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Dear Reader,

My favorite part of being a publisher is connecting readers to groundbreaking authors and their books. Today, I am especially delighted to introduce an evocative new voice in literary fiction.

Elba Iris Pérez’s debut novel, The Things We Didn’t Know, is at once a heartfelt coming-of-age story and a finely wrought portrait of a life across cultures in 1960s America. Pérez, a native of Aguas Buenas, Puerto Rico, spent her early childhood in the company town of Woronoco, Massachusetts, where the book is partially set. Elba is the inaugural winner of the Books Like Us First Novel Contest, which was founded to provide greater accessibility to underrepresented writers and celebrate the diversity of readers across the United States. Launched by Gallery Books in June 2021, the contest now rotates among Simon & Schuster’s adult imprints.

As you join Andrea on her journey in The Things We Didn’t Know, I hope you fall in love with her and her colliding worlds of Puerto Rico and small-town America, just as we have.
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To my beloved sister,

Elizabeth




one

I was half asleep when Mamá dressed my brother, Pablo, and me, hurried the two of us into the car, and cranked the starter. She backed out of the garage and hit the pedal, and minutes later the whole front end of the car dangled off a cliff.

Pablo got out of the back seat, screaming in Spanish so that our mother could understand. “Get out, it’s going down!”

I stumbled out, dazed and seeking solid ground, pebbles slipping under my feet all the way down a ravine layered in massive white mica slates. We stood at the ledge, speechless, a river gushing over boulders below as hawks pierced the clear morning air with their screeches. The front of the car balanced over the edge, clumps of soil falling from the right wheel.

Pablo panted. “We just made it, Ma.”

My mother sighed the way you do when everything goes wrong. “Dios mío, I don’t know how that happened,” she said in Spanish.

“Aren’t you going to back it out?”

Mamá looked bewildered.

“Where were we going, anyway?” I asked.

Mamá’s black eyebrows drew in. She slammed the car doors shut, grumbling as if my brother and I had had no reason to leave them open in the first place. She opened the trunk, hauled out a brown leather suitcase that had been in the closet for the four years we’d lived in Woronoco, and tossed it to the ground. “Well, we’re not going anywhere now, that’s for sure. Andrea, help your brother take this upstairs.” She slammed the trunk lid as if she wanted to send the car tumbling down.

She’d never wanted my father to buy that car, anyway.

I watched my mother inch her way back to the street, a black leather box purse she never took out of the closet dangling from her elbow. I was only seven years old and knew she’d had it with the Beehive.

She brushed off the musty white linen suit she hadn’t worn since the day we came from Puerto Rico in 1954, when I was three years old. Of course, I couldn’t remember the trip to the United States, but she’d told me about it many times.

The story always began with the day she received the plane fares Papá had sent from Massachusetts, and then she told me about the moment she first walked into our apartment and said, “This is it? This is where we’re going to live?” There was always a heavy sigh.

She looked stunning in that suit as she tiptoed over new summer weeds. She stomped on the asphalt pavement, knocking mud off her patent leather heels. “Qué remedio. Might as well put all these clothes back in the closet.”

And she was right, there was no place for her Puerto Rican city fashion in the Woronoco company town. No need for the cute black curls she’d sprayed in place earlier that morning, the heavy makeup and dark red lipstick, the nylons and heels she wore as she’d hurried us through breakfast after Papá left for the paper mill. That wasn’t necessary in the Massachusetts wilderness.

“Nothing happened here, now let’s go. And when he comes home, anything he asks, just say you don’t know.”

Pablo and I grabbed the overstuffed suitcase and lugged it across the two rows of houses on Tekoa Avenue, the street we lived on, known as the Beehive. The cul-de-sac, shaded by dense forests, was one of four streets in the Woronoco company town, which no longer exists but was home to workers of Strathmore Paper Company, like my father, for decades.

One row of apartments faced south, overlooking the cliff, with Old Woronoco Road in the distance. From their windows at night, you could see car lights moving between the trees in the forests on the other side of the Westfield River. But there wasn’t anything romantic about the apartments across the cul-de-sac facing north, where we lived.

Our back porch overlooked the railroad tracks. With every passing train, our windows rattled, from daybreak to four o’clock in the afternoon, when the last caboose left.

The fragrance of peach blossoms in our backyard followed us while Pablo and I took turns bumping the suitcase up the rickety stairs to our second-floor back porch. Pablo covered his mouth to hide his words from our mother.

“Papá’s gonna be really, really mad.”

Mad was putting it lightly. Encabrona’o was more like it. Anyone who knew my father could tell you how he bragged about that car. You’d think it was the only Oldsmobile in the world and he was the only Puerto Rican who’d ever bought a new car.

The ground reverberated with the rumbles of an approaching train. Mamá used her key to the apartment and slammed the door.



It had been four years since our father, Luis José Rodríguez, brought us from Puerto Rico to Massachusetts. He had come to New Jersey as a seasonal farmworker, leaving us behind in Puerto Rico until he had a home for us. When the farming season ended, he accepted an invitation from an acquaintance who lived in Northampton, Massachusetts. A few weeks later, he found a job at the H.B. Smith Foundry in Westfield and took a room in a house owned by a woman from Spain. When he complained about the hard work the foundry required, she introduced him to a man who had been to Strathmore Paper Company in Woronoco, a company that rented homes for its employees at low rates, only seven miles away.

Papá often bragged about how he got the job at Strathmore and saved money to send for us in only a few months. His plan was to live in Woronoco only long enough to save up for a car and then rent a house in the nearby town of Westfield, where a small Hispanic community gathered at church on Sundays with a gringo priest who said Mass in Spanish. After he bought the new Oldsmobile, my parents set out looking for a house.

But he had a problem with every house she liked. It was too old, or not in the best neighborhood, or too expensive, or too far for him to drive back and forth to the paper mill. Papá was spoiled. He walked to work. We lived next to the mill, which is why our street was called the Beehive.

From the day we arrived, Mamá complained that Woronoco was too isolated. Sure, her husband had a secure job and provided us with a home, but there were no stores, no restaurants, no public transportation. The only place you could walk to was a small post office on Old Woronoco Road. The closest towns were Westfield on one side and Russell on the other, and you needed a car to get to either. Mamá didn’t know how to drive, and Papá didn’t want to teach her or allow her to use his car.

She argued that if we weren’t moving to Westfield, she wanted to return to Puerto Rico. But as far as our father was concerned, we already had a perfect life. She didn’t have to talk to anyone or go anywhere, anyway. Women were meant for the house, and houses were meant for women, and she already had a house, and that was that, he’d say.

After dinner on weekends, he did what hardworking men deserved to do, according to him. He took off in that shiny new car wearing a freshly starched shirt, his black hair greased to one side, smelling of aftershave.

Strathmore gave him a life he couldn’t have in Puerto Rico, and he wasn’t planning on leaving that job and lifestyle. He’d grown up on a tobacco farm in Utuado. When he married my mother, they moved to Caguas, where he worked in construction. But the jobs were few and temporary and the pay miserable. He liked the fact that work in a paper mill wasn’t dirty like work on a farm. “I don’t have to take a shower before I kiss my kids every night,” he said.

The foreman at Strathmore had offered to hire his entire family—the men, of course. And there were plenty of empty apartments on Tekoa Avenue in the company town known as the Beehive for Papá’s whole family to rent.

Gone were the days when he drove home with his brother Felipe in a jeep full of plátanos they couldn’t sell. Papá and his family believed farming no longer had a future in the Puerto Rico of the 1950s. His entire family accepted the offer to work at Strathmore, and in a few years’ time, they would all arrive in the Woronoco Beehive.

Pablo and I had no recollection of the island we had come from. We knew our life in Woronoco wasn’t the same as it was for the kids around us, but we wanted to blend in. All of our family conversations at home were in Spanish. My father spoke very little English, and my mother didn’t speak it, nor did she want to learn.

Pablo and I didn’t know anything about living in Russell or Westfield. We knew nothing of Puerto Rico and Utuado or Juncos, where our parents were from. We didn’t know that we were Americans. We only knew that we were Puerto Rican and wanted to be considered American like everyone else around us, to be accepted by the kids in our neighborhood. But we had a huge problem. Our mother prohibited us from staying out after school. She said the American women made fun of her. So, because of her refusal to connect with anyone in the neighborhood, our time after school was spent kneeling on the living room sofa, watching the other kids play outdoors. It was torture.

The summer of 1958 would be different, though. Our father had bought us two new bikes: a blue one for Pablo, a pink one for me. More than anything in the world, we wanted to ride our bikes up and down the street. But as soon as we started summer vacation, Mamá said, “Why waste time making friends? We’re not going to be here long. You don’t need to practice your English; you’ve learned enough at school. You won’t need it in Puerto Rico, anyway.” And I remember thinking, Papá says we’re never going back, doesn’t she get it?



After Mamá drove the car to the cliff, we heard dresser drawers, windows, doors going bam, bam, bam! The train chugged by as I hung up the frilly yellow dress she’d laid out for me that morning, a dress I didn’t want any of the neighborhood kids to see me wearing, because what second grader going on third wore princess-style dresses?

Pablo folded his dress pants and dropped onto his bed, across from mine. “Why’s she so mad?”

I dressed in pedal pushers.

He swung his feet, bumping the foot of the bed. “Do you think she’ll let us take our bikes outside? Papá said we could ride them on summer vacation.”

Dishes rattled in the kitchen and the stove ignited. My brother was right. But our father wasn’t there to make his point.

“Let’s go get them from the garage, Andrea, come on.”

“We have to ask,” I said.

Outside our bedroom window, a solitary dog barked. It was too early for Sally and Mark to be outdoors, everyone was sleeping in. I dreaded another summer day of waiting for nothing to happen. We had no choice but to ask our mother’s permission.

“Well, go on,” Pablo said.

We sat at the red Formica table while she prepared Café Bustelo. She had changed into a light-pink, button-down housedress and had a cigarette dangling out the side of her mouth. She poured coffee through a cloth colander she’d used hundreds of times, the one she’d bought at the Plaza del Mercado in Caguas just before we moved to Woronoco. “Want coffee?”

“No,” I said.

Pablo fake-coughed and urged me forward with his eyes.

She sat next to me with a cup of coffee, and I was about to speak when she lowered her head into her hands. At first I thought she was coughing, but then she whimpered, her body heaving. Pablo looked stunned. Her grief ripped into my chest.

I went over and embraced her. “¿Qué te pasa, Mamá?”

An approaching train whistled. “That maldito train,” she screamed in Spanish, her eyes on the window. “You can’t even talk in here. Why do they have to tell everyone they’re coming? We can hear you, we can hear you.”

All I wanted was to see her smile, like when we came home from school and she greeted us with glasses of chocolate milk. I stroked her hair, the rumbling wheels reverberating in my chest as the train took its time, hissing by our house until it stopped at the docks.

Mamá wiped her face on her flowered half apron and lit another Pall Mall cigarette. “Go make yourself some toast.”

Soothing bird songs from the breezy forests of Tekoa Mountain came in through the pantry window. I opened a jar of peanut butter.

Pablo came in behind me. “When are you going to ask?”

“Why don’t you ask? Nobody’s out there, anyway.”

We prepared peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and returned to the table. I felt sorry for my mother, but was tired of her negativity. Why couldn’t she be like all the mothers around us who allowed their kids to go play?

She flicked her cigarette on the ashtray, her fingers shaking. “Luis is going to be so mad when he comes home and finds that damned car over there. Ever since he bought that thing, he doesn’t want us to leave this hole in the world. But of course, he has no problem going wherever he wants.”

“I thought you didn’t know how to drive,” Pablo said.

She went back to the table, put her head down, and whimpered again. “I thought I could but… los nervios… I hit the brakes and it…” She wailed. “The devil pushed the car. Dios mío… I can still hear you screaming.”

The memory of what had happened in the car struck me as funny in a way and I didn’t want her to see me holding back laughter, so I cleaned up the table and carried the breakfast dishes to the sink—the white porcelain sink with two buckets underneath to catch the leaks that she complained about every day. Pablo wiped off the table.

“I don’t know why he bought those bicycles. You can’t take those to Puerto Rico. That’s money down the drain. I’m not going outside to watch you. Those gringas are always talking about me. You’re not going to be out there all by yourselves either.”

“They’re not talking about you, Ma,” Pablo said.

“You don’t have to watch us,” I said.

“Sure I do. Anything happens to you, he blames me.”

“But he said we could ride the bikes on summer vacation, and summer vacation started today,” Pablo said.

I chimed in with my brother. “Nothing’s going to hap—”

“You’re the last one that should be talking. That day you fell on the sidewalk and scraped your knees, who did he yell at?”

“But Mamá, that was years ago.”

“You’re not going. Señor Jesucristo, I thought he’d slap me that day. One problem is enough for today.”

She put her cigarette out and stood up.

“Now go watch TV and forget about those bicycles.”

Pablo ran to the living room and knelt on the sofa, facing the window. Kids had come out. Their voices drifted in through the windows. Tears rolled down his cheeks.

I knelt on the sofa next to him.

“That’s Kevin,” he mumbled.

I couldn’t bear to watch the kids playing. “I know.”

Kevin Martin, his older brother David, Sally Nowak, and Mark Abbot. They took the school bus and walked home with us every day. They were free to be whatever they wanted to be. Free to be outdoors without an adult watching, commenting, criticizing, scolding, ordering, or stopping them from doing anything.

There we sat, staring out the window again, looking away from the stale, limiting world behind us. The green jungle leaves on the wallpaper, the pink flamingos on the upholstery, brown squares on the linoleum floor, and a television. Our home was no match for the vast outdoors, for the smiles and laughter of our friends, for the excitement of a game. The nicotine stench in our kitchen would never compare to the splendor of the woods, air so crisp you wanted to be out there forever.

“He’s in my grade. That’s the new family, the one with those two big kids,” Pablo said.

I heard my brother, but I wasn’t listening. I wanted to open the door to the front hall, grab his hand, run downstairs, and never return. I wanted to roll down the grassy little hill under the elm trees, sleep under the towering maple tree at the bottom of the railroad tracks, and play on the Tarzan swing, listening to the train go by, staring into the sun.

I’d had enough of Captain Kangaroo, Roy Rogers, and Mamá’s bad moods. When she wasn’t sniffling and tearing up, she was dancing cha-cha to records on her Victrola.

I hated my mother’s records from Puerto Rico. They had songs nobody else had ever heard. That Felipe Rodríguez always sounded like he was crying about something. Why couldn’t she listen to the music on the radio instead? Why couldn’t she say hello and be polite to our neighbors?

She came into the living room and sighed, the kind of sigh that says you’re tired of being alive, the kind that doesn’t go over well with a seven-year-old going on eight with enough energy to explode out into the world.

“Why are you two always talking in English now?” she asked.

“Mamá, we’ve always talked to each other in English,” I said.

“Well, stop it. I don’t want you speaking English in this house.”

Pablo shook his head and then yelled in Spanish, “First you won’t let us go play, now you don’t want us to speak in English? Mami, I don’t understand you.”

“You’re both too young to understand,” she said.

Pablo ran to our bedroom and slammed the door. She was darn right. We sure as hell didn’t understand. She didn’t understand either. The Woronoco company town was the only home my brother and I knew, and we loved everything about it, including the trains. Our father, who everyone called Louie, was the only Puerto Rican at the mill, but that wasn’t a problem for him. The neighborhood kids were always asking us how to say things in Spanish. They seemed to think it was cool that we spoke another language. All the men worked at the paper mill. All the women stayed home. And all the kids in the Beehive played in the cul-de-sac. The only one who had problems with the Woronoco Beehive was my mother.



Pablo was the first one to see our father coming down the hill with some workers that evening, the shiny black curl on his head in sharp contrast to the blond crew cuts the other guys wore. They saw the car.

My brother grabbed the car keys and took off down the back staircase, and I followed as fast as I could.

Faint rays of sunlight took their last peeks between the trees while the perplexed men, all dressed in dark-blue uniforms and steel-toe boots, inspected the Oldsmobile. Papá stood there with his mouth open. Before taking the keys from Pablo’s hands, he was asking questions.

“What happen to my car? Who move my car?”

He handed me his black metallic lunch box. His bright-green eyes met mine, expecting an answer. He always wanted explanations from me because I was the eldest. And I always told him what he wanted to know, but that day I was torn. Our mother had warned us not to say anything. Luckily, with all the men talking to him at the same time, he didn’t wait for a response. But I knew my father. He was perfectly aware that we were holding back what had happened, and later, when all the men were gone, we’d have to respond.

How to back up a car with half its wheels dangling in midair, that’s all they cared about. Some of the guys thought an attempt to back it up could be dangerous. The wheels could wear off the ledge just enough to send it down the cliff. Someone suggested calling a tow truck. But my father insisted he could back it out.

He started the car, and the back wheels skidded. We all watched him shake his head. Then he gave it another go. The wheels skidded again. The car roared, grabbed onto the ground, and rolled backward, over the weeds and onto the street. The guys cheered as he backed into the garage.

Neighbors, mainly the wives, had come out by then, asking how the car had gotten to the edge of the cliff to begin with, and it was the new kids’ mom who pointed to us and said she saw us with our mother in the car.

Papá nodded and thanked her, then he called my brother and me over and pointed to the cliff. “How’d this car get over there?” he asked in Spanish.

My stomach knotted. People didn’t have to speak Spanish to understand his question. Pablo faced the tracks, dug his hands into his dungarees, kicked up dirt, and never lifted his eyes from the ground.

“Stop getting those shoes dirty,” Papá said. Then he zeroed in on me.

“That’s not where I left my car when I went to work this morning at the break of dawn. I left it In. My. Garage. Where I leave it Every. Single. Day. Who moved it?”

Everyone looked at me for an answer, even though none of them understood Spanish. The pit of my stomach became a huge hole.

“Answer the goddamned question.”

He wasn’t camouflaging his body language. Anyone who saw him could tell he was pissed as hell, and I didn’t want the big kids to see him scolding me. Our father had never placed a finger on us, but I wasn’t sure what he was capable of doing on account of that car.

His shoulders fell, he let out a sarcastic smirk, and went back to his broken English. “Nobady know anyting now. The vehicle drove ober der to dat precipicio all alone.”

His coworkers chuckled.

Luckily, as soon as the guys saw Mamá approaching us, they shook hands with our father and took off with their wives.

Mamá walked with her head high, wearing a cotton dress, old slippers, and a scarf wrapped around bobby-pinned ringlets. Pablo and I leaned against the Cyclone fence in the front lawn. All the big kids passed by on their way home. Some smiled, others called Pablo and me the usual funny names, “Andrew and Pah-blee-toe,” trying to add humor to the situation. Most of them avoided eye contact, to spare us the embarrassment, I guess.

Mamá scrubbed her nervous fingers on her apron.

“Are you almost done? Dinner is ready and waiting. Close that garage and let’s go warm up your stomach.”

Papá let go of the garage door, spun around, and spoke in Spanish.

“Before we go anywhere, I want you to tell me what the hell happened to my car today.”

“All you had to do was back it out, right?”

Papá shifted the weight of his body to another boot, cocked his head to one side, and bore his eyes into her. “What kind of an answer is that? How did this car go from here to that abyss?”

“I wanted to surprise you—”

“Answer my question. How did this car move from this garage to that cliff?”

The fire coming out of my father’s eyes could’ve fueled ten of those Olds-mobiles all the way across the United States. I wanted to run inside but didn’t dare.

My father stared at Pablo for a while. Then he glared into my eyes, his head bobbing up and down.

“What do you think of that?” he asked me. “ ‘Surprise me,’ she says.”

His eyes made direct contact with mine, and he leaned toward me as if I was his accomplice.

“I’ve given her one driving practice and she thinks it’s enough to drive an automobile.”

He pointed at my brother. “Were you with these two?”

Then he pointed at me. “What the hell is wrong? Why aren’t you answering my questions?”

Pablo stared at the ground. I clung to the chain-link fence and stared at the forest on the opposite side of the cul-de-sac, where the car had stopped just shy of the cliff. And that was a big mistake, because all the images of our pathetic morning drive resurfaced.

I remembered my excitement going out with Mamá so early. When she chose the frilly dress, I thought we were headed somewhere special. I remembered her foot going up and down on the brakes as she drove it out of the garage, the car jerking and springing forward like a mountain lion.

And now, I couldn’t help myself from cracking up in front of my father. I bit my lips, and some of the impulse to laugh relaxed. But more images swamped me. How the car came to a powerful stop, the three of us bumped around, I banged into the dashboard, fell to the floor, grabbed onto the door anticipating we’d flip down the precipice. Then I remembered her face, the color drained, her wide eyes fixed on the cliff, her nostrils flared.

It was awful. And it was hilarious. I shied away from my father’s eyes and covered my mouth, but quivering laughter blurted out.

My mother turned to me. “Stop that laughing, I’m telling you… his belt stings like a bee. Mija, cálmate.”

And I did calm down. But before I could catch my breath, Papá’s eyes fumed at me. He was on fire, and I was out of control. Everything inside of me poured out in laughter.

Every time I glanced at Pablo, he dismissed me with his hand and covered his face, trying to maintain control, until he too exploded. I whirled around and pushed my face into the chain-link fence, sucked on my lips and cheeks, took in deep breaths.

“Tell those kids to shut up,” Papá said.

“Don’t pay attention to her,” Mamá said. “You know that mal de risa attacks when the devil gets into her. And the other one. It doesn’t take much to get him started.”

Papá looked at her with angry eyes. He was not done. “Why did you tell the kids not to tell me anything?”

Mamá locked eyes with me. “Cucha, I didn’t tell you to hide anything from your father, did I? Tell him.” She spun around and pounded up the staircase.

For a moment, my brother and I stood there, frozen. Then, Pablo ran after her. This was one of the things that most bothered me about my mother. She strayed from the truth, and I was caught in the middle, not knowing which direction to take. I suppose this was her way of dealing with a toxic relationship, but it sure spread the heat on my brother and me.

Papá bolted the garage door and returned to the back of the house. “That woman told you not to say anything, right? I’ll find out where she was going.”

Later that evening, my brother and I gobbled down supper without lifting our eyes from the plates, then exited the kitchen while our parents ate in silence. Pablo had just finished adjusting the television antenna when Mamá screamed, “Hit me! Go ahead, cabrón!”

I ran over in time to see my father standing next to the kitchen sink, struggling with her. His shoes shuffled on the floor as he braced himself, his face an angry grimace. He grabbed her hair and she flinched, screaming, “Let me go!” He wound her hair around his knuckles and brought her head up close to his face. Her torso twisted, and she let out a high-pitched wail and banged her fists into his body wherever she could reach him.

Even though my parents argued on many occasions, I had never seen aggression like this. That night, my father didn’t even resemble himself, his eyes protruding, his pale skin sweaty and red.

Pablo walked in behind me and ran up to our parents. “Papá, Papá, you’re hurting her!”

“Let go of her, Papá!” I yelled.

But I don’t think they heard us.

His body tensed, he stared into her eyes and spoke through his teeth. “I know what you’re doing, but you’re not making a pendejo out of me, understand?”

I thought he was going to slap her or spit in her face, yet all he did was hold her there, staring into her eyes, breathing into her face, his muscles quivering with the weight of her body, just long enough to show his dominance. Seconds later, she broke away screaming insults I had never heard before, words sounding so bad I had no desire to know their meaning. She pushed my brother and me out of the kitchen, ran to her bedroom, and slammed the door.

Our father pointed to us with piercing eyes and a voice that bolted through the walls. “Don’t look at me like that, I haven’t done anything. And let me tell you something. The next time she says she’s taking you somewhere in that car, you don’t have my permission to go. Understand? You do. Not. Have. My permission. That woman doesn’t know how to drive. Cristiano. It’s a miracle you’re alive. She’s gone crazy.”

We listened obediently with our eyes on the floor, and as soon as he finished, we squirmed along the wall into our bedroom, watching our backs. I didn’t think our father would hit us, but I wasn’t sure. We took our shoes off, turned off the light, and crept into my bed, the one that had a view of the kitchen.

I stared at the dirty dishes, still in their places at the table under the yellowish light of the overhead bulb. The kitchen curtain fluttered in a warm breeze, and I could smell the lard Mama had fried pork chops with.

“Does he love the car more than Mamá?” Pablo whispered.

I didn’t have an answer.

Papá’s feet shuffled in the shower room, the door opened, he turned the bathroom light off, and I got a whiff of his cologne. Keys jingled. Then the screen door banged against the porch wall, his steps creaked down the back staircase, and the Oldsmobile rumbled.

We heard Mamá clear the table and bang dishes against the enameled sink. Then all went quiet. We peered into the kitchen. She sat at the table in her robe, crying.

“Did he know it was there?” Pablo whispered.

“What?”

“The suitcase.”

The image of the brown leather bag struck me like the blinding flash of a camera. My brother was only six years old, yet he noticed things that surprised me. When had my mother placed that suitcase in the car?

“No, I don’t think he knows about the suitcase.”

“Well, we were going somewhere. Somewhere with a suitcase.”

After a while, my brother fell asleep next to me. Where had we been going with her in that car?




two

From then on, my father took the car to work every day, even though the paper mill was less than five minutes away. It felt like the fight just never ended. If she wasn’t complaining about him going out at night and coming home late, he was complaining about her cooking, which, according to him, was worse than American food. The pork chops were too greasy, the soup had too much oil on top, the rice was too sticky.

But our father gave us permission to ride our bikes. We were to be home at four-fifteen, when he came home. And we had no problem following that rule. As soon as we saw his car coming down the hill, we stopped our bikes and waved, he slowed down until we caught up with him, then we tagged onto the car and glided all the way to the garage. He’d give us smacking kisses and store the bikes along the wall, next to the car. Then we followed him upstairs.

He walked through the door and kissed our mother, but she always leaned away. She wanted nothing to do with him, and it became normal to see the distance between them. We watched television after dinner, went to bed after a warm bath, and got up to ride our bikes again the next day.

Almost every day, I played with Sally Nowak, who was in my classroom and lived two homes away. Her parents spoiled her with toys, but she enjoyed sharing it all with me. She had Barbies and their doll clothes, houses, and cars. She also had a Hula-Hoop, yo-yos, and Play-Doh. But the best thing she had was her mother.

Mrs. Nowak routinely gave us lemonade and cookies. She squeezed and kissed Sally often, making cooing sounds. My father told me Mr. Nowak could afford all those toys because he was one of the big shots at the mill. They were the only family in the Beehive who had a big, plastic swimming pool and a pitch-black dial-up telephone that rang so loudly you could hear it throughout the cul-de-sac.

When we weren’t on her porch, Sally and I rode our bikes to a secret place we discovered away from the raucous baseball games in the cul-de-sac. Up the little hill, short of the dump, we hid our bikes behind the bushes on the side of the road. We ran into the forest until we reached an opening just before the riverbank.

Birds, grasshoppers, and butterflies welcomed us. The sun’s luminosity surrounded us. We named it Faeries Meadow. To the right, there was a field of pussy willows. And later that summer, we discovered bushes loaded with wild blackberries behind them.

Pablo and Mark Abbot played with Kevin Martin, the new kid, and they became inseparable. Pockets stuffed with marbles, running around with long sticks in their hands looking for snakes and frogs to kill—although I don’t think they ever killed any frogs or found a single snake.

That fall, I started third grade and my brother second. But our mother closed herself in and never walked us to the school bus again. We became two more kids who walked, skipped, and ran with all the others through rain, sleet, or sunshine, across two hills to get from the Beehive to the bus stop on Valley View Avenue.

As we entered Russell Elementary School, walls covered with banners and teachers standing in doorways greeted us. Our school was a wonderland where everyone had a polite smile, followed the leader, and waited their turn in line. We came home to rake leaves into huge mounds and took turns jumping into them from the Tarzan swing. On Halloween, we trick-or-treated all the way to Valley View Avenue and Hill Street, the big kids watching out for us and sometimes stealing pieces of our candy too. In winter, we slid down snowy hills all the way from the railroad tracks to the cul-de-sac on sleds and toboggans.

While life was perfect for Pablo and me, an unstoppable war rumbled between my parents. We didn’t see much of our father anymore. Mamá rejected affection from all of us. She only smiled once a week, when she took a stroll with us to the Woronoco Post Office. Pablo was too shy, and she might as well have had no voice, so I was in charge of asking the postmaster for the mail for box one-hundred-seventy-two.

When Mamá received mail, she beamed. She couldn’t wait to reach our apartment to open her letters, so we tumbled onto the Strathmore Paper Company lawn, while she sat next to us reading letters in silence, the aroma of red rose bushes behind us, the smokestack shooting black clouds into the sky, and trains chugging along behind the blue-and-white company buildings. Then she folded her letters into her bra and spoke about her sisters—Cecilia the negrita machúa and Florencia the eldest—all the way back to the Beehive. When she didn’t get any mail, she stood at a window staring into the distance and lit one cigarette after another. “Go watch Roy Rogers,” she’d say, even when Roy Rogers wasn’t on.



It was 1959 and I was about to turn nine years old when Mamá came into the kitchen wearing the same white suit and black patent leather heels she’d worn the day she drove Papá’s car to the edge of the cliff. She dragged the old suitcase across the linoleum floor and plopped it in the middle of the living room. “Get dressed and help me carry this downstairs.”

Pablo and I looked at the suitcase, then at each other. What now? Mamá hurried us into dress clothes, opened the hallway door, and told my brother to carry the bag downstairs.

A short, stout man I’d never seen before, with half a can of pomade in his hair, stepped out of a black car with white wheels, threw the suitcase in the trunk, and hurried us into the back seat. Mamá ducked under the dashboard, clutching her purse, and told us to crouch down on the floor. By the time I figured out what she wanted us to do, the car had swerved out of the cul-de-sac, my brother and I flopping over each other on the floor, asking why we were hiding, where we were going.

The driver headed up Tekoa Avenue, passed the smokestack, and crossed Woronoco Bridge. “You can sit up now,” he said, heading toward Westfield. Mamá, my brother, and I climbed onto our seats.

Mamá smoothed out her skirt. “Aleluya, Dios mío, I’m finally leaving this hole in the mountains.” She lit a Pall Mall.

“Mamá? Where are we going?” I asked.

“¡Puerto Rico!” Mamá cheered.

“We’re going to Puerto Rico? Is Papá coming too?” Pablo asked.

“I don’t know about that.”

I hated everything I knew about Puerto Rico. Papá’s stories about mosquitos and bugs in his bed, about only having one pair of shoes, no water, no electricity, and fighting with another kid over a piece of bread. Why would anyone want to return to such a place?

Pablo whined, “What about our bicycles, Mamá? We can’t leave our bikes.”

“Ay, mijo, there’s plenty of bicycles in Puerto Rico,” she said. “We can buy whatever you want over there. Let’s get there first.”

I was nauseated by the smell of my mother’s cologne, cigarette smoke, the plastic seat covers, and the driver’s cigar. Pablo didn’t make eye contact with me.

Hours later, we arrived at an airport in New York and the driver took our suitcase to a counter. Mamá fumbled through her purse and paid him, her eyes dancing with renewed sparkle.

“Can I sit at the window?” Pablo asked.

“I don’t know if they’re going to give us a window seat, mijo, let’s wait until we’re on the airplane,” Mamá said. Then she laughed. “The one that didn’t want to go, now wants the window. And wait until you see Puerto Rico.”

My stomach grumbled. “Can we eat on the airplane?”

“I don’t know, but I think sometimes they give you food. We’ll only know when we get there.” Then Mama’s voice turned soft and assuring. “Ay, mis hijos, you’re going to like it so much you won’t ever want to come back here. We have family we can visit whenever we want to—one day one house, another day another house, always someone we can go see. And you can always play outside. There’s no snow over there—”

“You mean it doesn’t get cold?” I asked.

“Never.”

Pablo groaned. “But I like the snow.”

“Well, you’re going to have to come all the way back here all by yourself if you want to see snow.”

Pablo frowned but soon perked up with excitement as we boarded the Pan Am flight with our mother. He took a window seat and I plopped into the seat next to him, fearing what awaited us. I didn’t know where Puerto Rico was, but I did know we were leaving my father. I thought of the way he always said, “¿Cómo está mi santa familia?” the moment he came home.

What would he do that night when he realized we weren’t there? He’d search the house, going from one room to another, turning lights on, calling Raquel, Andrea, Pablo. But no one would answer. There would be no dinner plates on the table. No coffee brewing. He’d slam the hallway door open and run down the stairs, leaving the door banging against the wall. He would call us, his unsteady voice escalating as he reached the front of the house. He wouldn’t see us in the cul-de-sac, under the magnificent maple tree, or on the Tarzan swing. He’d see our bikes along the wall in the garage. Maybe Kevin’s mother would say she’d seen us. Would he run back into our apartment and search our closet? Would he notice the old suitcase missing? That’s when he’d go to the sofa, running his hands through his hair the way he did when he was worried, until, exhausted, he’d throw himself in bed with his clothes on, knowing he should have seen this coming.

We flew through turbulence, the captain’s voice came in through a speaker, and I fumbled to strap my seat belt. Mamá spoke in Spanish in the seat behind me. A woman asked my mother if she was going to look for a job, and I was surprised at the joyous sound of her voice when she responded.

“That’s the first thing I’m going to do. As soon as I can, I’m taking a carro público and going to Caguas.”

“My husband is from Caguas,” a woman said.

“Well, I’m from Juncos, but my sister lives in Gurabo. My family tells me there are a lot of factories in Caguas where I can work as a seamstress and… I live near… el cinco if I find something affordable… my sister.”

Even though I didn’t understand what my mother was talking about, I was surprised to hear the tone of her voice. She sounded like another person. A happy, positive person who I couldn’t remember having met before. With her new attitude and so many Spanish speakers around me, I felt as if I’d entered someone else’s world, one I could understand but that was not my own.

I didn’t know what my mother expected of me. Was I supposed to be excited about leaving my father behind? Was it okay to cry because I already missed Sally? I knew Mamá was unhappy in Woronoco, but why did Pablo and I have to be sucked into her problem?

I wanted my father to carry me off the airplane in his strong arms and set me on the ground next to the birch trees under the railroad tracks. With each breath, I fell further into suffocating darkness until I exploded into sobs and dug my face into my knees.

Pablo turned away from the window and rubbed my arm.

I imagined my father watching us in his white, sleeveless undershirt, telling us not to be afraid. He’d rub his shaving brush on a bar of Ivory soap and cover his face in thick suds, staring into the mirror, his chin stretched upward as he slid a razor up and down his face. I knew my father. He’d brush the dark-gray wool suit that hung next to the empty hanger Mamá’s white suit had left. His key would turn in the Oldsmobile, the engine would roar, and he’d pull his máquina out of the garage, rage in his eyes. He wouldn’t rest until he found us.



Muggy heat smacked us in the face the moment we stepped into the San Juan airport. The place was jammed. Mamá carried our suitcase as we followed passengers into the lobby, her eyes searching the crowd for someone.

“Watch the suitcase. I need to find Cecilia.”

Mamá had often spoken to us about her two sisters, especially Cecilia, as well as her father. And now we were finally to meet Titi Cecilia.

“Is she older or younger?” Pablo asked.

“She’s the youngest,” Mamá said.

“Does she look like you?”

“She has a different papá than me. After my papá died, my mamá married a Black man called Erasmo, a wonderful man. Right away she had Cecilia.”

“Did you take care of her sometimes?”

“Of course,” Mamá said. “But me and my sister Florencia knew she was different. All Cecilia wanted was to hike through the field with her father, chop down plátanos, and ride horses. Wearing pants just like a boy.”

Mamá told us she hadn’t seen either of her sisters since their mother’s death seven years before, when Cecilia was a teenager.

In the airport, a pudgy Black man held his arms up high on the other side of the arrival gate. He called out to someone as a line of passengers pushed through. Mamá didn’t go very far before she made an about-face. “Let’s wait for the line to go down. Ay, Señor, what are we going to do if Cecilia doesn’t show up?”

The man followed Mamá with his eyes and called her again, a huge grin on his face. “Raquel, Raquel, over here.”

My mother looked the other way.

“Ay, Virgen, he’s calling some Raquel.”

The man’s eyes widened and he called louder, his arms above the crowd. When he couldn’t attract my mother’s attention, he waved to me with such insistence that I avoided making eye contact with him, until he called my name. “Andrea Inés, tell your mother I’m over here.”

How can you ignore someone who knows even your middle name? I tugged at Mamá’s elbow.

She pushed me away. “Ay Dios, don’t pay attention. Why won’t he leave me alone?”

But the man’s eyes demanded attention. “Raquel, Andrea, it’s Cecilia!”

Mamá spun around and gasped. “¿Ceciliaaaa?”

The man gave her a shy smile, his hands on his head.

“Virgen santísima. That is her. Grab the suitcase.”

The man didn’t strike me as a Cecilia, but Mamá rushed us into the line.

“That’s Titi?” Pablo asked. “I thought our aunt was a girl.”

Mamá mumbled, “Ay, Señor Jesucristo, that’s her all right. How was I supposed to recognize her looking like that? Qué ridícula. I knew she liked pants, but she’s unrecognizable.”

“But why’s he have a girl’s name?” Pablo asked.

“No, no, it’s not a he, I tell you. That’s Cecilia, my sister. I don’t know why the hell she’s dressed like… so embarrassing. Vámonos.”

The man called Cecilia followed us with affectionate eyes, laughing and yelling out to us the whole time.

“Stay close,” Mamá said. We moved through the crowd, following our mother, who didn’t stop mumbling until we reached her sister.

“Dios, listen to that, can’t she wait for us to get there? You can hear her ruckus all the way over here. Qué bochorno. I wouldn’t have asked her to come if I’d known she was going to show up in those clothes, ay, Señor. Don’t stare!”

Cecilia met us with open arms. She tussled my hair with a grin that took up her entire face. “¡Canita! Well, you must be about nine years old now, is that right? Still have that golden hair on your head!”

I smiled as she stomped her feet, twirled, her laughter so exuberant people stared.

She sized all of us up. “You’re all jinchos, you need some sun.” She jumped back and forth like a boxer, taking Pablo by surprise with soft punches, her huge chest bobbing up and down.

“Wait a minute. This is Pablo? The man. Gimme a punch. How old are you now?”

Pablo dug his hands into his pockets. “Seven.”

Cecilia extended her arms to my mother, and when they pulled away, her face was covered in tears.

“Always the sentimental one,” Mamá said, drawing her into another hug.

Cecilia wiped her face. “I don’t know if your mother told you, but we don’t have the same father.” She rolled up her sleeve and placed her arm next to my mother’s to dramatize the difference in their skin tones. “See? I’m the negrita in the family.”

Mamá pushed Cecilia’s arm away. “¡Ay! Stop it. We’re all puertorriqueñas, a rainbow of colors.”

Cecilia hugged her again. “I know, I know.”

Mamá grabbed us by the shoulders and guided us away from the crowd. “You were one difficult kid. Traviesa, always getting into trouble.”

Cecilia laughed and focused on me. “But then she met your father, Don Luis, and you know how that goes. They moved to Utuado, and I didn’t see her again until Mamita passed away. That’s the way it happened, am I right, Raquel? What has it been now, six years?” She took a handkerchief out of her pocket, one just like my father’s, wiped her eyes, and forced a smile.

“Seven,” Mamá said.

Cecila patted my mother’s shoulder. “I’m glad you’re living allá afuera. I was sad when Florencia told me you had left, but happy for you and Don Luis. Hey, I’d go with you if it weren’t for my father. I just can’t leave him alone here.” We walked toward the parking lot.

My mother waved her hand. “No, no, you don’t want to go over there. Let me tell you, there isn’t one place I’d change for Puerto Rico. Now tell me, how is Don Erasmo? Still making cigars?”

“Not the same since our mother passed, but his cigars are still the best in Aguas Buenas.”

“Good,” Mamá said. “I couldn’t wait to come home, and you won’t find me over there again.” She grabbed the suitcase and jerked her head. “Vámonos.”

“Oye, mi hermana, you mean you’re staying here?” Cecilia asked.

Mamá held a finger to her lips and picked up our suitcase. “We have a lot to talk about. Where’s the car?”

Cecilia stepped in. “Here, I’ll take that. Follow me. Lots of people. Make sure the kids don’t get lost.” She took long, broad strides, leading us to the parking lot.

A light shower glittered in the sun and turned into steam the moment it hit the ground. Ahead of me, Pablo held onto Mamá’s skirt, his jet-black hair shining. I had a hard time keeping up with them, mulling over Mamá’s words. She was never going back? Did that mean we were never going back?

Pablo slowed his pace to catch up with me.

“A guy with huge tits,” he mumbled, covering his mouth. He peered out of the corners of his eyes, making sure Cecilia didn’t see him, and then placed his hands over his chest, imitating the size of her breasts, and chuckled.

I held back a snicker. I didn’t want my brother to hurt her feelings. “Shut up.” I’d never seen a woman dressed like a man, other than costumes on Halloween. But still, something about her was familiar and loving.

“He’s really a girl with boy clothes, right?” Pablo asked.

“Yes, a girl.”

Cecilia stopped at an old jeep and placed the suitcase in the back. “Mi hermana, you gave me such short notice. I couldn’t borrow a car.”

Pablo and I climbed in the back, giggling with the excitement of riding in a jeep for the first time.

“No problem at all,” Mamá said, “as long as it takes us to your house, that’s all we need. You don’t know how much I appreciate this. I knew you’d be the one person who’d be here no matter what, llueve, truene, o ventee, or like the gringos say, rain or shine.”

Cecilia pulled the keys out of her pocket. “You got that right. I’d go to the end of the world for you. Welcome back to the rain, heat, and hurricanes. They say a big one is coming this year.”

“They say that every year. Give me a thousand hurricanes over snow.”

Cecilia grabbed a paper bag from the windshield, took out a loaf of bread, stuffed it with ham, tore it into three, and handed each one of us a sandwich. “Pan de bollo con mortadella. Buen provecho.” She started the jeep.

Mamá bit into her sandwich. “All we had was a little breakfast. You haven’t changed, mija, taking care of everyone around you.”

A warm breeze tainted with car fumes blew in my face as I bit into the soft, delicious bread.

“Gracias, mi amor.” Mamá rubbed her hand against Cecilia’s cheek. “Your face is scratchy. Why are you shaving?” Mamá asked with a mouthful. “Those hairs are going to grow back hard, and you won’t be able to turn back if you want to. Your cheeks used to be so soft. And why are you so black? That’s not your natural color. You’ve been in the sun too long.”

Cecilia put her hands up on the wheel with the jeep running. She stared at the parking lot for a few minutes, and I didn’t know if she was angry or trying to come up with a response. “I’m never turning back, Raquel.”

“But I didn’t recognize you at the airport.”

“You haven’t seen me since I was fourteen. I’m almost twenty-two now. I like the way I look, dark skin and all. I work on a farm, remember?”

Mamá bit into her sandwich and spoke with her mouth full. “Why don’t you wear a hat for the sun? And why don’t you dress normal, like a woman?”

“I don’t mind being darker. And my clothes, well, this is normal—”

“I mean, normal the way God made you.”

“God made me the way I am. The way I look right now.”

“Cucha eso, you’re born a woman or a man. Nobody gets to choose that.”

Cecilia turned the jeep off.

“You’re machúa, marimacha, we’ve always known that. How many times did I have to go to school to complain about the bullies? But you’re not just a tomboy now. I don’t want to offend you, but you look completely like un macho.”

Cecilia chuckled. “You’re not offending me. But I’d like you to understand that this isn’t about the clothes. Even if I dress like a girl, my mind doesn’t see me as a girl.”

“Marimachas can still dress as women, get married, have kids. Not very feminine, but still a woman.”

“But I wouldn’t be happy saying I’m a tomboy. That’s not me. I’m not trying to cover the whole sky with one hand anymore.”

Mamá looked away. A car stopped and waited for us to move out of the parking space, and she signaled him to move on. “I remember how good you looked in dresses, and one day I told Florencia, ‘When she grows up and puts heels on, she’ll have some legs.’ Show those legs off.”

A long silence ensued, and I wondered if Cecilia was angry. Cars honked, people around us talked and yelled. The heat was unbearable, and I hoped we’d get going wherever we were headed. Cecilia wiped sweat off her temples just above her shaved beard and leaned her head on the steering wheel. Why was my mother questioning her? She wasn’t your typical girl, it was obvious.

“Are you ashamed of me?” Cecilia asked.

Mamá brushed crumbs off her lap. “No, of course not. I’m just worried about your happiness. You’re the little one in the family.”

“Well, it’s a little late for that. You haven’t been around.”

“I know, but I couldn’t—”

“Don’t feel bad, we’re good. But this is the thing. I wouldn’t have been any different if you had been here all these years.”

“Why don’t we forget about this and leave now?”

“I need to know that you understand. If we’re going to have a good relationship, we have to accept each other.”

She spoke with her heart in her hands, and I understood her as plain as daylight. I couldn’t imagine her being any other way. Pablo chewed on his last bite and looked at me out of the corner of his eye. I knew he too was concerned.

“Start the jeep,” Mamá said. “If you’re happy like this, then let’s leave it at that. It’s getting hot in here, let’s go.”

“No. I don’t want to leave until I know you understand that I can’t change who I am. And yes, I’m happy.”

Mamá shook her head and raised her arms. “Okay, so what more is there to understand?” She reached out, hugged her sister, and leaned on her chest. “There’s nothing more to talk about.” Mamá looked at me and rolled her eyes. “If you’re happy, I’m happy.”

Pablo and I looked at each other. I knew Cecilia had not altered my mother’s opinions, and I empathized with my aunt.

Cecilia held onto her for a while, wiped her eyes, and started the jeep. “Help me read the signs, mai. I don’t come here often.”

Mamá shouted out directions as Cecilia headed out of the airport onto Avenida Campo Rico, which was the picture of paradise, outlined with mounds of red hibiscus, pink bougainvillea, and golden trumpets. By the time the evening cooled off, we were on Carretera Número Uno toward Caguas. Pablo and I rested on each other’s shoulders as we rode through the night.



When I woke up the next morning, thick Caribbean monsoon drops pelted the zinc roof. Pablo slept next to me. Gusts of wind circled the house. Branches scraped against the cement walls. Storm shutters rattled as I stepped out of the bedroom in my underwear.

Rocking chairs creaked on the porch where Mamá and Cecilia spoke in subdued voices. Across from the bedroom there was a small couch with yellow plastic-covered cushions and rusty metal legs. A set of keys, an old black wallet, a bottle of rubbing Alcoholado Superior—green from the herbs added to the bottle—cluttered a side table. Two old rocking chairs were strategically placed to take in the view beyond the porch.

To my right, a red-checkered plastic tablecloth covered a small metal dining table with four matching chairs, one of them missing a cross rail on the back. On the kitchen table, a square tin can of Sultana soda crackers with an image of a woman dressed in a red belly dancer outfit. A bottle of pique, salt, and other spices were bunched up in a corner.

Behind the chairs, an open window with an outdoor sink and faucet attached to a windowsill showed off a dense forest. Leaves whispered in the rain. Next to the door, an old, rusty refrigerator hummed. On top there were bottles and a flyswatter. A rusty machete covered in dried clumps of reddish soil leaned on the side of the refrigerator.

The entire home smelled of coffee and burning wood. Smoke came through the door that led to a shady area outside with a fogón, the wood-burning fire pit where Cecilia cooked.

It didn’t take long for me to figure out that Cecilia and my mother were speaking about my father, and I wanted to listen in. When would he arrive? What was my mother’s plan?

“I don’t think it was a good idea for you to just disappear like that,” Cecilia said.

“I left him a letter. What was I supposed to do, stay there forever? Waiting for nothing?”

Cecilia held an old metal cup of coffee between her knees. “Don Luis isn’t going to sit around as if nothing happened.”

Mamá stared at the river for a while. “Everything is so much easier here. You cross the river and the carros públicos are right there. Mija, you have no idea what you have here. There’s no way out of Woronoco unless you have a car. No carros
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