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In the beginning...

The first Guaraní people called their creator Tupã. He created the earth, the animals, and then man. Rupave and Sypave were the first man and woman, and they had many daughters and three sons. The evil spirit Tau seduced Kerana, the daughter of one of their sons. Arasy, the high goddess, cursed  Kerana and Tau, and they bore seven monsters. 

From these monsters came more hideous creatures, one of which was called the Pombero. 
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It was supposed to be the perfect birthday. I stepped off the bus, and the streets of Asuncion, Paraguay, seemed to work together as an orchestra of homemade instruments. The cars “honked”, the horse-drawn carts “crunched”, and the vendors hollered, “Zapatos! Bananas! Tomates!” The smell of yellow azaleas engulfed me as I breathed in relief from chores, but my excitement was momentary. It shattered as if painted on glass when I smelled the human waste seeping through the sweetness around me.

“I see you,” the boy mocked. He scratched his lice-infested head and leaned against a brick wall, the ivy settling on him like a king’s crown with purple flower jewels. Why couldn’t flowers shy away from evil? He wore a devious smirk on his pimply face. “No protector today, huh?” 

More barefooted bullies turned the corner, their shorts and shirts so ragged that their clothing barely clung to their bodies. Each boy carried a paper bag plastered to the glue container it hid, their mouths and noses lined with sticky residue from constantly breathing in the fumes. A “bang” from a nearby gate jolted me, and my memory flashed to five years earlier when I heard cages opening and dogs snarling and tearing at me. No, I couldn’t get caught. 

I trembled as I thought about my predicament, surrounded by the noises of a bustling street. Things were different from that night years ago, but busy adults didn’t see or care about a distressed girl in the middle of the day, and they didn’t care about a gang that wouldn’t mess with working folks who gave them an occasional sandwich or money to calm the consequences of abandonment. 

The boys encircled me, and I braced myself for their attack, already smelling rotten teeth. They were close, too close. I was their target: the instrument that wasn’t needed as part of the street music. They even had their lousy purpose in the orchestra. People ignored them, like wrong notes, but they were allowed to exist because they were unwanted secrets. 

The bus drove off behind me, and dread bubbled in my belly as I faced the gang. “Your moms aren’t with you,” I croaked back at them, wondering if my provoking was worth it. Some boys punched their fists rhythmically into their palms like drums keeping beat. I felt sweat trickle down my back, and my heart thumped louder. 

“You should not of say that,” the king said in a broken speech, walking toward me. “Boss pay lots for you...nobody misses girls like you.” He waved his comrades forward.

I glanced around for help, hoping to see the hairy creature who prowled the streets, something to scare them away, but the busy street seemed vacant, as if I had been sucked into a tunnel that only I could see. I removed my flip-flops and pulled the plastic from the center. Jerking free from the circle of boys, I dashed, slipping in and out of people, who suddenly appeared carrying fruit baskets and briefcases. 

I turned to face the king at an intersection of vehicles. Swinging the flip-flops above my head, I let go. They flew through the air, one wrapping around his neck. Perfect! He held his throat and swore at me as I made my getaway between two honking taxis. 

I rushed through the street, not daring to stop or look back until I reached my hiding spot. Sweat dripped down my little body, burning the scratches from the chase. Breathe, you’re okay, I coached myself. You made it. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2.  ​ 


[image: ]


If I had but a gentle harp

And were a little feathered song,

To you I'd fly, my dear!

But thoughts like these are pretty dreams,

And sewn to disappear.

I was sure the paper bag gang hadn’t seen my hiding spot under a bush near the tourist corner. I rubbed my knees until I felt calm enough to look around, glancing through the legs of locals, who whisked past me with briefcases or woven grocery bags that barely held the boxed tomato sauces and bags of raw beef they would cook for their afternoon meal. 

Like a spying cat, I eagerly watched the old man set the harp against a wall and unstrap the stool from his back. I ached to get closer. Still, the bush granted protection next to the famous statue of General Jose, a leader who had been exiled to Paraguay because he fought for Uruguayan independence. Paraguayan dictators were too brutal for a monumental sculpture, so here stood General Jose, the Uruguayan, my stone protector.

A woman sat on the opposite sidewalk from the “harp man:, weaving a bag with blue and red tassels. She showed her missing teeth confidently with a broad smile and wore a long skirt in traditional Guaraní colors of dark reds and blues. Her bracelets and purses drew in onlookers. A small child with braids peaked from behind her skirt and poked grass at a pet capybara on a rope. 

The woman hushed them both and pushed the child under her dress, her eyes darting around. Was she looking for the paper bag gang, too? She acknowledged me with a nod, and I jerked back under the leaves, startled that she had seen me. 

Like the Guaraní woman with colored bags and jewelry, the “harp man” was there for the tourists. When everything was in place and his hat had been placed on the ground next to him, he swiped his hand across the strings. The sound was like a hundred small bells in an eddy, swirling around me. I could leap off the ground and float past the tropical trees and chatting parrots until a cloud picked me up. I had to focus because I was there for more than a concert. 
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“You look like a monkey swinging your arms,” Pablo said. 

“Shh. He’s playing the Tres de Mayo,” I whispered. “Then he’ll play Pájaro Compana, which sounds like little birds.”

Pablo nodded and stretched his dark legs beside me. He pulled his folded notebook from his belt. “No one told you he’s a murderer, did they?” 

I whipped my head around to stare at him. “Why do you say that?” 

“You trust everyone.” Pablo was hardly dressed better than the boys in the paper bag gang, but he did have shoes. He was like a long, slightly bent giraffe with curly, dark hair who followed me everywhere. 

I stared at the “harp man”, thinking about Pablo's words. The short man looked like he had everything arranged in his life; his music told me that I could have it too, that I didn’t just need to eat and sleep, that there was something more for a girl with wild hair and bare feet.

“He’s just old...I think he’s good,” I finally said to Pablo, who looked at me blankly. His mind was on his notebook. I wanted to shake him and tell him to admire the “harp man”. Instead, I looked at my feet with rough nails and sores. I wasn’t sure if I would tell him about my morning encounter with bullies.

“I already know what happened with the gang,” Pablo said. He didn’t look at me but kept writing. Of course, he knew. 

I pushed on my stomach to quiet the rumbling. “Someone would have saved me.”  

“You got lucky...once,” he said, “and it wasn’t a pombero, so quit telling everyone that.” Pablo knew I relied on the hairy creature to appear because he had helped me once before, on the night the gang dragged me to their lair. The children of Paraguay were fed hard anise buns for breakfast, pasta with meat sauce for lunch, and a fried egg for dinner, which came with a myth for dessert...so they’d be scared enough to stay in bed. I wanted to believe the myths. 

“I can protect myself,” I whispered, picking dirt from my fingernails with a stick. 

“Until you can’t run,” Pablo said, looking at my bruised feet. I watched his gaze peruse our surroundings. “I don’t know how you can stand being here with all the food carts,” Pablo said, changing the subject. I knew he was smelling the empanadas with ground beef, peas, and boiled eggs. I could buy several savory pies with the crumpled bill in my pocket. I could even buy us a giant hot dog from the gas station. If the clerk saw me wave money through the swinging glass door, she would give us ‘the nod’ to come in. At the back of the store, we could get a long poncho dog and pile it with mayo, sour salad, mustard, corn, beans, and tomatoes. Pablo and I could eat well that day. My belly grumbled again, but I couldn’t buy food.

“I want to ask him,” I stated. We both stared at the “harp man”. Thirst, sweat, and nerves plagued me.

“And be murdered? You shouldn’t even be out here.” 

“Stop that. He can’t be as mean as Myrna.” I thought about Myrna’s tienda, where she sold clothes, trinkets, and sweet rolls so expensive that I could only purchase one a year. It seemed that she knew my birthday because it was the day she chose to raise her prices. Even so, Jarýi always bought a sweet roll for my birthday.

Pablo’s soft writing seemed to mix with the music. “It’s so hot and sticky, Ama. We should go back to town and hunt down the ice cream guy.”

Ignoring Pablo’s plea to go, I tugged my tight overalls from my bottom. “He’s almost done.” 

“How do you know?” 

“I just do.” I fiddled with the porcelain figure in my pocket: a girl playing the harp. I twisted her in the paper bill over and over again. It was hard to be patient when I had been running, hiding, and waiting for so long. I was finally going to talk to an adult for a reason, other than buying groceries for Jarýi or giving a speech at school. 

I looked around me: people not caring about anything but their tasks. The “harp man” played beautifully, but did they care? The Guaraní woman held the child as they both listened. I was sure I saw her wipe her eyes. Others just rushed past. It wasn’t a concert, where people had to wait until he was finished before they moved along. It was just a corner concert for tourists, but it was real. 
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The crowd clapped, and the “harp man” held his hands dramatically in the air before resting them slowly on his knees. A few listeners threw coins into his hat. I clenched my money tighter while the crowd dispersed. It was time to approach him, even if Pablo said he was a murderer. The paper bag gang were the murderers, and those who ignored the helpless were murderers. All he did was play the harp so angelically on the corner of the street every Saturday. Anyone who could play music like that couldn’t murder someone, could he? Did he love playing the harp as much as I loved listening to him? 

Pablo continued writing with a wrinkled brow. I didn’t know what he wrote, but we'd both be well-dressed if Pablo could sew clothes with a pen. I left him and approached the “harp man” like a cautious cat. He saw me and smiled. I felt the smile crawl from my head to my heart. It was all I needed to keep walking forward. 

“Move,” a girl said, passing me with a jab to the rib. Stunned, I recognized Betty’s voice. My empty stomach filled with disappointment as I wondered if the “harp man” had smiled at her instead of me. 

I froze and watched Betty approach the little man. She held a cinnamon churro and wore a pink sundress and plastic shoes, not flip-flops. I expected her to walk past the little musician as if he were a cockroach beneath her, but she stopped before him. A man in a suit accompanied her. 

What is she doing? I thought. 

I frowned at Betty’s bouncing dark curls and thought of my hair, stringy gold and dancing around my head in the hot Paraguayan breezes. I wished I had brushed it out. Everyone always gave me the “you are ugly look”, which was about the same as the “what are you doing here look?” A girl at school told me my face was pretty, but the sun had toasted my skin. She also said the jagged scar on my neck wasn’t doing me any favors. Thank goodness, Pablo didn’t care.

Betty’s father seemed to be talking to the “harp man” about her because he gestured in her direction every few seconds as if she were a flower to be admired. I nearly sank to the ground when I saw him take the churro and hand the little man four times the amount of money in my fist. He used a small cloth from his front pocket to wipe her hands. I rubbed my eyes with my hand and looked to see if Pablo were watching me. If he was, he pretended not to.

There was nothing I could do: Betty was taking my lesson. I moved closer to hear the conversation. I thought of her prancing around at school and bringing our teachers boxes of North American chocolates when all we ever tasted was Brazilian chocolate. Betty could have all the chocolates she wanted. She told everyone about the swing her father bought and how it was placed under her lapacho trees in her courtyard. The swing threw her higher than any of the school swings. If I were next to her at school, I could smell the courtyard flowers. I thought about Betty in her sundress, flying over all of us. She probably had a canopy around her bed instead of a mosquito net. She probably had her own bed.

I was okay with Betty as long as she didn’t bother me, but it was my day, and she was taking the “harp man’s” time. I didn’t know if I would still have my five mil the following week. I was lucky to find the money on the ground near the store, but it was so hard not to spend. What if I needed something? What if Jarýi found my cash? That’s how money was. For months, I kept it buried at the bottom of one of Jarýi’s coffee can plants. A rusted hole was the perfect place to tuck the money. 

“What are you doing here, Ama?” Betty said, the judgment flowing from her eyes. I was close enough to look nosy. 

The “harp man” cleared his throat, and she turned her attention to him. 

“Leave us alone, little girl,” Betty’s father said. I never disobeyed adults, but I couldn’t leave. My mouth was dry, and I thought of all the Saturdays I had watched and waited. I felt my knees buckle and squatted on the sidewalk to take a deep breath. Then I stood slowly, dusting off the dust that seemed part of my wardrobe.

“She didn’t leave,” Betty whined to her father.

“Ignore her,” he replied, throwing me a stinging glance. They both turned to the “harp man”, who nodded. Jarýi would have scolded me for my closeness.

“Primero...,” the “harp man” said to Betty. I could tell that he was telling her how to hold and play the harp. 

“Now?” she asked, looking around, a drop of panic sweat on her brow. She saw me and pointed her nose to the clouds. The “harp man” leaned the harp on her shoulder and pointed to a few strings. 

“What do I do?” she whispered.

“Play the strings, mi amor,” her father said. At that moment, I wished he were my father. 

Her lips quivered as she tried to follow instructions. I listened carefully: black was Sol, and red was Do. The man sang them and pointed to them: Do-Re-Me-Fa-Sol-La-Ti. He said them in English, too. Betty and I both knew some English because we attended the same school. C-D-E-F-G-A-B. All the C strings were red and the G strings were black. When the lesson was over, Betty’s father handed him money. 

“I’ll get her a harp, then. I’ll write down my address,” Betty’s father said. He pulled a pen from his pressed shirt. 

The “harp man” scratched his chin while studying the slip of paper with the address.

“Will you continue to teach her, Señor Tito?” Betty’s father asked with an impatient look.

Señor Tito? I would have to remember that. 

“She must practice,” Tito said. “Are Mondays all right?” 

“Tuesdays are better, at five. She dances on Mondays,” the father replied. 

Mondays were good for me. 

Tito nodded and stuffed the address into his shirt pocket. He gazed at them as they left, and I wondered whether he wanted to teach Betty. 

All I needed was more money and...a harp. I gulped and wiped the sweat from my forehead, my bare feet balanced between two protruding cobblestones, hoping Tito would look in my direction before he started packing his things. I took four giant steps toward him. Maybe he would let me touch the strings; it would be enough.

“Are you posing?” Tito asked, grooming his mustache. I realized that he was watching me stand there with my moneyed fist held out to him. His bushy eyebrows made a V. 

“Did you steal that?” he asked, staring at the crumpled bill in my palm. 

I shook my head. “I just wondered if...” My throat went dry.

“If what? I don’t have all day,” he snapped. I was right; he had smiled at Betty. Her lovely dress must have calmed his roughness.

“I...want to learn to play it,” I mumbled, dropping my arm. 

He didn’t take the money from me. Instead, he rubbed his mustache again and picked grime from his ear while staring at me. “Humph,” he said gruffly. He pointed his chin toward the worn little stool. 

I dropped the money in his hat and took a seat. The harp’s wood chilled my sweaty body. I looked at the painted design and the clear strings. I considered the options for a secret machete and wondered where he could keep it, something Pablo would look for. I didn’t see anything. How would he murder me? 

“Play the strings,” Tito grumbled. I was taking my time admiring. I sucked in a breath and lifted my fingers. I felt the smile creep over my lips. Unlike Betty, I knew what to do. I carefully plucked a string and then played the melody Tito had taught her. I forgot about the tourists and the shops. Life was music. I held my elbows out like I had seen him do so often. 

After playing the simple melody a few times, I placed my hands on the strings to stop the music. I then thought of other ways to play the strings. 

“Stop,” Tito said and cleared his throat. “Don’t invent; that’s another lesson.”

Another lesson? My heart danced. I handed the harp to him. “Will you teach me?” 

He looked at the small crowd that formed. “I’ve seen you every Saturday in those bushes. Where do you live?”

“With my Jarýi, at the edge...” I didn’t want to tell him. I would come to him for lessons, not give him my address.

“You mean you live with your abuela? I don’t speak Guaraní, kid. Do you go to school?” 

I nodded. “I go to the same school she goes to.” I pointed my chin in Betty’s direction. He looked at me and shook his head. How could he believe that I was anything more than a homeless urchin? I had never walked these streets with Jarýi, Rosa, or anyone resembling an adult. 

“Why are you asking for lessons today when you’ve been coming here for so long?” He looked at his watch. 

“I turned twelve today,” I mumbled, sheepishly dropping my head. 

He nodded, slung the chair over his shoulder on its rope, then put the harp under his arm and picked up his hat. The five-mil paper bill looked enormous in the hat, surrounded by coins. It was a nice tip, better than the coins. He grabbed the coins and dropped them into his pocket with the money from Betty’s wealthy father. He held my crumpled bill out to me. “Harps are expensive,” he said. He pointed his chin in the direction Betty had gone. “That girl will never be good. She doesn’t care, but her father can buy her a harp. You should buy some shoes with your money, maybe some empanadas...and solve your other problem.” I followed his eyes to see the paper bag boys lounging against a building, watching me. There were at least five. My breathing quickened. How did he know they were after me? I took the money reluctantly. 

Tito turned his back on me and headed toward the empanada stand with his harp and the stool strapped to his back. He paused and looked back at me. “Feliz cumpleaños.” 

I stood there as he walked away. I wasn’t sure how to feel, only that he was right. I had only paid him a fraction of what Betty’s father had paid. Where would I get more money? 

Pablo patted me on the arm. “Pretty good, Ama.” I was in a daze, so he pulled me toward the bus stop. Standing there, still swooning, I nearly fell over when Betty bumped into me. I stared her down, trying not to grimace as she ground my toe with her plastic shoe. I would never flinch to Betty. 

“You stole my lesson, Ama. You can’t afford to play the harp. Are you going to make one?” She pulled the harp figurine from my pocket and threw it on the ground. It broke in two and rolled away from us. 

Pablo grabbed my arm and gently pulled me back to the bus stop. “Idiota!” he shouted at Betty’s. 

Betty’s father came behind Pablo, who had been talking to someone. I jumped back, wondering if there would be a fight. He was a tall man, but Pablo was tall, too. 

“Stupid boy,” the man hissed at Pablo. “Don’t call my daughter names. You’re too old to be in my daughter’s class and aren’t the police watching you, street urchin?” Pablo faced him, and I felt the fear of confrontation grip my heart. A woman touched Betty’s father on the shoulder. He nodded to her and turned to escort his daughter away from us. I looked at Pablo pridefully and wondered if he cared what people thought about him. I also wondered why everyone treated him like a criminal. Pablo sighed, and I knew it was because he hated confrontations. 

An old woman strolled past us and whispered loudly to another woman: “She was better than that rich girl, much better.”

“Much better, but he won’t teach her without money,” the other woman said. 

“Why is your toe bleeding?” Pablo asked as we got on the bus. 

I gritted my teeth at the thought of Betty, but I just wished that I could be her without really being her and hoped that Tito was a murderer because he would be teaching her, not me. 

“Happy birthday,” Pablo said. “Jarýi sent you this, but I waited until you were finished watching.” He handed me a brown paper bag. In it was a large pastry with sugar and caramel. His grin was big. I smiled and divided it in two. The bus bounced us out of the city and toward home, where it was a little safer and quieter. I thought of my broken harp figurine in the street and gulped back a tear. 

The Guaraní woman who wove colorful bags near Tito’s corner held her child at the back of the bus. I looked at her sympathetically. “Do you think she sold anything today?” I asked Pablo. 

“Nah, she had the same stuff as last week.” He licked the sugar from his fingers and sat content.

I handed him the five mil. He nodded and moved to the back of the bus to give it to the Guarani woman with the child on her lap and a capybara at her feet. Unsurprisingly, the bus driver didn’t care that a capybara was riding the bus. 

“I’m sorry, Ama. I told you he would hurt you,” Pablo said, sitting next to me. 

“Just my heart.” I looked out the window, but the tears burned my cheek. 

I dreamed that night of the Guaraní woman with her colorful bags. She was sewing on the curb and beckoned to me with her weathered hands. When I came, I could see that she held the harp. The capybara sat at her feet, but it was free. 

“Why do you have Tito’s harp?” I asked her. 

She replied in Guaraní, and I didn’t understand, but then she pointed. Tito was far away in another corner, sewing bags with a machete next to him. I looked back at her. She sat at the harp, but she didn’t play the strings. She wove her colorful threads through them like a loom. A pombero with hairy feet stood nearby, watching with the capybara’s rope tied around his neck. 
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“Ama! What are you doing here? I heard Rosa had her baby.”  Pablo’s voice echoed through my dream until I forced myself awake. The mango tree danced its heavy fruit above my head, and a shedding dog was so close I could almost feel the bugs jump to my skin when he scratched. I wiped the tears, wondering what Jarýi would say if she caught me crying in the open or sleeping under a mango tree. 

“I hope you at least went to see Rosa before you fell asleep,” Pablo said, plopping by me and booting the dog. “What if they expel you for leaving school in the middle of class?”

“Nobody even listened.” I scolded myself for falling asleep instead of going to Rosa. Pablo picked up a few mangoes from the ground. I was surprised one hadn’t bonked me on the head during my nap. I brushed the dust and dog hair from my skirt and thought about my morning speech in front of a taunting class of pre-teens.

“Kids our age don’t believe in the legends,” Pablo said dramatically, pointing to himself and flaring his arms like an actor. “People just don’t believe in those anymore.” 

“Jarýi does, and Myrna has her cards with over a dozen myths. People believe in those.” 

“Maybe, if they’re old. Our classmates only cared about the sandwiches on the lunch cart. Betty’s father sent money for everyone to buy one.” 

“Except for us, right?” 

Pablo shrugged. “I shouldn’t have challenged when you tried the harp lessons. Señorita Chicle tried to give me money, but...”

“You should have taken it,” I said. It would have been nice to have a sandwich from the food cart. Whatever meat it was, it came fried with an over-easy egg on thick bread with mayonnaise and a tomato slice. I felt defeated. I didn’t always get breakfast if Jarýi didn’t get enough sales the day before. When the electricity bill caught up, she paid months of her earnings, so we didn’t eat much.

I got up, and Pablo handed me my book bag. “I couldn’t do the assignment; Jarýi wouldn’t tell me anything about my parents.” I thought of my classmates and tried to remember one friendly face other than Pablo’s. 

He peeled a mango into long strips with his pocket knife. “Your English was good, but you couldn’t have come from the goddess, Kerana. She had seven sons, and they were all monsters. If you use the legends, you have to get the stories right.” 

I took large, juicy bites that dripped down my uniform. I finished the mango and accepted another; its sweet juice soothed me. “Jarýi just says ‘humph’ when I ask her anything about my parents. It’s like I didn’t come from anyone, not even a pombero. I don’t know how she got me into school without records. She didn’t even write my name in front of the Bible.”

“You have a Bible?”

“Quit it. Everyone has a Bible. Jarýi hid it after I asked why I wasn’t in it, and then she stopped taking me to church.” 

“Well, I don’t know why your name isn’t in the Bible, but I do know that someone paid for both of us to go to school. Neither of our families could afford it. I don’t know who paid.”

“Jarýi mentioned something about that...I’ve been thinking it was Señora Koko. So, what story did you tell?” I looked at him, trying to guess what he said to our English class of pompous eleven to thirteen-year-olds. Pablo was the eldest–fourteen–but only because he missed a few years of school when his family couldn’t pay for a uniform.

“You shouldn’t have run away,” he said, pushing me and moving us forward. 

“Come on.” 

“I told them about my brother, who met the Pope.” Pablo paused and wiped his mouth with a rag in his pocket. “Let’s go see Rosa.” He gave the dog a peeled mango and a boot to the rear so it wouldn’t follow us. Its fur peeled from all the fleas, but it enjoyed the mango. 

“Is he your father’s son?” I asked Pablo, intrigued that I didn’t know more about him.

Pablo shrugged. “I made him up. I didn’t start with mythical monsters.” He laughed, and I joined him. My uniform was sticky, but Pablo’s was worse because he never washed his clothes, and mango season was brutal to our uniforms. Yellow jumpsuits stained but were better than white and not as hot as the students' green uniforms on the other end of town. 

“Here,” Pablo said, handing me two large pills. “For worms. Nurses came to school today.”

“I don’t have worms.”  

He shrugged. “We do eat fruit that hasn’t been sprayed.”

“Fine. Let’s both take one.” We stopped at a water spigot just outside a bread store. Thick smells of fennel seeds tickled our noses as we gulped down water with the large pills. The water rushed from the spigot onto the cobblestones, soaking our shoes. I splashed water on my hot face, and we started down the street toward Rosa’s.

When he heard us, Señor Gonzalez slowed his rocking chair with his skinny legs. He reached out and grabbed my arm, pulling me into a sitting position in the dirt beside him. “She had a girl,” he said. I knew he referred to Rosa’s baby, but my cheery, old friend wasn’t smiling. He was the oldest person on the block; everyone looked after him, especially Rosa, but he earned his keep with kindness and wisdom.

“Where’s the cake?” I asked, looking at the carnival of people who showed no excitement. They were just standing and whispering. The yard was disorganized and full of old chairs and tropical plants in old coffee cans around the few trees, without even a pink balloon improving the space. Fear surged in my spine. “Did the baby die?”

Señor Gonzalez held me in my spot with a surprisingly strong arm for a man who resembled a stick bug. “Do you remember that woman who was visiting Rosa?” His lips were chapped, and his speech was slow. He looked like a weathered lizard; even his toes were dusty in his flip-flops.

“The North American?” Pablo asked. “She visited Rosa a ton this year...when we were at school. We only saw the clothes and toys she left the boys.” Pablo darted his eyes around the visiting neighbors. I expected him to wander through the crowd for information and food, but he waited with me for Señor Gonzalez’s slow explanation.

“She took Rosa’s baby.” 

Pablo and I gasped in unison. 

Our old friend nodded slowly, satisfied with our reaction. “The woman came to help her have the baby. Then Rosa started screaming...and the baby and the woman were gone.” I heard wailing in the background, loud and obnoxious, crying that only happened when someone died. My school speech was long forgotten as I tried to imagine the woman taking Rosa’s newborn baby. Panic gripped my throat, and I wanted to run again or start the day over. 

~  ~
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6.  ​ 
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Now the day is over,

A Pombero lies in wait

Seeking his lost changeling

From the bride, who is his mate

“A baby-snatcher,” Pablo whispered, his face tight. “I’ve read of immigrants in the United States from Ireland and other places who got off the boat and let strangers hold their babies; then when they turned around, the baby was gone, usually sold to some North American woman who couldn’t have a baby. Ama, are you all right?” 

I felt my toes freeze in wet shoes from the water spigot. “I’ll bet the gossips are all saying it was a pombero,” I whispered. Was Pablo thinking it, too, even though he hated the legends? I wished I were wearing flip-flops. 

“Do you believe in those legends, Ama?” the Señor asked. He reached for me so I could hold his hand. It was long and wrinkled, and his sour smell made me realize that he was due for a shower. I squeezed his hand and crouched next to him, feeling the distress in his body. 

“A baby is missing before anyone got a good look...they’ll all be saying it,” I said, watching the nosy people meander in and out of the courtyard without the savory platters they should be bringing.

“Well, the legends and rumors affect us all, don’t they?” He faced Pablo with his cloudy eyes. He should have been wearing his sunglasses. I hadn’t realized that the Señor cared about
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