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Praise for Dreams in Times of War / Soñar en tiempos de guerra


“Oswaldo Estrada recreates an urgent world in which car bombs explode, farm workers sing like Lila Downs, and passports are clenched like talisman. The moral compasses of his characters illuminate new ways of being for us all. These aren’t just gorgeously composed stories. These are searing acts of narrative justice.”


—Stephanie Elizondo Griest, author of All the Agents and Saints: Dispatches from the U.S. Borderlands


“We hear in these piercing stories that ‘life’s not all work’ and that the migrating world is full of people trying to piece together their complicated lives so far from home. Dreams in Times of War testifies honestly to desperation, affirmation, aggression, venality, and love—all the complications that come with the cost of living.”


—Manuel Muñoz, author of The Consequences


“In these stories, Estrada walks alongside those immigrants who, suffering violence or war in their countries, left everything to find a new life and, above all, to find the peace so necessary to continue and recover their humanity.”


—Carlos Villacorta Gonzales, author of Alicia, esto es el capitalismo


“The characters in these stories are Latin American immigrants who moved to the US United States and are clinging to their dreams after crossing several physical and symbolic borders. They are, among others, a Peruvian child traveling alone on a plane who will not see his mom again because he forgot to step with his right foot when exiting the plane, a Mexican weed whacker that transforms yards into the Garden of Eden, a divorced professor in Chapel Hill, and a woman with a reputation as a witch because she seduces her stepson a few years after arriving to the US.… They all conform to an amalgamation of different migrations that deal with struggles, traumas, displacement, racism, cultural shock, violence, and discrimination.”


—Sara Cordón, author of Para español, pulse 2
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Encrucijadas/Crossroads seeks to publish intersectional, trans-American, and transnational Latinx works of fiction, nonfiction, and poetry that build connections between and across the Americas. The series publishes border crossing works that disrupt and destabilize borders. The series will include original books in English, translations that bring important work into English for the first time, and bilingual editions.
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For those of us who came together without anyone calling us













Exiles





They’re here and there: passing through,


nowhere really.


Every horizon: wherever an ember beckons.


They could move toward any crack.


There is no compass, no voices.


They cross deserts that the fierce sun


or frost burns


and infinite fields without a limit


to make them real,


that could almost turn them into land and pasture.


A gaze lies down like a dog,


without the sweet recourse of a wagging tail.


A gaze lies down or recedes,


pulverized by the air


if no one returns it.


It can’t return to blood or reach


the one it should.


It simply dissolves.


—Ida Vitale


Trans. Sarah Pollack













Preface





Since I was a boy, I’ve had the bad habit of inventing other realities, twisting together the threads of my own life, the dreams of others, and the passions and restlessness of those who seek new horizons. I’d do this on my way to school, in Lima, wandering the streets under the eternal mist, imagining the lives of street vendors, men in coats and ties at the bus stop, money changers, or women carrying children on their backs, transporting the weight of their lives on rickety tricycles or carts. My grandmother loved my stories, how at lunchtime I’d imitate the neighbors and characters from the market, making up situations with a wealth of details as if they’d happened to me. And she fueled my fantasies with stories that her grandfather told her in a small town lost in the Andes, where each man and woman was conspicuously distinct, where the living conversed with the dead and children played in a river of diaphanous waters by the Corellama Bridge. These stories saved me when I arrived in the United States. In order to not feel so lost in my second language, I’d recreate tales and scenarios where characters from the present and the past shared the same space in peace and at war. I’d nourish my dialogues with the voices I heard at school, those of the newly arrived from Mexico or some corner of Central America, and in my notebook I’d try out sentences from a novel world that sometimes seemed to be ours. With these voices I’ve built castles of smoke in cities of transit. Little paper houses determined not to collapse, even when the wind blows against them and shakes their foundations where those from elsewhere always find shelter.















DREAMS IN TIMES OF WAR







Leaving is no problem. It’s exciting actually; … it’s a drug. It’s the staying gone that will kill you.


—Daniel Alarcón, “Absence”








THOSE DAYS WERE UNCERTAIN. Full of shadows and eternal nights. Lit by kerosene lamps and thin, lean candles. The electricity would go off when the main characters of the soap opera were about to kiss, and people would grab any containers they could lay their hands on to fill them with water. Pots and jugs, plastic buckets and bottles, before the pipes were completely dry. We dreamed about going far away. In a train or boat, but especially by plane. To see the world from the sky.


“I’m going to show up at the consulate until they get sick of me. Those gringo pricks will give me a visa, if only to never have to lay eyes on me again. They can give me one that’s good for a week. For a day, if they want. I swear to God, I’ll pack my stuff and leave forever.”


Uncle Lucho was like that. He wouldn’t admit defeat, even though they’d already rejected his visa application four times.




“What makes you think they’ll give it to you this time?” Aunt Elisa asked, trying to make him come to his senses.


He had a gut feeling. He wanted to leave like the other hundreds and thousands who’d fled to the United States, Spain, and Japan.


“If they don’t open the door for you, you’ll get in through the window,” a Chilean fortune teller had promised him, two years earlier in Miraflores. “Your destiny is over there. I see it in the cards. You’ll leave, and you won’t come back.”


That’s why he assured me over lunch that our future awaited in Los Angeles or New York.


“We have family there,” he argued passionately. “Friends. And you have an American passport, sobrino. A safe conduct out of this inferno.”


I knew I had been born in the United States, but the probability of moving there was remote. What money did we have to undertake that journey? My father lived there somewhere, but he was a ghost, a myth. Only once or twice a year did he send a one-hundred-dollar bill to his mother’s house, wrapped in aluminum foil, to cover six months of late child support. What money did we have, if my mother already had to work wonders to stretch her salary? Teaching English at a private school. Tutoring at students’ homes. Coming up with summer courses in order to buy our school supplies, uniforms, and shoes to start the year.


These were times of war. We stood in endless lines to get a few staples every two weeks or once a month. We drank powdered milk and ate government-issued bread. Paltry and brown. We walked quickly, glancing all around us. Always careful not to miss curfew. Fearful that the next bomb might explode on our street. Or in front of the police station. At the door of the school.


“Why don’t we leave, Mamá?”


“Life over there isn’t as easy as your uncle makes it out to be,” she’d answer uneasily, distant. Without leaving an opening for my rejoinder. If she hadn’t been able to make it with her teenage sweetheart by her side, how would she start from zero now, separated and with two children?


I knew the story by heart. My father’s job parking cars at a restaurant. Their arguments. Their few moments of leisure. Watching films from inside their car at the drive-in movies. Or eating hamburgers with other Peruvians who were in the same boat. Or worse. Living collectively, working like animals. I’d heard the story so many times that I could picture them at twenty, in their pitched battle. Alone. Facing extreme weather. And my mother crying, wanting to return. Regretting having left her studies in Lima to follow him. Walking down a long avenue with a belly seven, eight, nine months swollen. Struggling because she didn’t know how to do anything. Or scared of doing it all wrong.


I knew it, and it pained me. But I continued my campaign, like an unhealthy obsession. Adapting my pleas, my promises, solving every problem like Punky Brewster or Webster, the kids in the American series we loved from afar.


“Let’s go, Mamá. I can work too. Over there, kids earn money helping old people at the supermarket, selling lemonade in front of their houses, washing their neighbors’ cars. And you speak English. You can work anywhere.”


She always told me the same thing. That I should let it go. That I should leave her alone. Until the day we went back to live with her parents, and she promised to renew my passport. So I’d quit nagging. Or because deep down it’s what she actually wanted, although it terrified her to return to a tiny apartment like the one where she’d learned how to suffer in excess.


After so many years it wasn’t easy to prove at the American consulate that the newborn in the photograph was me. Because they’d broken up and gotten back together every three or four months, coming and going from her parents’ house to her in-laws’, fighting almost to death over a Panasonic TV—the only material item left from their time in Anaheim—my parents had forgotten to legally register my birth outside of the country.


“He’s American,” they mentioned with pride at every family gathering, as if my footprints on a foreign document could deliver me from all evil.


“Any day he likes, he’ll catch a plane and leave,” Uncle Lucho pronounced, winking at me in total complicity.


I agreed with my uncle, a lanky man with coke-bottle glasses and a half-balding head. A dreamer like no other. That’s why I told my friends that any day now I’d be leaving. That maybe next year I’d no longer be with them.


“You’re so lucky,” Amelia would say, when she heard my plans in the schoolyard. “What I wouldn’t give to be born over there in your country, and not in Huancayo.”


I liked her freckles, her colored pencils, that sweet little Andean voice of hers. We laughed together about everything. About our civics teacher, Profe Ordóñez, who showered us with spit whenever he taught class, or González, the fat and happy gym teacher whose T-shirt always hiked up above his navel.


“I’ll write you every month,” I promised. “And when I come back on vacation, I’ll bring you a suitcase full of presents.”


“You swear to me, Saravia?”


I never imagined how hard it would be to renew my American passport. Or to leave Peru after having lived there illegally for almost fourteen years.


“Illegally?”


“Yes, ma’am,” the immigration agent restated. “Your son entered the country with a ninety-day permit.”


“That’s ridiculous. We’re Peruvian.”


“If you want to legalize his status, you’ll have to pay the back taxes accrued during all these years.”


My mother had a panic attack when she calculated the millions of intis she owed for not registering me in time.


“If only we’d stayed there,” she suddenly sighed. “If I’d been more daring. We’d have a different life. We’d be independent.”


And between sobs, she’d convince herself all over again that she’d done the right thing.


“How could I have stayed there alone, and with a sick child? Your brother wouldn’t have been born. You would have grown up without your grandparents. With me working all day, doing who knows what, and you in day care. Or in the hospital. With tubes and masks so you could breathe.”


It was my fault. Or Uncle Lucho’s, for having put ideas in my head. And I’d have to pay, and be stuck here forever. Like my brother, who had been born on native soil. Like all my friends who dreamed of moving to the United States to visit Disneyland, to climb up and down the streets of San Francisco. I’d be stuck without eating pizza on a street corner, standing in the freezing cold. Without yelling for a cab in a city full of great big buildings. Without ever boarding a yellow school bus.


I cursed the day it had crossed my mind that we could leave. If our situation had been tight before, now we owed the goddamned State. And just for having been born in a gringo hospital.


My brother consoled me, as if they’d soon cart me off to jail. He gave me his animal crackers. His stickers. A candy. The same way he’d leave presents on my bed when he saw me sick, coughing until I was drowning, barely breathing.


“What if Tío is right?” he’d ask me in the darkness of our room. “What if he sneaks you out through Chile or Ecuador?”


“Stop that nonsense, Lucho. Only you would think of something like that,” my grandfather scolded from the kitchen. “Who do you think you are? MacGyver? Indiana Jones? Get to work and no more foolish talk.”


But he insisted that he could get me out through Huaquillas or Arica. He’d smuggle me to one end of the country or the other. And he’d camouflage me in a shipping truck, hidden under a seat. Or in the trunk of a car. Just like in action movies.


In the end, it wasn’t necessary. Greasing palms here and there, with a gold watch, a Lomo de Corvina bracelet, a solitaire on a chain, my grandmother achieved the unimaginable. Not only was an entry stamp added to my brand-new American passport, but a second, dark crimson seal was issued by the Headquarters of Immigration and Naturalization, authorizing my exit from the country “for having concluded my stay.”


Nobody could believe that after months of racking our brains and sniveling, my grandmother María had made it happen the way things had always been done her entire life. Talking with a paisano. Asking a cousin for a favor. Explaining the situation to a colonel and handing out gifts each step of the way.


We had a big celebration, passing the passport from hand to hand like a talisman, applauding my grandmother for solving the problem her way, the way it’s done in the Andes. Toasting my future. Planning a party. Until someone realized that I’d have to leave the country within fifteen days.


My mother started to backpedal. Fifteen days? With all my paperwork, she hadn’t processed her own documents, nor my brother’s. She’d have to prove financial solvency, produce bank statements, property titles and other papers that of course she didn’t have. In addition, she needed the authorization of the children’s court judge so my brother could leave the country, signed in person by both parents. Because legally they were still married, and there was nothing to prove that my father had left Peru years before.


I don’t know how I managed to convince her. Or if everyone interceded on my behalf. I didn’t go on a hunger strike, like she had, when my grandparents had opposed her marriage to her sweetheart in the United States. I didn’t slam doors. I didn’t even cry, like she’d cried until her father had bought her a plane ticket, preferring to see her alive, albeit faraway, and not nearby and dead, like Aunt Juana María who died of love, according to the family, or tuberculosis, as stated on her death certificate.


When she came in to see me in my bedroom, her mind was already made up. Her face washed and serene.


“Your grandparents are going to buy you a ticket. And you’ll take my savings. As a precaution. In case of an emergency.”


I’d go to Carolina’s house, her friend who had always volunteered to host us. Or to a cousin’s, in southern Florida. Just for a few months, while she regularized her situation, and my brother’s.


There was no time to lose. I needed a suitcase, new clothes. I had to get my vaccines up to date, obtain a certificate proving my completion of three years of middle school in order to enroll in an American high school. Cut my hair. Change the frames of my glasses that were about to break.


The only thing we were missing was a medical document to prove that I hadn’t caught cholera, which was claiming lives up and down the coast. That’s when my father called on the phone. Just like that. Out of the blue.


He’d found out through my grandmother Lina that everything was ready for my trip, and he wanted to be the one to take me in. I could stay with his sister Graciela in Miami for a couple of weeks. And she would personally take me to Los Angeles.


“It’s the best option,” he insisted, his voice completely unfamiliar to me. “Why would you send him with a cousin if he has me? Let me prove to you that I’ve changed,” he begged. “And I promise to help you with the papers. I’ll go sign whatever’s needed. To bring you both here.”


It was very unlikely that I had caught the cholera bacteria. We boiled our water before drinking it; we washed everything with soap. We avoided fish and raw vegetables. But after that phone call, I began to experience the symptoms they kept repeating on the radio and television. Nausea. Vomiting. My stomach was a mess. My body ached.


“It’s up to you.”


“And what do you think?”


“I no longer know what’s best.”


I understood the gravity of the situation when we arrived at Callao. Due to the most recent terrorist attacks, only passengers with a ticket and passport in hand could enter the airport. Everyone was outside, crying on the sidewalk, at the entrance to the parking lot. Making last-minute requests. Desperately kissing each other in front of the security guards, armed and intimidating. Stony in the face of others’ pain.


I would have liked to say goodbye to my friends from school. If only Amelia Ojeda, Acosta or Fernández could have been there. Kathy Lázaro. David Barrera. But I traveled the afternoon of the 28th of February. School was still out for the summer, and there was no way to let them know.


At Aunt Elisa’s house, the family said goodbye to me the day before I left. With heartfelt speeches and stories, humitas de choclo, an orange cake, and the usual snacks. Crackers with butter. Olives and fresh cheese on toothpick skewers. Wilfrido Vargas and Juan Luis Guerra songs were all the rage at that time. We took happy pictures, two at a time, in groups of four, in front of the table. The adults with a glass in their hands while we made faces. We swore to write each other always. And not cry.


My grandfather had a knot in his throat. He hugged me the tightest he could without breaking inside, and he said goodbye, telling me to be brave and not feel sad for them. El Papá Carlos. Always looking after his children and grandchildren. Paying school tuitions, making sure there was enough food on the table. Reserved. Proper.


My brother was happy for me. He asked me to send him a Nintendo and a skateboard. To call him from time to time so he could tell me about the people in our neighborhood. He gave me a lemon candy.


“So you can suck on it way up there. When you’re flying.”


“I’m not asking anything of you, sobrino, because in a couple of months I’ll be there myself. These gringos are no match for me.” Uncle Lucho always cracked me up. “Even if I have to go by land, I’m leaving. With my little backpack and tennis shoes.”


My grandmother María interrupted him to tell me to step off the plane with my right foot first. With her superstitions, she had saved our family. Never taking the trash out at night. Interpreting dreams. Touching hunchbacks on the street and believing that if you see a man walking with a limp in the morning, it would bring good luck.


“You don’t trust me? You better believe this old lady who knows her witchcraft. Remember to step off with your right foot, and don’t you take off the red string tied around your wrist.”


She didn’t cry because a mother’s tears are bad for her children. And she had paid a high price for not learning this in time.


I don’t know how many more steps I took inside the airport with my mother. Because I was a minor, she could go in with me, but only as far as the first AeroPerú counter, where they checked my documents, and we said goodbye. She was skinny, like she was when she left to get married in the United States. She wanted to cry all alone. In bed and with the lights off. Pretending she had a migraine. But she acted strong. I was her source of pride. The son who had cost her so much effort. Because of my weak lungs. Because of her constant fear of losing me.


“Now there’s no turning back,” she managed to tell me before stepping through the door, like her father had told her fifteen years earlier when he said goodbye to her at that same airport. “I’ll join you in a month. Bundle up, hijo. Don’t drink anything too cold. Take care of yourself …”


I couldn’t make out all of her instructions, but I understood there was no return when the airplane rose over Lima. Below were the desolate hills. The year-round dust and drizzle. Flat roofs heaped with old chairs, brooms, bricks and sticks. The voices from recess and the market. Las Perdices Street and Santa Rosa Avenue where I had lived illegally for so many years. And my seat at the table. Or my place in line when the school bell rang.


Like anyone from the countryside who leaves his small hometown for the first time en route to the big city, I clung to my personal belongings the entire trip. I don’t know how many times I checked to make sure that the money my mother and grandparents had given me was still sewn inside my pants pockets. And I just waited. The only time I stood up to go to the bathroom, I took my passport, birth certificate, school documents and the paper proving that I didn’t have cholera. I had grown up in a world that was so violent, where child delinquents robbed their victims of everything but their underwear, with holdups at any time of day, muggings on buses, that I thought I’d be robbed mid-flight. Which is why I didn’t speak with the people sitting on either side of me, a man with a large stomach and an old lady with tricolored hair, although they insisted on knowing who I was, where I was going, and why I was traveling without my parents.


Pretending I was asleep, I remembered that in sixth grade, they had taken us to the same international airport from which we had departed that afternoon. They had us sit in a plane where they told us about Jorge Chávez, the most revered hero of Peruvian aviation who crashed in Italy, after making the first air crossing of the Alps in 1910. We got there on a rickety bus with flimsy seats, decorated with signs reading No Smoking, There is Room in the Back, Offer Your Seat to Seniors, Ring the (nonexistent) Buzzer to Request a Stop. We were seated in a Faucett airplane and served a light snack on plastic trays, as if we were playing house with the pilot and stewardesses. We didn’t go anywhere. They only turned the turbines on for a few seconds, before throwing us out. Because we were rude. Disrespectful.


The oldest students in the class had started singing “La gallina turuleca” when the captain was talking about turbulence, oxygen masks, and emergency exits. The teacher’s whacks and raps to our heads as a way to bring order to the plane only sent us into fits of laughter. And then paper projectiles, sweaters, and napkins began flying through the cabin. Seeing there was no going back, Valverde began clamoring to be saved.


“The plane is falling,” he screamed. “We’re going to die right here.”


And we yelled with him as the wind broke our wings and we fell, like the illustrious Peruvian pilot, on Italian soil. We crashed together on the runway and were punished in the principal’s office.


The world was transformed when the airplane began its descent over Florida. It was nighttime. I had never seen so many lights shining at the same time. In Lima, the bulbs on the posts that weren’t smashed by rocks glowed a depressing yellow. This was completely different. Colorful lights. Radiant. Beautiful. Placed by invisible hands on the night stage.


When I departed the airplane, I followed the people who walked hurriedly in one direction. I reached the place where they check passports and told my story to the immigration officer. Dying of fright. Thinking he would question the veracity of my words. Of my citizenship. Like in Lima. I don’t know where he was from, but his demeanor was friendly. As if he’d always known me and truly knew everything that had happened up until that moment when I stood facing him. “Welcome home,” was the only thing he said. And I understood that I had permission to follow the path of white lines painted on the floor. I walked a long way, trailing the other passengers, turning right and left. Resolute in my stride. With my heart pounding and on the verge of tears. Because having so carefully rehearsed the story of being Peruvian American, or an American raised in a country with too few lights and too much violence, I’d forgotten the secret to winning this war: stepping out with my right foot first when getting off the plane.













THE WEED WHACKER





I WONDER WHAT HE’S doing these days. When I look out the window and see that the lawn needs to be mowed again, that the bushes near the mailbox are overgrown, that the yard hasn’t looked the same since he left.


“I’ve tried to maintain it,” I said, when he first showed up. Embarrassed to show him the deplorable condition of the yard. Full of dead plants. And gigantic weeds that had reproduced overnight before I even noticed they were there, with aggressive stems and leaves and flowers, tons of flowers that would never look good in a vase.


“Tranquilo, míster,” he said with a big smile. Trying to make me feel good. “I’ll take care of it from now on, and you’ll see that things will start looking better within a few weeks. Just leave it to me.”


The idea of getting some help hadn’t occurred to me until that other guy came to install the new stove. As he was lifting the old one into the back of his truck, he asked me if I needed help with the yard. Naturally, I said no. But he insisted, arguing that his friend wouldn’t charge me that much.


“It’s not about the money,” I replied, trying to save face in front of a stranger I’d never see again. “I like doing it myself.”


I couldn’t tell him that I’d stopped taking care of the yard when my wife and I split up, that the thought of pulling weeds under the sun made my skin crawl, or that their neglected condition mirrored my own state of mind.


“I’m just saying, sir, that if you need some help,” he insisted politely, sensing my inner crisis, “Lino is the best gardener in the Triangle.”


“Lino? Is that an Italian name?”


“No, sir,” he laughed with the check in his hand. “His name is Ravelino. But we call him Lino for short. And he likes it. It’s hard for people here to pronounce his full name.”


I sent him a text that same night explaining that I was interested in getting a quote for his yard services. And there he was the next day, knocking on my door right after I came home from work.


“Tranquilo, míster,” he said again, with a clear sense of empathy for my mess, and I felt that I could trust him with my weeds and my lawn, and with my life, if he could fix it with his grass shears and his pruning saw.


In those first few months, Lino transformed the yard into the Garden of Eden. Week after week he removed dead branches, aerated the lawn, and got rid of weeds, mainly by hand but also with a noisy weed whacker that let everyone know who was in charge. He transplanted the azaleas that were getting too much sun and moved the pitiful-looking gardenias to the front of the house, saying that they’d never bloom in the shade of the maple trees.


I let him do this and that, even when I thought he was taking advantage of me. Asking me for more fertilizer and Roundup, slug killer, and other products that seemed unnecessary for a small garden in a middle-class neighborhood.


“Do you really need that bag of natural fertilizer for the rhododendrons on the side of the house?”


“Papá, just give him the money,” my daughter ordered, smiling at him. “The yard has never looked this good. Not even when Mom would throw her banana peels, eggshells and coffee grounds out there.”


Anna was right. And I just wanted her to be happy when she came to stay with me for three days at a time. Or every other weekend, according to the separation agreement. Why did I have to be so stingy with the gardener when he was just doing his job? So what if that bag of fertilizer cost forty dollars? He wasn’t asking me for child support or fighting with me over shared custody of a twelve-year-old.


We had an agreement, Lino and I. The yard was mine, but he took care of it however he liked. I paid him every two weeks, and that was that.


“You like it, míster?”


How could I not? The previous year, I’d received two or three notifications from the HOA regarding my unsightly yard. It couldn’t remain unkept, one of the notices stated in bold letters, or I’d be fined. It made the neighborhood unattractive to potential buyers, the second letter stated, but I hadn’t cared one bit.


Now the neighbors were so impressed with the change that they asked me for Lino’s phone number and hired him to work on their gardens. Lino was in the neighborhood practically every day, even on weekends. Trimming here and there. Snipping a butterfly bush, watering mums and leafy hydrangeas, mulching the flower beds, even though the children complained that he was always there, right behind them, interrupting their play. With his hoe and his shovel, mixing the potting soil with his bare hands. Pulling crabgrass and foxtail, nutsedge and spurge that thrive in the southern heat.


“Pretty soon you’ll have your own business with all the clients you have just in this neighborhood.”


“That’s my plan, míster. I’m tired of doing dishes at the restaurant. With the money I make gardening, I’ve bought my own tools. I want to quit my other job and do this for a living. I’ll drive my own truck with a big logo: The Weed Whacker.”


“Seriously? Isn’t that a tool with a nylon string that cuts like a blade?”


“Yes, míster. Mrs. Jarred called me that the other day when she saw me near her delicate plants. And I liked it.”


Lino. Short and sturdy. With muscular legs and arms. Made in Mexico like my own ancestors who must have also worked like maniacs under the California sun. In construction and in restaurants for my father to have a good life. And for me to go to college, to get a good job.


I asked him to call me Pablo after he’d been working on my yard for a few months. But he couldn’t do it. “No, míster, you’re my boss,” he replied politely. Just like some of my employees at the museum who call me sir every time they ask a question, displaying their southern manners, unable to call me by my first name.


After all these years of living here, I still can’t stand the use of sir and ma’am, even if it’s well-intentioned. What they see as a sign of politeness and good etiquette makes me think of slavery and plantations. Lino’s míster, with his Mexican accent, was something else. He didn’t see me as an art historian but as a man whose yard was in desperate need of his green thumb. And there he always was. “Míster, look what I did today. Didn’t I tell you, míster, that these plants would look good after a while?” It was his way of addressing me, a mix of friendship and compassion. Knowing that we were both made of the same clay.


When he disappeared, day and night I thought about the many conversations we’d had. About his routine at the restaurant, about his coworkers who sang rancheras in the kitchen and his favorite food trucks, where he liked to order tongue and tripe tacos, lamb soup, and a spicy pozole that warmed him up when the temperature dropped. We talked about his parents back home who’d worked in the fields until their bodies gave up like old tools that break in half. Of his siblings who wanted to come at any cost, taking their chances of getting arrested at the border. And of the children he wanted to have, especially when he started going out with Nancy, a woman from El Salvador.


“Don’t you think it’s already a lot with the two children she has? Kids are a handful, Lino.” I’d joke with him, pointing at my daughter sitting on the front porch with her headphones on, texting her friends, oblivious to the outside world.


“I know, míster. But I want my own. Nancy’s daughter is a little older than yours. She doesn’t even talk to me. Thinks she’s all that. And the boy plays video games all day. Doesn’t say a word when we’re all together having breakfast, eating dinner. They look at me like I’m a criminal who’s taking advantage of their mom.”


Part of me wanted to tell him that teenagers are like that. Creatures of a different species that have little to do with the children who play basketball in the cul-de-sac, with those boys and girls who still greet their parents when they come home from work. And hug them and kiss them as if they hadn’t seen them in years. Teenagers are something else, I wanted to tell him. And there’s no fertilizer or magic formula you can use to help them grow better. All you can do is hope that they come back to you when they become adults and start leaving you out of their lives.
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