orchid club. Buster, the neighbor girl’s American bulldog, scampered across my lawn on his nightly walk, dragging her along as he does. He stopped to sniff the mailbox, then suddenly lunged toward the curb as if he had spotted a cat or maybe a squirrel. The girl tried her best to pull him back, but Buster puffed up his chest in that bulldog stance and ferociously barked toward some parked vehicle on the curb. He barked so relentlessly that several porch lights clicked on. He didn’t stop until a white van, the object of his alarm, pulled away from the curb and sped off.


I finished my workout and soaked myself in a warm, gardenia-scented bath. I checked on Max, preset my coffee pot, and nestled into bed, feeling renewed.
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