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    Pase de un Día


    The only displacement booth in San Lorenzo stood between the town hall and the church, where Calle Benito Juárez ended at Calle Progresso. The sky was pale in the east, but the sun had not yet risen over the Sierra Madre, when Chalo ran his hand over sleeping Berto’s hair, kissed Adelina, and left their three-room house. Awakening birds chirped behind corrugated iron fences. Chalo’s stomach felt hollow. He ignored it. Once he got to work, he would scavenge his morning meal from the previous day’s pastries in the break room. His family needed the pesos he would save by doing so.


    A few blocks from the displacement booth, he stopped at an intersection, looked left and right, and started across. A car horn blared, startling him, and he jumped back toward the corner. A big, old pickup running on the battery of its hybrid engine had come up behind him and now turned left across his path. The window was down and the driver showed a pudgy face with a scraggly mustache and a medium complexion. “Fucking Indian, you’re so short I almost hit you!” The pickup’s gasoline engine kicked in and the mestizo roared away, flinging pebbles of crumbling asphalt from his rear tires.


    For a moment, a tiny flame of rage burned in Chalo’s chest, and he hunched his shoulders and head over it. But rage at the mestizo would not build a better life for his son. He took a deep breath to snuff the smoldering emotion, then looked all ways before crossing the now-empty street.


    Soon he passed the private school run by the gray-haired gringo couple. The gate stood ajar. From within came the sound of metal shutters rolling up and English spoken too fast for him to follow. “Aiden wants us to come for dinner Friday to meet Nadezhda,” said a woman’s voice.


    Friday. Did she ask her husband about the deposit deadline at the end of next week? Chalo counted days and hours and his wage, then multiplied them together. He would work every day but Sunday. He would have enough to pay the deposit and get Berto away from the incompetent teacher who slept all day at the government school. The Virgin had blessed Chalo with a son of great intelligence, but her blessing demanded Chalo provide Berto with every possible chance for his intelligence to thrive.


    The sun had crested the Sierra Madre, but the church’s shadow still covered the displacement booth when he arrived. The booth was a glass cylinder big enough for a family to stand together. Its door showed the laser-etched logo of Teletransportes Mexicanos. A ring of lights around the cylinder’s top glowed green. When he opened the door, it swung so easily it seemed to push itself against his hand.


    He took his trifold wallet from the inner pocket of his jacket. Old when Adelina had bought it at a flea market, the wallet’s folds showed years of wear and the bottoms of the inner slots had long ago split, revealing the edges of his debit card and family photos. Mounted on the inner wall of the booth, opposite the door, were a card reader and a touchscreen. Chalo swiped his debit card and alphanumeric buttons appeared.


    With one finger, he tapped out u-s-d-a-y-p-a-s-s, then Introducir. The next screen asked him to confirm the address and the fee. He touched Sí.


    He flicked into another booth, twin to the first. He turned and stepped out into a broad, high-ceilinged room, crowded with people and echoing with a babel of voices. This place still made him nervous—he widened his eyes and jerked his head—but he had been through here a few days now and knew the routine. He’d flicked into one of a row of twenty booths standing along what guessed was the south wall. Five queues snaked around plastic railings and aimed for a far wall dominated by an immense United States flag. He went to the nearest queue and shuffled forward.


    Most of the people around him were mestizos, with a few blacks and fewer Indians. Regardless of race, many were dressed, like him, in dark trousers and matching tee shirts bearing restaurant logos stitched on the front and displacement booth addresses printed across the back. Chalo heard multiple Spanish dialects; a nasal language that almost sounded like Spanish; and lilting English from some of the blacks. The languages of the other Indians were completely unintelligible. Did everyone from all the countries of the Americas who traveled to the United States on the pase de un día, the day pass, come through this border station?


    When he was third in line from the checkpoint, Chalo slid his day pass from his wallet. The day pass’ white face and red and blue accents were the only things to distinguish it from his debit card. Its English words made little sense to him–he could pick out United States, but little else. His printed name seemed to shift in three dimensions when he wiggled the card.


    In front of him, a mestiza with a long nose, bunned hair, and a buttoned gray jacket turned her left shoulder toward the turnstile’s scanner. You should consider an implant instead of the card, the gringo in the consular office had told him in a formal Mexico City accent. It’s more secure.


    Chalo had disregarded his words. If the consular official wanted him to take an implant, it must give the gringos some benefit over him. He understood cards. Even if the card were less secure, he would not lose it.


    The turnstile snapped shut behind the mestiza, and the robot torso mounted to the turnstile snaked out its neck and turned its cold, peering face down to Chalo. He shrank from it, more than any morning since his first one through here. His heart thudded and his hand shook as he swiped his day pass through a card reader. Blessed Virgin, Queen of Mexico, strengthen me…. His hand steadied and he stood a little taller. The robot was only a machine, no different than it had been on earlier days. The near-miss by the pickup in San Lorenzo had made him jumpy.


    After a moment, the robot withdrew and a light shone green next to the turnstile. Chalo went through. Around him, a few people strode from the turnstiles toward a row of a dozen displacement booths. The booths looked the same as the one in San Lorenzo, except their doors bore the logos of different companies: Pelton Industries, JumpShift, FARcast, and Portkey Science, alternating in that order. All worked the same, he’d been told, and he’d discovered for himself over his first three days using the day pass. He hadn’t yet used a JumpShift booth, so Chalo went to that company’s nearest one.


    The touchscreen held a swirl of pale blue dots on a darker blue background. It showed three white buttons, each bearing an icon: a red cross for a hospital, a blue shield for police, and a bright yellow dot racing around an outline of the United States. The border police. Going to any of those addresses would waste many of his twelve hours, or worse.


    He moved his day pass to one end of the card reader slot. He had been told his debit card, because of its link to an account with a Mexican bank, would not work on the United States network. True or false, he had no need to experiment. He had to get to his job.


    Chalo ran his card through the reader. The touchscreen’s buttons wobbled and disappeared, and lines of text replaced them.


    Destination/destino: The Shoppes at Indian Bend (NW service booth), Paradise Valley, AZ


    Latest departure time/Última hora de la salida: 05:49:28 PM MST and the second ticked up to 29 by the time Chalo pressed the button Yes/Sí.


    He flicked to work. Concrete block and hanging fluorescent lights defined a wide, empty concourse. Only a robotic mop-and-bucket occupied the space. Its mop slid back and forth over the concrete floor. Chalo turned to the right, heading for a glass door leading to the pedestrian mall. His black sneakers squeaked from the mop’s damp residue.


    From a large cargo booth behind him came the thudding sounds of its door locking and unlocking. Chalo glanced over his shoulder to see who, or what, had flicked in. From the booth rolled a robotic flatbed cart with a structure at the front for its batteries and its computer brain. Its cargo-handling arms were folded against the structure. On quiet tires, it went the other direction down the concourse, bound for the rear entrance of some boutique, bearing a stack of recycled cardboard boxes marked Fabrique en France.


    The glass door opened for Chalo. The sky overhead was blue, but the pedestrian mall remained in shadow. Even so, the air was hotter and drier than home and would only grow more so during the day. Chalo began to sweat in his jacket as he followed the winding mall. Most of the shops he passed were closed, their dim interior lights and the dawn glow combining to illuminate window displays of men’s suits, ornate jewelry, lingerie, golf clubs. Hidden loudspeakers played orchestral music and water splashed down statues of nudes in the fountains. In front of a perfume store, a sweet floral scent filled his nose.


    A glow of lights spilled from a store’s front windows onto pavers still in shadow. The sign overhead read Riviera Maya Coffee & Chocolate Co. Chalo went in.


    A few customers, older men in polo shirts, sat scattered among the tables. They glanced up as Chalo passed, then returned their attention to their tablets. The door from the kitchen swung open, and Hernán approached with a black lacquered tray bearing a cappuccino and a chocolate croissant. He wore a black bowtie, a white jacket, and an imperious look. “You’re late,” he muttered in Spanish.


    Alarmed, Chalo looked at the clock. “It’s not yet six.”


    ”That thing does not synchronize properly with the atomic clock. Señor Kaufmann is waiting.” Hernán lifted his chin and went to one of the customers.


    Through the kitchen, in the break room, Chalo quickly signed in on a touchscreen, moved his wallet to his back pocket, and hung his jacket. He found Kaufmann in his small, windowless office. “I’m sorry I am late, sir.”


    Kaufmann blinked over his reading glasses, then checked the time display on his tablet. “A few minutes until six. You have the proper attitude. Less than a week and you already understand how the better sort of gringos view time.” Kaufmann himself looked like a gringo, pink-white skin and grizzled gray-brown hair, yet he spoke Spanish with an accent native to northern Mexico. It was not Chalo’s place to ask if Kaufmann had grown up in Phoenix or Monterrey.


    ”Better to be five minutes early,” Kaufmann went on, “than five minutes late. Remember that.”


    ”I will, sir.”


    Kaufmann glanced at his tablet. “Three complete days, and you’ve done adequately so far. Your speed and quality metrics at bussing tables and helping in the kitchen are above average for a trainee.”


    Chalo had not known. Hernán had continually criticized his work. “Sir, thank you.”


    Kaufmann’s face grew more serious, and he waggled a finger. “But you must not rest. You must approach every job with the idea of always improving. There are ten million Mexican men who would be above average trainees. Do you understand me?”


    ”I do, sir. I will always improve.”


    ”And hang on to your day pass. I don’t know why people squander their opportunity by losing it.” He nodded toward the swinging doors to the kitchen. “It’s time for you to get to work. Señor Halford has probably left for the golf course by now. His table needs bussing.”


    Chalo’s duties gave the day a steady rhythm, and shifting sunlight and the flow and ebb of customers gave it a melody. He listened to the customers as he carried bins of dirty cups and plates to the robotic dishwasher in the kitchen. Though he understood few words, he wanted to learn all he could about the customers. It would help him improve at his job. And just maybe—a dream so close to impossible he could tell no one, not even Adelina; but thanks to the Virgin, it was possible enough—he might learn how to introduce Berto into their world.


    First came doctors and nurses in blue scrubs, stopping at the take-away counter before their morning hospital shifts. Chalo heard the names of gringo cities, names just last week as mythic as El Dorado and Cibola, but now spoken by people a flick away from Seattle, Chicago, Los Angeles. Business people made up most of the crowd between seven and nine, men in three-piece suits, women in skirts and heels. They were often distracted, paying attention to conversations going through their earpieces.


    ”We absolutely cannot compromise any aspect of our handicraft certification,” one businessman said, chopping the air with his hand to emphasize his words. “If we falsely pass something as handmade and word gets out, our competitors will eat our lunch. No, I don’t care what the elder told you. You tell him we can get the same goddamn rugs from the next village….”


    By late morning, the crowd had thinned. Most customers now were older women wearing tight faces and pantsuits modeled by mannequins in the windows of nearby boutiques. The women came in accompanied by blasts of dry, bakingly hot air.


    ”Yes, isn’t this place marvelous? Far better than that robotic swill from the Seattle chain. The flour comes from nitrogen-fixing grains, certified fertilizer-free and they preserve so much habitat compared to the genetically unimproved varieties. The coffee and chocolate are fair trade. And all the employees are Maya from the Yucatan.”


    Maya from the Yucatan? Had she recently vacationed in Cancún? Chalo shrugged and took another bin of dirty plates to the kitchen. He fed the contents to the dishwasher while Hernán picked up a tray of coffees and pastries laid out by articulated robot arms mounted on tracks in the ceiling.


    After a swell of customers stopping by on their way from their lunch hours back to their jobs, the crowd thinned again. Chalo ate a quick lunch of two hard-boiled eggs and a whey protein bagel while standing in a corner of the kitchen. Hernán’s scowl lashed him into wolfing down his last bites and hurrying out to the dining room with his bin.


    The next customer spike came around three: mothers relaxing for fifteen minutes before picking up children from school, groups of teenagers grousing about homework before pulling out their tablets to
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