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Celeste Like the Sky

The blue cloud finally opens—just when the bell rings to let the Juana Ross School out for the weekend. I’d been watching the sky from the classroom windows all day, wondering just when the rain would pour down. I run down the hall and through the front doors with Lucila, Marisol, and Gloria at my heels. “Quick, girls, get under my umbrella!” Marisol shouts, and her cousin Lucila and I huddle close, one on each side of her.

“Valparaíso will be a swamp for the third weekend in a row.” Gloria groans as she opens her own umbrella. Cristóbal Williams catches up to us, grinning hello, but his smile quickly turns into a yawn. “Here, Señor Sleepyhead. I’ll share if you hold it.” Gloria shoves her pink umbrella into Cristóbal’s hand—the one not holding the magic pendulum he almost always carries with him.

“I’m starving,” he says. “Let’s go eat something.” That’s Cristóbal. Always sleepy and always hungry.

“Café Iris? Sopaipillas?” I suggest.

“Where else?” exclaims Lucila, who loves Café Iris just as much as I do. The others nod their agreement and start walking up the narrow sidewalk crowded with people rushing to escape the rain, all trying not to fall into the gutter. A crowd of people swarms the cable car stop at the bottom of Barón Hill. From the weary expressions on their faces, I can tell this cable car is probably running slow—or not at all. On days when the rain is heavy, the mud flowing down the hills leaves all sorts of obstacles—tires, trash barrels, tricycles, and many lost umbrellas—on the wooden tracks.

We look at one another and roll our eyes. “Not again,” Gloria groans. Cristóbal yawns and throws his hands up like a question mark. We are all used to waiting for, and wondering about, the cable cars. Valparaíso is a city of hills—forty-two of them—that rise in the shape of a crescent moon overlooking the harbor. The cable cars are painted in beautiful crimsons, sapphires, greens, and golds that from a distance conceal their age—some were built a hundred years ago. And they still manage—on most days, that is—to carry people to and from their homes on the steep hills. No matter how many times I have ridden the Barón Hill cable car, it’s always exciting. The track is so steep and the car so shaky that sometimes I fear it will topple down into the harbor far, far below. So that’s when I look out the other window, up toward the hills. They look like they’re on a canvas where a painter has made one brushstroke with each of the colors on his palette, side by side in rows and columns atop one another. Such are the houses on the hills of my city, all knit tightly together like a quilt my Nana Delfina hangs out on the clothesline to dry, blowing in the wind—up, up, up—into the sky.

“Wait. I hear one coming,” Marisol says. We all look up toward the low humming noise that reminds me of Abuela Frida’s voice when she has a scratchy throat.

“There, I see one coming,” I say.

“But the line is so long,” Lucila reminds us. “We’ll be waiting here for at least two more to come before it’s our turn.”

“Let’s walk!” Gloria calls to us over the din. Marisol, who can be a bit lazy sometimes, groans under her breath.

“Come on. It’s good for you,” urges Lucila.

“Easy for you to say, Lucila Long Legs,” Marisol retorts.

By the time we reach Café Iris at the top of Cerro Barón, one of the highest and most famous of Valparaíso’s hills—the one sailors look for to spot our city from their boats at sea—we are breathless, soaked, and shivering. It always feels like I can see the entire Pacific Ocean stretch out beneath me from this spot. I look out today on the harbor, covered with a gray mist. Then I blink my eyes a few times. I’ve been looking down at the harbor all my life, but today something seems different. Wrong, almost.

“Does the harbor look strange to you?” I ask my friends. They look at me as if to say, Not another one of your stories. We’re too big to play pretend anymore. “No, really, look!” I protest. “This isn’t my imagination. Just look and tell me what you see.”

“Water?” suggests Lucila. “Fog, boats . . .”

“Boats! That’s it!” I exclaim.

“What’s it?” Gloria asks.

“The boats,” I say. “They’re bigger than usual, really more like ships than boats. And there are a lot of them. I just think it’s strange, that’s all.”

“That’s not the only thing that’s strange,” Marisol teases me, and turns me in the direction of Café Iris.

“Don’t be mean, Marisol!” Lucila scolds her.

We go inside and shake off the rain. Cristóbal finds us a toasty booth in the corner, and we order a plate of steaming sopaipillas to share. With my mouth full of delicious fried pumpkin bread, I mumble, “I think we’re lucky the winds are always bringing in rain this time of year.”

“Not me,” proclaims Marisol.

“Me neither,” says Gloria.

“Why’s that, Celeste?” Lucila asks.

“Sopaipillas!” I say, my mouth full now with my second bite. “Just when I almost forget their taste, another storm blows in and I get to try them all over again.” In Chile it is a tradition to eat sopaipillas—round and warm like smiles—only on rainy days.

Gloria rolls her eyes, and the other girls giggle. But Cristóbal says, “Me too. I agree with Celeste.”

“Ahh! A wise choice, young man, to agree with the lovely Señorita Marconi. For I have known Celeste since she was just a little bean—more wee, if you can imagine, than she is now—and she is a wise old girl, wise beyond her years.” I laugh at the Café Iris magician. He’s always teasing me but also always encouraging me to trust what he calls my intuition. El mago winks, reaches for my hand, and gives it a kiss. Like always, he wears a green silk shirt and bright orange suspenders, his frame as tall and narrow as if someone had pasted patent leather shoes to the bottom of the map of Chile.

Cristóbal loves visiting el mago, probably because Cristóbal does a kind of magic too. He uses his pendulum to draw maps in the sand—to find lost items and predict the future. Last week the pendulum showed him just where the sun would come out and paint a rainbow over Butterfly Hill.

Cristóbal’s mother made his pendulum when he was four years old, after his father died. The only thing that made him smile was to visit el mago and watch him read the crystal ball and pull doves from his cape. One day el mago told Cristóbal’s mother to give her son a pendulum—that it would become an inner compass that would stay with him all his life, a firm hand to guide him the way his father might have. His mother, not having much money, made the pendulum herself. She polished a piece of crystal-blue sea glass until it was smooth and round like an egg. Then she hung it from the silver chain that had once carried her husband’s pocket watch. And because el mago told her the pendulum must end in a point, Cristóbal’s mother melted a hairpin and fastened it to the bottom of the sea glass. Ever since, whenever we’ve had a question, serious or silly, we’ve begged Cristóbal to ask his pendulum for the answer.

Today, over our second steaming plate of sopaipillas, Marisol asks with a wicked smile, “So, just who at this table is in love with Juan Carlos, the new boy in eighth grade?”

We all know the answer, but wait with bated breath for the pendulum to prove us right.

Cristóbal dangles the pendulum in the air so that its hairpin point just grazes the flat surface of the table. Then he closes his eyes. Quick as a flash the pendulum moves in Gloria’s direction. We burst out laughing. Everyone, that is, but Gloria.

“I knew it! I could have told you that a week ago!” Marisol gloats triumphantly.

Gloria tosses her blond curls and rolls her eyes. “Of course I’m not in love with him! I just think he’s handsome, that’s all.” But the pendulum, with a life of its own, stretches the chain farther across the table, straining to reach Gloria. Lucila, Marisol, and I squeal and giggle some more!

Cristóbal, seeing how flustered Gloria has become, pulls the pendulum from the table and tucks it into his pocket. But Marisol isn’t done teasing. “We can always get a second opinion and ask el mago about your love life, Gloria. What do you think he’ll say?”

Gloria blushes as pink as her umbrella. “No! Never mind! Don’t call el mago over here. . . . Fine, I admit it, I like him. I said like, not love. Are you satisfied?”

“¡Sí!” the rest of us shout in unison.

We all laugh, Gloria included, until we clutch our full bellies. Then I start to hiccup, and the laughter starts again, until all our cheeks turn as rosy and warm as Gloria’s.

When we leave Café Iris, we step into torrents of muddy water pouring down the steep street. The wind blows hard from the west, over the harbor and up the hills, making the raindrops fly sideways, stinging my cheeks. When it rains in Valparaíso, not only the skies open. My eyes, the sea, the streets, even the ships—everything fills with water and overflows. Ships. Suddenly remembering them, I shield my eyes and peer toward the harbor. But it’s hard to see anything except blankets of gray.

Winds from the south, then the north, meet and swirl around us like a windmill—blowing newspapers and flowerpots and lost umbrellas all over the place—making it hard to see one another. “Celeste, stay close to us!” I hear Cristóbal shout.

“Ah!” Something strikes me in the head. I look down to see a doll—a body without a head—rolling at my feet. I shiver, the hair on my arms standing straight up.

“Lucila! Where are you? Grab my hand!” I hear Marisol call to her cousin. I look in the direction of her voice, mesmerized by what I see. Swiftly, silently, slyly the fog swallows Lucila’s head, then her hands, her feet, most of her torso. The only thing I can make out is the place where her heart is. My own heart starts beating fast.

“Lucila!” I cry out, panicked. “Are you all right?”

“Celeste, I’m here. I’m fine.”

I let out my breath when I hear her voice. Then Marisol’s—“Don’t worry. I got her.” I breathe even easier when the fog begins to lift like a veil from their faces. Why did that scare me so much? I’m used to the tricks the weather plays. Why am I so nervous today?

“Celeste, earth to Celeste.” Gloria tugs at my sleeve. “It’s late. You better get moving or your nana is going to be cross and waiting for you at the door.”

“Gracias, Gloria. I’ll hurry.” I give my friends each a kiss on the cheek. “Bye, everyone! See you Monday!”

“¡Adiós, Celeste!”

“¡Adiós!”

As I climb the winding paths up Butterfly Hill to where my house sits—rather slanted—at the very top, I pause every so often to look around. I look at my feet, remembering the doll, and then out toward the harbor, remembering the ships. And I shudder when I recall how eerie it was to see Lucila disappear bit by bit.

I feel better when I pass our neighbor Señora Atkinson’s tall pink house. On days like this she always stands in the window with a china teacup in one hand, tilting her head like a swan. She says the rains remind her of her youth in London, and there is never a more perfect time than a wet Valparaíso afternoon to drink tea and look out the window.

I wave to her, and she opens the window. “Cheers, Celeste!” She calls to me in English that sounds like the trilling of the yellow canary she keeps in her parlor.

I wonder if she’s noticed anything different about the ships today.

Delfina has been waiting, as Gloria predicted. She opens the door and wraps a warm towel around my shoulders. “At night everyone returns to their proper place, including mischievous girls who always lose track of the time.” She puts on her sternest face. “Now go upstairs and change, and then come down to the kitchen. I want you to help me chop herbs for dinner.”

“Sí, Delfina.” I climb the drafty, winding stairs to my blue bedroom that’s so high, at night I imagine I am sleeping on a cloud in the sky. Which makes sense to me, since that is what my name, Celeste, means—like the sky. Like any sky, I suppose, sometimes I am bright and clear, and other times I can be quite a raincloud. I like to think more often than not that I’m a sunny day, with just a few easy clouds that blow in and out with the breeze.
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Humitas Are Like Heaven

        “Celeste! ¡Niña mía! Where did you go?

        “Come chop the herbs!

        “Celeste, are you on the roof?

        “Not on the roof in this rain, señorita! And after just drying off!

        “The cilantro is asking for you! Get down from the roof this instant!”

        Delfina knows I’ve climbed up to the roof, just like she knew when to come
            to the door with a towel, because she almost always knows everything that goes on in our
            house on Butterfly Hill.

        The roof is where I go every day to look at the sky, rain or shine. I
            swallow a pang of guilt. I should go right down to the kitchen
            to help Delfina, but I want to get a better look at the harbor. The fog has only grown
            thicker, though, making it impossible to see the ships.

        “Celeste, this instant!” This time Delfina’s voice wakes me from my
            daydream.

        I scramble into the kitchen and take my place beside Delfina, who is already chopping parsley. I love to watch how quickly she moves her
            brown, wrinkled hands that look like eucalyptus bark as she chop chop chops. “Here, you
            do the cilantro. I’m making chimichurri sauce,” she says. “But be careful with the
            knife, Querida!” Delfina frowns and her voice is stern, but she has still given me the
            chore I like to do best. She has known me since the day I was born, so of course she
            knows how much I love the sweet-sharp smell of cilantro, and how that scent stays on my
            hands like a perfume long after I have sprinkled the leaves into her pot. Delfina calls
            cilantro and parsley “little trees for the palate” and adds them to every dish, even
            desserts.

        “Well, young lady,” Delfina tries to scold me, but she can’t hide the
            gap-toothed smile blooming on her lips. She dabs at my damp hair with her apron that
            smells like cinnamon, and asks, “How is that handsome Cristóbal Williams?” in a voice
            slippery with mischief.

        Cristóbal is my oldest friend—we’ve known each other since before we can
            even remember. Delfina would carry me as a baby in her fruit basket to his mother’s
            vegetable stand in the market, where Cristóbal would swat me with corncobs.

        Delfina thinks I have a crush on Cristóbal. Which I don’t. At least, not
            much. So I make my voice as casual as possible and say, “Oh, you know, sleepy as usual.”
                With my hand I brush Cristóbal Williams away like a flimsy
            cloud, to float with the dish-soap bubbles through the open window.

        Delfina chuckles. “Delfina will pack some humitas for you to take to him
            in school. When Cristóbal visits, he gobbles five and takes five home for later, yet he
            is tall and thin like a string bean. But that is what happens to boys at his age. . . .
            He will grow to be muy guapo, a very handsome young man, with his black hair and his
            freckles.”

        I ignore Delfina, pretending to be absorbed in the cilantro, but from the
            corner of my eye I see her grin in my direction as she continues to tease me in a
            singsong voice, “Just you wait and see, Querida . . .”

        “¡Ay, Nana!” I stop chopping, exasperated. “I certainly don’t plan to
            marry a sleepyhead! I’ve sworn to myself that I will find a husband who can stay
            awake!”

        “Who’s looking for a husband?” I hear my father’s voice in the hallway as
            he and my mother come through the front door. “Celeste, you’re too young. And, Delfina,
            you’re too picky.”

        Papá pulls my long reddish-brown braid as my mother takes from around his
            neck the stethoscope he always forgets is there.

        “This smells delicious, Delfina.” My mother’s voice sounds tired, but she
            pulls me into a strong hug. Then she turns me in the direction of the parlor and says,
            “Go tell your Abuela Frida that supper will be ready soon!”

        “Sí, Mamá.” Then I remember what I wanted to ask my parents. “Mamá, Papá,
            have you noticed more ships in the harbor lately?”

        They glance at each other.

        “Not really. But we aren’t always watching from our perch on the roof like
            someone we know.” Mamá’s voice sounds a bit high and strange. “Maybe the ships—”

        But Papá interrupts her. “Do what your mother told you and get your
            grandmother, Celeste. The humitas are getting cold.”

        Why is his voice so stern? It was just a question. “Sí, Papá.” I can’t
            help giving him an annoyed look as I head toward the parlor.

        Abuela Frida is still asleep in her chair, but she wakes with a sigh as I
            kiss the top of her head. I’ve always loved my grandmother’s hair, as fine and white and
            soft as a cirrus cloud. “Celeste of my soul!” she says with a smile, taking the hand I
            hold out for her. “Hmmmm . . . is it true what my nose tells me?”

        “Delfina’s made your favorite tonight, Frida,” my father answers as I lead
            Abuela Frida to the kitchen table. “Lucky for Celeste, humitas are her favorite
            too!”

        “¡Ay, que rico! They smell delicious, Delfina,” my mother says, inhaling.
            There is a special magic, like opening a present, when you eat a humita. It’s best to
            lick your fingers first, so the hot corn husks don’t burn them. Then
            you peel back the layers and find a steamy, sweet cake made of ground corn.

        “Eat up, mi joya.” Delfina looks lovingly at my mother. “All that work is
            making you thin!” My mother was named Esmeralda because she has green eyes, but Delfina
            still calls her “my jewel,” like she did when my mother was a little girl and Delfina
            was her nanny.

        My parents are doctors. They work in a hospital for the poor on the
            outskirts of Valparaíso, and also run a small clinic where they see patients free of
            charge. That is why at home we always have an endless supply of fruit jams, fresh eggs,
            and corn on the cob: this is the currency that poor people use when money is short.

        “Humitas are like heaven,” Abuela Frida pipes up, grinning at the corncake
            on her plate. “I am just glad you let us share with you, Celeste!” My grandmother is
            teasing me because, like her, I love humitas—love, love them. Abuela’s Viennese accent
            is thick as she peels half a lemon and begins to chew on it. She loves to chew on
            lemons. Besides knitting long blue scarves, it’s the thing she loves to do best all day.
            We call her the Empress of the Lemon Tree.

        The Empress of the Lemon Tree places another humita on my plate, but I
            pause before picking it up. My parents care for people who don’t have homes to keep them warm or sometimes don’t even have enough teeth to chew the
            little food they have. “So many toothless people in this country!” my mother always
            says, and sighs. So no matter how much my mouth waters, I always bow my head and whisper
            a little “Thank you” before I take the first bite.

    

The Rain Gives

After dinner I go up to my bedroom. My blue room is one of my favorite places. It has a great window as tall as my father and as wide as his outstretched arms. I always leave the window open, even when it’s raining, because Valparaíso is full of life. It’s a mysterious city where fairies and lost sailors live, and ghosts stroll through the port. They are usually happy ghosts and a little bit tipsy. That’s why at night things seemingly float through the air and land somewhere else in the morning. In my window I have found blue scarves, anti-wrinkle creams, a bottle of rum, and—what I loved most—a dozen pink balloons.

Below my window lies one of the several gardens that surround our house. Some are diurnal gardens that dance in the sunshine, and others are full of shy, nocturnal flowers that wait until Valparaíso is sleeping to bloom. There is a garden of lilacs and honeysuckle vines that wrap their spidery arms around the corner of our house where Abuela Frida sits by her window and knits. By our front door is a garden that touches the sky. And below my window is a plot with nocturnal flowers that reach out to touch the ocean. My mother planted this garden below my room when I was a baby so that I could be lulled to sleep by the fragrance of moonflowers with heart-shaped leaves, angel’s trumpets, and fairy lilies, all blossoming in the moonlight.

Delfina once told me that the fairies dance to the music of the angels under my window while I sleep, so I thought that next to the moon garden would be a good place to put my own garden for my dolls. This is an invisible garden, and the plants have names like Malula Gomez or Cactus Face. The flowers are named Rainbow and Hope of the Hills, and my favorite flower is called Butterfly Hill because it spreads its petals from the insides of tiny stones.

My reverie is interrupted by a knock on my bedroom door. “Come in!” I say without turning my head.

My father opens the door and finds me seated on the cushions below my window.

“Just watching the rain, Papá.”

“It’s still raining?”

He sits beside me and lets out a low sigh. My father doesn’t like the rain. “It’s another one of life’s mysteries, Celeste,” he says in that serious way of his. “The rain gives us water to drink and cleanse ourselves, food to eat, flowers to admire, puddles for my daughter to splash in. But”—my father peers over my shoulder toward the hills on the outskirts of the city—“the rain also takes away. In the poor neighborhoods where the houses are nothing but cardboard and aluminum, the hard rain and mud sliding down the hills will leave people homeless.”

I lean against his arm and wait for him to continue—I can tell he has something more to tell me.

“Your mother and I are going out to visit some places where our patients live to make sure they are all right, since it’s been raining for over a week now. We’ll go to other neighborhoods tomorrow morning too. Would you like to come then, hija?”

Ever since I was little, I have gone with my parents to see their patients on the outskirts of the city, but only on routine visits. Come to think of it, the sun has always been shining—they’ve never invited me to come with them during rain like this. The storm must have left things really bad out there.

“Can I go with you tonight?” I plead. I’m eager to help, and I like going out at night.

“No, you know your mother doesn’t like it when you are out too late. But tomorrow is Saturday, and we can head out early. Tonight you can help Delfina and your abuela prepare baskets of food and clothing.”

“All right, Papá. Buenas noches.”

“Good night, Celeste.”

He’s getting up to leave, when suddenly I remember something. “Papá, wait—I want to ask you something. Why didn’t you want to talk about the ships in the harbor?”

“Oh, Celeste, I’m sorry. I was just tired after work, that’s all. I’ll take a look at them tomorrow. Now get some rest.”

“All right, Papá.”

Tonight the rain strums its long fingers up and down the roof. I can barely make out the familiar sounds of my grandmother snoring like the letter Z and Delfina talking to her saints. I sit by my window and wish Valparaíso good night. The lights on the hill are hazy, their usual brightness washed away by the water pouring from the sky. Mamá and Papá aren’t home yet—they must be soaked and shivering, wherever they are. I’ve never liked going to sleep when they’re not here. I hope they come home soon.
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. . . And the Rain Takes Away

I wake to gusts of salty air and a creaking noise through my open window. At last the rains have cleared. Two swings move back and forth—creak, creak, creeeeak—in the morning fog. The swings are wooden, and one is painted pink and the other purple. My Abuelo José made them for his daughters. The knots he tied to secure the thick ropes to the long branches that extend from either side of the old eucalyptus tree never unraveled. “That’s because your Abuelo José was as dependable as the tides rolling in and out, and he is here holding this whole house up so we never fall in an earthquake,” Abuela Frida says. My mother swung on the pink swing, and her big sister, my Tía Graciela, on the purple, which goes a bit higher, I think.

I love hearing the swings creak in the morning. But what I love most about our house in the mornings are the pelicans that always fly over it. I really could say the pelicans are my next-door neighbors. They are the kind of neighbors who stick to the same routine day after day. I see them when I leave for school, and when I return home, they are coasting lazily in the purply blue of the evening sky. Pelicans are strange. They look as if they are dressed in tailcoats, and their mouths are huge—no, humongous!

Since before I can remember, I have always called out to the pelicans:

“It’s Celeste Marconi! Good morning, pelicans!”

They eye me and move their long beaks up and down as if they’re responding to my greeting. Sometimes I wonder if I am only pretending that I hear the pelicans say hello. But my grandmother always says that people are what they imagine. So maybe I really do hear them call out:

“Good morning, Celeste Marconi!”

“Good morning, Celeste’s garden!”

“Good morning, Valparaíso!”

There are always eight of them. The first seven fly by in one very straight line. And then a few feet behind them is this one old, lazy pelican, with his wings dipping up and down in the sky, always lagging a bit behind.

The sky reminds me of a highway. I imagine the clouds are traffic signs, but this makes me wonder what the pelicans would do when the signal says STOP. They’d have to stop flapping their wings, and would need a sturdy place to rest their big webbed feet and not fall from the sky. Someday I will ask them.
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My mother pokes her head into my room. “Celeste, Querida, put on your rain boots. Your father is anxious to get an early start. He’s already pacing at the front door with his stethoscope. We’ll need a lot of help from you today.”

Our taxi driver, Don Alejandro, helps us load bags full of food, medical supplies, and Abuela Frida’s scarves into the car. Then he takes us as far as the rising waters will allow toward the outskirts of Valparaíso. “I will pick you up here at eight tonight. May God save them and protect you, Señor and Señora Marconi. And Niña Celeste.” Don Alejandro speaks to us, but his eyes are fixed on our surroundings. It is an awful sight. What is left of the houses floats like driftwood. The little children play on them while the older ones rush to help their parents collect the remnants of their possessions, floating every which way and sinking down into the mud.

I don’t know if it is the stench of rotting homes and putrefied food, or the sight of the vestiges of entire lives floating down a murky street, but suddenly a great wave of nausea passes over me. I clutch my stomach and bend over, keeping my face turned toward the ground, praying I don’t call attention to myself. Calm yourself, Celeste. Please, don’t get sick! I feel so embarrassed—I want to be strong and capable like my parents. Haven’t I seen them cleaning wounds and setting bones all my life? I am here to help. I have to be able to handle this. But this isn’t one patient or one ailment—this is so many people, all suffering from loss and hunger, shivering in the damp morning cold. My head spins as fast as my stomach. It’s almost too much to bear. . . .

I feel Mamá’s hand on my shoulder. “Celeste, what’s wrong? Are you all right?”

I stand up straight and manage to nod. “Sí, Mamá. I’m fine.”

Mamá understands without me telling her. “Here.” She unties the kerchief holding her hair back from her face and hands it to me. “Tie this around your neck. When the stench is bad, put it over your nose.”

“Gracias, Mamá.” She gives me a look that says, I know you can do this.

We wade through streets that are now black rivers. It is difficult for me to walk; my feet sink and stick, and the water splashes far past my knees. My father takes my hand. “This is poverty, Celeste. A deep puddle that you can’t step out of.”

I turn my eyes upward to see his face. My father doesn’t speak much. He says he is most comfortable in the quiet next to the people he loves. But when Papá does speak, especially in his low voice with a furrow in his brow, I know his words come from such a deep place of thought that I never forget them.

That long, cold day we walk up and down two hills whose names don’t match the neighborhoods built on them: Cerro Campana and Cerro Delicia. Bell and Delight. All sorts of people—men, women, old people, children, sometimes their dogs—shiver with pinched faces around fires. My mother approaches huddled group after huddled group and gives them food from the large basket she carries and a pint of milk from the backpack on her shoulders. She always tries to give extra to the families with babies and young children. My father cleans the wounds of those who have been hurt, and I reach into my backpack stuffed to the brim and pull out Abuela Frida’s blue scarves. My mother takes three and wraps one around a shivering woman with hair like a black waterfall, and two small, silent babies tied in a blanket to her back. Then she offers the remaining scarves to two passersby and presses a packet into the woman’s hand.

“Put this powder in the milk I gave you, Minerva. Just a bit each day will help your twins gain weight and grow strong.” Minerva bows her head in gratitude, but my mother turns to me quickly and says. “Come, Celeste. Your father is determined to get to one more neighborhood before night falls.”

“Sí, Mamá.” But I take one look back at Minerva. She is walking in the opposite direction with her back hunched. Four bare baby feet stick out of the blanket. I gasp. Even from this distance I can see . . . they are blue.

Frozen, I stand knee-deep in the murky street, watching those little feet grow smaller and smaller as Minerva makes her way to . . . where? Where will she go? Her home is destroyed. Oh, those poor babies, those poor little feet . . . Maybe if I wrap them in scarves . . . ?

“Wait!” I call out to my parents and run to catch up with them. “Can I just go back and give Minerva—”

“No, Celeste.” Papá’s eyes are sympathetic, but the rest of his face is stern. “We have to keep moving—there are so many people to help and so many problems to solve. We’ll never get to them all—”

“But her babies!” I interject.

“Celeste.” Papá’s voice is even firmer now. “There are so many babies. We just have to accept our limitations and do the best we can.”

I can’t accept that! I look to my mother. Surely she will understand. But she just nods and puts her arm around my shoulders, gently guiding me forward.

I plod ahead, defeated. We pass a wiry old man seated on what looks like the remains of an aluminum roof. His head rests upon his knees. His legs are shaking. I take the longest scarf from my backpack and silently approach him, averting my eyes like I am witnessing something I shouldn’t. I feel bad for him—maybe he is embarrassed to have a young girl’s pity? I drape the scarf over his shoulders. He looks up quickly with red-rimmed eyes, and then just as quickly looks down again. I hurry to catch up with my parents.

Maybe Papá is right—there is always another person who needs help. An endless number, it seems, on the outskirts of Valparaíso today. And we are only three people!

“Mamá?”

“¿Sí, Celeste?”

“Why are you and Papá the only ones here helping? How come everyone doesn’t come up the hills to help? At least other doctors should, shouldn’t they?” My mother glances at my father, who is walking fast with a fierce look and a set jaw.

“People like us, lucky to have more than we could ever need . . .” Her voice trails off, and her eyebrows scrunch into tiny knots. “Well, it’s our duty to share with those who have so little. But many people are so quick to forget this.”

“But we have new hope,” my father adds, “now that Presidente Alarcón took office last month. He promised to help the poor, not just by giving them food and shelter but by making all Chileans responsible for looking out for one another. There will be all sorts of new programs.”

“Like what, Papá?”

“Well, for one, there is the Smile for Chile campaign your mother is helping with, which will help set up dental clinics in poor neighborhoods. And the president will pay young college students to teach adults who are illiterate.”

“Is that a new one for your notebook, Celeste?” my mother asks, and repeats the sad-sounding word: “ ‘Illiterate’?”

“No, I already know it.” I shake my head, thinking of Nana Delfina, who doesn’t like people to know she cannot read or write.

I look back at the ramshackle neighborhood and think about Minerva. Can she read? Even if she can, how could she keep any books in a house that floats away? She must have to make up stories from her head to put her children to bed. What must she imagine at night, after seeing what she sees each and every day?
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The Smell of Sundays


Butterfly Hill is filled with many smells. Most of them are delicious, like the scent of buganvillias in full bloom or of dulce de leche—caramel—cooking in kitchens. And there are some that make my nose curdle. Like today, when the rains have made the marsh behind Marga Marga Street overflow, everyone in the house gets a bit dizzy.

But that murky smell will be overcome by my favorite smell in the world, the one I call the smell of Sundays. Today our house will smell of empanadas, delicious meat pies shaped like half-moons.

I stand barefoot on the balcony in my pajamas, watching my parents walk up the path that leads to our house—home at last from our favorite bakery, Panaderia Estrella, with a big package of empanadas and other goodies. Delfina doesn’t cook on Sundays. It’s her day off and time to just enjoy being part of the Marconi family too. I rush to the table and set down plates. Papá begins making café con leche. Abuela Frida tiptoes in with blue yarn trailing from her skirt. Her small, wrinkly feet are bare like mine, and her hair hangs down her back in long white braids. She grins mischievously, grabs the empanada I just placed on my father’s plate, and takes a bite while his back is turned toward the stove. I stifle my giggles. Sometimes Abuela Frida reminds me of a girl my own age.

Papá pours everyone a cup of coffee. Even me, although mine has more leche—milk—than café. He frowns when he sees his empty plate with a few stray crumbs on it, but Abuela Frida quickly puts another empanada on his plate, telling him, “Andrés, you must be losing your memory in your old age! I warned Esmeralda about marrying an older man!” We laugh, and then there is a rare silence. We always start with the empanadas. We chew and smile at one another, devouring them one by one while they are still warm, and capturing on our sticky fingers any crumbs that have escaped to our plates.

But a pang of sadness interrupts my enjoyment. I think of Minerva’s babies and the children on Cerro Campana and Cerro Delicia. I’m sure they don’t get empanadas today, even though it’s Sunday.

I think about how before yesterday I had visited the poor neighborhoods of Valparaíso only in the sunshine. The colors of the flags strung between the houses, the music played by old men on the corners strumming guitars with one string and tapping rhythms on empty paint buckets—that’s what I always remembered when I thought about the outskirts of town. And the children—they were running around, playing in the streets. When I think back, they did wear ragged clothes, and most of them were barefoot—but I hardly noticed since they were laughing like all little kids do. Somehow the sun’s sparkle seemed to land on everything on the hills, making them beautiful. Or maybe it was the people themselves.

And now a strange idea is forming in my mind, one I will try to make sense of by writing it down in my notebook: I think there may be two kinds of rain in my country. It falls from the same sky, but then the rain changes depending on who it falls on. There is the rain of people like me. As it falls, I watch from the windows of Café Iris while eating sopaipillas with my friends, or listen to its pitter-patter while reading on the sofa next to Abuela Frida knitting blue scarves, enjoying the feeling of everyone safe and snug under our strong roof in our sturdy house on Butterfly Hill.
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The rain of the poor is rain that knocks houses over, makes roofs cave in, and spoils food. It is rain that makes mud and illness rise up from the ground. It is rain that shows the Minervas of Valparaíso all they lack, by taking away the little they had. Sun and rain, city center and city outskirts—I used to think all was beautiful and good. But now I am not so sure.


        Abuela Frida


        On Sundays it is my job to wash the dishes after our
            big afternoon meal. It was Abuela Frida who insisted on giving me this chore, because
            Mamá and Papá have always been happy as long as I focus on my studies. “I raised you and
            Graciela to value hard work, Esmeralda!” Abuela told my mother one day as I sat beneath
            the kitchen table. “And I don’t want my granddaughter to grow up like all the lazy
            upper-class children at her school!”

        But I don’t mind washing dishes . . . at least, not much since discovering
            I can make up stories in my head and scrub Delfina’s stew pot at the same time. My
            grandmother has given herself one endless chore—she knits, knits, knits—huge scarves
            that move and stretch like rippling waves from the invincible ocean called the Pacific.
            Abuela Frida falls asleep when she knits, and I often hear her speak in a low voice, as
            if something troubling were happening. I wonder if she is dreaming of the long journey
            she took to Valparaíso Harbor on the Ship Called Hope. Papá says Abuela suffers from an illness called nostalgia, which often is cured with a sprinkle
            of love, some lemon, a few raisins, and many slices of avocado.

        When I was younger, my grandmother would say things like “Celeste, take
            your zzzzzzshoes off the zzzzzzsofa,” and I’d wonder why she always sounded like a
            bumblebee when she spoke.

        I place the last plate in the dish rack and wipe my hands on a dish towel.
            The window over the kitchen sink looks out at the eucalyptus tree with the pink and
            purple swings, and by the shadows they make on the grass I can tell there are a few
            hours of daylight left. I wonder if Abuela Frida will take a walk with me. I want to
            talk to her, just the two of us, and ask her what she thinks about the ships in the
            harbor, and tell her about Minerva and her twins shivering with cold, and all the other
            troubling things I saw on Cerro Campana and Cerro Delicia yesterday.

        I poke my head into the parlor. She is sitting in her rocking chair as
            always, knitting a blue scarf. “Abuela Frida, I’m done with the dishes. Will you take a
            walk with me, maybe to get some ice cream?”

        “It’s a bit late, Querida.” Abuela Frida looks up at the cuckoo clock on
            the wall.

        “But”—I clasp my hands together—“is it ever really too late for dulce de
            leche?”

        My grandmother’s eyes light up at the mention of her
            favorite flavor. “Mmmmm . . . Okay, okay!” She laughs. “You know my weakness is
            caramel—besides you, that is. It will be good to get some fresh air after so much rain.
            Check with your parents first while I touch up my hair. I’m sure I look a sight.”

        I run down the hall to the study, where my parents are reading. Before I
            say a word, Mamá asks me, “Are the dishes done? And your homework?”

        “Sí, Mamá.”

        “Then you two girls have fun,” she says, laughing. “And bring me back some
            chocolate chip!” Sometimes Mamá is like that—she somehow just knows exactly what’s on my
            mind.

        Papá glances up from his medical journal. “Strawberry for me, hija.”

        Abuela and I take a cable car down to the bottom of Barón Hill, and walk
            the rest of the way to the marketplace near the harbor. We visit our favorite ice cream
            shop, Luigi’s, the very same spot where Abuela Frida went with my Abuelo José on their
            first date. We find a bench to sit on and watch the people—old women selling carnations;
            men with their hands in their pockets, talking to one another with cigarettes hanging
            from their lips; families heading home from a Sunday in the park, their little children
            trailing kites behind them. I wait until we’ve both licked the last
            drops of ice cream from our fingers to tell her about the strange fears I’ve been
            feeling in my bones.

        I look at Abuela Frida and open my mouth, but no sound comes out. I look
            down, flustered. I’m always collecting words and writing them down in my notebook, and I
            can be a real chatterbox, too, especially with my grandmother. But somehow talking about
            these fears feels different—almost dangerous—though I don’t know why. I just don’t know
            how to explain how I’m feeling.

        Abuela Frida takes my hand and clears her throat: “Mmmmmmm rrrrrrrrr
            zzzzzzz.” Her sounds swirl around my hair, all tangly in the salty breeze. “Celeste of
            my soul,” she urges me gently. “Don’t worry about finding the words to speak your
            mind—simply tell me what’s in your heart.”

        “Abuela, I’ve been feeling uneasy lately. Mostly because of what I see in
            the harbor. The ships are different—they’re so much bigger, and there are so many of
            them. It feels dangerous. Is it just my imagination or is something going on?”

        Then Abuela Frida speaks to me in German, which she does when she has
            something very serious on her mind. “Celeste, I will speak to you honestly. I have
            noticed the harbor is more crowded too. I don’t know of anything amiss, but when you
            speak of big ships gathering together, it makes me afraid . . . but
            maybe that’s just because I have seen war. When the Nazis arrived in Vienna in 1938, it
            was not by ship—they arrived on foot. So, I’m not sure . . .” Her voice trails off.

        Maybe I’ve worried Abuela needlessly? Reminded her of all the horrible
            things she went through when she was young, just because she was Jewish? I search for
            something to lighten her mood. “But ships can be wonderful, too,” I say. “Remember how
            you used to love to tell me stories about the Ship Called Hope?”

        “Yes, how you loved those stories. And how I loved telling them.”

        I take her hand. “Tell me again, Abuela.”

        She smiles and her voice hums. “The couple who helped me escape the Nazis
            drove me all the way from Austria to the city of Hamburg, in Germany. When we got to the
            port, they gave me a ticket for a third-class passage on the most enormous ship in the
            Hamburg harbor, bound for Chile. For another port—called Valparaíso. The name sounded so
            strange but beautiful, too. I went aboard, all alone, a young girl only a few years
            older than you are now. But that night, in steerage—the belly of the ship, where the
            poorest passengers slept—I met your grandfather José. We became friends, and stayed
            friends when we arrived in our new city. And a few years later I married him.” My
            grandmother’s eyes fill with a soft light. “He brought me peace. He
            helped me make a new life in the new world.”

        I love hearing about the Ship Called Hope, and imagining how white it
            shone in the moonlight, crossing the dark Atlantic. I decide to leave my other questions
            for another time. “Thank you for telling me again, Abuela.”

        “De nada, child.” Abuela Frida squeezes my hand. “But now I’m tired. Let’s
            go home, Celeste.”

        We go back inside to buy ice cream for my parents, then we walk through
            the streets of Valparaíso hand in hand. As we climb the winding path that leads to our
            house, Abuela Frida turns to me. Her face is beaming, lit from within by a memory.
            “Vienna was a beautiful city before the war. It had many lilacs in springtime, and that
            is why José planted them outside my window on Butterfly Hill.”

    
Mornings with Delfina


My parents wake with the sun and leave for the hospital while I am still in bed. But sometimes my mother’s good-bye kiss on my forehead wakes me up. If not, Delfina barges in and bangs on the bedposts with her purple broom.

“¡Buenos días, señorita!”

She always worries I’ll be late for school, but it doesn’t take long to get dressed. I wear the same navy-blue uniform every day. Girls can wear either skirts or pants—I almost always choose pants, although Abuela Frida says I should wear a skirt because it looks more ladylike—and over them we tie white smocks with our names embroidered in red letters.

“Good morning, pelicans! Good morning, Valparaíso!” I call out the window before turning to my backpack, overflowing with papers from the night before.
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