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“Free Styleexplores the compromises made on the road to adulthood. A fun debut novel from a fresh new voice.”




—Marta Acosta, author ofHappy Hour at Casa Dracula




“Linda Nieves-Powell really pulls you into these powerful characters’ world and takes you on a roller-coaster journey of their frustrations, fears, and joys.”




—Theresa Alan, author ofGetting Married and




Girls Who Gossip




“A completely engrossing journey of self-discovery. And the pop culture references were a blast!”




—Robyn Harding, author ofThe Journal of Mortifying


Moments andThe Secret Desires of a Soccer Mom




“Free Styleis a delightful, insightful exploration of friendship, filled with honesty, humor, and Latina flair.”




—Wendy French, author ofsMothering andFull of It




“Idalis wants life to be like it used to be, before she had a husband, a kid, and a corporate job—when her biggest worry was what to wear to her old Bronx haunt, Club 90. But life doesn’t stand still, and neither does Idalis. She gets over the past and gets real, then tells it like it is about love, marriage, motherhood, and all of the other parts of a working woman’s life. Smart, sassy, and, above all, honest, Idalis is a character you will love.”




—Heather Swain, author ofLuscious Lemon
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When I removed my new digital Internet phone from the installation kit, I stared at it in awe. The same way I had when I bought my first CD by CeCe Peniston and placed it in my new portable Sony CD player. I remember sitting on the lower level of the Staten Island Ferry, on my way to work, jamming to “Finally” early in the morning, across from my friends, who were jamming to the music playing in their Sony Walkmans. Even back then I thought about how much had changed since the late eighties when I was a teenager playing hooky from school, escaping Global Studies and taking a round-trip to Manhattan on the ferry with my other delinquent classmates. The lower level, before Sony Walkmans and portable CD players came out, used to be filled with the sounds of a hundred conversations. Strangers and friends talked loudly to be heard over a teenager’s giant-sized boom box blasting Public Enemy cassettes.




I thought about how fast everything seemed to be moving these days. My life was beginning to look like that Madonna video with the cars and people moving at warp speed. The thought of having to quicken the pace of my own life, in order to catch up to everyone and everything else around me, gave me a mini anxiety attack. I placed the digital Internet phone back in the box and tossed it under the television console. I wasn’t in a self-installation mood anyway. Besides, what’s wrong with the phones we’ve been using for the past hundred or so years? I picked up my old trusty reliable landline phone and called Selenis. Thinking about the end of cassette players and old-school jams like Taylor Dayne’s “Tell It to My Heart” and Soul II Soul’s “Keep on Movin’” was making me feel nostalgic, and since I’d known Selenis practically all my life, who better to share this wistful moment?




She answered on the first ring.




“Hey, you up?” I asked, glancing at the clock over my kitchen table. It was 11:53 p.m.




“Apparently,” she said, sounding half asleep.




“I need to talk.”




“What’s wrong?”




“You know what I’ve been thinking a lot about lately?”




“Blowing up Manny’s car?”




“No. Club 90.”




“Ah, Club 90.”




“The memories just keep coming up, for some reason. Like the night you danced with that freckle-faced Colombian dude, I forget his name. You were so drunk you didn’t realize that your left nipple was hanging over your dress,” I said, laughing so loud that I almost forgot that my son, Junito, was asleep in the next room.




“Roland Sanchez,” she answered, with a little more pep in her voice.




From the corner of my eye, I saw an instant message pop up on my laptop.




AN INSTANT MESSAGE FROM MACHOMAN 1970. WILL YOU ACCEPT?




It was from Manny, my husband. No, correction, estranged husband. I hit the “No, I will not accept” button and continued talking to Selenis.




“He used to kiss you with his eyes open. Don’t you ever wonder what he looks like now?” I said, staring at the laptop screen waiting for Manny’s next move.




“Idalis, he’s old like us.”




“Oh, come on now, fifteen years didn’t do much to us.”




“Fifteen years ago we were wearing tiny stretchy pants and short bolero jackets. Let’s try that shit now.”




“So we went up a size or two because of the kids. Big deal. I would die to be able to go back to Club 90 and meet up with the old crew, likela loca Regina and Victor.”




“You mean Panamanian Victor, who wore two different socks the night he met your parents?”




“Yeah, my mother had picked the most awkward moment, while we were all eating, to tell Victor that gray didn’t go with brown. Victor had no clue what she was talking about until my mother told him to stand up and pull up his pant legs.”




“Your mother is too funny sometimes. She cracks me up,” Selenis said, laughing out loud.




“Bendito,I felt so sorry for him. He liked me so much, but he was no Trisco Mendez.”




“Trisco and Kique.”




When she said their names, I could hear the nostalgic longing in Selenis’s voice. Kique was her first real crush and the “one” she wished she had gone all the way with. And that’s how I felt about Trisco.




“I wonder where they are. Let me Google them,” I said, typing the letters into the search bar.




“Idalis, leave that shit alone.”




“What are you afraid of? That we’ll find them? What happened to that happy-go-lucky, free-spiritedchica I used to know? I’m Googling right now.”




But before I could finish typing Trisco’s last name into the Google search bar, Selenis fled.




“Me voy,Idalis. I have to go. Carlito is still up watchingJustice League with his father and he has to go to bed.”




“You’re such a chickenshit! What’s the big deal if I Google Trisco’s name?”




“Later, girl. Go to sleep already,” Selenis said, before hanging up the phone and leaving me with my memories.




I finished typing into the search bar and pressed enter. Wow, 123,358 matches; I guess that’s what happens when you’re looking for a Latino on the World Wide Web. Half the population comes up. So I tried narrowing the search.




TRISCO MENDEZ + BRONX, NEW YORK




I couldn’t imagine what I would do if I actually found him. I wondered if he was married. I wondered if he looked the same. Some guys get better with time. I wondered what he’d think of me now. Then again, Trisco was one of those guys who, no matter how much time went by, was always happy to see me. He was the one I should’ve married. Trisco and I were always happy to be together. We never argued. I could always count on him for a good night of dancing and just plain fun. Not to mention that he had those nice full succulent lips that I wish I could’ve tasted.




Everyone knew us as the royal couple of Club 90. But it’s funny how we never took our love outside of the club. Even though we used to dance with other people, Trisco always made me feel like I was the only one for him. One time I hurt my arm playing handball and couldn’t go out for about a month, but as soon as I came back to Club 90, there he was waiting for me. Trisco and I had this unspoken agreement. If I was at the club, I was his and he was mine. Although our nightclub relationship never saw the light of day, it was ours forever. No questions. No doubts. We’d always be waiting for each other.




AN INSTANT MESSAGE FROM MACHOMAN 1970. WILL YOU ACCEPT?




Of course, Manny, Mr. Macho Man to the tenth power, would ruin this good moment. That was what Manny did so well these days. What could he possibly want at midnight on a Friday night? I decided I wasn’t answering. Let Manny find someone else to mess with.




So again I hit the “No, I will not accept” button.




If only Manny were more like Trisco. Trisco was so open with his feelings and was never afraid to show his sensitive side. After ten years I wasn’t sure Manny had a sensitive side. Hell, I’d never seen Manny cry. Not at our wedding, not when Junito was born; I thought I saw a tear drop when the Giants lost the Super Bowl championship in 2001, but he told me it was from the spicy buffalo wings he was eating.




AN INSTANT MESSAGE FROM MACHOMAN 1970. WILL YOU ACCEPT?




Why was he stalking me?










	



FreestyleChica:




	



What?









	



MACHOMAN1970:




	



Cálmate, I can feel your attitude. Where’s my son?









	



FreestyleChica:




	



Out partying with a couple of whores. And don’t tell me to calm down.









	



MACHOMAN1970:




	



Oh, is that what first-graders do nowadays?









	



FreestyleChica:




	



Oh, maybe if you hung around a first-grader you might not have to ask.









	



MACHOMAN1970:




	



Like you didn’t know I had plans with my brother last week.









	



MAHOMAN1970:




	



Like you didn’t know I had plans with my brother last week.









	



FreestyleChica:




	



Manny, I have to get up early to take Junito to soccer. Bye.









	



MACHOMAN1970:




	



I thought I was taking him.









	



FreestyleChica:




	



You didn’t arrange that.









	



MACHOMAN1970:




	



I always take Junito to soccer.









	



FreestyleChica:




	



You didn’t take him last week. Besides, he’s getting very used to me taking him.









	



MACHOMAN1970:




	



Well, I guess we’re both going then. See you there.









	



MACHOMAN1970:




	



Signed off. 12:06 a.m.
















What didn’t I resolve in my past life that I was being forced to work out now? Manny was the only person I knew who could challenge my spiritual peace. If I ever meet Oprah, I’d love to ask her, “Ms. Winfrey, when Stedman gets on your last nerve, are you as nice and patient with him as you are with the rest of the world? Or do you just lose it and kick his ass from time to time?”




I didn’t know what was going to happen to my marriage. I really didn’t. I hated not knowing. Why couldn’t I ever be the one to make a decision about this relationship? I shouldn’t be hanging around waiting for him to give me an answer, especially since he hadn’t shown any signs of wanting to get back together. What if he’d fallen in love with someone else while I’d been waiting for him to decide what to do? That would just piss me off. I should be able to make a decision, stick with it, and not feel like I’m making the worst mistake of my life. Maybe I should send a declaration out into the universe.




Here goes: “There is no way that I’m going to get back together with Emmanuel Rivera. I’m going to be strong and learn how to live life alone. I don’t need a man to define me. That’s it! I will never go back to Manny. Never ever,nunca !”




“Ma?”




“Oh, Junito, did I wake you up?”




Me and my big mouth.




“Yes.”




“Come here,papito. I’m sorry,Mami was just making a wish on a star.”




Lord, please tell me he didn’t hear what I just yelled out the window.




“It’s okay,Mami. ”




“Let me wrap you up like one ofAbuela ’s delicious empanadas,” I said. Junito jumped into my arms and sat with his back against my chest. I held him tight.




“Is it true?” Junito asked, looking at me with those beautiful long black lashes and hazel eyes, the only good things that came from his father’s gene pool.




I cloaked the blanket around us as we gazed out at the full moon. A little six-year-old boy enveloped in his mother’s arms; a wonderful fairy-tale moment, waiting to be narrated by someone with a sweet, light, airy voice.




“Qué,Junito?” I asked, in that voice, acting as if I had forgotten what I’d just offered the universe.




“You’ll never go back withPapi ?” Junito asked, continuing to stare at the moon, which seemed to be smirking at me and taunting: “Go ahead with yourpendeja ness. Answer the kid. Try for once to tell him the truth. Would it kill you to finally be a grown, responsible individual and take control of your life?¡Estúpida! ¡Pendeja! ” I guess the moon had an attitude tonight; reminded me of my mother.




“Junito, listen…” I paused for a second to avoid turning this beautiful children’s story moment into a Chucky killsMami novela. Why should I be the one to do all the dirty work? Let Manny be the villain for a change. It was his idea to separate. “It’s late,papi . I think we should go to bed and not worry. Things have a way of working themselves out,pa; really, always for the best,” I said, also trying to convince myself.




If only I could believe it.
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The next morning I didn’t feel like dealing with Manny’s bullshit lines. The worst experience in the world is to be on the receiving end of a lousy pickup line coming from your soon-to-be-ex-husband. I decided to forgo the desperate but charming I’ve-been-separated-for-three-months-so-check-me-out look and put on that wonderful married, sweatpants look that screams out for a tube of Great Lash, luscious lip gloss, and a J.Lo apple-bottom implant. The look was complemented by a huge foot-long chili dog in the palm of my hand, and the onion breath was kicking up very nicely.




I watched Junito under the blazing sun, looking as adorable as hell in his long black soccer shorts and little black and white cleats. Boys are wonderful; it’s when their pee-pees get longer that they become intolerable.




I looked into the sky and couldn’t find one little obscure puff of God mist anywhere; a perfectly clear beautiful Saturday morning.




“Excuse me?” asked a male voice from the bleacher below.




I glanced down, and of all days, of all hours, there he was: the Latino version of the Marlboro Man; less Tom Selleck, more a darker version of Jay Hernandez, wearing a tight pastel blue designer T-shirt with matching caramel-colored, softball-sized biceps.




There was something about a Latino-looking African-American that sent a shiver down my spine—like one of those chocolates with a cherry inside. It looks like solid dark chocolate but when you bite down, surprise! The sweet taste of cherry is oh, so familiar. But like they say, the darker the berry, baby, the more shit I have to hear from my mother.




“Yes?” I answered, pretending to be more concerned with the overflow of my chili dog than with his presence. As much as I loved men, I had this tiny little problem: I wasn’t crazy about stroking their egos.




“I think our sons are buddies at school. My son is Lyle.”




“Nice. Yes. Right,” I said with clenched teeth and a big smile, hoping that the vapors wouldn’t escape between the spaces of my teeth.




“I’m Edgar. Is anyone sitting here?”




No, Edgar, it’s just me and Mr. Onion Breath. That’s all. Please come join us.




“Sure. Come. Sit,” I said, trying to think of some more one-syllable words that didn’t start with the letterh, so that I could avoid releasing my deadly breath.




Of course, I now had to introduce myself, but once I told him my name, he’d surely catch a whiff. The name Idalis is worse than anyh word—horrible, horrific, highly hysterical—like helium, flowing out of a humongous balloon.




I pretended to flick a wet crumb off my pink sweatpants as I introduced myself. “Hi…Idalis,” I said, looking toward the bleacher below me.




“Excuse me? I’m sorry, I have a middle ear infection. I can’t hear that well,” he answered.




I’d swear he was pulling my leg.




“Idalis!” I yelled out in front of me, hoping that the morning breeze was blowing north to south and not east to west.




“I have a cousin named Idalis,” he said with a smile so bright I thought I heard the clink of a sunbeam hit his teeth.




We sat awkwardly quiet for a few minutes, watching our kids, waiting to see if this moment meant something more than just a friendly exchange.




Junito blocked the opposing team’s play and I screamed myself out of that bleacher and onto my feet. Edgar laughed as I made a fool out of myself. I noticed him checking out the caller ID on his cell phone, but he placed it back into his back jeans pocket without picking it up. He then reached into his front pocket and pulled something out.




“Would you like a piece?” he asked, extending his hand as if knowing that a piece of gum would probably speed things up between us.




Before I could say thank you with my new minty-fresh breath, I saw Manny walking toward us accompanied by a tall brunette. I saw all the soccer moms inhaling to make their waists smaller as she walked by. I felt a little arrhythmia coming on, but that must be normal when two people who have been married for ten years decide to cut the ties that once bound them to the same bedroom. I tried to ignore the feeling.




Manny and the brunette sat behind Edgar and me. I didn’t acknowledge them. I couldn’t understand how Manny could do this to me—at our son’s soccer game. I knew that we were separated and I knew that I told the universe I would never go back to him, but I wasn’t ready to deal with meeting my husband’s girlfriends.




Manny pointed Junito out to his lady friend and then tapped me on the shoulder. For a second I thought about not turning around, but I didn’t want Macho Man thinking I was jealous.




“What’s up, Manny?” I asked, knowing it was inevitable that this moment would be uncomfortable.




“Damn, where’s your makeup?” Manny asked, laughing to himself.




I so wanted to throw down and come up with a seriously clever ghetto-style comeback, but I didn’t want Edgar to see that side of me and I honestly couldn’t recover from the punch in my stomach quick enough to get up and punch back. Besides, I was tired of being creative with my fighting words. Instead, I took the high road, which could also be perceived as theidiota road.




“Edgar, this is Junito’s father. Manny, this is Edgar, Lyle’s father.”




“Hey, bro, nice to meet you. This is Bonita,” Manny said with a big stupid grin on his face, as if to say, “Isn’t she sobonita ?”




“Hola,” Bonita said in her Conchita Alonzo accent.




I saw Edgar checking her out a little longer than he should have. I turned around to acknowledge Bonita and could smell her cheap floral drugstore-brand perfume mist. It reminded me of the gifts I used to get fromAbuela when she came to visit from Puerto Rico.




Bonita tried to get friendly with me and asked me what the score was. I didn’t want to give this chick the time of day, so I pointed toward the scoreboard and let her figure it out herself. What the hell, did I look like the umpire and shit? Okay, maybe that was rude. So then I answered, “Ten to five, we’re winning.”




Bonita reminded me of one of thosetelenovela actresses on Telemundo who were so damn perfect: tall, shapely, bronzed, and well poised. Not your average New York Latina. I’m neon-colored compared to her South American pastel-colored vibe.




“Gracias,I mean, thank you,” she said, trying hard to make me feel comfortable in a non-Latina way.




“I understand Spanish,” I answered, pissed that she’d made such a quick assumption. Did I look like I didn’t speak Spanish, or did Manny mention to her how much he wished I could?




Manny always wanted me to speak to him in Spanish, especially when we were making love. I remembered how when we were dating I tried saying a few things to him like, “Ay, Papi. Papi, qué bueno. Tú eres mi culito.” But when he cracked up while I was going down on him, the foreign-language foreplay ended forever. I meant to say you are mychulito, a term of endearment, not you are my little ass.




So I lost my ability to speak Spanish growing up in a Staten Island suburb and now I sounded like Frank Perdue in a Spanish-language commercial. Big deal. I could still salsa my ass off and make a meanarroz con gandules. I’d also been seriously contemplating a Puerto Rican flag for the back window of my Jetta, but one smaller than the one Manny had that said,BORICUA YO SOY, POR EL MONTE YO VOY . Yeah, right, I’d really like to know when he was going to that mountain. Manny always had a problem with my Latinagringa ness; he made me feel as though I was never Latin enough for his Bronx-born ass.




Edgar and I listened to Manny and Bonita have a conversation about the importance of sports in a kid’s life and how fathers should be there to help them with little things like throwing a ball. I already knew where he was going with this. It was what I heard often throughout our marriage. It was what I heard every time we drove past a baseball park. It was what I heard every freaking World Series. He’d always start the same way: “I probably mentioned this before or maybe not, but my father never wanted to play ball with me. My mother taught me how to throw a ball. How embarrassing is that?”




Before I could let out my sarcastic chuckle, Manny stood up, looked out into the field, and yelled, “Hey, Junito! Up here!” Junito looked over with a big grin and a new kick in his step. It was obvious that he was happy to see his dad, and it changed his performance for the rest of the game.




Edgar got another call and this time he did answer it. He waved good-bye to us and spent the rest of his time on the phone at the front gate. As I turned back around in my seat, I caught Manny staring at me. Our eyes met, but he quickly turned away and looked out into the field at Junito.




I couldn’t believe that this was what happened after you had given someone ten years of your life. Ten years of sharing, trying, crying, fighting over what color furniture to buy, laughing in the middle of the night, getting over your first fart together, dreaming about winning the lottery and pretending you would still stay together, watching Junito play an orange in his firstFive a Day play at school; only to suddenly be sitting alone on a cold bleacher while your husband was sitting behind you with a gorgeous female. If this weren’t reality, it could possibly be a turn-on.




But this wasn’t fun on the inside, because to the right and left of me sat no one. I looked up at the sky, took in the vast blueness, and tried not to feel sorry for myself. I was playing back some PBS show I had watched where this bald guy talked about how the bad moments in our lives are not really bad moments. They’re just the moments necessary to help us reach our more enlightened, happier selves. No matter how much I wanted to believe that, I felt like the fat kid sitting alone on the other side of this park—the kid who’s waiting for someone to care enough to give him a chance to play.















3










The following day Junito begged to stay with his dad. I told Manny that as long as Bonita wasn’t around he could take Junito and bring him back the next day. He didn’t act like it was much of a compromise for him, which left me wondering why Manny had her hanging around.




With a full day to myself, I decided to do something unselfish and go to Selenis’s place and surprise her with her very own Happy Maid. I’d been holding on to a free coupon for months, and even though I could have used a free cleanup, Selenis needed it more. I’d heard that the male maids they sent out were delicious to look at.




“Pero,Idalis, that’s so sweet of you,” Selenis said, jumping up and down like a voluptuous teen whose robust tatas were spilling over her bright red Lane Bryant V-neck. Twenty years ago I’d have killed for my best friend’s breasts. They were two perfect 36C mounds of gelatinous flesh pointing toward the heavens. But after she had three kids and gained a few pounds, hers lost their perkiness, and I had come to accept my little 34A’s.




“The maid should be here soon,” I said.




For the moment, Selenis’s joy helped me escape my own problems. I was practicing what I’d heard a southern black minister say on an early-morning Christian show. He’d said, “When you’re feeling down, do something for someone else.” His advice was helpful even though the guilt of not having been to Catholic church since I was a teenager had plagued me for the entire day.




Selenis took my hand and led me to the spare bedroom in the back of the house. She was skipping down the hallway and I trailed clumsily behind her. She opened the door to her mother, Doña González, rocking back and forth in her rocking chair as she watched a Spanish television show. The adult actors were dressed in kids’ clothes and acting like silly children.




“Mami,Idalis is getting us a maid for a day!”




“Hola,Doña González,” I said, bending down closer so that she could see me better. Her eyeglasses were gigantic and the lenses were so thick, not even a BB gun could crack them. She didn’t seem excited to see me. Instead she looked behind me and around, waiting to see someone else.




“¿Cómo estás, idiota? ¿Dónde está el nene?”she asked.




I tried really hard not to laugh or get offended. For some reason, the old woman always called me an idiot.




“I’m fine.El nene is with his papa,” I answered.




I was hoping she wouldn’t ask me anything else. She always got angry when I couldn’t have full-fledged conversations with her in Spanish, as if my handicap was offending her.




I guess she didn’t believe me, because she kept looking for Junito to pop up. She became so frustrated that she stood up and demanded to see someone named Jonathon, but Selenis sat her back down with a gentle hand.




“No, Mami, es Junito,”Selenis corrected her as she laid the pale pink knitted blanket over her mother’s hairy thin legs.




As we left the room, I looked over my shoulder. Doña González was rocking in her chair again, looking at the comical Spanish-language characters on the small television set. She wasn’t laughing; she seemed to be staring far away.




I watched Selenis as she closed the door behind her, acting as though this were normal. Unfortunately, it was. Doña González was forgetting a lot of things lately, and Selenis held on to the hope that her mother would return to her lively old self soon.




As I followed Selenis down the hallway and back into the living room, the doorbell rang. A young platinum-blond woman was standing at the door. She had on a perfectly fitted pink maid’s uniform, cleaning supplies in hand.




“Hello, my name is Zaneta. I am from Happy Maids,” she said in a rich, robotic Russian accent.




Selenis stepped back to let the pretty maid in and I could see her checking out Zaneta’s curvaceous slim body as she made her way into the house. Selenis and I looked at each other, probably thinking the same thing. Why was this chick a maid when she could so obviously be a model? Damn, I’d been really looking forward to the male maid who I heard looked like that cute Latin guy onCSI: Miami. I guess next time I would have to put in a special request.




“Vat vould you like me to start doingkh?” Zaneta asked.




“Well, if you want, you can start in here, then the kitchen, and then you can leave,” Selenis said, speaking louder than she should have.




“Tank you,” Zaneta said, walking her perky derriere toward the large wood-colored IKEA wall unit.




“Why are you yelling? She’s not deaf. And why don’t you let her clean the whole house? I’m paying for it.”




“I don’t need the whole house cleaned,” Selenis said, eyeing the dust on the coffee table in front of us.




“Yeah, you do,” I said, picking up a recent fashion magazine from the bottom shelf and dusting it off. “I guess husband Ralphie is coming home soon, huh?”




“Please, Idalis. Don’t be so ridiculous. And the next time you want to send somebody to clean my house, ask me first.”




I laughed, knowing that if the maid had been a gorgeous hunk of man, she would have had every room in the house cleaned.




Selenis sat down with me and we tried to act like we were going about our regular business, but Zaneta was a serious distraction to our spiritual inner peace. I thought of having Selenis send her to clean the basement so that we could stop feeling like two busted old maids.




“Where is Ralphie?” I asked as I flipped through the pages of young supermodels in exotic locations.




“He took the kids to the park,” Selenis said as she pulled her shirt down below her chubby midsection.




“Ay, Dios,would you look at this chick? Does she even eat?” I said as I handed the magazine to Selenis. I glanced over at Zaneta, who was doing an incredible job of giving shine to furniture that I had never seen shine.




Selenis and I tried to get into a natural conversational flow, but the pretty little Slav was making us feel like we were in desperate need of emergency makeovers. I could tell that she was the kind of girl who did it with the lights on. Hell, she could do it in the middle of Central Park on a sunny afternoon during a volleyball game.




Zaneta finally disappeared into the kitchen, giving Selenis and me time to focus our attention on something other than her perfection.




“You know that she wouldn’t get the time of day on Orchard Beach. Don’t you think?” Selenis asked, looking at Zaneta’s tiny butt walk out of the room. “Baby don’t have back like us.”




“Who you telling? Please, none of those guys on Orchard Beach would even give that a second look,” I said, taking back the magazine, feeling better about my own imperfect body.




Whenever Selenis and I felt depressed about our bodies, we would pull out the culture card immediately. We knew that the Latin female bodies on Orchard Beach in the Bronx rivaled the bodies of some of the best porn stars. Latin women just had that thing that Latin dudes referred to assabor, that thing that left construction workers drooling over their homemade sandwiches.




Honestly, though, I’d never felt like those girls. Selenis had been close to that back in the day. She had a curvy bottom, big boobs, beautiful dark eyes, and full lips that she painted Revlon red to draw even more attention. What made her less than perfect was her belly. Her big boobs always accented the thickness around her middle. But as for me, I always felt like the girl who the guys thought was nice. Instead, I wanted to be the girl who made them look up and yell out, “Goddamn!” I didn’t have Beyoncé hips, a big high ass, or a set of knockers that jiggled every time I took a step forward. No matter how much makeup I wore and how tight my clothes clung to my five-foot physique, if you blinked, you might miss me walking by.




“Speaking of Orchard Beach, I heard that Gladys was having a barbecue there tomorrow,” Selenis said, picking up a small bottle of fuchsia-colored nail polish from the coffee table.




“She’s crazy. I wouldn’t go there now. I heard it changed a lot,” I said as I watched Selenis open the tiny bottle and start painting one of her big toes.




“Remember the time our parents brought all that food, and my father decided to start selling some of it? Therellenos de papas were a huge hit. He made his gas money back that day and then some.”




I always had great memories of the times my parents took me to Orchard Beach. It became a family tradition to drive to the Bronx and spend Saturdays there during the summer months. It was the Puerto Rican version of the Hamptons—less the bling. For my parents, it was the closest way to connect to their vibrant Caribbean culture. They never really had enough money to take summer vacations to Puerto Rico.




I remember young and old people dancing in their bathing suits to boom boxes playing Tito Puente and Celia Cruz; coconut-flavored chipped-ice desserts, an unlimited supply of Bacardi rum for the adults; vendors selling Spanish limes (quenepas), weird little hairy jawbreaker-sized Caribbean fruits that you would suck all the pulp out of;abuelitas sitting under large umbrellas that weren’t meant for the beach and their husbands playing dominoes and always flirting with the young women. But those festive excursions ended abruptly when we all moved out of the city and into the suburbs. Instead of seeing empty brown bottles of malta on the sand, we’d see bottles of lemonade and lots of blond and red-haired people who weren’t sitting under umbrellas and weren’t afraid of getting too dark. Instead of Tito Nieves playing on the FM dial, I’d hear Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven” over and over again.




The front door opened and Ralphie entered with Carlito, Symone, and Crystal. Little Crystal was holding her bloody knee and crying hysterically. When she saw her mother, she milked the moment and wailed even louder.




“What happened?” Selenis asked as she got up from the reclining La-Z-Boy chair. I could see Zaneta focusing intently on cleaning the microwave door, hiding that she was listening in.




“Carlito pushed me,Mami, ” Crystal said, trying hard to keep those crocodile tears coming.




“No, I didn’t. You fell by yourself,” Carlito answered as he took a seat on the sofa and continued to battle the little demons in his Game Boy.




“Yes, you did! He’s lying,Mami !”




“Don’t call your brother a liar. Symone, what really happened?”




“Ma, don’t ask me.”




Adorable little ten-year-old Symone was just like her dad, very hands-off, an uncommon trait for the oldest sibling, and also nothing like her mother.




“Hi, Idalis,” Ralphie said in his unemotional monotone voice.




Ralphie didn’t even wait for me to say hello back. He walked into the kitchen, leaving Selenis to organize the chaos. He easily could have taken Crystal to the bathroom himself and put a bandage on her, but Ralphie was always good at walking away from every messy situation, the way Manny used to do to me.




“Selenis, sit down, I’ll take care of Crystal,” I said, hoping that Selenis would give up a little control.




“No, she won’t let you touch it. Believe me.”




“Sure you will, right, Crystal?”




“No!” Crystal screeched with her piercing five-year-old poltergeist voice.




“It’s okay, Idalis, I got it,” Selenis said, picking up Crystal in her arms and not caring about getting blood on her new khaki-colored cropped pants.




“No, it’s not okay, Selenis. Why do you even have a husband?”




Selenis looked at me as if it were the first time I had ever pointed out the brutal truth to her.




“Excuse me, Idalis. Let’s not talk about husbands, okay?”




I hated moments like this for fear that they would turn into serious arguments between us. We were both so stubborn that there were times we stayed mad at each other for weeks.




Zaneta raised her hand, like a schoolkid trying to ask permission to go to the bathroom. “Excuse me, vould you like refrigerator inside cleaned?”




“Crystal is bleeding to death, Ma! Are you going to do something?” Carlito said, probably out of guilt.




I loved the way Selenis could always let stress roll off her chest; I wondered if she had a breaking point.




“Zaneta, you can clean the refrigerator,” Selenis answered, leaving the room with Crystal in tow.




I looked over at Ralphie, trying to figure out what was going on with him lately. He was quiet and more distant than usual. Selenis was doing so much that she couldn’t even see past her own to-do list to fix what was going on in her marriage.




I entered the small bathroom. Selenis had Crystal sitting on the edge of the sink.




“How’s the boo-boo, Crystal?” I asked, trying to ease my way back onto Selenis’s good side.




Instead of answering, Crystal just looked at me as if to say, “Duh, isn’t it obvious?”




“Crystal,Titi Idalis is talking to you. You wantMami to take away your favorite toy?”




Crystal just rolled her eyes and folded her little arms across her white T-shirt, covering up the iridescentI’M A LATIN PRINCESS logo.




Selenis picked up Crystal and stood her on the floor. She patted her little flowered denim bubble butt and told her to go play in her room, away from Carlito.




After Crystal left, I watched Selenis in the mirrored shower doors as she put the first-aid kit back under the sink. I looked at her new khaki pants, now decorated with smudges of Crystal’s blood. Her blouse a wrinkled mess, and her frosted brown highlights coming loose from the top of her ponytail. I was sure that Selenis woke up this morning inspired to look nice, but she’d probably be back in her sweats tomorrow. It was times like this, these crazy-kid moments, that made us feel that spending quality time on our appearance was a futile attempt at resurrecting our inner divas. So why bother?




“Listen, I don’t need you not talking to me right now, ’cause you hold grudges and, well, that shit is wack,” I said, trying to find a way to make peace before the war broke out.




“That’s an apology?” Selenis said as she flicked water into my face from her fingertips. “Idalis, I’m not blind, okay? I see a lot.”




I followed Selenis out of the bathroom, using my sleeve to wipe the drops off my face. As I entered the living room, I noticed Ralphie chatting with Zaneta. They were both sharing a laugh while she was diligently cleaning the stove top. It was a hearty laugh, not a simple halfhearted laugh.




I purposely tried to block Selenis’s view by walking in front of her, hoping that she wouldn’t see what I was seeing. But when I turned to look at her, I could tell she overheard the two of them laughing.




“Ralphie, can you go change Carlito’s clothes? They’re dirty.” Selenis yelled toward the kitchen.




“Yeah, babe,” Ralphie answered, boldly taking one last glance at Zaneta before exiting the kitchen, a big smile on his face.




As Ralphie walked past us, Selenis couldn’t help but ask what was so funny, and Ralphie answered, “You know what her name means in Russian?”




Selenis looked at him as if to say “What would I care?” but he told her anyway.




“It means ‘gift from God,’” Ralphie said, laughing as he was leaving the room.




Husbands are such idiots.
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I woke up the next morning, on my potholed sofa-bed mattress, to a heart-wrenching silence. I missed hearing my little man playing his video game in the next room. I missed him taking his morning pee and forgetting to flush the toilet. I especially missed hearing him play with his father, like two little boys at a slumber party. I imagined that the two of them were playing action figures. I always loved listening to both of them make up voices and dialogue for each character as they battled the forces of evil. It made me sad to know that the last time I heard Manny and Junito playing together possibly could have been the last time.




I hoped I could get out of this depressed mood by work tomorrow. I needed to be focused and energetic, since it was going to be a hellified day at the ad agency. With three new accounts, all the secretaries on the creative team were pulling twelve- to fourteen-hour days. In a way it was a good thing because I needed all the time-and-a-half money I could get. But it was still hard getting by with one salary since the separation. Even if Manny gave me a couple of hundred dollars a month, I still had to use my credit cards to buy things like groceries or even to pay doctor bills. Plus I had the extra expense of paying a babysitting service for Junito two times a week because Manny changed his hours at work and couldn’t pick Junito up on time from the after-school Latchkey program.




Sometimes I wished I could leave my job and find something more flexible so that I could be closer to Junito and spend more time with him. Having Junito in school in Staten Island while I worked in Manhattan stressed me out for fear of what might happen if the Staten Island Ferry or the Verrazano Bridge were shut down like during the terrorist attacks. How would I get back home? Before the fall of 2001, I never worried about things like that.




For some reason, everything in my life was suddenly changing. It’s like the other day I was cleaning out my closet and I found my old pair of size four Chic jeans, the ones that made my ass look round. I thought, What the hell, they should still fit, but I wound up breaking the zipper. I just stayed there, lying on the floor, looking up at the ceiling and thinking, Isn’t it weird how everything in my life just doesn’t seem to fit?




Like my job: any idiot could do what I did, because being a secretary on the creative team of Jones, White, and Maller felt more like being a clerk at an arts-and-crafts store than being an employee at a top-ten advertising agency.




When the art directors needed inspiration or visual aids for their ideas, I’d sometimes spend an entire day looking through stock photo catalogs for just the right white American family. I always thought it would be easier just to pull the pictures from a bunch of cheap eight-by-ten picture frames from the local drugstore.




I would stare at family after family wondering if perfect families like that did exist. Were there that many families that looked that good, owned houses like that, and looked that happy all the damn time? Working at the agency always made me feel as though I were born into some dirty, dysfunctional subuniverse. My world was a cheap polyester five-and-dime-store housecoat compared to their couture-designer world where everything was colored in rich shades of green and blue, the sun was always shining at the right angle, and the birds were always humming Bing Crosby songs.




There were times I might have—under my breath—voiced my views about the lily-white world of advertising to one or two art directors I trusted, like Levell Johnson and Marilyn McVee, two Caribbean black art directors responsible for the very clever Juice Me Up ads. They would just laugh and say, “Hey, when in Rome, Idalis.”




When in Rome? Who the hell decided to give so much power to the Romans anyway? Why couldn’t it be, “When in Rome, be like me”? But since I was the only secretary without a college degree from some fancy-schmancy college in Michigan, Connecticut, or Boston, I would always back down for fear that I’d lose the battle of the brainiest. I really didn’t know or care to know what happened during the Roman Empire. All I knew was that I once saw this outrageously sexy movie calledCaligula, and had no idea that Roman emperors were just as horny and hung as Ron Jeremy.




Dim-witted thoughts like that made me realize the mango doesn’t fall far from the tree; those silly little bimboesque moments that I played off like I was just kidding. But with my mom, it wasn’t a joke. She would say the stupidest things and be serious about it.




One Saturday she came with me as I dropped off some work at the office and she wouldn’t stop rambling on about how lucky I was to work in a building that was so beautiful. She stood in front of my boss’s office window looking down on Madison Avenue, watching the people and the traffic below.




“Pero,Idalis, you can never leave this job. This is beautiful here.”




“Mami,a job isn’t a location, it’s a career. It’s what’s inside that counts,” I said, realizing that my answer sounded as stupid as her comment.




My mother was always in awe of the people who worked in tall buildings. She assumed that people who worked at the Empire State Building or the Trump Tower had to be successful. She couldn’t understand why my cousin Damaris, who was seven years younger, got a gig at the Citicorp Building and I couldn’t.




“Ever since you read that stupid bookIMOK—YOU’RE OKAY, you think you are too good.”




“Ma, the title isI’M OK—YOU’RE OK, ” I answered, wanting to pee in my pants. However, the seriousness of her voice brought me right back to reality. I always wondered how my mother, with her limited capabilities, had been able to bring me so far in life.




What I wished I could share with my mother was that I aspired to do more than just work at a Madison Avenue business address. I wanted to move out of the creative department and find a position that allowed me to use my brain instead of my first-grade art skills. But the only positions like that required a college degree. I could never understand that, because from what I saw, those who had degrees were sometimes more ignorant than those who didn’t.




What really pissed me off was when I had to work alongside these pretentious brats; like the account management trainees, who still had that college sorority vibe going on but tried hiding it behind a navy blue power suit.




“Samantha Leonard needs the Simon Brothers account file. Can you bring it up when you get a chance?” I daydreamed saying into the phone’s intercom.




“Idilis, account management trainees don’t deliver.”




I’d press theON button on the intercom so hard that I would chip the white off the index finger of my French manicure.




“First of all, it’sIdalis ! With ana, not ani. And second, Ms. Simone Dubois, you are under your boss, Ms. Leonard, not over, so would you like me to tell her you’re too busy?” I’d say, trying to get the balance back in my brain after seeing nothing but black dots before me. My temper was so bad that sometimes I would actually lose my eyesight for a few seconds.




“Oh, so huffy, aren’t we? It’s business, Idilis, so let’s keep professional about it.”




“Then, if it’s a professional place of business, why don’t you try to act a little more professional? You’re not at Wilson Community College anymore.”




“Community college! Let me set the record straight—”




“Oh, sorry, gotta go. I’ll see you in about ten minutes. Thank you so much, Simone, for your prompt attention to this matter.”




I always had this crazy dream of making it big and coming back to the old job wearing the I’m-a-successful-bitch uniform—a sexy Armani suit, a kick-ass pair of Manolo Blahnik Mary Janes, a new sassy haircut from Frédéric Fekkai—holding my little Maltese in one hand and blowing air kisses to every asshole that had made me feel invisible and insignificant.




My phone rang and I snapped out of my daydream. Damn, always when I was in the middle of a good one too. It was my mother. She wanted me to drive her into the city so that she could go to thebotánica on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. She felt a cold coming on and wanted to pick up some authentic eucalyptus crystals.




“Ma, it’s Memorial Day weekend, there’s gonna be a lot of traffic. It would be a lot easier if you just bought a bottle of Vicks,” I said as I sat up on the edge of my bed staring out the window toward Bayonne, New Jersey, the ugliest view in New York City.




“Vicks?” she screamed into the phone.




Vicks had been everywhere in my house when I was growing up. It cured a cold, a stomachache, and it held the broken handle of a cup together—well, at least that was how I remembered it. But suddenly Vicks was old school for my mother, and in her quest toward becoming an enlightened and progressive Latino, like Uncle Herman, she began experimenting with alternative medicinal cures, like melatonin and Saint-John’s-wort. But instead of just going to the corner pharmacy for that, she’d get the Latin version of it on Avenue B and Third Street, trusting that it would be a more exact match for her system.




“Forget it, Idalis. I’ll take the bus, the ferry, and the subway so that you don’t have to deal with me and your very sickabuela, ” she said after I gave her the well-deserved dramatic pause she probably expected.
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