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              The Himalayan legend says there are beautiful white birds that live completely in flight. They are born in the air,


              must learn to fly before falling and die also in their flying. Maybe you have been born into such a life


              with the bottom dropping out.


              from In Flight,


              Jennifer K. Sweeney

            

          

        

      

    

  


  



  Contents


  One


  1


  2


  3


  4


  5


  6


  7


  8


  9


  Two


  1


  2


  3


  4


  5


  6


  7


  8


  9


  Three


  1


  2


  3


  4


  5


  6


  7


  8


  Four


  1


  2


  3


  4


  5


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  



  


  It wasnt too late to turn back. Driving through the fog at a quarter past midnight, Letty waited for the exit signs that appeared without
  warning, willing herself to swerve off the freeway and return the way shed come. But at each split-second opportunity she wavered just a moment too long. The exits came and went, and she was
  left with nothing but a wall of fog and the tequila in her water bottle, pushing her forwardpast San Jose and Los Banos and Coalinga and through the sour cloud of Harris Ranch, accelerating
  until even the short length of yellow line shed been following for over two hundred miles transformed into a rush of white.


  Shed left her children.


  It wasnt premeditated, she told herself, as if this made it any less criminal. And it was true that it had happened quicklytoo quickly for her to think, or to wake them up, or to
  take them with her. Shed come home to find her two children asleep in their beds in an empty apartment, a hastily scrawled letter on the kitchen table. Reading it, panic overwhelmed her, and
  Letty had done the only thing she could think of to do: she added her name to the bottom of the letter and ran out the door the way shed come.


  Her youngest, Luna, slept diagonally. Letty imagined her now, stretched across the bed they shared, searching for her mother in the darkness. Lunas hands would be cold, the covers a
  tangled mess on the floor. Across the room, in his small bed beneath the window, Alex would be snoring softly, or talking in his sleepa scientific babble that only Letty had ever heard, and
  no one, including Alex, believed occurred.


  Ill be home before you wake up, Letty whispered, wanting it to be true.


  But she kept driving, away from them.


  At the base of the Tahachapi mountains, Letty dumped the remains of the tequila-water out the window and squinted into the night. Somewhere ahead of her, a Greyhound bus lurched toward the
  Mexican border, its pull as strong as a rope tied from the bumper to her beating heart. Once, she might have cut that rope and taken off running in the opposite direction. But that was a long time
  ago, now. A lifetime of mistakes had taught her what everyone around her already believed: that she couldnt do it; that alone, she wasnt enough, and so shed long ago
  surrendered her life to the one person in the world capable of holding it all together.


  She needed her mother.
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  The edge of the mattress dipped as Alex sat down. Luna was curled into a ball, doing that thing she did when she wanted someone to believe she was
  still asleep: eyes scrunched too tightly closed, lips pulled down at the corners because Alex had told her once that she smiled when she faked sleep, so now she overcorrected. Wisps of long black
  hair had escaped her braids and tangled around her gold earrings; a smudge of drool flaked white off her cheek. Checking to see who was there, she squinted at Alex through crusted eyelashes and
  then snapped her eyes shut again. Where shed recently lost her two front teeth, her gums were swollen and red.


  How could he possibly tell her?


  She was only six. Only six and tiny tooeven with their grandmother cooking constantly, there were weeks she lost weight instead of gaining it, and she didnt have any to lose. What
  would he feed her? He felt again the despair washing over him, as it had when hed first woken up and read the letter; with puffed cheeks, he held his breath until it passed. Everything
  is going to be fine, he told himself. Everything is going to be just fine. He was fourteen years old, fifteen in a month. Hed been watching his grandmother long enough to know
  what to do. But it wouldnt be easy. Luna wasnt the kind of kid who just listened. Getting her to do anything took extensive negotiation, distraction, and occasionallyeven with
  his grandmotherbribery.


  Alex decided to skip straight to the bribery.


  Too bad Lunas not awake, because Im about to have donuts for breakfast.


  She pressed her face into the pillow to muffle a squeal and clamped her hands over her ears as if this might prevent their grandmother from hearing. It was breaking three rules, at least: (1)
  Stopping anywhere on the way to school, (2) Eating sugar before noon, and (3) Eating donuts, ever.


  Dont worry, she isnt here.


  Luna peeled away from the pillow. Her brown eyes studied Alex, looking for clues as to how she should feel about this unfamiliar state of being. Where is she?


  He forced himself to smile. Mom took her to get Grandpa.


  They found him?


  Alex paused, then moved his head in a kind of circle, a motion that Luna would interpret as a yes but that was ambiguous enough to get Alex off if he was ever questioned for lying at the gates
  of heaven. Hed hidden his grandmothers letter behind the tip jar his mother kept in the kitchen cabinet, which hed hoped would be full (shed taken most of the money,
  though, leaving only three inches of coins at the bottom of the jar) and estimated the time it would take for them to return by the miles to Oro de Hidalgo and back, calculated at seventy miles an
  hour. Best case scenario: Theyll be back on Friday.


  Luna was quiet, and for a minute Alex thought she was worrying, as he was, about how his mother would get his grandparents, Maria Elena and Enrique, back across the borderor whether they
  would get back at all. But then she asked what day it was.


  Tuesday.


  She hummed the days of the week to the tune of Clementine and counted on her fingers. Three days.


  Exactly. Three days of eating whatever we want and staying after school with our friends.


  They didnt have any friends; Luna did not look convinced.


  He squeezed her feet through the blankets, trying to think of something to comfort her. Weve been alone before, remember?


  She nodded, fear in her eyes for the first time, and he realized too late that it was the wrong thing to say. Theyd both gotten stomachaches from the potatoes hed half-baked, and
  shed cried, inconsolably, the whole night through. That time, Maria Elena hadnt meant to leave them alone. She and Enrique had gone out of town and hired a babysitter, but the girl
  got sick and left, and even though theyd called Letty in a panic, she hadnt come home until six oclock in the morning.


  Im older now, he said and then, because he couldnt think of anything else to say: Sprinkles?


  Luna studied him. Are we really going to get donuts?


  If you ever get out of bed, we are. She reached out, and he pulled her up and set her on the floor. Need help?


  Nana said I could wear my heart dress. She said shed wash it.


  I dont know where it is.


  But she said.


  It was exactly the kind of conversation that could spiral into hysteria; the recovery would take half the morning. Hold on.


  He looked in the closet, where his grandmother hung the clothes shed ironed, and then in the kitchen sink, where she soaked things overnight; finally, he found it on the drying rack in
  the stairwell, stretched flat on top of a towel.


  Its wet, Luna said when he handed it to her.


  So wear it wet, or wear something dry.


  But I want to wear this. And I dont want it to be wet.


  She held her dress by the sleeves and swung it around in a circle. The material flew just inches from his face. He reached out and grabbed it.


  Stop that. Come here. From her dresser he found leggings and a long-sleeved shirt, and dressed her in both before pulling the damp dress over her head. You cant even
  tell its wet.


  Luna wrinkled her nose. But why are we even going to school? she asked. Please, please, please, can we stay home and watch TV?


  No way, Alex said. They were so different, he and his sister, that sometimes he couldnt believe they were even related. But then, Alex was different from just about everyone
  hed ever met. While the other eighth graders in his class read banned magazines behind textbooks and painted their nails under their desks and avoided answering questions, Alex came to
  school every day armed with some strange fact to shock or impress his teacher. Most of these facts he got from his grandfather, the only person he knew who was like him. Enrique could recite the
  name of every bird that traveled the Pacific Flyway in alphabetical order, a skill hed learned from his own father, and his grandfather before that. Alex had been able to do it for as long
  as he could remember.


  Grabbing his clothes from the closet, he went to the bathroom to get dressed. Behind the locked door he pulled on the white shirt his grandmother had ironed. The kids at Cesar Chavez called him
  Newsman because of his shirts, but Alex knew he looked nothing like a television reporter. He was too skinny, for one, and his nose had grown before the rest of his face. But the real
  problem with Alexs appearance was his hair: a wavy, almost-blond mop he assumed hed inherited from his father. Alex had never seen him, but in a shoe box under Lettys bed was a
  sealed envelope addressed to Wes Riley, 536 Elm Street, Mission Hills, California. When hed searched the name on his school computer, Alex had found images of a man who looked
  almost exactly like himblue eyes, milky skin, and a square jaw. In every photograph he wore scrubs and held a different dark-skinned baby. The captions read Mumbai,
  Malawi, Guatemala City. Hed been given some kind of award in 2005, but the article about it was written in an African language Alex didnt recognize and
  couldnt understand.


  But of all the information hed gathered about his father, the address was the thing that most captivated him. It was just over the freeway. For years, Alex had imagined walking past the
  house, his father recognizing him from the window and rushing out. Hed never gotten far enough from Maria Elenas watchful eye to venture there alone, though, and hed never
  summoned the courage to ask his mother about the man or the circumstances of his birthmostly because hed never summoned the courage to ask his mother about anything at all.


  He brushed his teeth quickly as Luna pounded on the door.


  Alex! Let me in.


  Maria Elena had packed their lunches for the week and stacked them on the top shelf of the refrigerator, all labeled. ALEX: TUESDAY, LUNA: TUESDAY, and behind those the Wednesdays, the Thursdays, and the Fridays. Below their lunches were the remnants of every
  meal their grandmother had made for the last two weeks, stored and dated andAlex could imagine the smell without cracking open the lidsmany edging toward decay. He pulled out the
  Tuesday lunches and stuffed them in their backpacks, checking to see that their tennis shoes were still at the bottoms of the bags, where they belonged.


  From the bathroom, he heard the toilet flush and the faucet turn on and off, and then Luna stood in the doorway. Water dripped onto her forehead, from where shed slicked the loose hair
  back into her braids. If her teacher ever noticed anything, she would notice that Lunas hair had not been rebraided that morning for the very first time all year. But Luna was the least of
  her teachers problemsshe probably wouldnt even look at her the entire day.


  Fishing through the tip jar, Alex extracted a stack of quarters and stepped into his rain boots. He handed Luna hers: knee-high with pink polka dots. They were the one item of clothing necessary
  to survive life at the Landing, and the one thing his grandmother did not buy generic. Luna pulled them on.


  Its still there, did you see?


  What is?


  She gestured for him to follow. In their grandparents room, the bed was made as it always was, the quilt pulled tight and square, but he saw immediately that things were different. Only a
  nail remained where a small cross had hung over the bed; the top of his grandmothers dresser was empty of photographs and glistened with some kind of polish. Alex imagined her dusting while
  she packed. Luna pulled him across the room to where his grandfathers workbench sat under the window, his most recent project spread out exactly as hed left it.


  For six months, their grandfather had been focused on a single feather mosaic, a landscape of a rural village in Mexico, with small stucco houses tilting in imperfect rows and a shawl-wrapped
  woman looking up at a full moon. It was only the profile of the woman, and she was young, but Alex could tell it was his grandmother. It was always his grandmother. The feather work was so fine
  that from a few feet away it could be mistaken for an oil painting, each feather a single stroke, but instead the mosaic was created entirely of naturally occurring feathers stuck into a thin layer
  of campeche wax. The smell of wax hung heavy in the air, and it made him miss his grandfather intensely: the way he patted his thighs every time Alex stepped into the room, even after Alex grew too
  big to sit in his lap; the way he stopped everything to stand up and look outside, narrating the natural world for his grandson, who remembered every word he said.


  Enrique had been gone for six weeks, returning to Mexico to be with his dying mother, and now Maria Elena and Letty were gone too. Alex moved to the window and looked out at the empty
  landscape.


  They were completely alone.


  More alone than seemed reasonable, given that they stood less than twenty miles south of San Francisco. Most of the time he didnt notice the isolation, or else he tried to think about
  only the good things: the birds, the view, the water. But every once in a while it hit him. Where was civilization? Outside, Mile Road stretched through the empty marsh, from Highway 101 to the
  edge of the bay, ending at the three squat buildings of Edens Landing: Building A, painted an industrial peachy brown; Building B, half a shade darker of the same dull color; and Building C,
  closest to the water and painted a faded robins-egg blue. A barbed-wire fence separated the Landing from the San Francisco International Airport to the north; nothing but a stretch of
  ever-shifting wetlands separated it from the bankrupt blight of Bayshore to the south. There were other towns nearby, nice ones like Hillsborough and Burlingame and San Mateo, but the expansion of
  the 101 freeway had cut off the Landing and Bayshore from the rest of the peninsula. Alex could see Mission Hills, the most affluent of the suburbs, directly across the freeway from where he
  stoodbut it felt like a world away.


  Hell come back. Wont he? Luna asked, interrupting his thoughts. She was studying her grandfathers mosaic. In a ring around the full moon the wax showed
  through, chocolate-colored and sticky; beside it, blue-black feathers poked from the top of a labeled envelope as if waiting for his return.


  Of course he will, Alex said.


  But he wasnt sure.


  Just before his grandfather left, Alex had complained that they didnt have even one piece of Enriques work. Hed been sitting beside him at his workbench, as he did every day
  after school, separating the striped from the solid feathers of a marsh wren. Enrique had nodded solemnly but hadnt said anything, and now he was gone.


  Perhaps hed left the mosaic for them on purpose, Alex thought: a silent apology for his sudden flight.


  It was late when they finally left the apartment. The sun was higher than it should have been, and Mrs. Starks was already sitting in her lawn chair in front of Building B,
  halfway through her second cigarette. She had the whole building to herself. The apartment on the top floor (the penthouse, she called it) was hers, as well as a boarded-up apartment on the first
  level that she referred to as her shopfull of old furniture shed acquired as the buildings slowly emptied out. She was fixing it up, shed told Alex oncethe
  nice stuff, the antiques, the things people never should have left behindand then she would sell it all and move away. She was going to be rich, she told him. It was her ticket out. But that
  was years ago, and still she sat there, day after day, smoking her cigarettes.


  Theres my dirty girl, Mrs. Starks called when she saw Luna streaking across the empty parking lot. They were supposed to stay on the paths, but Luna never did. Stepping
  straight off the concrete into the marsh, she watched the mud creep up around the edges of her rain boot until it enveloped the rubber foot completely. Leaning over, she held on to the handles with
  both hands and pulled, releasing the boot with a loud sucking sound.


  Again! Mrs. Starks barked, tapping her cigarette on the plastic arm of her lawn chair while Luna balanced on the other boot and then on both at the same time, sinking as if on a
  particularly slow escalator, halfway to her knees. Just before the mud could roll over the lips of her boots and soak her ankles, she jumped back onto the pavement.


  One more inch and it would have got you!


  It was like this every morning, until Maria Elena leaned out the window and put a stop to it. Sometimes Mrs. Puente from Building A joined in, and occasionally the Ramirez brothers too, though
  when they appeared, Alex didnt wait for their grandmothers scolding but pulled Luna straight down the path himself, no matter how she kicked or screamed.


  Good morning, Mrs. S, Alex said. Mrs. Starks looked at him curiously, surprised at the greeting, and then blew smoke out the side of her mouth.


  Well, good morning to you, she said, looking up at the window and then back to Alex. You late?


  Well walk fast.


  Better get on with it, then, she said. She looked at the window a second time, nervous. Maria Elena didnt like them to talk to her and she knew it, but sometimes she stood
  out in the marsh after school, just past the point their grandmother could see, a sun hat pulled low over her long scraggly hair and her bare legs sagging out of short shorts, and held up a
  peppermint or a butterscotch shed snagged from a waiting room. It was a little creepy, but Alex and Luna always took what she offered and ate it quickly, the hard sugar cracking against
  their teeth as they walked the last hundred yards home.


  Alex!


  Luna had waited too long; her right boot was filling. She reached up, waiting for him to help her out of the water. It was why hed packed extra socks. Trying to hide his frustration, he
  grabbed her hand and pulled her forward, but she wriggled away, water sloshing from the top of her boot as she raced toward the shoreline.


  Alex took off after her, following the well-worn web of trails that connected the Landing to the rest of Bayshore. He had trouble imagining it, but the Landing hadnt always been so empty.
  When the buildings were new, the apartments had swarmed with children. Someone was always lost; names being called echoed off the bay, the responses heard from unexpected windows or from somewhere
  within the marsh. The women didnt even mind the mud back then, his grandmother said, just chipped in for a dozen pairs of fishermans boots, their dresses tied up in knots as they cut
  paths to the nearest strip mall. The entire salty peninsula had smelled like something frying. Alex had heard the stories so many times he almost missed it, this world hed never even
  seen.


  Luna made it to the water and climbed up the rock jetty that separated the wetlands from the bay. On soggy feet she jumped from one rock to the next, her arms spread like wings. Alex followed
  close behind, almost knocking her over when she stopped suddenly, crouching down and pulling something from a dark crevice between two rocks. She held it up.


  A tail feather: eight to nine inches long, thick horizontal stripes alternating from medium to light gray. The very tip of the feather was bright white.


  Whats it from? she asked.


  A sharp-shinned hawk.


  He took the feather from his sisters hand. Once, standing on the porch, Alex had asked his grandmother why they had stayed, when the buildings began to fall apart and all the other
  families moved out, when his mother was still young and the Landing had become dangerous, before it had become empty. She said nothing, just looked up into the sky, where a flock of western
  sandpipers appeared as if to answer his question. They had stayed for the birds. Unless it was to return to Mexico, his grandfather had refused to leave his perch beneath the Pacific Flyway, where
  directly outside his window millions of birds stopped each fall and spring to rest on their long migrations.


  Alex tucked the feather into Lunas hair and jumped down off the rocks.


  Come on, he said, holding out his arms for her to jump. I smell sugar.
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  The reunion hadnt gone as planned. When Letty finally intercepted her mother at a Greyhound station in North Hollywood, Maria Elena had been
  so surprised, and then angry, that she wouldnt get off the bus, wouldnt speakwouldnt even look at her daughter. Desperate and exhausted and just drunk enough not
  to understand the consequencesLetty heard herself lie to her mother. She hadnt left her children alone, she told her. Shed left them with Sara, her best friend from high school
  and one of the most responsible people either of them knew.


  At this, Maria Elena dragged her suitcase from the bus to Lettys car and climbed into the passenger seat.


  Well, lets go then, she said, adjusting her short hair and buckling the seat belt tightly across her stiff jacket. Itll be faster this way.


  Maria Elena wanted Letty to drive her to Oro de Hidalgo.


  Stunned, Letty stood in the dark parking lot, trying to figure out what to do. If her children really were with Sara, there was no reason she couldnt drive her mother into Mexico to find
  her fatherand if she told Maria Elena the truth, that shed left them sleeping in their beds alone, her mother would send her home in a fury and disappear onto the bus and then across
  the border, maybe forever.


  It was an impossible decision.


  But Maria Elena had opened a map and was spewing directions from the front seat and Lettywilling to do anything to keep from turning around to face her children alonegot back in
  the car, flipped on the ignition, and started to drive.


  Four hours later, they approached the U.S./Mexico border together. They were going the wrong direction for anyone to care, but still, Letty held her breath as they neared the
  heavy cement overpass. She had no idea what to expect on the other side. Letty had never been to Mexico. She had been born in the United States, which made her a legal citizenbut both Maria
  Elena and Enrique were undocumented. It wouldnt be easy to get them back into California, and this was assuming they could even find her father. Pushing these thoughts from her mind, Letty
  followed the slow line of cars through the immigration checkpoint and crossed to the other side.


  The change was instant. South of San Diego, California felt wide open, great blue sky and speckled hills and planned communities cut into the empty space; but Tijuana was crowded: lines of cars
  and people and buildings with their second stories stacked not quite on top of their firsts, tufts of rebar sticking out the top like thick black hairs. Letty drove straight through the city,
  weaving in and out of traffic, until the buildings thinned to desert and they were alone on the narrow highway.


  Are you sure this is the right road? Letty asked her mother.


  Its right, Maria Elena said, looking down at the map. She measured the distance with her thumb. Straight ahead for a hundred miles.


  Letty looked out the window, across the flat desert. It was almost morning. Any minute and miles away, Alex and Luna would wake up alone in an empty apartment and stumble out of bed to find
  Lettys signature scribbled across the bottom of Maria Elenas letter. The sky swirled electric pink, and all at once Letty was nauseous. What was she doing? She had to turn around and
  go home. But what good would that do? Alex and Luna didnt need her, they needed their grandmother. For nearly fifteen years Maria Elena had raised her grandchildren, rocking them through
  long, fussy nights, feeding them from glass bottles while Lettys breasts drained into the shower, teaching them to sit and stand and walk and talk. If Letty came home alone, her children
  would be devastatedif not terrifiedand it was this thought that kept her fingers clutching the steering wheel, her foot heavy on the gas.


  Beside her, Maria Elena startled. Letty followed her mothers gaze to a long, brightly painted fence, keeping nothing from nowhere on the side of the road. Casket-shaped boxes had been
  attached at intervals, numbers stenciled on the fronts in cheery colors2002: 371, 2003: 390, all the way to the year 2012.


  Border-crossing deaths.


  Dont look, Letty said quickly. Her stomach turning, she pulled her passport out of the glove compartment and jammed it down the front of her jeans, the corners poking sharp
  and comfortingly into her stomach. Daddys okay.


  Hes not okay, or he would have come home, Maria Elena said. And then, after a long silence, she asked: Why hasnt he even called?


  Letty had wondered the same thing. There hadnt been a phone line to their apartment building since a storm took down the pole five years before, but he could have called her cell, or her
  work, or left a message with the secretary at the kids school.


  Maybe he forgot my number, she said. Or ran out of money.


  Well, if hes alive Ill kill him. Making me leave my babies.


  My babies. Letty felt the words hit her, a tiny jolt of validation. Alex and Luna really were her mothers babies, and she was the one whod left them.


  As she drove, Lettys mind wandered back to the beginning, when it had made sense for Maria Elena to claim themor to claim Alex, at least. Letty had been a teenage mother,
  despondent and suffering from a heartbreak shed tried hard to drink away. Bayshore was full of girls like her, and every night they went out, leaving their newborns at home and dancing their
  bodies back into shape. Maria Elena didnt complain. Shed wanted a big family but had only been able to have Letty, so it was a full year before she stopped herhid her favorite
  high-heeled boots and broke her lipstick off at the base. Watching her mothers square frame block the only exit, Letty had expected a lecture on parenthood, but instead Maria Elena handed
  her an ironed shirt and a pressed skirt and told her to get a job. Enrique had hurt his back. They were a family of four now, with a grandmother and endless aunts, uncles, and cousins to support
  back in Mexico. Someone had to replace the income her father could no longer provide.


  Listening, Letty felt a flicker of disappointmentAlex was her son, after allbut before she could even register the feeling it was replaced immediately by relief. She knew nothing
  about children; just being in the same room with her impossibly small, helpless son made her nervous. So she went out and got a job, and then another, and then a third, while Maria Elena stayed
  home. For fifteen years that had been their arrangement, and it would be their arrangement still, if Enrique hadnt gone home to see his dying mother and not come back.


  Why couldnt he just have come home? Letty silently moaned. Maria Elena had taken care of everything before he left, buying his bus ticket to Morelia and handing over their entire
  life savings to a coyote named Benny to ensure Enriques illicit passage back into the United States. Shed told Enrique exactly where and when to meet Bennyso many times that
  even Luna could repeat the information.


  But something must have gone wrong. The day before, Benny had come back without her father. And hed refused to return the money.


  Letty slammed on the brakes.


  Choked by the stiff seat belt, Maria Elena gasped. Whatre you doing?


  What was she doing? Her father could be anywhere, and her kids were home alone. Exactly, Letty said, suddenly furious. What are we doing? Why are we
  here?


  Im here because my husband needs me, Maria Elena snapped. I dont know why youre here.


  Letty sunk low behind the wheel. Im here because I dont know how to take care of my children, she thought, and because its unfair of you to expect me to, when
  youve expected nothing of me for fifteen years.


  But Letty held her tongue. After a long silence, she nodded slowly out the window, to the place the fence had been, but wasnt anymore. Im here because Im not going to
  let you become a number on that fence.


  Outside the window, abandoned railroad tracks ended in a field of crooked cactus and Maria Elena sighed, surrendering to the long drive and to her daughter, fuming beside her.


  They drove, and drove, and drove. When Letty couldnt drive anymore she pulled into a field of wheat and slept, suffering through a slide show of dreams in which she
  witnessed everything that could happen to two children left alone in an empty apartment: the slip of a bread knife, an electric shock, a three-story fall from a screenless window,
  orhorriblythe sharp knock of Child Protective Services on the door. Dont open it, she murmured, imagining suited-up social workers, imagining kidnappers. Overhead a
  second sunrise broke, but even awake the images kept coming: headfirst tumbles down the stairs, toes caught in the spokes of borrowed bicycles, and the worst: the bay, the beckoning blue water that
  lapped at their ankles turning suddenly deep, one going out after the other, two small bodies washed out to sea. Did they even know how to swim? She had no idea.


  How had it happened, that one day shed been an honor student, being told she could go to college, and the next she was lying on the ground a thousand miles from her children, a community
  college dropout with two DUIs, a mother who didnt even know if her own children could swim? The change had been gradual, but it felt like it had happened all at once, a tectonic shift, a
  free fall. The sky above her tilted back and forth and then back again, and she imagined the oxygen running off the edge of the earth like water until she was left, dizzy and panicking, to drown in
  a field of dry grass.


  Maria Elenas face appeared suddenly against the blue sky. She looked older than Letty remembered. Her usually sprayed-to-perfection hair was pressed flat on one side, and age spots Letty
  had never noticed dotted her skin like fingerprints in the morning light.


  Ready to go?


  She couldnt go. She couldnt even stand up.


  I think we should turn around, Letty said. There was no way to rationalize it anymore. While her mother slept in the car, shed finally tried to call Sara, only to find that
  her cell phone didnt work in Mexico.


  Youre just tired. It was clear Maria Elena meant hungover, but she didnt say it. From inside a paper bag her mother withdrew a custard roll, the kind she made when
  anyone in the family had a fever. It was just like her, to have carried it all this way in her pocket, ready.


  Here, Maria Elena said, handing Letty the roll and pulling her to standing. Were almost there. Well find him, and well all turn around and go home
  together.


  Letty tucked a loose hair behind her ear and tried to imagine what it would be like to find her father, at his childhood home or in the little town square, anxiously arranging his trip back
  north. Picturing his relief at seeing they had come for him, she felt a flicker of strength return.


  They had to keep going. They were almost there.


  But almost there, it turned out, meant another eight hours. Maria Elena sank deeper and deeper into the passenger seat, her body relaxing as they began to pass the landmarks of her
  youthavocado orchards and lemon groves, cupola-topped churches and town squares. Every once in a while she would say something: I wonder if Tia Juanita had her eyes fixed or I
  guess Ill finally meet Cristinas twins, although they must be all grown up by now. Letty said nothing, just followed her mothers directions wordlessly, Highway 15 to 15D
  to 5, through Guadalajara and Ocotln and La Barca, passing signs for Zamora and Zacapu and Morelia. And just as she was beginning to feel she couldnt drive a single mile farther, she
  saw it: a dusty road sign, tilting in the sandy earth.


  ORO DE HIDALGO, it read, EXIT 19C.


  The Espinosa family home was even bigger than her childhood imagination had allowed: three stories and stucco, with vines growing up the side walls and flowering around the
  attic windows. It had been magnificent once, but as she followed her mother up the path, she could see that it had fallen far from its original splendor. The yard was a tangle of overgrown grasses;
  a six-foot pile of garbage and broken furniture held up what was left of the rotting fence. Around the side of the house, the infamous swimming pool was nothing but a giant empty shellthe
  interior walls cracked and faded gray.


  Maria Elena pushed open the heavy front door. Inside was just as Lettys father had described it: the wide marble staircase imported from Italy in the 1940s, framed on either side by gold
  railings leading up to the second-story landing. As a child, Letty hadnt been able to comprehend the elegance or the emptiness, and now here it was, spreading out all around her. She crossed
  the cement floor that had once been covered with plush carpet, fingered the powdery plaster encasing the fireplace, where a marble mantel had once hung. Through the dining room window she saw the
  lemon groves that had been sold off acre by acre, and she remembered her fathers stories about the years the pool was filled, when boys would walk for hours from the neighboring villages to
  swim all day and sleep in the orchards at night, just to swim again in the morning. All this was before the war ended, before Lettys grandfathers unsold feather mosaics filled the
  attic rooms, long before the family had been forced to hawk everything in the house that wasnt bolted to the foundation. It was fickle, the art world, had been Enriques only
  explanation: feathers had fallen out of fashion. And so hed had no choice but to leave, the only child of a once prominent artist going north with his young bride, following friends who
  fought for work as day laborers in San Francisco. Enrique found a job on a landscape crew and made enough to support his family and still send money homeuntil his back gave out and Letty had
  to step up in his place. She had sent money back to Mexico for years, but not nearly enough, it seemed, to maintain such a grand estate.


  Lettys thoughts were interrupted by a loud crash. Turning in the direction of the noise, she walked through the empty dining room, down a long hall, and into the kitchen.


  And there he was: her father. He sat at the table amid a tumble of feathersKelly green and olive, forest and chartreuse. The jars into which he had been sorting the greens were lined up
  on the edge of the table, and one of them had fallen to the ground. Maria Elena kneeled beside him, gathering the glass with her bare hands.


  Are you okay? Letty asked, addressing her father. Wheres Grandma? It felt strange to call her Grandma, even though thats what she was to Letty.
  Theyd never met.


  Maria Elena looked up from the glass and shook her head solemnly. She nodded to the kitchen counter, where a water-spotted newspaper clipping lay. On it was a photograph of Lettys
  grandmother as a young woman, and a paragraph in Spanish about her life. An obituary, dated the week before.


  Im sorry, Letty said, crossing the room to her father. There were feathers everywhere, on the table but also on the bench and floor, clusters of red and orange and yellow
  like pools of spilled paint. She placed her hand softly on his shoulder.


  Enrique nodded, acknowledging her, but before he could speak, Maria Elena stood up, her hands full of glass. He says he wants to stay.


  It was too much to take in all at once: that her grandmother was dead; that her father was alive, and seemingly well; that he didnt want to come home. What do you mean? He
  cant stay here all alone.


  Tell her, Maria Elena prodded.


  Lettys father wouldnt look at her. Instead, he held Maria Elenas gaze. Youre my life, he said. Youre my everything.


  Her mother studied him. Even at sixty-five he was handsome: his smooth skin cleanly shaven, his eyes as blue as the water in the pool must have been, and their draw just as strong. Dumping the
  glass into a waste bin, Maria Elena cleared a spot on the bench and sat down heavily beside him. Letty watched the unsettled feathers drift to the floor.


  Finally, her mother turned to her. He wants me to stay with him.


  Letty stood in confused silence, trying to understand her mothers words, and all at once it hit her. Of course. Enrique hadnt missed his ride northhed stayed on
  purpose. For as long as she could remember, Enrique had wanted to move back to Mexico, and in the last few years, his pleas had become more urgent. Oro de Hidalgo was home. It was where his family
  had been for generations and where his extended family lived still. Of the twelve homes surrounding the tiny town square, Espinosas lived in eleven. Its time, he would say over his
  morning coffee, when he thought Letty was still asleep. Always Maria Elena would argue, citing Letty, citing her babies, but Enrique would argue back. Shes all grown, he would say.
  She doesnt need us anymore.


  He was wrong. Letty knew it and Maria Elena knew it, but the argument had persisted, and it seemed obvious now: drawn back by his mothers illness, hed finally been given a reason
  to return to Mexico. And he wasnt leaving.


  Well, he could stay if he wanted, Letty thoughtbut he couldnt keep Maria Elena. She hadnt driven halfway across a continent to turn back without her mother.


  Youre not staying, she said, looking her mother in the eyes.


  Maria Elena said nothing.


  They can visit, Enrique said. Well fill up the pool.


  Maria Elena stared at the table. If she could survive it, Letty knew, her mother would cut her heart in two and send half back to California, to care for her daughter and grandchildren, and keep
  the other half here, to live out the remainder of her days with her husband. But she couldnt. She had to choose. The room spun, as Letty realized that for the first time her mother might not
  choose her.


  No, no, no, Letty said. You cant leave me. I cant do anything without you.


  If you cant, its my fault. Maria Elena looked at Enrique, her expression half accusation, half surrender. Your father thinks Ive ruined your
  life.


  You are my life, Letty said, realizing as she said it that her father had said the same thing only minutes before, and how much more pathetic the words sounded coming from
  the mouth of a thirty-three-year-old woman, aimed at her mother.


  Enrique sighed, turning to Letty for the first time.


  Baby, baby, baby, he said softly. Hed called her baby until the moment shed started to show, and then the nickname had fallen away. Hearing it now, her
  throat closed. She shut her eyes against the tears. You made two beautiful, perfect children. They deserve their mother.


  Really? A bartender with no education and two DUIs. You think thats what they deserve?


  Dont say that, Maria Elena said. Thats not you. Thats never been you.


  It is me. They need you.


  The room fell silent. Maria Elena looked at Enrique in that way that had always made Letty slightly ill, a look that didnt belong anywhere outside the walls of a church. He opened his
  arms, and Maria Elena leaned against his chest. Letty felt herself losing. Grasping, she flung about for anything that could change her mothers mind and landed on her children.


  Theyre all alone, she said. Right now, at this very moment.


  Maria Elena pulled away from Enrique.


  What are you saying? Theyre with Sara.


  Theyre not. I left them alone.


  It was cruel, but it was all she had left. Maria Elena looked like her insides had been extracted and laid out on the table, a mass of color as tangled and exposed as the feathers. Her mother
  didnt deserve this. Not after all shed done for her grandchildren and, for seventeen years before that, for Letty. Maria Elena had been a good mother. While the other kids at the
  Landing ate Cup ONoodles in the stairwells and stayed out past midnight, their parents passed out drunk or too high to care, Letty ate pozole and hot tortillas at the kitchen table
  and never missed a bedtime. Shed had everything shed ever needed. That shed become a teenage mother and done nothing with her life was her own fault, and now it was Maria Elena
  who had to suffer the consequences.


  She didnt deserve it, but still, Letty couldnt let her go. She looked directly into her mothers eyes. Please.


  Letty couldnt do it. Maria Elena knew she couldnt do it.


  But her mother shook her head, anger and betrayal settling into heavy disappointment.


  You can do this, Maria Elena said finally. Your fathers right. You can. She looked across the empty kitchen as she said it, and Letty saw how much her mother
  wanted to believe her own words, and also how much she clearly did not.


  Letty closed her dark, tired eyes and pressed two fingers into her aching eyelids. Im not going home without you.


  Maria Elena shook her head. Letty, please. You have your whole life ahead of you. You have to take it.


  I wont. I told you I wont and I wont.


  You will.


  Letty pulled her eyelids back open and they stared at each other, two pairs of wide brown eyes locked, and all at once Maria Elena sprang up, clutching both of Lettys hands and
  half-dragging her across the kitchen, down the hall, to the front door. For a moment Letty thought shed convinced herthat she would pull her mother into the car and theyd both
  drive home together. But instead, Maria Elena pushed her daughter outside.


  Giving Letty one last angry, pleading look, she let go of her hands and slammed the door between them.


  Alex and Luna would die without their grandparents. It was the only possible outcome, Letty thought, as she stood shell-shocked on the front stoop, in the same place a thousand
  wounded birds had breathed their final breath. She pounded the door. She popped a triangle of already shattered glass from a window and tried to climb through, but the space was too narrow. The
  glass pierced a row of holes across her palm, blood dripping onto the dirt as she walked around the side of the house and down into the bottom of the empty pool, collapsing into the cement
  cradle.


  It was dark when she awoke. Decomposing leaves smeared her cheek, the smell of earth turning new, and she searched through glazed eyes for manzanitas, for arched willows, for the web of her
  fathers hummingbird feedersall the hallmarks of homebut instead she took in the cracked walls of the pool and the flat face of the enormous house and remembered. She
  wasnt at the Landing but in Mexico, two thousand miles away. Swaying and dizzy, she pulled herself out of the dry depths and staggered back around to the front porch. All the windows were
  dark.


  She tried the front door. Still locked.


  They werent going to let her in.


  Ill forget to feed them, she whispered, a desperate, final attempt. Though she couldnt see her, she knew her mother was on the other side of the door, her back
  pressed against it, as close to her daughter as she could be in the moment before good-bye. Theyll starve to death. Ill go to work and theyll drown in the
  bay.


  Something heavy creaked against the wood, the sound of her mother standing up.


  I love you, she thought she heard, but it might have been: Go home.
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  Lunas hair was exactly half-brushed. Maria Elenas tight braids had lasted two days, but by Wednesday morning no amount of water could
  coax the loose hair flat against her scalp, so shed pulled the rubber bands out and tried to pull a comb from top to bottom. Her thick hair knotted and the comb stuck just below her chin,
  and again at the back of her head, and in a wild snarl above her right ear. She left it that way. It looked terrible, but when Alex tried to help, she screamed and ran out of the bathroom, refusing
  to brush her teeth.


  Now, in addition to worrying about his sister, he was starting to worry that someone would notice they had been left alone. Maria Elena would never allow Luna to go to school looking like
  thatbut what choice did he have? Pulling on his boots, he dragged her out of the house before Mrs. Starks settled into her lawn chair and chased her all the way to her classroom, where he
  lifted her up onto a low row of cubbies and swapped her rain boots for tennis shoes.


  Are you going to come get me after school? she asked.


  He nodded. Stay right here, okay?


  Okay.


  With open palms he tried to smooth her hair flat, but she pushed his hands away and jumped down, throwing open her classroom door. Alex inhaled sharply, watching as the door bounced open and
  then inched closed on a taut spring: closing, closing, closing, closed.


  Finally. He exhaled, long and loud.


  Hed always liked school, but it was different now; now, it was the only place he could breathe. For six and a half hoursfrom the time he dropped Luna off in her first-grade
  classroom to the time he picked her upshe was not his responsibility. She could scream or cry or whine or say she was hungry or thirsty or tired and he would have to donothing. Not
  one single thing. Yesterday hed been able to forget they were even alone, sinking into math worksheets and spelling tests and an extra-credit report he was writing on native snakes of the
  San Francisco Bay, and it wasnt until after school, when he thought hed lost her, that hed been jolted back to reality. Shed come to find him at the same time hed
  gone to find her, and theyd crossed paths in the crowded halls. After a frantic search hed found her sobbing by the back fence. I thought youd left me, she
  said, and he had to carry her crying all the way home, her rain boots dropping off her feet again and again until he finally gave up and carried Luna in one arm, her rain boots in the other.


  But today, even the thought of Luna safe inside her classroom was not enough to ease the pressure on Alexs lungs. They were out of quarters and dimes and milk, and even if hed been
  able to forget about food or money for one moment, there was no way he could forget the scalding three-inch-long burn on his forearm. The night before hed tried to make eggs for dinner. All
  had gone fine until he took the frying pan off the stove and somehow ignited a dish towel, which burned a hole in his cotton sleeve, straight through to the skin. Hed barely slept from the
  pain. Underneath his shirt hed wrapped the long blister with a wet paper towel, but it hadnt helped much.


  Dreamily, he thought about skipping school and lying on his back by the bay, burnt arm floating on the water. But he wouldnt do it. He hadnt missed a day all year. Quickly, before
  he could give in to the imagined ecstasy of the cool water, he turned and walked to his classroom.


  Are you Alex?


  Behind his teachers desk sat a substitute, a note in her hand. It was what his teacher always did, whenever she missed a day, because Alex was always there and always on time. He read her
  instructions and found the vocabulary tests under a pile of grammar worksheets at the back of the classroom.


  Couldnt you have just pretended you didnt know where they were? Marcus Cooper grumbled from the front of the room. Just this once.


  He wasnt in the mood for Marcus. Alex gave him his test first and then passed them out to the rest of the class before walking to his own desk, where he found a present waiting for him.
  Spread out on his plastic chair was a bright pink spray of seaweed, shaped like a sprig of mistletoe, the tips opening like little hands: a gift from Yesenia. He looked up at her and smiled; she
  nodded and then turned to the vocabulary.


  Yesenia had been in his class on and off since kindergarten, and although theyd never talked much, they had a silent connection. Barely four feet tall even with her thick-soled shoes, she
  often went missing from school for weeks or months at a time, returning in a wheelchair or with bandages on the backs of her legs. But she would know the answers on every test, no matter how long
  shed been gone.


  The seaweed was the continuation of a long string of unexplained, sciencey gifts shed left in his seat: an iridescent dragonfly wing, a sticky chunk of honeycomb, the exoskeleton of a
  Jerusalem cricket. It wasnt every day. Maybe once a month at the most, but it was enough to make him think about her while he lay in bed at night. He wondered what was wrong with her body,
  what exactly they were trying to fix. She looked fine to him. Better than fine, really. There was the way she walkeda dip in her step, more than a limpand her height, of course, but
  other than that she waswell, she could only be described as pretty. Perfect. Dark skin and dark eyes and dark lashes, and shed grown this year, not up but out, her top half bigger
  than that of any other girl in class (unless it just looked big in comparison to the rest of her, which was possible). Recently, shed dyed an inch-thick strip of her long dark hair a bright
  pinky red, the same color as the seaweed, and bought T-shirts to match.


  He rolled the seaweed and put it in his front pocket so that just the tips showed, lacy and layered like a carnation, and turned to his test just as Yesenia finished hers. She flipped the paper
  over and started to draw. On his left, Washington Reed inched toward him, and as fast as he scrawled, Washington kept up. Alex slid his test as close to Yesenias desk as possible and defined
  the last wordembarkwhile flipping his paper, so that at the very least he would deny Washington the final answer.


  Test done, Alex settled in for the long wait. It was the same at school every day, too much time and too little to do and hardly anyone doing it anyway. Yesenia spent the hours drawing, and Alex
  worked in his notebooks, listing the things hed seen on his walk to schoola black-bellied plover or an American coot or the footprints of a raccoon or weaseland then, if the
  class computer was working, he would ask permission to look up the habitat, range, and breeding habits of each one. Most of the time it was enough
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