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Prologue
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“I never asked to be born,” I threw back at my mother when she complained about all the trouble I had caused her from the day I was born. The school had called, and the truancy officer had threatened to take Mama to court if I stayed home one more time. I hated my school. It was a hive of snobs buzzing around this queen bee or that and threatening to sting me if I so much as tried to enter their precious little social circles. My classes were so big most of my teachers didn’t even know I existed anyway! If it wasn’t for the new automated homeroom cards, no one would know I hadn’t gone to school.

Mama kicked the refrigerator door closed with her bare foot and slapped a bottle of beer down so hard on the counter it almost shattered. She tore off the cap with her opener and stared at me, her eyes bloodshot. The truancy officer’s phone call had jolted her out of a dead sleep. She brought the bottle to her lips and sucked on it, the muscles in her thin neck pulsating with the effort to get as much down her throat as she could in one gulp. Then she glared at me again. I saw she had a bruise on the bottom of her right forearm and a scraped elbow.

We were having one of those Indian summers. The temperature had reached ninety today, and it was nearly October twenty-first. Mama’s hair, just as black as mine, hung limply over her cheeks. Her bangs were too long and uneven. She pushed her lower lip out and blew up to sweep the strands out of her eyes. Once, she had been a very pretty woman with eyes that glittered like black pearls. She had a richly dark complexion with distinct, high cheekbones and perfect facial features. Women shot silicone into their lips to get the shape and fullness Mama’s had naturally. I used to be flattered when people compared me to her in those days. All I ever dreamed of being was as pretty as my mother.

Now, I pretended I wasn’t even related to her. Sometimes, I pretended she wasn’t even there.

“How am I supposed to scratch out a living and watch a twelve-year-old, too? They should be giving me medals, not threats.”

Mama’s way of scratching out a living was working as a barmaid at a dump called Charlie Boy’s in Newburgh, New York. Some nights, she didn’t come home until nearly four in the morning, long after the bar had closed. If she wasn’t drunk, she was high on something and would go stumbling around our one-bedroom apartment, knocking into furniture and dropping things.

I slept on the pullout couch, so I usually woke up or heard her, but I always pretended I was still asleep. I hated talking to her when she was in that condition. Sometimes, I could smell her before I heard her. It was as if she had soaked her clothing in whiskey and beer.

Mama looked much older than her thirty-one years now. She had dark shadows under her eyes and wrinkles that looked like lines drawn with an eyebrow pencil at the corners. Her rich complexion had turned into a pasty, pale yellow, and her once silky hair looked like a mop made of piano wire. It was streaked with premature gray strands and always looked dirty and stringy to me.

Mama smoked and drank and didn’t seem to care what man she went out with as long as he was willing to pay for what she wanted. I stopped keeping track of their names. Their faces had begun to merge into one, their red eyes peering at me with vague interest. Usually, I was just as much of a surprise to them as they were to me.

“You never said you had a daughter,” most would remark.

Mama would shrug and reply, “Oh, didn’t I? Well, I do. You have a problem with that?”

Some didn’t say anything; some said no or shook their heads and laughed.

“You’re the one with the problem,” one man told her. That put her into a tirade about my father.

We rarely talked about him. Mama would say only that he was a handsome Latino but a disappointment when it came to living up to his responsibilities.

“As are most men,” she warned me.

She got me to believe that my real father’s promises were like rainbows, beautiful while they lingered in the air but soon fading until they were only vague memories. And there was never a pot of gold! He would never come back, and he would never send us anything.

As long as I could remember, we lived in this small apartment in a building that looked as if a strong wind could knock it over. The walls in the corridors were chipped and gouged in places, as if some maddened creature had tried to dig its way out. The outside walls were scarred with graffiti, and the walkway was shattered so that there was just dirt in many sections where cement once had been. The small patch of lawn between the building and the street had turned sour years ago. The grass was a sickly pale green, and there was so much garbage in it that no one could run a lawn mower over it.

The sinks in our apartment always gave us trouble, dripping or clogging. I couldn’t even guess how many times the toilet had overflowed. The tub was full of rust around the drain, and the shower dripped and usually ran out of hot water before I could finish or wash my hair. I know we had lots of mice, because I was always finding their droppings in drawers or under dressers and tables. Some-times, I could hear them scurrying about, and a few times I saw one before it scurried under a piece of furniture. We put out traps and caught a couple, but for every one we trapped, there were ten to take its place.

Mama was always promising to get us out. A new apartment was just around the corner, just as soon as she saved another hundred for the deposit. But I knew that if she did get any spare money, she would spend it on whiskey, beer, or pot. One of her new boyfriends introduced her to cocaine, and she had some of that occasionally, but usually it was too expensive for her.

We had a television set that often lost its picture. I could get it back sometimes by knocking it hard on the side. Sometimes, Mama received a welfare check. I never understood why she did or didn’t. She cursed the system and complained when there wasn’t a check. If I got to it first, I would cash it at my mom’s friend’s convenience store, and get us some good groceries and some clothes for myself. If I didn’t, she hid it or doled out some money to me in small dribs and drabs, and I had to make do with it.

I knew that other kids my age would steal what they couldn’t afford, but that wasn’t for me. There was a girl in my building, Lila Thomas, who went with some other girls from across town on weekends and raided malls. She had been caught shoplifting, but she didn’t seem afraid of being caught again. She made fun of me all the time because I wouldn’t go along. She called me “the girl scout” and told everyone I would end up selling cookies for a living.

I didn’t care about not having her as a close friend. Most of the time, I was happy being with myself, reading a magazine or watching soaps whenever I could get the television set to work. I tried not to think about Mama sleeping late, maybe even with some new man in her room. I had gotten so I could look through people and pretend they weren’t even there.

“You just better damn well go to school tomorrow, Raven. I don’t need no government people coming around here and snooping,” she muttered, and wiped strands of hair away from her cheek. “You listening to me?”

“Yes,” I said.

She stared hard and drank some more of her beer. It was only nine-fifteen in the morning. I hated the taste of beer anyway, but just the thought of drinking it this early made my stomach churn. Mama suddenly realized what day it was and that I should be in school now, too. Her eyes popped.

“Why are you home today?” she cried.

“I had a stomachache,” I said. “I’m getting my period. That’s what the nurse told me in school when I had cramps and left class.”

She looked at me with a cold glint in her dark eyes and nodded.

“Welcome to hell,” she said. “You’ll soon understand why parents give thanks when they have a boy. Men have it so much easier. You better watch yourself now,” she warned, pointing the neck of the beer bottle at me.

“What do you mean?”

“What do I mean?” she mimicked. “I mean, if you got your period coming, you could get pregnant, Raven, and I won’t be taking care of no baby, not me.”

“I’m not getting pregnant, Mama,” I said sharply.

She laughed. “That’s what I said, and look at what happened.”

“Well, why did you have me then?” I fired back at her. I was tired of hearing what a burden I was. I wasn’t. I was the one who kept the apartment livable, cleaning up after her drunken rages, washing dishes, washing clothes, mopping the bathroom floors. I was the one who bought us food and cooked for us half the time. Sometimes, she brought food home from the restaurant, when she remembered, but it was usually cold and greasy by the time she got it home.

“Why’d I have you? Why’d I have you?” she muttered, and looked dazed, as if the question was too hard to answer. Her face brightened with rage. “I’ll tell you why. Because your macho Cuban father was going to make us a home. He was positive you were going to be a boy. How could he have anything but boys? Not Mr. Macho. Then, when you were born . . .”

“What?” I asked quickly. Getting her to tell me anything about my father or what things were like for her in those days was as hard as getting top government secrets.

“He ran. As soon as he set eyes on you, he grimaced ugly and said, ‘It’s a girl? Can’t be mine.’ And he ran. Ain’t heard from him since,” she muttered. She looked thoughtful for a moment and then turned back to me. “Let that be a lesson to you about men.”

What lesson? I wondered. How did she think it made me feel to learn that my father couldn’t stand the sight of me, that my very birth sent him away? How did she think it made me feel to hear almost every day that she never asked to have me? Sometimes, she called me her punishment. I was God’s way of getting back at her, but what did she consider her sin? Not drinking or doing drugs or slumming about-oh, no. Her sin was trusting a man. Was she right? Was that the way all men would behave? Most of my mother’s friends agreed with her about men, and many of my friends, who came from homes not much better than mine, had similar ideas taught to them by their mothers.

I felt more alone than ever. Getting older, developing as a woman, looking older than I was, all of it didn’t make me feel more independent and stronger as much as it reminded me I really had no one but myself. I had many questions. I had lots of things troubling me, things a girl would want to ask her mother, but I was afraid to ask mine, and most of the time, I didn’t think she could think clearly enough to answer them anyway.

“You got what you need?” she asked, dropping the empty beer bottle into the garbage.

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean is something to wear for protection. Didn’t that school nurse tell you what you need?”

“Yes, Mama, I have what I need,” I said.

I didn’t.

What I needed was a real mother and a real father, for starters, but that was something I’d see only on television.

“I don’t want to hear about you not going to school, Raven. If I do, I’m going to call your uncle Reuben,” she warned. She often used her brother as a threat. She knew I never liked him, never liked being in his company. I didn’t think his own children liked him, and I knew my aunt Clara was afraid of him. I could see it in her eyes.

Mama returned to her bedroom and went back to sleep. I sat by the window and looked down at the street. Our apartment was on the third floor. There were no elevators, just a windy stairway that sounded as if it was about to collapse, especially when younger children ran down the steps or when Mr. Winecoup, the man who lived above us, walked up. He easily weighed three hundred pounds. The ceiling shook when he paced about in his apartment.

I looked beyond the street, out toward the mountains in the distance, and wondered what was beyond them. I dreamed of running off to find a place where the sun always shone, where houses were clean and smelled fresh, where parents laughed and loved their children, where there were fathers who cared and mothers who cared.

You might as well live in Disneyland, a voice told me. Stop dreaming.

I rose and began my day of solitude, finding something to eat, watching some television, waiting for Mama to wake so we could talk about dinner before she went off to her job. When she was rested and sobered up enough, she would sit before her vanity mirror and work on her hair and face enough to give others the illusion she was healthy and still attractive. While she did her makeup, she ranted and raved about her life and what she could have been if she hadn’t fallen for the first good-looking man and believed his lies.

I tried to ask her questions about her own youth, but she hated answering questions about her family. Her parents had practically disowned her, and she had left home when she was eighteen, but she didn’t realize any of her own dreams. The biggest and most exciting thing in her life was her small flirtation with becoming a model. Some department store manager had hired her to model in the women’s department. “But then he wanted sexual favors, so I left,” she told me. Once again, she went into one of her tirades about men.

“If you hate men so much,” I asked her, “why do you go out with one almost every other night?”

“Don’t have a smart mouth, Raven,” she fired back. She thought a moment and then shrugged. “I’m entitled to some fun, aren’t I? Well? I work hard. Let them take me out and spend some money on me.”

“Don’t you ever want to meet anyone nice, Mama?” I asked. “Don’t you ever want to get married again?”

She stared at herself in the mirror. Her eyes looked sad for a moment, and then she put on that angry look and spun on me.

“No! I don’t want to have no man lording over me again. And besides,” she said, practically screaming, “I didn’t get married. I never had a wedding, not even in a court.”

“But I thought . . . my father . . .”

“He was your father, but he wasn’t my husband. We just lived together,” she said. She looked away.

“But I have his name . . . Flores,” I stuttered.

“It was just to save my reputation,” she admitted. She turned to me and smiled coldly. “You can call yourself whatever you want.”

I stared, my heart quivering. I didn’t even have a name?

When I looked in the mirror, whom did I see? No one, I thought.

I might as well be invisible, I concluded, and returned to my seat by the window, watching the gray clouds twirl toward the mountains, toward the promise of something better.

That promise.

It was all I had.
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A Rude
Awakening
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I woke to the sound of knocking, but I wasn’t sure if it was someone at our door. People pounded on the walls in this apartment building at all times of the day or night. The knocking grew sharper, more frenzied, and then I heard my uncle Reuben’s voice.

“Raven, damn it, wake up. Raven!”

He hit the door so hard I thought his fist had gone through. I reached for my robe and got up quickly.

“Mama!” I called.

I ground the sleep from my eyes and listened. I thought I remembered hearing her come home, but the nights were so mixed up and confused in my memory, I wasn’t sure. “Mama?”

Uncle Reuben pounded on the door again, shaking the whole frame. I hurried to Mama’s bedroom and gazed in. She wasn’t there.

“Raven! Wake up!”

“Coming,” I cried, and hurried to the door. When I unlocked it, he shoved it open so fast he almost knocked me over.

“What’s wrong?” I demanded.

We had a small naked bulb in the hallway which turned the dirty, shadowy walls into a brown the color of a wet paper bag. There was just enough light behind Uncle Reuben to silhouette his six-foot-three-inch, stocky body. He hovered in the doorway like some bird of prey, and the silence that followed his urgency frightened me even more. He seemed to be gasping for breath as if he had run up the stairs.

“What do you want?” I cried.

“Get some things together,” he ordered. “You got to come with me.”

“What? Why?” I stepped back and embraced myself. I would have hated going anywhere with him in broad daylight, much less late at night.

“Put on some light,” he commanded.

I found the switch and lit up the kitchen. The illumination revealed his swollen, sweaty red face, the crests of his cheeks as red as a rash. His dark eyes looked about frantically. He wore only a soiled T-shirt and a pair of oily-looking jeans. Even though he had an administrative job now with the highway department, he still had the bulky muscular frame he had built working on the road crew. His dark brown hair was cut military short, which made his ears look like the wings on Mercury’s head. I used to wonder how Mama and Uncle Reuben could be siblings. His facial features were large and pronounced, the only real resemblance being in their eyes.

“What is it?” I asked. “Why are you here?”

“Not because I want to be, believe me,” he replied, and went to the sink to pour himself a glass of water. “Your mother’s in jail,” he added.

“What?”

I had to wait for him to take long gulps of water. He put the glass in the sink as if he expected the maid would clean up after him and turned to me. For a moment, he just drank me in. His gaze made me feel as if a cold wind had slipped under my robe. I actually shivered.

“Why is Mama in jail?”

“She got picked up with some drug dealer. She’s in big-time, real trouble this time,” he said. “You got to come live with us in the meantime, maybe forever,” he added, and spit into the sink.

“Live with you?” My heart stopped.

“Believe me, I’m not happy about it. She called me to come fetch you,” he continued with obvious reluctance. It was as if his mouth fought opening and closing to produce the words. He gazed around our small apartment. “What a pig sty! How does anyone live here?”

Before I could respond, he spun on me. “Get your things together. I don’t want to stay here a moment longer than I have to.”

“How long is she going to be in jail?” I asked, the tears beginning to burn under my eyelids.

“I don’t know. Years, maybe,” he said without emotion. “She was still on probation from that last thing. It’s late. I have to get up in a few hours and go to work. Get a move on,” he ordered.

“Why can’t I just stay here?” I moaned.

“For the simple reason that the court won’t permit it. I thought you were a smart kid. If you don’t come with me, they’ll put you in a foster home,” he added.

For a long moment, I considered the option. I’d be better off with complete strangers than with him.

“And for another reason, I promised your mother.” He studied my face a moment and smiled coldly. “I know what you’re thinking. I was surprised she gave a damn, too,” he said.

My breath caught, and I couldn’t swallow. I had to turn away so he wouldn’t see the tears escaping and streaming down my cheeks. I hurried into the bedroom and opened the dresser drawers to take out my clothes. The only suitcase I had was small and had to be tied together with belts to close. I found it in the back of my closet and started to pack it.

Uncle Reuben stepped in and looked at the bedroom. “It stinks in here,” he said.

I kept packing. I didn’t know how long I would really live with him and Aunt Clara, but I didn’t want to run out of socks and panties. “You don’t need all that,” he said when I reached into the closet for more clothes. “I don’t want roaches in my house. Just take the basics.”

“All I have is basics, some shirts and jeans and two dresses. And I don’t have roaches in my clothes.”

He grunted. I never liked Uncle Reuben. He was full of prejudice, often telling Mama that her problems began when she got herself involved with a Cuban. He liked to hold himself higher than us because he had been promoted and wore a suit to work.

I had two cousins, William, who was nine, and Jennifer, who was fourteen. William was a meek, quiet boy who, like me, enjoyed being by himself. He said very little, and once I heard Aunt Clara say the school thought he was nearly autistic. Jennifer was stuck-up. She had a way of holding her head back and talking down her nose that made everyone feel she thought she was superior. Once, when I was five, I got so frustrated with her I stomped on her foot and nearly broke one of her toes.

I finished packing and scooped up a pair of jeans and a sweater. Uncle Reuben stood there watching me as I walked past him to the bathroom to change. When I came out, he had my suitcase in his hand and was waiting in the doorway.

“Let’s go,” he urged. “I feel like I could catch some disease in here.”

He, Aunt Clara, and my cousins lived in a nice A-frame two-story house. Mama and I didn’t visit that often, but I was always envious of their yard, their nice furniture and clean bathrooms. William had his own room, and Jennifer had hers. The house was in a smaller village far enough away from the city so that I would have to go to a different school.
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