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N

ew Year’s day was barely an hour old when a sharp pain tore through Maria Santiago’s abdomen. It was so severe, the artic stream of air squeezing through the plastic trash bags covering the windows was forgotten.

Maria prayed that the pain would end like it had the day before so she wouldn't have to wake her sleeping seven-year-old daughter Angelica, who was cuddled up next to her for warmth. It was inconceivable, even to her drug-addled mind, to imagine bringing her kid out onto the snow-covered streets of The Bronx at that time of the morning.

Nobody could have guessed that the seventeen-year-old, who was the valedictorian contender at Mother Butler High School, would be pregnant and living in an abandoned building seven years later. The landlord abandoned the largely burned-out building a number of years earlier after receiving the insurance settlement. The money borrowed from a bank to renovate the building never left the slumlord’s pockets.

The remaining tenants  pooled their resources to keep the lights and heat on. But when the City turned off the water, the only people who decided to stay were the dope dealers, prostitutes, and addicts. One junkie who decided to abandon ship was Tito Espinoza, Maria’s boyfriend, and  Angelica’s father. Despite Maria’s claims of fidelity, Tito had his doubts about his paternity.

*_*_*_*

Tito, a habitual juvenile delinquent, and a high school dropout met Maria at a sweet sixteen party for her cousin.

“Who’s that hunk talking to Linda?” asked Maria.

“That’s trouble,” said Adelina. “His name is Tito. He used to go to school with your older brother until he got kicked out for selling weed. I think he’s down with MS-13 too. Plus he’s too old for you and your mother would never let him take you out.”

“How old is he?”

“He’s nineteen going on forty.”

“Oh wow, he’s only two years older than me. The way you talk you’d think he was a grown man.”

“Maria, he’s been grown ever since they sent him to Juvey when he was thirteen. I’m telling you this for your own good. He’s no good. Stay away from him.”

“Okay, Adelina, I will.”

“Besides, Mama would kill him if he came near you,” Adelina said, taking Maria by the hand. “Come, let’s get some punch. Primo spiked it.”  

Adelina’s prediction almost came true a few weeks later when Mama looked out the window and saw Maria French kissing Tito in front of their building. Fortunately for Tito, he was able to dodge Mama’s two-hundred pound bulk when she swung the kitchen knife at his throat. However, his right arm sustained a deep cut when he raised it to block what he thought was a punch.

Mama chased him for a half a block before her lungs succumbed to the mass her legs were carrying.

“Mama, how could you do that?” asked Maria, stomping her foot. “You embarrassed me in front of the whole neighborhood.”

When Mama had recovered her wind, she grabbed Maria by the wrist and dragged her into the building. A few minutes later, the sounds of a leather strap connecting with Maria’s legs was heard coming from the second floor window.

“I forbid you to see that man again, Maria. He’s no good.”

“But I love him, Mama,” she protested.

“You love him? You’re a child. You don’t know the meaning of love. If you did you wouldn’t be in the street kissing a man while his hands are under the skirt you have hiked up. He has no respect for you and obviously you have no respect for yourself. This is not how I raised you, Maria.”

“No, you raised me think that boys are bad because you’re afraid I’m going to get pregnant like you did, Mama. How come you never talk about my father? Or maybe you don’t even know...”

Mama’s slap interrupted Maria’s caustic retort. Maria stood stunned with her mouth open as she saw the rage building in Mama’s face.

“Who the hell do you think you’re talking to? You think you’re grown now, huh? Yes, I was young and stupid like you, only I was smart enough to have finished high school. Your father was a bad boy, just like Tito. He was so cool and charming. Charmed the panties right off of me after a few drinks and some weed.”

Mama went on to tell Maria how she discovered she was pregnant six weeks later. She was in her first semester at Bronx Community College when she had to drop out due to complications and postpone her dream of becoming a nurse. When she could no longer hide the pregnancy from her parents, they sent her to a boarding school for pregnant teens. Mama stayed a week before she ran away and moved in with Maria’s father.

“Do you want to know his name and where you can find him, Maria?”

“Yes, I believe you owe me that much, Mama.”

“His name is Pablo Guzman and he’s serving a 25 to life sentence for murder at the Auburn Correctional Facility. He killed a man who owed him five dollars a month after you were born. This is what I’m trying to protect you from, Maria.”

“I’m not you, Mama,” Maria replied. “Don’t you have enough trust in me to not make the same mistake you did?”

“After seeing that display outside, I’m not so sure Maria. Tomorrow you’re going to go to confession and...”

“And confess what, Mama? I’ve committed no sin.”

“Listen, I’m not going to debate this with you, Maria,” Mamma said, placing her hands on her hips. “As long as you’re living under my roof, you’re going to do like I tell you without giving me a lot of back talk. Is that clear?” 

“Yesss,” she hissed.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you, Maria.”

“I said yes!” she shouted.

“Now, go clean your face and then go to your room. You’re grounded for a month.”

“But Adelina’s birthday party is next week, and I already bought her a present.”

“She can come over here and get it, or you can save it for next year.”

“That’s not fair!”

“Maria, you’re going to find out that there are a lot of things that are not fair.”

“I already did when you gave birth to me,” retorted Maria.

Mama’s slap knocked Maria off her feet followed by the Matthew 15:4 quote.

“For God said, honor your father and your mother, and the one who speaks evil of their father or mother is to be put to death.”

“I’m already dead, Mama,” Maria said, jumping up and storming out of the house.

5 Years Later

Maria stood in the hallway staring at the door to the apartment she was born in twenty-two years ago. On the inside she could hear the familiar clanging of pots which meant Mama was preparing dinner.

When the aroma of Mama’s carne guisada wafted into Angelica’s nostrils, the five-year-old looked up and asked, “Aren’t we going to go in, Mother?”

“In a minute,” Maria snapped.

Mama started humming a tune that triggered a flashback consisting of a young Maria helping her in the kitchen. The glowing memory was interrupted when Angelica, whose estimation of a minute was over, banged on the door with her tiny fist.

“Why the yell did you do that?” Maria asked, shaking her by the shoulders.

“Because I was hungry,” she yelled as Mama opened the door.

Mama stood staring at Maria as if she were looking at a ghost. Angelica looked at Mama and then Maria wondering why they weren’t speaking. She decided to take matters into her own hands by tugging on Mama’s dress and asking her if she was her grandmother.

Mama picked her up and said, “Why yes I am, sweetheart. You can call me, Mamma. What’s your name? I have to ask because your mother has never thought enough to tell me what it is.”

“My name is Angelica, and we don’t have a phone. That’s why she couldn’t call and tell you. I’m hungry.”

“Well, let’s get you cleaned up and fed,” said Mama, walking into the kitchen.

“C’mon with us, Mommie,” Angelica said, beckoning with her little hand. “Mama’s going to feed us.”

Mama glared back at Maria before walking into the kitchen. Dinner was nearly over before she broke the painful silence when she asked a caustic question.

“So, is this my only grand or are there any more in foster care I should know about?”

“I’m surprised it took you this long to ask the question, Mama,” Maria shot back. “I can only imagine what you think about me, Mama. Angelica is your only grandchild, and before you ask me, I do know who her father is, and so does she.”

“So, where’s your husband; at work?”

“Why don’t you just ask me straight out, Mama?”

“Angelica, I see you’ve woofed down your food already,” Mama noted. “Would you like some ice cream and a slice of apple pie for dessert?”

Angelica, her mouth full of food, nodded her head quickly. While Angelica dived into the pie and ice cream, Mama beckoned Maria to follow her into the living room. Once inside Mama pushed her down onto the couch.

“Now, you listen to me. I didn’t tolerate you raising your voice when you were living here and I’m not going to stand for it now.”

“And I won’t stand for you treating me like a child, Mama. I’m a grown woman now with a child of my own. I don’t know why I even bothered to come here.”

Maria started to get up, but Mama put her hands on her shoulders and prevented her.

“What’s wrong, Maria?” she asked, plopping down next to her.

Maria buried her face and began to sob, but the only tears that were coming out of her eyes were dry ones.

“Everything you said came true, Mama. Tito was no good. He got on drugs, started stealing, and sold everything out of the apartment. When I was able to squirrel away some money from my paycheck, he’d get arrested, and I would have to use it to get him out of jail. He doesn’t believe Angelica is his, and you know I’m not the type to cheat on anyone, Mama.”

“I see he beats you as well.”

Maria sheepishly pulled her hair back over her bruised eye.

“He only did it if I took too long to give him the money for a fix.”

“Where is he now?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen him for six months. I heard he was upstate serving a long sentence for shooting a bank guard. Or one of the drug dealers he owed money to probably killed him. I’m just glad he’s out of our lives.”

Mama told Maria how she searched frantically for her after she ran away. The police questioned all her friends and family, but no one knew where she was. That was because she was no longer in The Bronx but had absconded with Tito to his uncle’s house in New Jersey. Three days after her eighteenth birthday, Maria walked into a police station and told them they could stop looking for her.

“You don’t know how I was so relieved, and at the same time, so angry when I got the news that you were alive,” said Mama. “But nothing ripped my heart apart when I asked Adelina where you were staying, and she told me that you didn’t want me to know. I wound up in the hospital for three days from an attack.”

“I’m sorry I put you through all that, Mama, but I was so in love with Tito, the thought of not being with him was too much. Please forgive me for not listening to you.”

“What kind of a Christian would I be if I couldn’t forgive my daughter,” Mama said, hugging her tightly. “Let’s start fresh and leave all that in the past.”

“Well, I better get Angie, so we don’t miss the last bus,” Maria said, standing up and walking into the kitchen.

“Maria, you can’t take that child out there in this snowstorm. Besides, look at her. She’s exhausted.

Angelica was asleep with her face half on the table and half on the plate. She had ice cream smeared on the side of her chin and pie crust between her lips. 

“But I have to go to work in the morning, Mama, and her babysitter lives across the hall from us.”

“You have to work on a Sunday?”

“Yes, unfortunately, Save a Lot doesn’t share our religious convictions, Mama.”

“Listen, I don’t have to be to work until Monday. She can stay with me while you’re at work. I can take her to church with me and use the time to get to know her.”

“Okay, Mama,” Maria said, hugging and kissing her on the cheek. “Thank you so much.”

“Now clean her up while I set up the pull out couch for her.

“No, Mama, Angie will have a panic attack if she wakes up and I’m not next to her. She can sleep with me in my old room.”

The panic attack wasn’t the only thing that Maria was lying about. The first lie was about not knowing Tito’s whereabouts. He wasn’t lying six feet below ground, nor was he languishing in any prison. He was up the street, sitting in a car he had borrowed the night before without the owner’s knowledge or permission. Tito was waiting for  Maria to complete the true goal of her unplanned family reunion.

Then there was the subject of her employment. The last time Maria saw the inside of a Save A Lot store was a year ago when she was caught shoplifting. The only thing that saved her from being arrested was because she had Angelica with her and the store manager, a mother herself, didn’t want to see the child placed in foster care.

Instead, she took Maria into a back room, slapped her a few times, and told her she would press charges if she ever showed up in her store again. Tito, enraged when she told him of her treatment, went back to hit the store but was caught when one of the employees recognized him as a shoplifter from another store she worked at. It took a few days
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\ John 15:13

There is no greater love than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.
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