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Blessings in Childhood



Amelia’s Crying

The Potomac River is about two miles from our house
in Arlington, Virginia. I grew up in that house, and one day when I
was seven years old, Papi, my sister Amelia, and I walked to the
river during the shad run. After the waters of the Potomac begin to
warm up in the spring, American shad can be easily spotted as they
swim inland to spawn. Knowing this and having it marked on his 1974
Virginia is for Lovers calendar, Papi brought home a large
fishing net. He told me and Amelia that we were going down to the
Potomac to catch enough shad to feed the entire family all summer.
He also told us we didn’t have a choice. We had to go with him.

So, after a cold and quiet walk to the banks of the
Potomac, Papi and I prepared for our fishing. Amelia, who was
fifteen at the time, wandered off and sat on a tall, flat rock. She
stared out over the Potomac and watched as thousands of shad ran
through the river. Their bluish-green backs would pop up in the
water and reflect brightly in the sun. There was no denying that
the river was overflowing with them, more than enough to feed our
entire family all summer.

“Pablo!” Papi yelled. “Pay
attention. Next year, I’ll buy you your own net, and we’ll fish
together.” He stood on a group of rocks next to the water, holding
a long wooden pole with a stringed fishing net at one end. It
looked like a butterfly net made of thick, white string woven
together to make a large pouch to catch the fish. Papi moved
himself into position, held the net out over the water, and stood
perfectly still.

“Come here!” he yelled. “Stand
next to me and watch.”

Papi and I stood together on the rocks just over a
small hollow. The water below was shaded and the fish would swim
into the opening to rest. As I stared down, dozens of fish sat
perfectly still below us as if they were waiting for Papi to reach
down and scoop them up with the net. Some fish swam in and out, but
more and more gathered beneath Papi’s reflection. With a quick
breath, Papi plunged the net into the water and pulled up a bunch
of fish. He groaned as he held the net out in front of him. Six or
seven light gray fish with black and bluish-green backs filled the
net. He threw the fish behind him, and they smacked loudly against
a large rock on the riverbank. Once they hit the ground, the fish
wiggled around in the dirt like a bunch of Mexican jumping
beans.

“Here, Pablo,” he said. He stepped
off the rocks and grabbed one of the fish. “We gotta kill ’em now.”
He held the fish by its tail and smashed its head against the large
rock. When he threw the fish back down on the ground, it didn’t
wiggle around anymore. One after the other, he hit the fish against
the rock, and when he was done, he handed me the net. I took it and
stared at the yellow and red spot that was left on the large rock.
All of the fish lay still on the ground, and Papi walked over and
brought back our ice chest.

“Go!” he yelled. “Go use the net.
We need more fish, so go! I showed you how to do it. Now it’s your
turn.”

I took Papi’s place on the rocks and stared down
into the water. The hollow began to fill with fish again, and all I
had to do was get the net down there and scoop them up. As I
stepped forward, the wooden pole slipped from my hands, and the net
dropped down into the water. The white string of the net ballooned
out like a parachute in front of me. All the fish darted away
before I could regain my grip on the pole. I was never going to be
able to move as quickly as Papi.

“No, pendejo!” Papi moved
onto the rocks and stood behind me. He leaned against my back,
placed his hands over mine, and pressed down hard on the pole. He
made me swing the net back out of the water, and we waited for the
ripples to go away. When the water was still, only one small fish
remained in the alcove.

“There, Pablo! A small fish for a
small boy. Get it!” Again, the net dropped into the water and his
hands squeezed mine tightly. He pushed the net out in front of me
and together we scooped up the small fish. It wiggled around as I
held the wooden pole out in front of me. Papi let go of my hands,
pointed over at the large rock, and stepped away from me. I flung
the net toward the rock, but the pole slipped through my hands. It
flew forward and landed in the sand just in front of us. Thankfully
my small fish was still in the net. Papi rolled his eyes. He pulled
my fish out and dropped it down in front of him.

“It’s your fish.” He held the pole
at his side and walked back toward the alcove. “Kill it and put it
in the cooler with the others.” He patted my back, but it was more
like pushing me forward. I stood over the fish, looking at Amelia.
She stared at me but quickly turned away. When Papi was over the
water, standing perfectly still with the net poised to strike, I
picked the fish up by the tail. I held the thing at arm’s length in
front of me. It didn’t smell, and it wasn’t slimy at all. But I
just couldn’t smash its little head in. I kicked the rock with the
bottom of my sneaker. Papi never looked back, so I threw my
wiggling fish into the cooler and slammed the lid shut. I turned
and ran to Amelia.

“Pablo!” Papi yelled. “Come here
and help me!”

I sat down on the rock next to my sister. Together
we watched Papi take more fish out of the water and throw them over
by the large rock. He held the pole out over the water again and
stared back at us.

“I don’t wanna fish!” I yelled
back.

“Amelia!” Papi yelled. “Come help
me!”

She just stared at him. She squinted her eyes and
tightened her lips. “No, I don’t think so!” she said, staring out
over the water again.

“Pinche jovenes,” I heard
Papi say.

As Amelia stared forward, Papi returned to his
fishing. He pulled more and more fish out of the water and threw
them over by the large rock. But now he didn’t leave his perch and
smash their heads in. He just left the fish lying on the sand and
returned to his work. I was glad. Amelia held her left hand down at
her side, first looking at me and then over at Papi. When Papi
thrust his net down into the water, she brought a half-smoked
cigarette to her mouth and took a heavy puff.

“Ay, Amelia,” I said. Papi was
still busy with the net, and Amelia blew her smoke into my face.
“Stop it!” I yelled, waving the smoke away. Papi turned and looked
at us. Amelia continued to stare at the water, and I turned and
looked over the Potomac, too. The water flowed quickly in front of
us, and I noticed other people fishing on the opposite side. They
worked with large fishing nets like we were, pulling dozens of fish
out of the water. Papi said when we got home, he would teach me how
to clean the fish and prepare them for cooking. I exhaled heavily,
as I was not looking forward to that.

 


* * *

 


Papi set up two banquet tables in the backyard and
piled all of our day’s catch on one of them. I stood a short
distance away and watched to see if any of the fish would move. But
they didn’t. Their eyes stared at nothing and their little mouths
hung half open. I walked around the table looking for my small
fish. Most of the shad were long and fat, so I quickly spotted my
smaller fish closer to the top of the pile. I held my breath as I
stepped forward and pulled on its tail with two fingers. It didn’t
budge. So, I stepped back and exhaled. The fish didn’t smell that
bad. They smelled like the water of the Potomac. But just the sight
of their lifeless bodies, one piled on top of the other, their
bluish-green backs reflecting the afternoon sun, made me want to
puke.

After three deep breaths, I stepped forward and
pushed away some of the fish. My smaller fish slipped off the pile
and fell on the ground. Again with two fingers, I tried to pick it
up, but it was too heavy. So, I wrapped both hands around its
stomach and pulled it toward me. I didn’t know what I wanted to do,
but I knew I didn’t want Papi to make me cut it up and prepare it
for dinner. I knew Papi would want me to butcher my little fish
first, so I wanted to take it away and hide it.

I took my fish and crawled underneath the back
porch. Just below the wooden stairs that led to our back door was a
small space I called my fort. It was always dusty and filled with
spiderwebs, but it was my safe place. My place, where I could get
away from my two other sisters, Patricia and Leticia. I was just
small enough to slip through the wooden slats at the side of the
stairs. I hid my pocket knife in there, placing my fish in the dirt
at the front of my fort and staring down at it. The back door was
open, and I heard Mom and Papi inside. I had to do something with
my fish, and I knew what I needed was inside in the kitchen.

Carefully, I went into the house and didn’t pay any
attention to my parents. They were sitting at the kitchen table,
and Amelia was standing in the doorway to the dining room. Amelia’s
arms were crossed as she leaned against the door frame. Minding my
own business, I went straight to the cabinet next to the sink and
grabbed my mother’s pitcher. It was tall and plastic and we usually
used it for Kool-Aid or orange juice. I took the pitcher out and
started filling it with water. While the water ran, I knew my
mother would ask me what I was doing, so I didn’t look back at her.
I stared at the water, wanting it to fill the pitcher faster, but
the faucet was already on full blast.

“Paul!” my mother yelled. “Go
outside and play. Go find Patty and Leti and see what they are
doing. Your father and I are talking with Amelia, and we don’t want
to be disturbed.”

The pitcher was almost full. I looked at my mother
as she ran one hand through her long blond hair. She looked upset,
so I shut off the water and took the pitcher outside. I placed my
fish in the pitcher and waited to see what would happen. Its head
was facing down into the water, so I pulled it out and stuck it
back in tail first. Its tail curved at the bottom, and its head
leaned up against one side just above the water. Maybe it would
soak up the water and be okay. I knew it was not going to come back
to life, but I didn’t want it to dry out and get all gross. I
wanted it to stay small and gray and bluish green, and I didn’t
want to see its little head chopped off.

I sat back away from the pitcher and crossed my
legs. I had just saved my little fish, and I was happy. I reached
over beside me, picked up my pocket knife, and opened it. I held
the tip of the blade carefully in one hand and threw it straight
down into the dirt. But the blade didn’t stick. The knife bounced
up and landed on its side. So I leaned forward and picked it
up.

“Amelia, you’re fifteen years old.
You don’t know anything about life, and you have no idea what
you’re talking about!” My mother’s voice was loud and angry. “How
could you be so stupid?” The back door of the house was still open,
and I could hear Mom’s every word. I imagined her sitting at the
kitchen table, pointing her finger at Amelia. Her finger would be
shaking in the air as she yelled louder and louder. I adjusted the
pocket knife in my hand and closed it carefully.

“Rick and I didn’t mean for this
to happen. But it did! I’m sorry, but I am old enough to start
taking care of myself,” Amelia said.

“Oh, great!” Mom yelled. “And how
do you plan on taking care of yourself? Tell me that! Is this Rick
guy going to quit school and take care of all of you? Are you going
to quit school and get a job? You won’t be able to work in a few
months, and then what?” Mom pounded the table with her fist. I
didn’t move. I sat perfectly still and listened to every
word.

“Rick said he’d help me out as
much as he can.”

“Is this boy going to marry you,
mija?” Papi’s voice was low and calm. He’d never raise his
voice to his daughters, but he yelled at me all the
time.

“I don’t want to marry Rick! I
told you guys that.”

“So what? You want us to take care
of you and the baby?” My mother’s voice grew even louder. “Amelia,
I am raising four of my own children, and I am not going to start
raising grandchildren just because you can’t keep Rick off you!”
The room was silent for a second. “Let me tell you, Amelia, you
have no idea how much work it can be. You think you’re all grown up
and you can take care of yourself, but you’re still just a child. A
stupid little child who knew about sex at the age of seven and
should have known better!”

I could hear Amelia crying. My mother always said we
were never allowed to call each other stupid. And I couldn’t
understand why Amelia was stupid. I wanted to run to her and give
her a hug; to keep Mom from yelling at her, but I had to take care
of my fish. Papi might find it underneath the porch, and I wouldn’t
be able to protect it and keep its little head from being chopped
off. Maybe I could take it back to the Potomac and leave it in the
water. Maybe I could sneak it down into the street and throw it in
the sewer. I just didn’t want Papi to make me cut it up. My fish
still looked the same as it lay motionless in the pitcher. I knew I
should do something, but instead I sat back and listened to
Amelia.

“You don’t care!” Amelia yelled.
She gasped for air in between her crying. “You’re both so mean and
selfish and you just don’t care!” I could hear her run to her room
and slam the door. Amelia always slammed her door. Mom would yell
at her again and again, but she’d always slam the door.

I could hear Papi’s calm voice, but I didn’t listen.
My fish looked okay, so I climbed out from underneath the stairs.
At the side of our house was a low wall that was made of big
concrete blocks. The blocks were thick enough so that I could walk
along the top of it. And the wall was low enough so that if I fell
off, I could still land on my feet. So I climbed up on top of the
wall. I walked over in front of Amelia’s bedroom window. I wanted
to see if she was okay, but when I got there her window was wide
open. I looked down past the front of our house and saw Amelia
running down the street. I knew she was mad, so I left her alone. I
sat down on the wall and watched her go. I wondered if she was
still crying, and before I knew it, she was out of sight.

 


* * *

 


Dinner was quiet that night. Papi didn’t teach me
how to clean the fish. He said he was too tired. He put all of the
shad back into the cooler and poured ice over them. Mom served us
dinner and then stood by the living room window looking for Amelia.
I didn’t say a word. I didn’t tell them I had seen Amelia running
away, and I didn’t tell them about my fish under the back porch. I
just hoped it wouldn’t start to smell. My mom had an amazing sense
of smell. Every time I would eat an orange and leave the orange
peels in the trash can in my room, she would come in and find them.
She’d tell me the peels were stinking up the whole house and I
should always put them in the trash can outside. Mom was very
strict about stuff like that.

Patty, Leti, and I sat at the dinner table and
watched Mom at the window. Papi was back in their bedroom pacing
the floor. No one said a word to each other, but I knew we were all
praying for Amelia’s return and that everything would be the same
again.

After dinner, I headed toward the back door to go
and check on my fish. But Mom stopped me. “It’s too late, Paul.
Stay inside and go watch some TV.” I hoped my fish would be okay,
and I walked to my bedroom to put on my pajamas. When I opened my
door, I found Amelia sitting on the floor next to my desk.

“Amelia,” I said.

She quickly placed her finger over her mouth and
shushed me. I closed the door and lay down on my bed facing her.
She was sitting with her legs crossed, and the top drawer of my
desk was lying on the floor in front of her. She had pulled the
drawer out of my desk and had all of my stuff in small piles around
her. My old coins were in one pile. My jacks and marbles were in
another, and she was looking through some of the pictures I had cut
out of Leti’s Tiger Beat magazines. Pictures of Lee Majors
and Parker Stevenson lay flat on the ground in front of her, and I
didn’t want her asking me why I kept these pictures
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