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			Praise for 

			SOLITO

			
				“A gripping memoir…Solito is special for many reasons, but the main one is [Javier] Zamora’s voice and the energy of his vivid retelling of his journey…. And that makes it required reading.”

				—Gabino Iglesias, NPR

				“The magic of this book lies not only in the beguiling voice of young Javier, or the harrowing journey and immense bravery of the migrants, or in the built-in hero’s journey of this narrative. The magic comes from the deep humanity with which Zamora tells the story…. It’s hard to reconcile the fact that this book hasn’t always been with us. How can something so essential and fundamental to the American story not already be part of our canon?”

				—San Francisco Chronicle

				“An important, beautiful work.”

				—The New York Times Book Review

				“Zamora’s [Solito] is a distinctly American memoir, and he tells a distinctly American story.”

				—The Nation

				“A monumental accomplishment.”

				—Oprah Daily

				“Zamora’s storytelling is crafted with stunning intimacy, and you’ll feel so close to the boy he was then that you’ll think about him long after the book is done. It’s impossible not to feel both immersed in and changed by this extraordinary book.”

				—Los Angeles Times

				“Solito…recounts in gripping and graphic detail [Javier’s] boyhood travels to Gringolandia, that mythic land of big dreams and Big Macs. But it is more than a story about immigration, it is a coming-of-age tale about a 9-year-old whose journey toward maturity—another mythic land—was compressed into one season.”

				—The Washington Post

				“Solito is an absolutely stunning immigration memoir told in beautiful prose.”

				—BuzzFeed

				“Engaging and beautiful.”

				—The List

				“Captivating, beautifully written…Solito is about family: family left behind, family waiting at the other end of the line, and the family that sustained Zamora along the long journey…. Readers will find it hard to set aside.”

				—ReVista, Harvard Review of Latin America

				“In heartbreaking detail, [Solito] recounts the author’s unaccompanied journey to a new country, supported only by strangers and his steadfast determination to see his parents…. Every step of his treacherous journey engages the reader’s senses…. Zamora vividly evokes his childhood self: a curious, shy kid who is making the best of a situation that ultimately breaks a lot of the adult migrants around him.”

				—High Country News

				“A moving account of a child’s perilous journey, [Solito is] also a reminder of how we can find compassion and family where we least expect it.”

				—Bookreporter

				“[A] beautifully wrought work that renders the migrant experience into a vivid, immediately accessible portrayal.”

				—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

				“A stirring portrait of the power of human connection…an immensely moving story.”

				—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

				“Solito is Javier Zamora’s poetic memoir of his 3,000-mile trek from El Salvador to ‘La USA’ as an undocumented migrant. This heart-pounding, vivid recollection of a desperate path to a better life takes readers every terrifying step of the way.”

				—Shelf Awareness

				“Solito is a stone-cold masterpiece, an absolute masterpiece. I know I used that word twice. That’s how you know I mean it.”

				—Emma Straub, New York Times bestselling author of This Time Tomorrow

				“What Javier Zamora has accomplished in Solito feels miraculous. This is a pitch-perfect recapturing of the voice, consciousness, and emotions of his nine-year-old self sent on what at times feels like a child hero’s fantastic adventure into the brutal adult world of ‘deportados,’ detention cages, and the loneliness of the criminalized migrantes’ journey. Through his innocent eyes it’s as if we discover human and institutional ugliness for the first time, but also kindness, perseverance, and love. What an observant, tender sense of character this little boy narrator possesses, and what a magical eye! This book fills me with wonder and awe!”

				—Francisco Goldman, New York Times bestselling author of Monkey Boy

				“An instant classic, not only of the United States of America, but of all the Americas…By chronicling the journey of his nine-year-old self in beautiful, painstaking verisimilitude, Javier Zamora has elevated the ‘child migrant story’ to new literary heights.”

				—Jose Antonio Vargas, winner of the Pulitzer Prize, founder of Define American, and bestselling author of Dear America: Notes of an Undocumented Citizen

				“Javier Zamora ventures through the fog of memory to reconstruct coastlines and jungles, deserts and drop houses, vividly conjuring the humanity and resilience that marked his childhood migration. As he journeys along the fraught desire lines that crisscross our continent, traversing borders that grow into evermore violent monsters, his story becomes that of a modern-day Odysseus in child form. Solito is at once blistering and tender, devastating and affirming—it is, quite simply, a revelation, a new landmark in the literature of migration, and in nonfiction writ large.”

				—Francisco Cantú, New York Times bestselling author of The Line Becomes a River

				“In Solito, Javier Zamora uncannily and brilliantly replicates his journey as a child traveling alone from El Salvador to his parents in the United States. In luminous prose, in harrowing and fierce detail, with tenderness and searing honesty he writes, for the first time, a Salvadoran account what it takes to reach the border, cross it on foot, and survive. Zamora chisels each moment into sharp relief, awakening us in the desert at daybreak, flooding our imagination with all that is seen and felt: every footfall, every sip of the last water left. His child narrator is shy, grave, acutely perceptive, still on the threshold, and already preternaturally wise. I cannot recommend this book enough, nor overstate its accomplishment.”

				—Carolyn Forché, author of What You Have Heard Is True, finalist for the National Book Award

				“This is a magnificent book. Clearly written by a poet, it puts the reader viscerally through every moment of Javier Zamora’s epic journey. Every character is rendered with boundless care and love, and the result is not a book you should feel required to read but should rush to for a gorgeous, riveting tale of perseverance and the lengths humans will go to help one another in times of struggle. With this book, Zamora arrives at the forefront of essential American voices.”

				—Dave Eggers, New York Times bestselling author of The Circle and A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius

				“Solito is a revelation, beautifully written, keenly observed. This powerful and searing memoir will stay with you long after the last page.”

				—Daniel Alarcón, author of The King Is Always Above the People, co-founder and host of Radio Ambulante, and MacArthur Fellow

				“In Solito, Javier Zamora captures the voice of his nine-year-old self—a bit of magic—to tell a story all Americans ought to read. It’s a harrowing but beautiful book that perfectly distills this moment in time; if there’s any justice, it will someday be considered a classic.”

				—Rumaan Alam, New York Times bestselling author of Leave the World Behind

				“I have waited for a memoir like Solito for decades.”

				—Sandra Cisneros, author of The House on Mango Street
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				To Patricia, Carla, Chino

				& all the immigrants I met

				on my way to the U.S. & never saw again.

				I wouldn’t be here without you.

			

		

	
		
		
			The events and the people depicted in this book are real. To protect the identity of some, I’ve changed their names or used nicknames.

		

	
		
			
			
				
					Our bodies are the texts that carry the memories and therefore remembering is no less than reincarnation.

					—Katie Cannon 
(quoted in The Body Keeps the Score)

					Both boys and girls for example, made references to the time lost and particularly to the uniqueness of a mother’s love. More than one also described feeling as if they had a hole in their heart due to their mothers’ absence. In this way, they were always enveloped by a sense of longing.

					—Leisy J. Abrego 
Sacrificing Families

				

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter one

			 

			La Herradura, El Salvador

			March 16, 1999

			Trip. My parents started using that word about a year ago—“one day, you’ll take a trip to be with us. Like an adventure. Like the one Simba goes on before he comes home.” Around that same time they sent me Aladdin, Jurassic Park, and The Lion King, alongside a Panasonic VHS player for my eighth birthday.

			“Trip,” they say now as I’m talking to them at The Baker’s, where Abuelita Neli, Grandpa, and I go to call them—we don’t have a phone at home, but we do have a color TV, a brand-new fridge, and a fish tank.

			“¡Javiercito!” Abuelita Neli waves her hand at me. She’s always called me that. I think my nickname, Chepito, reminds her too much of what the town calls Grandpa: Don Chepe.

			“Your parents say you’ll soon be with them,” Abuelita says, and smiles, showing off her two top middle teeth lined in gold. Her dimples dig deeper into her round face. Tía Mali, who also has a round face, isn’t here, because she’s working at the clinic. She and Abuelita have been using the word more and more. Trip this, trip that. Trip trip trip. I can feel the trip in the soles of my feet. I see it in my dreams.

			In some dreams I’m Superman, or I’m Goku, flying over fields, rivers, over El Salvador, over all the countries, over the people, towns, all the way to California, to my parents. I ring their bell. They open their huge door, tall and wide, made from the brownest wood, and I run to them. They show me their living room. Their huge TV. Their backyard with a swimming pool, a lawn, fruit trees, a mini soccer field, a white fence. I climb their marañón trees, eat their mangos, play in their garden…

			Every night, between praying and sleeping, I lie in bed and think about them. ¿What type of bed do they sleep on? ¿Is it big? ¿Is it a waterbed like in the movies? ¿Are the sheets soft? I imagine cuddling right in the middle. The comfiest white sheets. Mom to my left, Dad to my right, a mosquito net like a crown covering all of us.

			Whenever a plate breaks, whenever I find an eyelash, whenever I see a shooting star, I wish to be in that bed with both of them in La USA, eating orange sherbet ice cream. I never tell anyone—if I tell anyone my wish it won’t come true.

			I have bad dreams también. Bad dreams of growing a beard with my parents still not here. Bad dreams where I’m not up there with them—¡and I’m thirty years old! Bad dreams of being chased by pirates, or running down a hill during a mudslide.

			“The bad dreams, those you have to tell first thing in the morning so they don’t stay in your mind. And never in the kitchen, or else they get in your stomach. That’s how you get indigestion,” Mom told me, and I never forgot.

			Trip. I’ve started using the word at school. I began telling my closest friends: “Fijáte vos, one day I’m taking a trip. Like a real-real game of hide-and-seek.”

			In first grade, I was the only one who didn’t have both parents with me. Mali says they left because before I was born there was a war, and then there were no jobs. Now, most of my friends don’t have their dad or mom here either. A few lucky friends have left to be with their parents in La USA. Most left inside giant planes.

			At recess, my friends and I talk about eating our first pepperoni pizza like the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, eating lasagna like Garfield, eating McDonald’s, watching the new Star Wars inside a theater with air-conditioning, eating “popcorn” with butter. I’ve never tried any of these things except for pizza from Pizza Hut, and that was last Christmas.

			“¿But will you miss me? ¿Will you?” my friends ask.

			“Puesí,” I say, but I don’t really know.

			I ask them if they will miss me. “Absolutely,” they say, because no one who’s left to La USA has ever come back to visit. Sometimes their grandma or grandpa will walk by on the street and we’ll ask them how So-and-So is, and they respond, “So-and-So says hi”—that’s the closest they come to remembering us. “Oh, gracias, doña, gracias, don. Tell them we say hi.” But we never hear from them again.

			The Baker is still here. His wife and all six of his kids también. They look happy. I want what The Baker’s family has: everyone in the same room. All my friends and I want to be with our parents, where everything is new, fresh, where garbage is collected by trucks, where water comes out of silver faucets, where it snows the whitest snow, where people have snowball fights and cut real pine trees for Christmas—not spray-paint cotton branches in white like we do here.

			It’s because our parents are not here and we’re not there that Mays and Junes are sad. For most of us, our grandparents are the ones who show up for Mother’s and Father’s Day assemblies. It’s not that we don’t love them. We do. I love Abuelita so much. I love her cooking. The way my face gets stuck in her curly, frizzy hair that she dyes black, her short hair that makes her look like a microphone, her hair that smells like pupusas when she hugs me. I love her two dimples when she smiles. Her wide and flat nose with its dark-brown mole in the middle that she has to check at the hospital every year to see it doesn’t get too big. And I love her fake eyebrows she draws thin with a pencil first thing in the morning.

			I love my mom, también. I’ve never met my dad—or I have, but I don’t remember him. I was about to turn two when he left. He sounds nice over the phone. His voice is deep and raspy, but it’s still soft, like a sharp stone skipping over water. I always talk to him second, after I talk to Mom. I remember everything about her. Her harsh voice like a wave crashing when she got mad at me. Her breath like freshly cut cucumbers.

			Now I talk to her first, and then she hands the phone to Dad. Sometimes I’m so shy with Dad, Mom has to be on the phone at the same time. Other times Tía Mali whispers things I’ve done that week to tell him.

			They send pictures every few months, and in the pictures Dad looks kind and strong. I like his thick mustache. His thick black hair. His big teeth. The gold chain he wears over his shirt, his muscles showing. Everyone in town tells me stories about him, but I haven’t really asked him anything because I get shy when I hear his voice.

			Now Grandpa is talking to them, trying to whisper something into the phone, trying to make it so I won’t hear. But I do hear. I’ve been listening. My hearing is good. It’s really good. I hear him whisper, “Don Dago,” then something else I can’t make out, then he blurts out, “By Mother’s Day.”

			Don Dago is the coyote who took Mom to La USA four years ago. He’s been coming around the house more often. I can put two and two together. I’m my grade’s valedictorian; I get a diploma every year for being the best student.

			Mother’s Day. Since kindergarten the nuns have made us embroider handkerchiefs with Feliz Día de la Madre or Feliz Día del Padre in blue or red thread. Every. Single. Year. At least the P’s are easier than M’s. In second grade, my friends and I started writing our grandparents’ names instead. It’s easier.

			But this Mother’s Day will be different. ¡This is finally the year I see my parents! This year I will embroider Mom’s name on a handkerchief and deliver it to her—in person.

			“He’ll get there before summer. He won’t be cold like you were in the mountains,” Grandpa tries to whisper, like I don’t know they’re talking about me. I hide my happiness, my smile, but it’s hard not to run around The Baker’s living room. Hard not to knock the tables over. Hard not to run the four blocks home. Hard not to run into the clinic where Tía Mali is working. I don’t know if I’ll be able to pretend once she gets off work at six p.m. But I do, I pretend, I walk back at Abuelita’s pace, holding her hand. Clutching it. Squeezing it until both our hands sweat and the sweat says: It’s happening. It’s finally happening.

			

			—

			Tía Mali rushes into our room, through the bedsheet hanging from a wire we use for a door, screaming, “¡Chepito! ¡Chepito! ¡I just talked to them!” She throws the black purse Mom sent her a few Christmases ago on top of the wooden dresser next to her bed.

			“¿Who?”

			“Your parents, tontito.” I like it when she calls me that. The word sounds like rain slipping through holes in our roof, falling into tin buckets we place on the floor so the room won’t flood.

			“They’ve chosen the date. The month—”

			She doesn’t know I overheard Grandpa.

			“¡Get excited! ¿You want to know how they chose?”

			I smile because I want to know, but also because she’s managed to untie one of her black flamenco shoes and is struggling with the other one.

			“Your mom’s co-worker at Toys ‘R’ Us said you should get there before August, so you can learn English before school starts.” Mali sits on her bed as she reaches for the lemon half inside a small plastic bowl on top of her dresser—the half she didn’t use this morning that’s gathered fruit flies. She squeezes the juice on her feet then dries them with a towel.

			“It’s weird that gringos start school late, ¿right, Chepito?”

			I look up at our roof, then look out the window next to my bed. “¿Why don’t they start school in January like us?”

			“Jaber,” she says with a shrug as she slips into her clean plastic sandals and walks to the kitchen to throw the used lemon half in the backyard. The bedsheet door swooshes behind her as she runs back into the room and jumps on her bed.

			“I guess this way, you’ll be six months smarter than the gringuitos.” She ito-es everything. “And everyone is new the first day of school.” She taps her mattress with her right hand, the signal for me to walk across the cold tile floor. The smell of pata chuca is mostly gone; the lemon has helped more than anything else she’s tried. The talcum didn’t do anything, and the weird concoction of vinegar, honey, and egg yolk backfired and made her feet stink even more.

			We perform this ritual after she comes back from work at dusk. I lie next to her as she begins to tell me about the clinic’s chambre: the sickness that each patient has, their test results, the new drama between doctors, or when it’s slow, how bored she was.

			We lean our feet against the wall, our heads almost off the edge of the bed. We look up at the glass tiles in the middle of the terracotta tiles that make up the house’s roof. We look through the glass and spot the night’s first stars, which means it’s close to dinnertime.

			Mali is only twenty-three, but she’s heard placing your feet on the wall like this helps with “cel-u-li-tis.” I like that word, cel-u-li-tis. Every woman at Abuelita’s pupusa stand seems worried about it like it’s the plague. Abuelita has been selling pupusas in front of the clinic since Mom was a kid. Mom helped her sell pupusas. Mali did as well, until she went to school and started working as a secretary at the clinic. So now it’s Tía Lupe—the youngest of the three sisters—who helps Abuelita make and sell them.

			With our feet above us and the chambre done, Tía Mali begins to tell me about her suitors. “Fijáte que The Dentist came to visit me today…”

			I zone out and remember she was late again this morning. ¡Even though our front door is only a few meters from the clinic! Most mornings, she forgets lipstick and I have to remind her. Then she looks at her gold Casio watch with its thin black strap and shrieks, “¡Puya!” which means she’s late. She runs out the door, almost knocking the bedsheet out of the string it’s tied to, and she’s off, click-clacking across the street, fumbling her keys, running past the people already lined up so they can be the very first patients of the day. But she never forgets to paint a kiss on my forehead—which I leave for a few minutes before I wipe it off.

			When Mali forgets breakfast, Abuelita sends her a pupusa wrapped in foil, or pan dulce in a paper bag, and I have to walk across the dirt street to Tía Mali’s desk right next to the clinic’s front door. When I’m not in school, I sell the best horchata, ensalada, marañón, and chan. I’m a good salesman; I learned from sitting on Mom’s lap as she handed customers a plastic bag with whatever drink they ordered.

			Every now and then, someone from the other end of town, near the pier where my dad is from, says to “tell Javierón I say hi.” Dad has various nicknames, and I don’t really know what they mean. Lelota is the most difficult one to decipher because it’s not a real word. Then there are the obvious ones like Alacrán, but I still don’t know how he got it, and of course I’ve never asked.

			“So-and-So says hi,” I tell Dad on the phone.

			“Tell them I say hi back,” he says, and asks about how many nines or tens I have at school and in what subjects. After we cover school, we cover my health, and then it’s finally time to critique what they sent last time and discuss what new toy or clothes I want for next time they send me a package.

			At the very end of our conversations, only then, when we say goodbye, I ask Dad when I’ll finally meet him. It’s the same routine with Mom. Other kids are already up there with their parents, or are about to leave. It feels like every month someone else disappears.

			One day we’re playing soccer at lunch, playing tag at recess, and then, poof, they never come back. They mostly leave by plane. ¿How? I don’t know. Others leave by land in a car that picks them up. They go with a relative or the parent that was still here. At school, we only hear after the fact. They’re here, and then they’re not. No one ever lets it slip that they’re leaving.

			“Soon,” my parents say. It’s always “soon.” But soon doesn’t arrive, and I am still here selling pupusas to the same people Mom sold pupusas to.

			“Be patient, Chepito,” Tía Mali tells me every other dusk when I complain. But this time, today, it’s different. After she’s done telling me about another one of her suitors, she turns to me, looks me in the eyes, and says, “You’ll be up there so soon, tontito, I’m so excited for you.” I believe her.

			We stare at the ceiling. Maybe Tía Mali notices I’m excited, because she begins to tell me about Mom’s trip to California. It’s the only north-trip experience Mali knows. No one knows how Dad got up there. Apparently, Mom made it in two weeks. “Fast. Quick,” Mali says, slashing the air with her palm as she speaks, raising her normally soft voice to emphasize how fast it was.

			“She crossed through San Ysidro, jumped a murito, walked up a hill-ita, and ran into a car-ito that drove her up a long road, the biggest road she’s ever seen, past Los Ángeles, past San Francisco, to San Rafael, where your dad was waiting for her.” As Mali says this, she acts out the verbs with her hands. Two down-turned fingers moving forward and backward means Mom is running. A wave is Mom jumping. An air steering wheel is Mom riding inside a “car-ito.”

			I’ve heard this story a thousand times, but never the details. I know the big picture: she left, got there in two weeks. She ran, she jumped, she hid, she drove. ¿Who drove her? I want to see the mountains she ran down, the trees that grow there. The fence. ¿Is it made of bricks? ¿Barbwire? ¿Is it tall? The roads, ¿are they dirt or asphalt? ¿Wide or narrow? I want details, but I don’t think Mali knows more than what she’s told me, and when she speaks, I stay quiet. It’s something I don’t like about myself. I’m too shy. At school, the cool kids make fun of me and I don’t say anything. I hide.

			I know my parents wanted me to wait until I got older. I hope they don’t still think I’m too small. I’m not. I’m nine years old, but I can already jump the fence that separates our house from the neighbors’ pretty fast. And it’s made of barbwire. When our dog, La Bonita, chases one of the iguanas that live in our big avocado tree into Niña Yita’s land, I dive under it like she does, or climb the wooden poles the barbwire is wrapped around, and make it over. I’ve never gotten hurt. Not a single scratch.

			“But it gets cold,” Mali says. “Your mom says she got sick in the hill-itas and stayed sick a few days after.”

			“But she’s okay now,” I say. Mali plays with her wavy hair and looks at the skylight. She raises her black caterpillar-like eyebrows, something she always does when she’s thinking. She takes a while, so I ask, “¿Want to look at the new photos Mom sent?”

			“Yes,” she says softly, and reaches for the album already on the bed, under her sweaty leg. Her skin sticks to the green plastic cover that’s left a mark on her thigh. I don’t get mad, because it’s not her stinky feet on the pictures.

			Mom sent this album for my ninth birthday in February. My favorite photo is the one where she’s dressed up as one of the Toys “R” Us mascots. Not the big giraffe, Geoffrey—that costume is too tall for Mom. She’s short, a little bit taller than Abuelita, but shorter than Mali, who is one meter and sixty centimeters tall.

			In the picture, Mom is inside a smaller giraffe, Baby Gee written on the bib, where you can see her face behind a black screen. I laugh every time I see it. It’s cute: Mom, a little baby giraffe.

			My second favorite picture is of Mom facing the camera, dressed in an oversized blue polo shirt (maybe Dad’s), the Golden Gate in the background. The Golden Gate is a huge bridge, the biggest bridge anyone has ever built, she wrote on the back of the photo. I tell my friends at school that.

			I love Mom’s black, straight hair. The bangs she used to hairspray into place in front of this mirror, and still does up there. I love when her hair is caught in the wind, like in this picture, and the bangs are frozen in place. She’s smiling. Mom never smiles with her teeth showing, but always tilts her heart-shaped face a little to the right, like she’s leaning in for a secret.

			“See, it’s great up there,” I tell Mali, pointing at the mountains behind the Golden Gate Bridge. Her rounded face doesn’t disagree.

			“I’m gonna walk across that bridge soon,” I say louder, like I just scored a goal. I point to the bridge’s red, thick towers. “I’ll send you a picture from right there, just like this one.”

			“Yes, please, Chepito, don’t forget about me, ¿okay?”

			I could never.

			3-17-99

			Mom and Dad have decided to use Don Dago, who visits our fishing town two to three times a year. Our town is not San Salvador, or even Zacatecoluca. It has one way in, one way out: a pothole-filled asphalt road that ends at the pier where fishermen leave hours before dawn and return around noon to auction the day’s catch. In winter, when it doesn’t stop raining, both the asphalt road and the only other road in town (the smaller dirt road we live on) flood. The entire town floods a few centimeters, and Mali and I go out to the street, where we cast off paper boats from Abuelita’s flooded pupusa stand. We make boats from old school assignments or old newspapers, and I write the date in black Sharpie. Sometimes I name them weird things, like Mumra or Bulma. Other times I name them after one of my parents.

			No one knows when Don Dago will come to town, but when he does, rain or shine, word spreads quickly and everyone knows where to find him: at Doña Argentina’s cantina, drinking an ice-cold Suprema, smoking Marlboros with a glass ashtray next to him. People line up to ask if he delivers to Wa-ching-tón, to Jius-tón, to San Francisco, for the same price. If he delivers children, if he delivers women or men older than he is, if he can change all of our lives. Don Dago changed Mom’s. Mali says she left because there are no jobs. Dad left because of “politics.” “La USA is safer, richer, and there are so many jobs,” Mali and Abuelita have told me.

			Don Dago sits on a white plastic chair next to the white plastic table outside the cantina. The same cantina I ran to when Grandpa drank at home. I’d buy him the usual, a flask of El Muñeco, then I’d run the five blocks back home so he could drink it. When he finished the first flask, I’d run back to the cantina and buy him another one. We’d repeat until Grandpa passed out on the hammock. He always let me keep the change, which I stuffed into my Super Mario piggy bank I never cracked open, until last year when my parents said they didn’t have enough money to bring me to them. Abuelita cried when I told her why I broke it. I cried because she was crying and because she told me it wasn’t enough.

			Grandpa quit drinking when Mom left, and Don Dago has been taking people from this town since before he took Mom, but now, when I walk by Don Dago sitting in his white plastic chair, he takes a puff of his cigarette and waves at me. Always at his side is a small white electric fan that Doña Argentina brings out for him, a bright orange extension cord zigzagging its way into the cantina to the nearest plug. The fan sits there like an obedient dog trained to lick the sweat showing through Don Dago’s neatly ironed polo, unbuttoned to show off a bit of his graying chest hair. I want to have chest hair like that: almost curly, almost white as salt, like Santa’s beard in Coca-Cola commercials.

			On his left hand, a gold watch. On top of his chest hair, three gold chains, thin, but each one thicker than the last. Black leather boots match his black leather belt. This outfit lets people know he’s not from La Herradura, not even from El Salvador. He looks more like the rancheros in Mexican novelas, except he doesn’t wear a sombrero; a baseball cap covers his bald spot, and dyed black hair protrudes from the sides.

			The most surprising part of his outfit, the part that doesn’t match the novelas, is Don Dago’s small, black leather fanny pack. In it, he stores his Marlboros, Bic lighter, Bic pen, sunglasses, Chiclets—everything except the small brown notepad he keeps in his back pocket. His notepad is the tool he uses to pause for suspense when people ask him questions like “Don Dago, disculpe, ¿how much to California?”

			“¿What city? Rate is different,” he responds, taking a sip of his Suprema.

			“Los Ángeles,” I’ve heard them ask, shyly, like they’re scared of him.

			“¿Gender? ¿Age of person?”

			With just this bit of information, Don Dago has the excuse to scoot a little bit forward in his chair, lift up his left butt cheek, and reach for the notepad. He flicks it open like a switchblade to the inside cover, where he’s written numbers only he understands. Sometimes they’re crossed out. And his one rule everyone in town knows about is: no negotiation.

			“It’s not my rate. Can’t change it,” he says, showing customers his palms opened to the clouds, after pointing to the numbers, cigarette in hand.

			“Can’t change it,” he repeats when they tell him the various reasons why their child, their brother, themselves have to leave this country. Grandpa says it’s mostly poor people, often poorer than us, who need Don Dago but can’t afford him. I overheard Abuelita say there’s more violence now, so more and more people need coyotes. Just last October, Papel-con-Caca got shot in front of our house at dawn. “Because he had tattoos,” Grandpa said. He was “bad people,” a “marero,” people say now, but he drove me on his bike whenever he got a chance. Then Pedro got shot in the market in November. And this past Christmas, Don Guayo shot someone in front of his pharmacy, then fled to La USA. Don Dago doesn’t care about the reasons; he just repeats that he can’t change the price, each time with a smile, showing the customers his perfectly straight teeth, big and a bit yellowed.

			Don Dago was probably not lying when he told Grandpa, “I’m only one pearl in a long pearl necklace, Don Chepe.” We were at home the second time he came over. Grandpa and Don Dago sat in plastic chairs under the mango trees in the backyard. “We all have to eat,” he continued. I was playing by the marañón trees next to the mangos. Don Dago had visited us every time he was in town, ever since I turned eight. Before that, he’d only come here once.

			I still remember that first time. It was days after my seventh birthday, after I’d gone to the U.S. embassy twice to get a visa and it became clear that leaving on an airplane wasn’t gonna happen. Don Dago looked at me and announced, “He’s too young.” He was so tall. Taller than Grandpa, both of their polos tucked into their blue jeans. After Don Dago left, Grandpa said, “Apparently that coyote de mierda has a ‘no one under ten’ rule.” Grandpa was pissed. His face turns pink and the veins in his temples pop out when he’s pissed. I was sad. I had to wait once again.

			“But ese cerote is still gonna take him, when the time is right,” Grandpa said.

			No one disrespects Grandpa. People in town are afraid of him. Mali says it’s because Grandpa was in the military and he still owns a gun. I think it’s because he’s really good with his machete and whenever someone tries to steal our bananas, mangos, or oranges, Grandpa chases the robbers and shoots them with a slingshot. Kids or adults, doesn’t matter. My friends’ older brothers are afraid, my friends are afraid, even the dogs don’t walk in front of Grandpa. I’m a little scared of him también.

			I hope Don Dago has changed his rule. Being nine won’t stop me from seeing my parents this May. Don Dago is “the best coyote in the central coast of El Salvador,” I’ve heard people say at the pupusa stand, which means he’s expensive.

			Mali says he promised my grandparents that Mom would drive on roads, take buses, maybe hide in a trunk, maybe hide in a trailer, then run up a hill, run into a car, then make it to Dad. And Don Dago did all that. He was with Mom the entire way. “He’s a good coyote,” everyone says. Two weeks it took. Very fast. Very safe.

			The adults don’t tell me much. Tía Mali is the only one I can get any information out of, but sometimes even she doesn’t know what’s happening.

			“We’re saving, we’re almost there, you’ll be with us soon,” my parents have said over the phone or in letters, over and over. I know my parents are saving, but I don’t know the exact number. I make one up and write it at the top of every page of my school assignments. I flick my notepad just like Don Dago does, like a switchblade, and write the made-up number right below the date on the top left corner of the page.

			3-20-99

			I’m in Mali’s bed while she waits for her friend to pick her up for the dance at the pier. It’s the Saturday before the week before Semana Santa, and the town is already celebrating. Mali is in her going-out dress: black with shiny beads at the hem and a cut that shows off the top part of her back. Her black heels are next to the bed, her legs trapped behind black leggings. The lemon has already been applied and dried off with a towel, and her heels sprayed with perfume.

			I like it when she purposely curls her thick black hair. It’s curly regardless, but when she adds a little mousse and hairspray, it’s really curly. On her lips, her favorite lipstick—not the peach or light-pink ones she wears for work. This one is red, but not too red. Looking like a bruja is always her biggest fear, so whenever she leaves the house for work or for parties, she stands in the mirror like she’s doing now and asks me, “¿Do I look like a brujita?”

			This time, she doesn’t. I like this red, red like the red seen through my palm when I cover the end of the flashlight. I like doing that when I have to pee and have to walk to our outhouse at night. I like seeing all the blood flowing through me, trapped in there.

			“The Dentist is pushy. He drinks. I don’t want to run into him,” Mali is saying, annoyed, her caterpillar eyebrows crunched together, causing her forehead wrinkles to show.

			I look for stars through the skylight, only half paying attention to what Mali says.

			“Your mom did her trip fast. Quick. It was a first-class mojado express,” she says, laughing. Now she has my full attention. “You’ll be safe. I’m not worried, Chepito.”

			Mali continues, says Mom called right after she crossed. I like that word: cruzó. I can see a crucifix. Maybe the fence is made up of a lot of little crosses.

			“Your mom drank water from troughs, but she was fine,” she says, now applying mascara, curling her eyelashes. When Mali says troughs, all I can see is Mom in the shape of a cow, then a horse, then in her giraffe costume, kneeling down, drinking dirty water.

			“I’ll be back soon, mijo, I’ll come back, I promise,” Mom said four years ago in this very room. The room was a pale indigo, the walls dark, the sun beginning to rise, light hitting the tops of the pink-and-white myrtle trees outside this window by the bed I shared with her.

			My eyes were half-closed, but I remember Mom kissing the top of my head, then both my cheeks. She made a cross on my forehead with her fingers, whispered something to herself. Then she kneeled next to the bed and looked me right in my eyes and told me, “Te quiero mucho.”

			I regret not waking up for Mom. I liked watching her get ready when she went out. It’s why I like watching Mali apply foundation, draw her eyebrows, put lipstick on, curl her eyelashes with mascara. Weeks before she actually left, Mom said she was gonna go away for a while, but didn’t tell me when or for how long. I had just turned five. As she stood in the door for a few seconds, I closed my eyes and went back to sleep.

			“¿Remember Roberto?” Mali asks.

			At first, it wasn’t Don Dago who I was supposed to leave with. Two years ago, my parents tried sending me by plane. There’s another coyote who doesn’t take people; he takes letters, videos, food from here to La USA. Don Leo is his name, and he also brings things: the once- or twice-a-year cardboard boxes filled with Legos, clothes, VHS players, toasters, and so on. The plane was Don Leo’s idea. Grandma asked him after we saw Jeffrey—my older friend and neighbor—leave to La USA this way. Apparently, Jeffrey’s family told people he’d gotten a visa, but Mali says the truth is he used someone else’s.

			Don Leo knew someone who had a son around my age. I memorized the kid’s birthday, birthplace, family names, I even got a haircut that made me look like him—Roberto. I don’t look like Roberto, I’m darker, so Roberto Sr. suggested I not play outside for weeks. I didn’t even walk to school without an umbrella.

			“Roberto got paid eight hundred dollar-itos to cover the fees,” Mali reveals as she powders her face. “Then fifteen hundred more if you got the passport, and finally fifteen hundred more once you saw your mom,” she continues with her same soft tone, like she’s told me this before, but she never has.

			I remember memorizing all the details of my new life as Roberto Jr. My parents knew many children who had gotten to La USA this way. I, fake Roberto Jr., would take a plane, get off in La USA, and mail the passport back to Don Leo, who knows someone at the airport who would stamp it for the real Roberto Jr. Like a ghost taking the plane back.

			“I helped you practice, ¿remember?” Mali says, turning toward me, her makeup done. “¿How do I look?” Her voice gets softer when she’s vulnerable, when she asks, like she does every morning.

			“Bonita,” I say. Our inside joke about my dog’s name, but she knows I mean she looks beautiful.

			We practiced my interview answers right on this bed. When the gringa behind the bulletproof glass at the embassy asked me all the questions, I didn’t hesitate. I was proud of tricking the lady. I felt like James Bond, or La Usurpadora. But then, the gringa asked Roberto Sr., “Sir, is this your son?”

			She asked in a soft voice, not threatening at all, in a beautiful accent, like the way gringos speak Spanish in Mexican movies. My pretend-dad started oozing large sweat beads from his forehead, his armpits; a small puddle seeped through his chest.

			“Is this your son?” the gringa asked again, leaning closer to the glass, her voice harsher.

			Roberto Sr. looked at me with almost a squint. His light-brown eyes, his face tilting to the side like he was already apologizing. I stared at La USA flag behind the gringa’s light-brown hair. I counted the stars. Roberto Sr.’s hand pulled me from the bulletproof glass, across the linoleum tiles, dragging me out of the glass door, past the guards, past the turnstile, onto the street.

			I was sad, but I didn’t cry—not until I got home and hugged Abuelita. Then Mali. They hugged me at the same time. “Don’t worry, everything is gonna be okay, you’ll see them soon,” they said, and picked me up, my legs dangling.

			“La Migra—you know, the bad gringuitos—didn’t catch your mom,” Mali continues, now lying down next to me, her arms around me, her stiff hair on my face. She’s wearing too much hairspray.

			“Your mom says she doesn’t know how she blended into the night so well.” I picture Mom dressed in black, running to a tree, then a bush, molding into each shape. “Oh, and she saw snow for the first time when she crossed. ¡Snow!” Her entire face gets rounder when she smiles, her big eyes even bigger. “I want to see snow, ¿don’t you?”

			“Absolutely,” I say. I want to make a snowball like in the movies. Mom did this in 1995, when I was five. My U.S. embassy interview was in 1997. And before that, in 1996, Mali and I tried to get a visa—a real visa, but the U.S. embassy said no like they said no to Mom. A much meaner gringa said there was “no way any of you are getting a visa. Next!”

			It’s 1999. I’m nine now, and I want to cuddle with Mom. I’m sad remembering Roberto. Mali looks sad because no one is showing up to take her to the dance.

			“They left me with my curls made,” Mali says.

			“It’s okay.” I grab her sleeping clothes, an oversized, bright-orange T-shirt Mom sent with Don Leo from California. The shirt makes Mali look like a carrot. There’s something written on it in English that we don’t understand, except the word love.

			Mali gives up hope and puts the shirt on. Our legs lean against the wall’s bumpy surface. We count stars through the skylight Grandpa placed in the middle of the room and come up with stories for each star. I always name one after Mom first: Patricia.

			3-23-99

			Mom trusts Don Dago. Dad trusts him. Grandpa. Abuelita.

			“That viejo is a rabo verde, fucking pícaro, but you know what, he’s never done shit wrong besides groped someone’s ass,” La Chele Gloria—the fruit vendor across the street who I hang out with when Abuelita wraps up the day’s sales—says with her loud megaphone of a voice, her hands constantly moving: cutting fruit, diving into her apron to give customers change.

			“Always delivers the women safely,” she continues. “Mirá, I see, I hear everything, bicho.” She swipes the air to keep flies from landing on her sliced-fruit basket filled with pineapples, watermelon, cucumbers, mangos, oranges. “I know you’ll get there safe.”

			“¿Where?” I say, already knowing the “there” she’s referring to.

			“Over there, cerotito, with the bridges, pizzas, swimming pools—you better not think you’re a gringo.” She grins, showing her full set of crooked teeth, her wrinkles cracked open when she grins. “You better not forget about me, cerotito.” If anyone else called me that I would get mad, but if La Chele Gloria curses you out, it means she likes you.

			Abuelita doesn’t like La Chele Gloria’s big mouth, and warns me against saying too much about Mom or Dad, about me leaving. “If you tell her A, tomorrow it will be J, the next day P, and finally it will come back to you as Z,” Abuelita warns Mali, Lupe, and me whenever we come back with La Chele Gloria’s fruit bags. But I love her stories. They’re loud, filled with laughter, and every other word is a bad word.

			“Vos, bicho, you’ll hear bad words eventually, hijueputa,” says La Chele Gloria. I like how she says the first part of the word fast, chewing the first two syllables into one. Hijue becomes jue. Then she emphasizes the pu with a popping sound, landing on the ta, elongating the ahhhh: jue-pú-tahhhh.

			She says that to me now as I order a bag of sliced cucumbers sprinkled with alguashte, salt, and lime. “¿Anything else, juepúta?”

			I shake my head.

			“Ey. Vos. Cerote. Shhhttt.” She’s trying to get the attention of another customer, who’s shaking his head because La Chele Gloria is cursing in front of me. She makes that noise by tightening her jaw, biting down on her teeth, then getting a little spit and pushing her tongue toward her teeth, her lips like they’re getting ready for a kiss. As she says it, she nods. It’s a thing everyone does, but when she does it, it’s so accentuated, like she’s performing at a talent show.

			“Vos. Shhhttt. No te hagás el maje, cerote,” she tells the guy, a regular, and they all laugh. Hers, a thunderous laugh that fills the air, rattles the ground, tickles my belly, and it’s why I order fruit from La Chele Gloria every day. Not because she makes the best fruit, but because her joy is infectious. Plus, she does know it all. She’s the one who first told me the story of the day Dad left for La USA.

			“Bicho, cerote, mirá, you were little, like this.” She calculates my height with her palm horizontal to the ground, which is how you measure animals.

			“You measure people like this,” I correct her, showing her the proper way to demonstrate human height, my hand erect, fingers pointed skyward.

			“Mirá este hijo de la gran puuuta,” she says, looking at the stranger. “¿You think you’re better than me, cerotito? ¡Respect your elders! ¡Those fucking nuns don’t teach you shit!” She says it loud enough so everyone in the clinic turns their heads, before she lets out a laugh that, kilometers away, people can hear. Her laugh covers the entire block, drenches it with her thick, moist, crooked smile.

			“You were so fucking little,” she continues, “your dad didn’t want to go, but you know, the war. Dangerous. We didn’t think it was gonna end. That mierda hasn’t ended,” she says, pausing to point with her knife to the pineapple she’s cutting the eyes out of. “It was dawn, and your mom must’ve been asleep. Maybe she didn’t know he was leaving, he’s a fucker like that, he didn’t want to make a big deal.”

			She slices the pineapple, yellow juice coats her hands.

			“He didn’t tell anyone. But he said goodbye to your grandpa. Then walked out, that way, with only his backpack.” La Chele Gloria points with her lips pursed, nodding in the direction of my house.

			After I heard this story the first time, I asked Mom; she confirmed Dad walked through our cornfield, toward the asphalt road, to the bus stop under the biggest ceiba tree in town.

			“Then you walked behind him. No one fucking saw you,” La Chele Gloria says, now cutting the pineapple slices into chunks so they’ll fit into a plastic bag. “I remember your mom waking when the sun was about to be up over the volcanoes. I was setting up here. She was screaming. Maybe she thought your dad took you. Then your abuelita was screaming. Your aunts. Your grandpa. Everyone saying, ‘¡El niño, el niño, he’s gone, help, help!’ All of them freaking the fuck out. I thought your dad had taken you. But then I realized ese pendejo wouldn’t do that. You had just learned to walk. I stopped everything and helped look for you, cerote.

			“Some of us looked in your property, others up and down this shitty dirt road. We looked in the clinic. Then, finally, Memo The Mechanic started yelling that he had found you on the other road, so we all ran across the field.” La Chele Gloria pauses with her knife in the air as she’s cutting her second pineapple. Points it at me. “You were sitting on the roots of the ceiba, your arms crossed, waiting for the bus to come back. You must’ve waited an hour. I still remember the leafless tree filled with its cotton pods. Bursting. Putting that white shit everywhere in the air. And ufff, your mom. Oh, your tiny mom, I remember her face all crunched up like a prune.” La Chele Gloria points the knife at her short, curly, dirty-blond hair to signal that she’s got a flawless memory. “Your mom couldn’t help but beat the shit out of you. But only after she hugged you. I would’ve beat the shit out of you. Bicho requetependejo, cerotón. Your poor mom, we had to stop her from hitting you more.”

			Except the last bit, I like hearing this story. A version of it has been told to me by so many people, but La Chele Gloria tells it best. The nurses, the doctors, the tamalera, La Belleza (my favorite drunk who stops at our house for water after lunch), almost every vendor at the market. Even the priest has heard it. I like it, it’s like I’m famous.

			“You’ve always wanted to be with them,” La Chele Gloria continues as she stuffs chunks of the second pineapple into plastic bags. “You’ll be up there, bicho pasmado. But you better wake the fuck up and grow before you leave, ponete las pilas. ¡Avivá! ¡Buzo! ¡Trucha!”

			I’m not slow or little like she thinks. But I’ve learned my lesson. I don’t correct her. Instead, I nod and grab my fruit and walk across to Abuelita’s stand. Don Dago has promised a safer trip than Mom’s. I’m almost ten. Almost in fifth grade. It’s mid-March, Mother’s Day is just around the corner. It’s not a matter of if Don Dago will be taking me, but a matter of when.

			3-31-99

			I’ve attended Escuela Parroquial Fray Cosme Spessotto since preschool. Mom used to walk me, or ride me on her bike. Now Abuelita or Grandpa walks me there. Mostly Grandpa. We walk and don’t say much. When we get to the black iron gate at the front of the school, Grandpa points at my shoes and takes out his handkerchief so I can clean the dust off. Other times, he tucks my shirt in, or when there’s nothing out of place, he dusts my shoulder.

			“Always look bien pimp-it-is-nice,” he says every time he drops me off. He likes that phrase, “pimp-it-is-nice.” He smiles and watches me walk through the gate. Whenever he has to leave the house for any reason, Grandpa polishes his boots, irons his pants and his shirt, shaves, combs his hair with oil, and drenches himself in cologne. Every crease on his clothes is supposed to be there. He tops the look off with his clean handkerchief he also irons and tucks inside one of his back pockets; in the other one, his black plastic comb.

			But when he’s home, he wears the same pair of jeans, no belt, old sandals, and, if he wears one, an old white T-shirt—the ones he gets at the hardware store when he buys paint, always an XL, Sherwin-Williams printed on it.

			“Big-bellied old man,” Abuelita says, or my favorite, “stinky old man,” whenever Grandpa is out in the backyard raking leaves, cutting old limbs from the banana groves.

			Grandpa collects these shirts like he collects free calendars from every store he visits during his December errands. He stacks the calendars in his room next to the pile of folded shirts, and by May, starts using them as kindling for his afternoon fires where he also burns leaves or the day’s trash.

			I go out there when he’s burning things. I like to see how different materials catch fire. Plastic is my favorite, but I hate the smell. It burns slow, turning black first, then melting a little. Sometimes the flames turn a dull green or a bright blue. I like it. But when Grandpa sees me watching him, he gives me a job: I collect the driest casings, like pods the coconuts grow out of. When the coconuts are mature, that part falls off. It looks and feels like coconut husks. I collect the casings from under the trees so the mounds of trash will light up. I like the sound the coconut casings make when they catch fire, like the fuse of a firework making its way to the powder.

			Grandpa is out back burning trash right now, but I like swinging on the hammock with Mali. Walks to school, walks to church, walks to the barbershop, and trash burning: that’s the only time I spend with Grandpa. He’s quiet. I’m shy around him. Even though he’s been sober since Mom left, I’m afraid he will go back to his old ways and yell at Abuelita, hit Mali, fire his gun in the air. But he’s always been nice to me. When he drops me off at school, he gives me money, a colón or two so I can buy something. “Only if you need it,” he says, and grins.

			He leaves me at my Catholic school filled with nuns. Most of them are from Spain, but there are some from Costa Rica and Nicaragua. All of them are light-skinned, and they don’t ever smile. They hit most kids with the knotted white cords tied around their brown habits, or with wooden meter sticks. The closest I came to getting hit was in first grade when, after watching too many novelas on TV, I asked Margarita to be my girlfriend.

			“¿How’s Margarita? ¿She your noviecita yet?” Mali asks as she rubs a cut piece of aloe on my skin, because yesterday we went to the beach and I’m peeling bad. Then she swings the hammock to cool the sticky liquid off.

			“She’s still not talking to me,” I respond, short and stern. I don’t like when Mali asks about Margarita, which is why I try to avoid asking her about her suitors. The nuns called my grandparents and Margarita’s mom to tell them I was “too young for girlfriends.” I’m too young for love, I wrote on the blackboard one hundred times after school, the first and only detention of my life.

			“¿How is she?” Mali asks again. “You’re getting red,” she teases.

			“¿Remember when I was good at grammar?” I change the subject.

			“You’re still good at it, Chepito,” she says, kicking the ground with her much-longer legs, so we can swing harder. “The Grammar Whiz.” My nickname at school. “¡You shook the president’s hand, tontito!” she says, excited and proud.

			That happened in second grade, during the biannual grammar contest. All the schools in El Salvador participate. First, there’s a local competition, then a departmental competition, where the winners from all the municipalities across our department of La Paz compete for one spot at the national level. El Salvador has fourteen departments, so fourteen second-graders make it to the finals. I was the second-grader who represented La Paz. ¡Me! I got a medal that my parents have asked me to send with Don Leo. I was the first in my school’s history to make it that far.

			“¡You were on TV! ¿Remember? We looked on every channel, and there you were,” Mali says, excited, her round face sweaty, smiling.

			There was no footage of me in particular; just a brief story of the competition and a shot of everyone who participated, so quick I couldn’t pick myself out from the crowd. The only proof I have that I was there is a picture Mother Superior took of me shaking President Armando Calderón Sol’s hand.

			The weekends before, I walked to school to study grammar for six hours each day. We had a month to prepare for nationals, which would be held in the fanciest hotel I’ve ever been to: El Hotel InterContinental.

			The day of the competition, Grandpa was the only one who could come with me; Abuelita, Mali, and Lupe all had to work. Mother Superior picked us up in her small white Honda. At the hotel there was so much food, but I didn’t eat any. I’d already eaten Abuelita’s breakfast, but also, I was nervous. Abuelita and Grandpa eat with their hands. I eat with my hands. ¿What would the judges think? ¿Were they judging how we ate? Mother Superior used a fork and knife. Grandpa grabbed the scrambled eggs from his plate with the pan francés in his hands. I just sat there, watching them eat, silently repeating the grammar rules that still give me the most trouble: every word that ends with -aje, always a j not a g. As in salvaje, ropaje, abordaje, masaje.

			When they called for us to enter the ballroom where the fourteen second-graders were going to take the test, Grandpa kneeled in front of me and said, “Do your best, we believe in you.”

			I knew the “we” included my parents, who had called the day before to wish me luck. I didn’t want to let them down. I didn’t want to let my school down. My town. First place got a thousand colones, plus an entire encyclopedia collection for themselves and their school. Second got five hundred plus the same books. Third place only got the books. I wanted something besides the participation medal.

			At the other competitions I had fun, I was trying to solve problems, but this time it was after Mali and I had been turned down for the visa, after I pretended to be Roberto Jr. I couldn’t stop thinking of the prizes. That maybe my parents would see how smart and ready I was to be with them.

			I didn’t even place in the top three. They didn’t say how low I was out of fourteen, but I felt like I was the very last. I knew I lost the moment I sat down. It was cold. AC at full blast. My mind didn’t work. I left a lot of questions blank.

			“You did your best, we’re so proud of you,” Mali says to me now. I can smell the trash burning in the backyard. I think of the medal, how I’ve kept it locked with my favorite toys and now must send it to my parents with Don Leo.

			“I love that medallita, ¿see? It’s why the nuns called it a victory,” she says. The picture of me shaking the president’s hand is framed in Mother Superior’s office. They’ve already signed me up for the grammar competition this year—but I don’t want to still be here when the next competition is held.

			“You can be a pet to your gringuito teachers,” Mali says.

			I plan to be. I hope the kids up there don’t make fun of me like they do here. They call me nerd. Even my friends. They make fun of me for being smart, but also for being chubby. I just started playing soccer all the time, playing tag. I don’t want them to make fun of how I look anymore. To flick my chest because I “have boobs.” To call me “niña, niña” when I take my shirt off.

			The smart part, that’s not my fault. I want to make my parents proud. When I don’t get a ten on an assignment, I get sad. Plus, valedictorians get free tuition and get the next year’s books for free. Margarita has gotten second place every other year; she gets free tuition but she has to buy books. It’s why I like her. She’s smart.

			Still, my parents send money, which Mali uses to buy me Yoplait, Kellogg’s Frosted Flakes, and my favorite: strawberries. They don’t have that stuff here in town, so once or twice a month we take a bus to Zacatecoluca or San Salvador, to a Súper Selectos.

			“You’re the smartest kid I know, Chepito,” Mali says, smiling. “Your mom’s work paid off,” by which she means my “afternoon sessions,” when Mom brought out a blackboard she bought the moment I could hold a piece of chalk.

			The blackboard is now put away in the space between my bed’s headboard and the wall. I still hate that thing. Mom purposely sat me here, out front, so people walking on the street could see me. She hit me if I got up before completing one of her assignments. She hit me if I got it wrong too many times. She hit me if I didn’t do what she asked. It was terrible. But I could write the entire alphabet before anyone in preschool could.

			Mali tried to do the same when Mom left. We sat here on our porch in front of the blackboard. We still do from time to time if I don’t understand something. But Mali has never hit me. Abuelita and Grandpa have never hit me either. I listen to them. I listened to Mom también, but she was impatient.

			Everyone in town reminds me how smart my parents are. They alternated being valedictorians every year. Both first place. Mali says, “You were always gonna be like them.” I hope I am. “They’re so proud of you,” she continues, swinging on the hammock, and I hope they are. Our parakeet keeps chirping.

			I don’t want to let my parents or Mali or Abuelita or Grandpa or Lupe down. I want to be better than the gringos, to be valedictorian every year over there in La USA.

			Abuelita always boasts about me at her pupusa stand. Grandpa también. “This one shook the president’s hand. ¿Have you shaken the president’s hand?” Grandpa asks our barber every time we visit him.

			“Poor nuns are gonna miss you,” Mali says.

			I hadn’t thought about that. The nuns don’t know I’m not going to nationals. I wonder if they suspect anything.

			“Everything will be okay, Chepito,” Mali says, repeating what I was thinking. The aloe is dry. My skin still stings a little, but is better.

			“Let’s get ready for dinner,” she says as she kisses my forehead like Mom used to and gets off the hammock, carefully, making sure I don’t swing too much when she stands.

			4-1-99

			Grandpa walks in silence. It’s a humid and hot Jueves Santo. Today is the day the “Romans” run from house to house with their fake spears, spray-painted armor, red skirts, and cardboard sandals, shouting that they’re looking for Jesús. Jesús is usually played by a local drunk with a long beard and long hair who needs a few colones.

			I’m old enough to know that’s not the real Jesús, but I like the sound of the matracas: wooden boxes with metal screws, nails, keys, washers trapped inside them. When the Romans twirl the matracas, it sounds like a thousand trains approaching. The Romans first look for Jesús near the pier; slowly, they make their way through town, entering houses, knocking their spears on the ground, twirling their matracas, asking kids if they’re hiding Jesucristo.

			It’s still morning, so the streets are silent. Everyone is resting, the paletero’s bells don’t ring, La Chele Gloria won’t set up her fruit stand, the drunks aren’t asking for change, even the dogs aren’t out walking, because it’s already very hot and humid.

			The school’s front gate is unlocked, only for Grandpa and me. We walk to Mother Superior’s office close to the front of the school. Her door is also unlocked, and when we open it, she is waiting for us on a large leather chair behind her wooden desk, a golden crucifix nailed to the wall. Wooden and crystal rosaries hang between framed pictures of Spain.

			“¿How can I help you?” Mother Superior says in her serious voice. She looks Grandpa straight in the eyes when she says it. I remain standing.

			With his handkerchief, Grandpa wipes the sweat from his forehead, then says, “Disculpe la molestia, Madre, especially on this day.”

			“No worries, Don Chepe,” she responds with a faint smile at the very corners of her thin lips. “Anything for Javiercito.”

			“We’re here to ask if you could please grant my grandson permission to miss a week of school,” Grandpa says, quick but firm, like I imagine he gave orders to policemen when he was one.

			“Oh,” she says, sliding away from the desk on her leather chair. When the wheels stop, she continues, “But he’s never missed a single day of school.” She slides toward the fan, noticing Grandpa and I are sweating.

			“Well, yes, I’ve made sure he comes to school every single day,” Grandpa explains, stumbling at first, but catching himself mid-sentence, ending it full of confidence. He leans toward Mother Superior, almost whispering, “I’ve raised him as my own son. He’s punctual like me. Well behaved.”

			She cuts him off. “One of our very best…”

			“Which is why we’re here, to show you respect. We wouldn’t take him without asking.”

			“Thank you for taking the time, Don Chepe.” She leans closer to Grandpa, arms on the chair.

			“Our pleasure.” Grandpa adds a smile.

			“If you don’t mind,” she asks, “¿why is he missing an entire week?” Her eyes are fixed on Grandpa, the same look she and other nuns get when they’re about to hit you with their knotted cords.

			I’ve seen Grandpa rehearsing what he’s about to say; he wants to get it right. I know he feels guilty for lying to a woman of faith, but someone at the market warned him that Jesuit nuns are infamous for calling the police on their students trying to cross the Guatemalan border.

			Grandpa takes a breath, pauses. “Well, Madre,” he says. Pauses. Continues, “Last year we didn’t let Chepito go to that zoo trip in Guatemala City, because his mom dreamed he got lost.”

			“I remember,” she says, nodding her head slowly, showing the top of her dark-brown habit, which makes her look like a penguin.

			“We listened and didn’t let him go.”

			“Premonitions are to be honored. God always sends signs.” She places her hands on the desk, one hand on top of the other.

			“He cried and cried. You know how much Chepito loves animals.” Grandpa slows down when he says “animals.” Making it sound like a ten-syllable word. He looks at me, which is my cue to look sad, which I do by looking down at the tiles in front of my shoes.

			“Of course.” She nods, showing the top of her penguin-head again.

			“His mother felt so bad, she’s sent us money to take him to Guatemala. I have some friends from my time in the military who live there.”

			Mother Superior acknowledges his service by pressing her lips together, moving her head down, the slightest nod.

			Grandpa continues, “My friends will host us a few days. Hope you understand, Madre.”

			“Oh, I see. Okay. It’s okay,” she says, followed by “Don’t worry about it. Javiercito, have a great trip.” She stares as she gets up from her leather chair, shakes Grandpa’s hand, taps my head, and walks us out. “Go with God,” she says as she opens the door. “God bless you.” We walk past her.

			In the hallway outside her office, she calls my name. I turn around and she says, “Javiercito, I suggest you talk to your teachers so you get your assignments. You don’t want to lose your first place now.” She smiles again, not showing teeth, slightly moving her thin lips.

			Grandpa laughs, but I don’t find it funny. ¿What if I don’t make it and I have to come back, behind in school? My family would have to pay for school. I won’t be with my parents. No. I snap out of it as Grandpa opens the front gate and closes it after us. The matracas are not out yet. It’s humid and hotter than when we entered Mother Superior’s office.

			He takes his handkerchief out and wipes his face. He’s smirking. He’s proud Mother Superior bought our lies. It’s true Mom didn’t let me go to Guatemala with my classmates because she dreamed a gorilla took me from the group. I was so mad at her. The zoo in San Salvador doesn’t have gorillas, only spider monkeys. I’ve always wanted to see a gorilla. But besides that, everything else was a lie. Lying makes me feel cool. I hope Mother Superior doesn’t suspect anything; that she won’t call the police. My grandparents have said they remember, after I got to nationals, Mother Superior saying El Salvador needs kids like me, that people like me will make this country better, that it would be a shame if I ever left, like some kids at school already have.

			

			—

			When we make it home, the matracas aren’t near, and as we open the gate Grandpa built out of barbwire and sticks, we see Don Dago on our front porch. The only other time he surprised me like this was when I came back from school and he asked me to open my mouth. He found a cavity I didn’t know I had in the second-to-last molar at the bottom of my jaw, on the right side.

			“Fix it, Don Chepe, I can’t take him like that,” he told Grandpa. It’s how Mali met Daniel The Dentist—one of her suitors.

			We say hi. Don Dago says hi to Grandpa.

			“¿Do you want pepetos?” Grandpa asks.

			“¡Indeed!” Don Dago always responds to the promise of fruit.

			Grandpa, Abuelita, Mali, and Lupe—who’s visiting with my five-year-old cousin, Julia—walk from the gate to the backyard, Abuelita leading the pack. Indeed is the signal for Grandpa to grab the long bamboo stick with a net he uses to cut and catch the ripe mangos without letting them fall to the ground.

			“Gracias, Don Chepe.” Don Dago fakes like he didn’t know my grandparents gift him fruit first thing every time he visits.

			“¿How are you, kid?” he says to me.

			“Bien, señor,” I say, trying not to act shy, to show him that I’m older and can have a conversation. But I am shy. I don’t trust him.

			“¿Your teeth good?” he asks in a detective’s tone. Then, without warning, he grabs my jaw with his thick fingers and says, “Open.”

			He twists my head so he can see the top row. He nods his head yes several times. His mustache goes up and down like a caterpillar.

			“Good,” Don Dago says. “Let’s talk inside, Don Chepe.” And everyone follows except Lupe, Julia, and me, who stay under the trees.

			Lupe is nineteen and younger than Mali. She had Julia when she was fourteen. She doesn’t care when I pretend I’m a fly under the window outside the kitchen, where the adults talk. From this angle, if I stand on my toes, I can see their lips. They’re whispering. Grandpa smiles to Don Dago, saying something about my assignments and a good idea.

			Don Dago mentions a black backpack—but my Ninja Turtle backpack is bright green: Rafael, Donatello, Leonardo, and Miguel Ángel wield their weapons, frozen in a plastic patch near the backpack’s handles. Their weapons are textured, which is why I chose it with Mali in San Salvador.

			Don Dago shakes his head no at Grandpa. “No.” Repeats it. They go back and forth. Abuelita asks something I can’t make out because she’s shorter and I can’t see her lips. Don Dago paces.

			The matracas are a few blocks away. Maybe they’re about to split between the asphalt road and our dirt one. Traca-traca-traca-traca like a rain of mangos on the roof. Don Dago says something louder: “¿You got your passport in order, Don Chepe?”

			Grandpa leans closer. Abuelita is almost crying.

			“Yes,” Grandpa says loud and firm, staring directly at Don Dago. They’re almost the same height. Don Dago, two or three centimeters taller.

			“Órale,” Don Dago responds. It’s the only time I’ve heard him say that. It’s what Mexicans say in novelas. “Don’t forget it.”

			Abuelita makes the sign of the cross in the air and looks up at the sky, which is blocked by the kitchen’s roof. She whispers something. Grandpa walks closer to Don Dago and I think they’re shaking hands. Neither of them smiles. No one says anything, and Don Dago starts walking to our front gate. He stops where Abuelita sets up her pupusa stand, turning to Grandpa. “Same thing like with Pati, don. I’ll call two days before.” Then he leaves.

			The Romans come rushing down the street asking for Jesucristo, traca-traca-traca-traca. They walk past Don Dago. Stop in front of our gate—I’m too old to pretend. Julia laughs at the men dressed like that, the sound of the matracas so loud, like wrenches struck against a metal door.

			4-4-99

			It’s been three days, and Don Dago hasn’t called like he said he would.

			“Coyotes take their time, like tortoises, tontito,” Mali says as she swings us in the backyard hammock under the avocado tree, next to Abuelita’s bedroom. We’re eating a bowl of green mangos Mali has sliced and drenched in lime, salt, and salsa Perry. “They have to get the other people ready.”

			¿What other people? This is the first time someone mentioned other people. I thought it was just gonna be Don Dago and me, walking, running, jumping over the fence, all the way to Mom.

			“Don’t worry, Chepito,” Mali says as she stuffs another crunchy mango slice into her mouth, wincing as she tastes the sour lime juice mixed with the tart green fruit.
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