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The River

 


It rained all day and all night the way it
must have rained the forty days and forty nights that flooded the
earth. The clay ground bled, and my feet grew red as I ran barefoot
bathing in the blood of the earth, warm as dragon’s blood.

“The river will flood. The bridge will wash
away,” Grandfather said.

“Maybe it will stop raining soon,” Father
said.

“Not today,” Grandfather said.

He had built the bridge. He and the river
were old enemies.

By the afternoon of the next day, the rain
stopped. To get home, we had to cross the river. On the road
through the cane fields, it was a short distance to the bridge.
From the crest of the hill, we saw the river wind until it
disappeared in the tall grass. Usually, the water was as green as
the grass, but now the water was yellow. The bridge was still
there, water flowing over it very fast.

“We can cross,” Father said.

“We don’t have to. We can go the long way,”
Mother said.

“We can cross,” he insisted. “The bridge is
still there.”

By the bridge we heard the logs knocking
against each other.

“I will take Mario across first,” Father
said. There were two logs left and they were loose. “Hold on to my
hand,” Father said.

We sidestepped onto the bridge—one hand on
the railing, one hand in each other’s. The logs moved under our
feet. The opaque yellowness lapped about our ankles like so many
tongues.

A log rolled and I rolled with it. Father
held tight to my hand and pulled me up. One foot felt heavier than
the other.

“He lost his shoe,” Mother shouted from the
bank.

Father and I moved back to where she stood.
He began to undress.

“Leave it,” Mother pleaded. “Leave it, for
God sake!”

Father dove into the river. Down stream from
the bridge, he came out shoe in hand. He walked back to where
Mother and I waited.

“You tempt God,” Mother said.

“We’ll go the long way,” he said as he handed
me the shoe.

 


 


 


The Coat

 


When it snowed, my brother and I watched from
our window. Roofs, antennas, skylights all turned white.

“I don’t want to go out by myself,” Pedrito
said.

“You have to. We can’t both go. I’ll watch
you from here.” Mother was in the other room ironing. “Ma!” I
shouted. “Can Pedrito go out in the snow, then me?”

“All right,” she said. “But don’t cross the
street.”

We had arrived in October before the cold
weather had set in. My father, who had been here for six months,
met us at the airport. He had light jackets for us, okay for the
autumn. When winter came, we got an old coat from a cousin whom we
had never met before. Then we had one coat, but there were two of
us.

Pedrito put on the coat. It had a checkered
pattern running from the shoulders to the waist on either sides of
the front. He went out to the street.

From the window, I watched and waited for him
to appear in the empty lot next to the building. Falling snow was
piling up on the window ledge. I opened the window a little,
gathered the white powder into a ball and tossed it from hand to
hand. My fingers became red, so I rested the ball on the
windowsill. I looked out on the white world. It was silent,
everything numb.

Pedrito appeared in the lot. He raised his
hands over his head and waved, then he shouted something, but I
couldn’t hear him. He ran around, twice stopping to shake the snow
from his shoes. He made a snowball and threw it against the brick
wall. Then he disappeared around the edge of the building.

Soon he was back.

“It’s too cold,” he said. “My feet are
freezing.”

“I got some snow from the ledge,” I said. I
turned to get the snowball. There was a puddle on the windowsill
and water dripping to the floor.

“You better clean it up,” he said, glancing
toward the other room.

I got the dishrag from the sink and was
wiping up the water when my mother walked in. She didn’t say
anything. I waited.

“How’s the snow?” she asked Pedrito.

“Too cold,” he said. “My feet got wet.”

“Put on a dry pair of socks,” she told him.
She sat him down on a chair and took off his shoes and socks. She
rubbed his feet to make them warm.

“Are you going out too, Mario?” she
asked.

“Yeah, I want to see what it’s like.”

“It’s cold!” Pedrito said.

“Get something from the store,” she said. She
didn’t say anything about the water dripping from the windowsill.
She told me what to get. Pedrito handed me the coat.

“Here’s the notebook,” Mother said.

I reached out for the little notebook and put
it in the coat pocket.

Under the battered mailboxes in the hallway,
the radiator knocked loudly as I hurried into the street. My
brother’s footprints were almost gone, covered by falling snow. The
only one out in the street, I stood still on the stoop wondering
what to do. I looked up to let the snow fall on my face. Snowflakes
melted on my nose and cheeks. I made a snowball and threw it at a
parked car, then looked around to check whether anyone had seen
me.

I ran a little on the sidewalk then looked
back to see my tracks. I walked backward stepping in my footprints.
It looked as if I had disappeared where my tracks stopped. That was
an Indian trick I had seen in a comic book. I had seen a lot of
things in comic books, especially in comic books about Indians.

Suppose an Indian wanted a coat. He’d go out
in the woods, hunt down a bear, take the skin, and make himself a
bearskin coat. First he’d look for tracks, then dig a hole right on
the tracks because that’s where the bear walks. He’d cover the hole
with branches so that it’d looks like there’s no hole there at all.
When the bear comes by, swapo! Right into the trap.

I wished I could hunt down a bear for a coat.
I went into the empty lot, and I started to dig a hole in the snow.
I knew there weren’t any bears in the Bronx, but there was nothing
else to do. I looked up and saw Pedrito at the window.

Pointing at the hole, I shouted up to him,
“I’m gonna catch a bear!”

He put his hand to his ear. I shouted louder.
He shook his head, his hand still at his ear. I wished that he were
helping me dig the hole. But then, if he were with me, there
wouldn’t be any need to catch a bear. I got to thinking that since
there were no bears, probably the only thing that would fall in the
hole would be a stray dog. That wouldn’t be any good for a
coat.

Digging a hole in the snow was hard work.
With no gloves and no galoshes, I couldn’t tell whether my hands
were colder than my feet. The wind started up, and the snowflakes
went wild, running in waves trying to escape but only dashing
themselves against cars and walls, then falling unconscious to the
ground. Trying to warm my hands in the coat pockets, I found the
little notebook. I went to the grocery store.

A little bell in the back was attached to the
door by a string. Whenever the door opened, the bell rang to let
Don Justino, the grocer, know that someone was in. That way, if
anybody came to rob him, he wouldn’t be caught by surprise. He also
had a German shepherd that growled all the time. It had attacked
him once. Don Justino had bandages all over his face and hands, but
he still kept the dog. I guess he was more afraid of losing his
money, though he did put a muzzle on the dog after that.

In addition to the store, Don Justino owned a
brick house and behind the house a row of garages that he rented
out. Everyone bought on credit at Don Justino’s. He even lent out
money. He was always writing down numbers. He wrote in his big book
how much you owed him; then he wrote the amount in your little
book. Sometimes people just said a number to him, and he wrote it
down in a different book. On Sundays, he gave money to policemen.
That was, my father said, so that he might sell beer on a day meant
for going to church.

The bell rang when I walked into the store. Some of
the snow tried to get in with me.

“Dos libras de arroz y una caja de
habichuelas,” I said to Don Justino.

Grinning like fat little men, candy jars sat
on the counter. The jellybean jar laughed a rainbow of jellybean
colors that broke up into perfect jellybeans. The more it laughed
the more jellybeans appeared. Then they fell on the counter making
a sound like raindrops on a windowpane.

“Anything else?” Don Justino asked.

The jellybeans disappeared.

I handed him the little notebook. He wrote
down how much we owed him for the rice and beans. Another kid
walked in with a notebook just like mine.

“Isn’t that your brother’s coat?” he
asked.

I didn’t answer, but he went on, “You wanna
come out later to play?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “My name is Mario. My
brother’s name is Pedrito.”

“I’m Raymond. Your brother can’t come. He
don’t have no coat.”

I didn’t say nothing.

 


 


 


The Cisco Kid in the Bronx

 


In the Bronx there is a valley along the
bottom of which runs a street called Rogers Place. A segment of
that street is bordered at one end by Westchester Avenue and the
elevated IRT that runs up to White Plains Road. On a slope at the
other end, Horseshoe Park descends, the curve of the horseshoe a
downward incline. The park interrupts 163rd Street; steps lead down
the hill, then 163rd Street resumes. Rogers Place ends at the park.
A pathway through the park leads to another street, the way to
Public School 99. On Rogers Place, the street that runs through the
valley and ends at Horseshoe Park, lived for some years the Cisco
Kid.

He spoke English just like the gringos, and
he could shoot his six-shooter over his shoulder so that the bullet
would ricochet on the front pillars of 957 Rogers Place and hit the
bad guy right between the eyes, or in the stomach, or just hit him
on the hand to knock his weapon to the ground.

The Kid came down in the morning from his
fifth-floor apartment. He unhitched his black horse, Diablo, that
had been standing all night by the iron railing in front of the
building. As the Kid put his spurred black boot in the stirrup and
pulled himself up, swinging one leg over the croup of his horse,
the round silver medallions that ran down the side of his trousers
caught the sunlight and for a split second reflected every which
way.

The people of the valley had entrusted the
Kid with a job that nobody else wanted. They expected him to live
up to it, and he took it seriously. The Kid rode up to Horseshoe
Park. Diablo, an agile horse, leaped up the steps. From the top of
the hill the Kid saw every movement in the park.

Strangers were unwelcome. The people of the
valley, especially Don Justino, the grocer, had enough of
strangers. Strangers might be undercover cops investigating the
numbers. Don Alfonso, who lived on the first floor of 759 Rogers
Place, the very same building the Kid made his home, was involved
with the numbers also. The Kid had placed a number with him once.
Not a gambler at heart, he did it out of sheer impulse.

He had been standing on the stoop of the
building, a silver coin burning a hole in his pocket. The world
seemed dull to the Kid that day. He felt trapped in the valley. He
would have liked to jump on Diablo and ride away, never to come
back, but that was impossible. He had a responsibility—he had to
stay. He put his hand in his pocket and held the coin tightly in
the palm of his hand.

He wasn’t wearing his black silver-trimmed
outfit that day. In his everyday clothes, no one could tell him
apart from an ordinary citizen. The Kid often pondered why people
didn’t recognize him when he was dressed in his regular clothes. He
concluded that that was the nature of humanity. He wasn’t the only
hero who was unrecognizable without his costume. There wasn’t much
point in ruminating about such things.

There he was with a silver coin in his pocket
and a dull world staring him in the face. Maybe if he hit a number,
he would feel better, a novel thought for the Kid. He wasn’t sure
that it was proper for someone in his position to gamble. But after
all, everyone did. It was part of life—la vida, as they say in
those parts. The Kid turned from the sun-bathed stoop and walked
into the gaping vestibule of the building. The churning of his
stomach, an unusual sensation for him, troubled him as he knocked
on the door of Don Alfonso’s apartment.

Don Alfonso appeared wearing his usual white
shirt. At home, he didn’t sport the jacket of his pin-stripe suit.
His hair slicked back on a head that seemed too small for his body,
he overshadowed the Kid.

“I want to put a dime on 456,” the Kid said
extending his hand toward the big man.

Don Alfonso took the coin, placed it in his own
pocket and closed door in the Kid’s face. The Kid stood there
knowing something had happened but not quite understanding what,
the feeling similar to discovering oneself still on the sidewalk
after having the definite impression of having climbed into the
bus. He had expected Don Alfonso to put the dime in some special
place. Perhaps Don Alfonso should have invited him in, shaken his
hand, offered him some refreshment, talked about the weather,
perhaps. After all, the Kid had made an overture of friendship and
trust; surely, recognition of that was in order.

However, since it wasn’t forthcoming, the Kid
took it philosophically. Perhaps Don Alfonso had a photographic
memory. Maybe he didn’t need to note down his customers; but more
likely, the dime was gone forever into the fathomless darkness of
Don Alfonso’s pocket. Don Alfonso would have no memory of the
transaction. He didn’t look at faces and, on that day, the Kid
wasn’t wearing the black silver-trimmed clothes that would have
made him immediately identifiable.

The Kid knew that it was his own fault that
Don Alfonso didn’t recognize him, so he let it go. He walked back
into the sunlight and continued about his business incognito.

 


 


 


Lola

 


I dreamt that my father owned the Third
Avenue El, the part that ran in the Bronx. The downtown segment had
already been torn down. He stood by the turnstiles, and anybody he
didn’t like, he didn’t let on the train. Aunt Lola came up to him
and demanded payment of all the money he owed her. He said he
couldn’t pay till he got to the end of the line. So he and Aunt
Lola got on the train and rode to the end of the line in the middle
of a park. There was a goat there tied to a tree. My father untied
the goat and gave it to Lola. I shouted, “It’s my goat. It’s my
goat.” But nobody paid any attention to me. Aunt Lola walked away
with the goat. Nothing terrible happened in the dream, but the mood
of it was scary, like a horror movie, only worse.

I had a goat once, a long time ago when I was
a child in Puerto Rico. We had relatives who lived in the
mountains. Once, when we went to visit them, they gave me a baby
goat. She was a nice little goat with black spots. We put her in a
box, and my father carried her down the mountain to town, where we
boarded a public car to go home to Bayamon.

My father worked at a hospital. He had an
office all to himself with a large desk and a typewriter. Behind
his desk there was a window that let in the sunlight. In one corner
of the room hung a skeleton that on Halloween he brought home to
hang on our porch. The hospital owned a great deal of land and
provided housing for some of its employees. Right behind the
hospital there was housing for visiting doctors. Our house was
further away, across the pasture where the hospital cattle
grazed.

Right in front of our house, so she could eat
as much grass as she wanted, I tied the little goat with a long
rope. That very first day, she got loose and ran across the pasture
towards the hospital. My father ran after the goat, and my mother
ran after him, and I ran after the three of them.

It was fun chasing the goat across the
pasture, but I was afraid that she might fall into the ditch by the
road. When she stopped, my father bent down to pick up the end of
the rope. She started to run again, and my father lost his balance.
He fell right into cow dung. He got it all over his shirt. My
mother couldn’t stop laughing though she was the one who had to
wash and iron the shirt.

Morivivir, a thorny plant that grows close to
the ground, has leaves that look like pine needles. When you touch
the plant, all the leaves fold up close to the stem and the thorns
show. In a little while, it opens up again. I took the goat for a
walk, and when I wasn’t looking she began to eat morivivir. As soon
as I noticed, I dragged her away, but it was too late. She had
eaten the thorns. I thought they would rip up her stomach, and she
would die. On my way home, I cried because my goat would die, and
it was my fault.

When I told my mother why I was crying, she
laughed. “Silly, thorns don’t bother goats. They can eat
anything.”

I didn’t know whether or not to believe her.
I stopped crying and waited for the goat to die, but she
survived.

Every first Tuesday of the month, all the
cows belonging to the hospital were herded down the road to the big
ranch where they plunged into a vat filled with chemicals to get
rid of anything harmful on their skin. When the goat was old
enough, my grandfather, Don Francisco, and I drove her along with
the cows to the big ranch, and she waded through the vat also.

The ditch had a fence on each side to keep
the animals in line. I stood by the fence watching as the cows went
in one by one. A man with a long stick and a can of paint stood on
the other side of the vat. He marked each cow as it went by.

“He can’t poke my goat. She’ll be hurt,” I
said to my grandfather.

“It doesn’t hurt,” he said.

Afterwards, when the paint had dried, I felt
the patch, the little goat’s hair all stuck together.

Grandfather knew a lot about goats and about
other animals too. One day he said we should get the goat mated. So
we took her to a place, not far away, where they had a Billy goat.
We left the two goats together in a small pasture. The Billy goat
had a brown body, almost red. My grandfather and I sat a little
ways away on the side of a hill. We talked about life in general
and about goats too.

I don’t remember much about my grandfather
except that he was nice to me, and he taught me to take care of
animals. I never saw him again after I came to America.

When we moved to New York, Lola came with
us.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” my mother
asked her. Lola was her younger sister. “You can’t live with us.
The apartment Juan has for us is too small.”

“It’s all right,” Lola said, “I’m not staying
in New York. I have a friend in Chicago. I’m going there to stay
with her.”

Mother wasn’t thrilled to have Lola travel
with us, better if Lola arrived in New York on her own. But my
mother couldn’t stop her. She couldn’t say to her own sister, “Lola
you can’t travel with us.” What did it matter anyway if she did?
She would be off to Chicago; wherever that was in North America, it
couldn’t be too far from New York.

My father had come to New York first. Found a
job, dishwasher in a cafeteria, and an apartment; then, he sent for
us. The apartment, a fifth floor walk-up, had three small rooms.
When we got off the plane, we were all glad to see each other.
Father acted happy even to see Lola, but we knew he wasn’t. Mother
had been worried all along about how he would react. I could see
how glad she was that he didn’t say anything about Lola right away.
I guess she kept hoping that Lola’s story about going to Chicago
would be true. But deep down she was afraid that it wasn’t, and she
was right. Lola moved in with us into the three-room apartment in
the Bronx.

Like a child, Lola was never sure of herself,
and she never took charge of anything. Sometimes Mother got angry
with her because she let my brother, Pedrito, and me do anything we
wanted. Then Lola would say, “They’re not my children. I can’t tell
them what to do. They don’t listen to me anyway.”

“You’re an adult, act like one,” my mother
snapped. “If you act like an adult, they’ll listen to you.”

Lola looked at my mother in disbelief. She
was sure that nothing she said would make any difference. I think
she was right. It was hard to take Lola seriously. She seemed
always to be cringing as if some heavy object, the sky maybe, was
just about to fall on her. Pedrito said to me, “Doesn’t Lola look
like she’s always tiptoeing when she walks?” We thought it was
funny, another of her odd ways. She was stoop shouldered, too. She
stooped and tiptoed through her life hoping that misfortune
wouldn’t notice her.

Lola was always afraid, but sometimes she was
too stubborn to get out of the way of trouble. Back in Bayamon,
from the porch of our house by the pasture, we had once watched
Lola trying to learn how to ride a bicycle. A friend of hers held
the bicycle straight until Lola could peddle away. It was funny—a
grown person trying to learn something children could do.

“Why do you waste your time on that?” my
mother asked. She had never been on a bicycle.

Lola had walked in straight and excited, but
on hearing Mother’s words, she went back to her usual posture. “I
don’t know why. I just want to, for fun,” she said.

“Do whatever you want,” my mother said, “but
people will talk.”

“Let them say what they want. Talk isn’t
going to kill me.”

“What does Enrique think of it?” Mother
asked.

Enrique was Lola’s boyfriend. He found out
about the bicycle soon enough, and he didn’t like it one bit. He
gave Lola a choice, either him or the bicycle.

“Why did you have to tell him?” my mother
asked. “Don’t you have any sense?”

“I didn’t tell him,” said Lola. “Maybe he saw
me.”

“He didn’t have to see you. People talk,”
Mother said.

“If I want to ride a bicycle, he’s not going
to stop me. There are plenty of fish in the ocean,” Lola responded.
So she made her choice. It wasn’t Enrique, and it wasn’t the
bicycle either.

In New York, she didn’t know how to get
around. Besides, she couldn’t speak English. She sat in the house
looking miserable and doing nothing unless she was told. At night,
unpleasant things happened, and everyone would go to bed in a bad
mood.

Mother and Father had arguments about
money.

“How am I going to feed this family?” Mother
would ask. “How am I going to feed them? We owe so much. I’m
ashamed to keep shopping on credit. You promised you would pay the
grocer two weeks ago. What do you do with money? It slips away like
water through your fingers.”

She wept. He got angry.

Lilian cried also. She was the youngest, and
she cried for almost anything. Still a baby, she slept in the same
room with Mother and Father. Pedrito and me slept in the other
room, and we pretended we didn’t hear anything. Lola slept in the
kitchen in a fold-up bed. In the morning, she folded it, and
covered it with a blanket tucked in around the edges so that it
looked neat. She then pushed it against the wall. The kitchen
doubled as living room; and when we had company, the bed was opened
to sit on.

The kitchen was the center of the apartment.
You had to walk through it to get to the bathroom. Lola slept with
every bit of her under the blankets so that she would not be seen
by anyone going to the bathroom at night. She slept on her back
with the blanket pulled over her face. She looked stiff like a
mummy.

On her face, she used a pimple cream that
stunk up the kitchen every night. The black cream looked like axle
grease but made the room smell like a hospital. Sometimes, she put
rubber ringlets in her hair and tied a handkerchief over her head.
Then, she put on the black cream. She was a sight. We nicknamed her
“Miss America.”

We went to bed early, and we had to put out
the light to save on electricity. Me and my brother always kept
talking in bed after the lights were out. Sometimes we talked for a
long time, and sometimes we giggled and laughed, and we couldn’t
stop. Maybe we made noise so we wouldn’t have to worry about the
darkness. I was afraid of the dark. I would always see shapes of
monsters creeping around in it. I think Pedrito was afraid too, but
he didn’t admit it. Anyway, Lola didn’t like the noise we made. It
kept her awake, she said. There was no door between our room and
the kitchen, so it was almost like being in the same room.

“Shush,” she hissed at us.

“Shush yourself,” I answered.

We were quiet for a few minutes, then we
started to talk again.

“Be quiet in there,” Lola hissed.

“We are quiet.”

“If you don’t stop, I’m going to tell your
mother.”

From her room, Mother heard everything
anyway. “Now go to sleep, all of you,” she admonished.

In a little while Pedrito got up to go to the
bathroom. On his way, he turned on the light in the kitchen, and
Lola began complaining again.

“What’s going on out there?” Mother asked at
the top of her voice.

“I have to go to the bathroom.”

“He doesn’t have to go. All he wants is to
bother me,” Lola said.

“I don’t want to have to get up,” Mother
threatened.

Usually after that, we kept quiet and fell
asleep but not always. Then, Mother would get up and scream at us.
It was all Lola’s fault. We wished she wasn’t there sleeping in the
kitchen like a mummy all covered with her pimple cream. Pedrito and
me, we tried to ignore her as much as possible. Sometimes, though,
a big fight would break out over nothing, like the time Pedrito
left a bunch of crayons in the middle of the floor, and Lola moved
them, so she wouldn’t step on them. He started shouting and
carrying on, and she shouted and screamed back at him.

I don’t know if Lola ever had any fun except
when she went to church. She joined Las Hijas de Maria, a
church group for girls. They wore white dresses when they went to
mass. They had meetings too, and sometimes they had dances, but
Lola never did any dancing. That wasn’t important to her, or so she
said. She liked wearing the white dress, and marching in
processions, and taking trips to holy shrines, and on holydays
singing in the church while sitting up front with the group.

Whenever anyone, mostly Aunt Luisa, my
father’s sister, said anything to Lola about her trying to find a
man and getting married, Lola would say that she didn’t want to get
married because then she wouldn’t be allowed to be in The Daughters
of Mary. You had to be a virgin to belong; so when the girls got
married, they couldn’t be in it anymore. I think all the other
girls wanted more to get married than to be Daughters of Mary, but
Lola was different.

She tried working in garment factories, but
the work was never steady. She would work a few weeks then be laid
off. Finally, she got into domestic work. On the first day of her
last job as a maid, her employer came to pick her up. Very tall and
as pale as white putty, he was very nervous when he walked into our
apartment. He didn’t sit down, just said hello and picked up her
suitcase and carried it down to his car. He was a lawyer, and he
had a wife and two daughters.

Lola had a room in their house all to herself
with her own television. Every other weekend, she came home to stay
with us. The work was all right, she said, but the children didn’t
pay her any mind, just like Pedrito and me. She worked there a few
months, then she cracked up. She went batty, and she had to be sent
to a state hospital

She was in the hospital for a while. At
first, Mother was very upset. “I did my best,” she said. “It’s not
my fault. Lola was never the same after Mama died. I was only
fourteen. I did the best I could.” She said that every time anybody
talked about Lola.

When they let Lola out, she still had to go
to the outpatient clinic,and she had to take pills. They told her
not to work; that would be too much for her. So she had to be on
welfare. But she didn’t want to stay home and do nothing.

“What am I going to do here?” she asked. “I’m
so bored, and this little bit of money I get is not enough.”

“If you work, they’ll take that money away.
You’ll lose your job, and you’ll have nothing,” my mother warned
her.

“Nah, I’ll do it secretly.”

So, again she worked in factories. She’d lose
one job and find another. Since her illness, she hadn’t changed
much, except that she smoked cigarettes, and her stubbornness came
out more often. Sometimes she sat a long time staring out the
window, and she would start to cry. Nobody could figure out why she
was crying; there was nothing to see from that window but a little
bit of the street and some roofs. That’s all. Anyway, she didn’t
cry much, just for a little while, then she would stop.

Lola met a man who asked her out. It was an
event because everyone had given up hope that any man would be
interested in her. The man came to our place to meet my mother. He
wore a brown suit, a vest and very polished shoes. His hair was
greased and combed back close to his head, every single strand in
place. He had a little moustache too. He had terrific manners, and
he talked very nicely.

Mother was very impressed with how nice he
was. To me, his long face and moustache made him look like a
mouse—a mouse all dressed up in a suit. I could just see him
scurrying across the floor and into a crack in the wall. He wanted
to take Lola to a dance, and my mother said it was all right. Lola
was very happy ironing the dress and the petticoat she was going to
wear.

She didn’t come home that night. Mother was
going out of her mind trying to figure out where Lola could be. She
went looking for her, but there was no trace. Lola came back late
the next day, her dress torn and her face bruised. She had gone to
the man’s apartment, and he had tried to force her. She had fought
him off, she said. My mother didn’t know what do with herself. She
couldn’t help being furious at Lola, but she didn’t want to make
her feel worse.

Lola gave the police a couple of days to
catch the criminal. When they didn’t, she went after him herself.
There was nothing anyone could say to stop her. She waited in
hiding until the man came back to the apartment, then she called
detective Patrick, who had been assigned to the case. He made the
arrest. My mother and Lola testified at the trial.

“I think they beat him up,” my mother said
when they came home. “There was blood all over his shirt. They
shouldn’t have done that.”

“They didn’t beat him enough,” Father
said.

“No, it’s not right. The police are
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