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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to mom and dad, Robert and Georgina Guerra, and of course, to my children-Arianna Christina and Lorenzo Roberto. My children teach me everything about life: one from Heaven and one from Earth.
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LOS CUMPLEAÑOS 2019

Once, upon a time

on a perfect summer’s day

The stars shone

more brilliant than ever

And all the little animals that were

held hands and smiled

All the bodies of water

    orchestrated and

      made beautiful

              music

Earth’s flora and fauna and all living

plants bloomed

An indescribable buzz of happiness

summoned the world

In preparation for

You


MY FIRST HEARTBREAK

The most painful day of my childhood is the day my mom walked out on us. The entire memory plays in black and white with tears running down so fast they flood my mouth.
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My mom walked out the front door and left us behind. She left all five of us on this side of a locked door while she was on the other side of the locked door heading down the walkway toward the sidewalk. The twins were in the crib screaming, I was bawling and screaming, “mama”, “mama”, hoping she would come back. My brother, Rod, was crying, too, and since Tito was the eldest, he held it together and tried to calm me. He tried to calm all of us down with tender pats on our small shoulders and heads.

She wasn’t gone for very long—maybe ten minutes? I don’t know, it seemed like forever. Desperately looking out from behind the curtains, I saw her trudge down around the corner and out of our view. Barefoot and wearing only a diaper and t-shirt, fear coursing through my tender little two-year old body. The fear that we were alone. I felt as though someone had locked me in a dark closet, and I would never see light or touch her again.

She returned. She walked through the door crying and hugged us all so tightly. Taking us by our little hands, she led us to the kitchen and made us warm lechita and something to eat. Life was right again.

I never found out why she left us, I can only imagine; she may have left out of frustration with the job. She had five children all under the age of five (including newborn twins) and no help. She did everything by herself: the cleaning, cooking, baths, laundry, feedings, and gave us love and affection too. She was tired, hormonal, worn down with no consistent help. One of my tías would come around and bring some food or help for a bit here and there, but they had their own families and homes to manage.

She never did anything else like this again. The next worst day of my life happened years later as a teen when a guy broke my heart. But my mom was the first heartbreak.


THE 1ST AVENUE BRIDGE

My dad always dressed up for his appointments. He wore creased trousers with a starched-and-pressed shirt and a tie. Or, instead of the crisp shirt, sometimes a handsome collared pull-over sweater. He polished his shoes and wore matching socks. He said he liked to wear nice clothes and shoes because he never had those things when he was a kid. He completed the look by always putting a clean, white, pressed hanky into his rear trouser pocket. Always. He even put a folded, white hanky into the back pocket of his shorts. Always. Pops took so much pride in his appearance and grooming; he was always very groomed and neat even when wearing shorts. He tucked his shirt into the waist of the shorts, the same way he did with his trousers. Grooming and dressing neatly is how he prepared for any day.

I remember that morning; my mom did my hair with trenzas and ribbons, and she ironed the prettiest dress I owned and put a dainty, lacey hanky into a white wicker purse that was shaped like a little bucket with an attached lid. On top of the lid was a pastel nosegay. She dressed me perfectly to spend the morning with my hero, my dad, who was also dressed perfectly.

He had an appointment that morning downtown somewhere on 1st Avenue. I’m not sure which doctor or for what reason. But he had decided he was going to take me and only me along with him. No little sister, no brothers, just me. Our date was to get a strawberry milkshake after the appointment. I held his hand tightly as we walked out of the doctor’s office, over the bridge and to the little café. The bridge was so high and the cars that traveled under it were going really fast and that scared me. But he held my hand securely and I never felt safer or more protected. I felt like the most important person in the world as he held my hand taking me, and only me, on a date for a milkshake as we walked across the bridge.


THE ZEBRA COIN PURSE

She waited until I was home from school. I dropped my backpack on the dining table and grabbed a warm tortilla while she put on some lipstick, and we rushed to the car. The post office closed at four, and mom needed to buy stamps and get a letter postmarked. I’m not sure what it was, but it must have been important because she left the house with a scarf that masked the mismatched colors and sizes of freshly set chongos. I jumped in the back seat as she threw off the apron she was still wearing and off we barreled down 30th Street to the post office.

She parked the car, and we rushed in only to find a long, long line of people who had the same idea as mom-to get the letter postmarked before closing time. I remember looking for a familiar face in the line, but I didn’t recognize anyone, so I continued to burrow behind her. While we waited for our turn, she organized her overstuffed purse. Mom’s famous purse. It had three compartments, and each compartment was designated as a purposeful holding tank for mom stuff. The first outer side held her grocery notebook, a pencil that had been sharpened with a kitchen knife, a measuring tape, and a folded-up weekly Sunday bulletin from St. Patrick’s Church. The second outer side held the food ads from every local market for the upcoming week; the ads had been marked up with circles indicating the specials she’d purchase for the weekly grocery shopping trip. Annotated on the sides of the ads was a running total of the items she would purchase for the week. Now, the center compartment—that’s where all the good stuff was—containing at least three rosaries, two or three tubes of red lipstick, a rat-tail comb, a few bobby pins, numerous holy cards, a little photo album with the most recent school photos of each of us five kids, a fat wallet, and a large, zebra-patterned cloth coin purse. The contents of that coin purse funded the weekly groceries, movie tickets, admission to the public pool, books from the school book fair, ice cream cones, delights from the candy store, and of course—postage.

Our turn was up, and mom placed the items she needed postage for onto the counter. She told the clerk that she needed a book of stamps as well. He gave her the total. She removed the paper currency from the zebra coin purse and counted it out. I guess she wanted to test out my math skills for addition because she asked me to count out all the coins that honestly filled most of the coin purse. And that coin purse could have held a large bean burrito. So, there I went. I dumped every last coin onto the postal clerk’s counter and, yes, he gave us the look. The look that says, “are you kidding
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