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Ese Hombre 

 “What do you think about moving in together?” Will asked. He felt Lily’s head raise 

slightly from his chest. She turned without saying anything to reach for and light a cigarette 

resting on the bedside table. Her silence made him nervous; Lily usually was not quiet or 

contemplative. When she was, Will worried.  

 After a moment, she looked at him. Her mouth was turned up in a half-smile.  

 “Really?” she asked. Will nodded. He had never felt so sure about anything, and he was a 

decisive guy. He knew what he liked, and he knew he liked Lily. He knew he loved Lily.  

 “Yes. I want you to move in with me,” he replied. 

 Lily laughed. “My mother’s going to kill me,” she said. “She hasn’t even met you.” 

 “Well, we’re going to have to fix that, now, won’t we?” he replied, diving into her side to 

tickle her. Lily squealed and wriggled to get away, smiling, her thin arm reaching behind her to 

extinguish the newly lit flame so she could defend herself. Will took her glee to be her consent. 

The following Friday, Will found himself in his apartment being meticulously examined by Lily.  

 “Hair brushed?” 

 “Check.” 

 “Teeth brushed? Mouthwash washed?” Lily giggled. 

 “Check.” 

 “Tie straightened?” 

 “Check.” 

Will looked good. Despite his usual outfit of jeans ripped at the knees that he had christened his 

“Jersey jeans,” in honor of his home state, he knew how to clean up. And clean up well he did. 

He had pulled his lone polo shirt from the back of his closet, washed it twice—just to make sure 
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there were no lingering sock smells—and even borrowed Lily’s iron. His khakis were pressed, he 

had shaved for the first time in three days, and had even clipped his nails. Will wanted to make  a 

good impression. It wasn’t that he wouldn’t have gone to these lengths for another girlfriend—he 

did like making good impressions—but this time it felt different. This time, it felt real.  

 Lily and Will had met six months before in a remedial calculus class. As a photography 

student at the university, he didn’t see why it was important to have any math background, 

evidenced by his repeated failure in two different math classes. Lily, on the other hand, had fallen 

victim to overexerting herself on all the other things she had done the previous semester, and 

found herself, for the first time in her life, failing her math class. She had promptly dropped it, 

and decided to retake it for a better grade.     

 He had found all this out about her when they had sat next to each other on the first day 

of class. Will noticed Lily checking him out when he first plopped into the desk next to her, a 

half-smile on her face. Her dark eyes and outspoken nature had interested him. After a week, 

they were having regular homework dates that quickly progressed to actual dates, which had 

soon progressed to a serious relationship. Serious enough that Will was asking her to move in 

with him after six months, and, unbeknownst to Lily, was also planning a proposal. Last week he 

had even gone ring-shopping. But first, he had to meet her mother. 

 Will had tried to understand Lily's concern about bringing boyfriends home. He 

remembered the girls he had dated in high school. Their fathers would always meet him at the 

door when he came to pick them up for the dance, or the football game, or wherever they were 

going. He would be sure to shake their hands firmly, look them in the eye, and be polite. Few 

parents he had met had disliked him. Will thought himself to be a pretty likable guy. He found 

out the naked truth one night after he and Lily had shared a bottle of wine. She was so thin, she 
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never could drink more than a glass or two before getting talkative.  

 “I don't think my boyfriends can handle Mamá,” Lily replied somberly after Will 

inquired.  He was insulted. 

 “Is your mom a ninja or something? What do you mean, 'handle' her? What could she 

possibly be like that would be so scary?”  

 In her half-drunken honesty, Lily told him that she was afraid of scaring them away.  

 “My mom is intimidating. She has this thick Cuban accent, so they might not understand 

her all the time and maybe she'll think they're disrespecting her on purpose, and she's so old-

fashioned. Plus...I mean...” Lily trailed off, and dangled her empty wine glass over the side of the 

bed, flopping her arms.  

 “What?”  

 “Plus, my family is really important to me. What if they don't like the guy? Or what if the 

guy doesn't like them, ya know? Then it sucks. And if they do get along, it's like it's real. It's like 

a commitment somehow. Guys hate commitment, and I don't want to scare them away.” Will was 

surprised to hear Lily's vulnerability. She turned to him and replaced the wine glass on the 

nightstand. “I don't want to scare you away, Will...you're a keeper.” They had changed the 

subject after that, but Will hadn't forgotten how important her family was. If it was that important 

to Lily and he wanted Lily, it would have to be important to him, too. 

*** 

At 6:55 p.m., Lily's family became the most important thing in Will's immediate range of sight. 

They pulled up to the curb of Lily’s childhood home where her mother still lived. The front yard 

was landscaped in devoted Tucson fashion: cholla, pebbles instead of grass, and a few barrel 

cacti clumped on one side of the walkway leading to the door. One car was parked in the 
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driveway—Rosa's brown Buick LeSabre. In the setting Arizona sun, it seemed to sparkle with 

some sort of vengeance. Will’s Volkswagen van was almost as old as he was, but it still ran. It 

looked clean, at least, from the outside. But no sparkle. 

 "Do I look okay?" Will asked Lily when they pulled up. He had been quiet on the drive 

over, too. Will had realized at the intersection of Wilmot and Broadway that this dinner was a big 

deal. He had known before, but the thought that he could be meeting his future mother-in-law 

blossomed in his brain, and he became nervous. He had heard a lot about Lily’s family—he knew 

that her father had passed away when she was very young, leaving her mom to raise her and her 

three sisters alone. In Cuba, Mrs. Rosa Díaz had had her entire extended family to help with the 

children.  

 Will had been amazed when Lily described her earliest childhood memories, surrounded 

by first cousins and second cousins, even cousins once removed. Will had grown up with just a 

little brother; they saw their grandparents once a year at Christmas. Will had felt little attachment 

to his childhood home. When he transplanted to Arizona for school, he hadn't considered what it 

would mean to move away, because his family hadn't provided that sort of unwavering support. 

Not that they didn't love him, or encourage him, but in meeting Lily and hearing about her family 

dynamic, it was clear to Will that her understanding of community was different. By coming to 

the States, Lily's family had escaped Castro but also the security of their people. If Will wanted 

to marry Lily, or even stay a part of her life, he needed to make a good impression on the people 

she had here. 

 “You look great,” she smiled. Lily could tell Will was nervous. “You’ll be fine.  

Remember, you have nothing to worry about. You have no criminal record, you were raised 

Episcopalian, which is close enough to Catholic, you have a degree, you have a job. You don’t 
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kill puppies in your spare time.”  

Will laughed. “Any last advice?”  

Lily furrowed her brow. "Be as polite as possible, okay? Call her Mrs. Díaz until she tells 

you otherwise. Say 'please,' and 'thank you' always. Do not put your elbows on the table 

when you're eating. Just relax. She's my mother, she's not a monster. She made me, 

remember?"  

Will nodded, but couldn't help but think of how different Lily seemed from his idea of her  

mom at that second. Lily often talked with her mouth full and wore torn jeans. Was she really a 

product of her environment? 

        Rosa answered the door. She was dressed in a modest powder blue button-up blouse; her 

slacks were pressed. Not a brown hair was out of place. Her mouth rose into a smile, and she 

greeted Lily enthusiastically. They kissed and hugged, and then she turned to Will, instantly 

stern. He felt like her gaze went all the way to his bones.  

            "¿Él?" she intoned to Lily, whose eyes were relaxed. 

            "Claro, Mamá. ¿ Que piensas?" Lily replied. Will struggled to say something. He 

couldn't even understand the few words they had spoken, but it didn't sound good. Lily turned to 

Will and grinned, taking his hand. He took a deep breath, calming his overactive nerves, reached 

out his other hand and said, “It's wonderful to meet you, Mrs. Díaz. Thank you for inviting me to 

your home."  

 Rosa shook it with a firm grip, and stepped aside, apparently satisfied enough to let him into the 

house. So far, so good. 

            The living room was pristine; every pillow was fluffed, the carpet matched the wall paint. 

Countless family photos stood propped on bookshelves and side tables. Will imagined Lily 
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growing up here, and wasn’t sure how she had ended up such an untidy person. Rosa led them to 

the dining room, where a number of Cuban dishes were already spread out on the long chestnut 

dining room table:  arroz con pollo, plátanos, ropa vieja, even croquetas. A framed painting of a 

stern Christ hung at the wall facing the head of the table.  

 Will loaded his plate full, assuming that was one sure way to a mother's heart: to 

compliment her cooking. During dinner, Will kept quiet, worried he was going to say something 

that might somehow give away his minor indiscretions. He let Lily do the talking; she updated 

Rosa on how school was going—she was in her last year as an undergraduate studying 

economics—and Rosa told them about how Lily's sisters were. To Will, Lily's form of familial 

communication was bizarre. She would talk to her sisters at least once a day; if she didn't talk to 

one of them, her mother was sure to call and tell her that Catalina had a new boyfriend, or that 

Clara had gotten the flu. The information flew from one family member to the next within hours, 

it seemed, especially when there was something big. Will remembered the year his grandfather 

got lung cancer and needed surgery, and he didn't find out for a month that he was even going 

through chemo. He didn't even know what he would have to say to his mother if she called that 

often. During this moment of non sequitur consideration, Rosa turned to Lily and asked with a 

snicker, “¿Pues, habla?” Lily rolled her eyes, blushing, and nodded.  

 “So, Will, tell Mamá about all the business you’ve been getting,” Lily prompted. Will  

raised his eyebrows at the interruption of his thoughts. He had honed his skills at reading Lily's 

expressions, and she was annoyed about what her mother had said. This realization urged him 

again to wish he had taken Spanish in high school, rather than German.   

 Will couldn’t seem to make his brain match with what he wanted his words to be. He 

wanted to say, “Yes, I am a business owner. After I graduated with my photo degree, I began 
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doing wedding photos for friends and people liked my work so much that I developed my own 

business, which is fulfilling and pays well.”  

 Instead, he said, “Oh, yes, of course. I, um, own my own business. It’s a photography 

business. We take photos. Wedding photos. When people get married.” Rosa looked at her 

daughter, and Will could tell his inarticulate introduction would cost him. He looked down at his 

empty plate and wondered how a short old Cuban woman could make him so insecure.  

“That’s nice,” Rosa said. “I’m glad to hear you can take initiative with your talents and provide 

for yourself.”   

 Her approval calmed Will’s racing heart. After that, the conversation flowed smoothly. 

Will felt more confident, and told Rosa about his hometown in New Jersey, why the weather had 

inspired him to move to Arizona, and what he had grown to love about the desert. Will thought 

he saw a flash of an expression on Rosa's face that he sometimes saw on Lily's when she was 

curious about something and pulled out her giant encyclopedia to look it up. Curiosity was good, 

right? It was better than condemnation, at least, Will thought.  

 Dessert time finally arrived. Will was feeling much more confident that he hadn’t come 

across as a loser. and Lily thought her mother might even like Will. Lily knew, though, that Rosa 

was a tough read, as well as a tough and stubborn judge. Once she determined a person’s 

character, usually there was no going back. 

 “Can I help clear the table?” Will asked, rising from his seat. 

            "That would be nice," Rosa said. Lily rose, too, and she and Will carried the matching 

multicolored floral flatware to the kitchen.  

            "So, how am I doing?" Will muttered to Lily out of the side of his mouth. 

            "I think it's going all right," Lily whispered, nodding.  
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            "Just all right?" Will thought he had merited more than an “all right.” 

            "You're doing great, you really are, honey. It's just...my mother's a tough read. She wants 

to make sure people have really earned her respect before she gives it out. We haven't had coffee, 

yet, so don't get ahead of yourself. You're doing great, though, sweetie, really. Nobody's done this 

well, I don't think." Will knew Lily was trying to reassure him. This time, he thought she was 

overreacting; he had this under control.   

            "Coffee? What does that mean?" A lone butterfly flit into Will’s stomach at the lurking 

possibility of more in-depth interrogation. 

            "Um, I don't know. Just…dinner’s not over. Be prepared," Lily said. He leaned over and 

kissed her in front of the refrigerator, out of Rosa’s line of sight, feeling a slight twinge of 

pleasure and guilt at the idea of doing anything illicit in that kitchen. A few more stolen kisses 

later, they carried the tray and three steaming cups of strong coffee into the dining room. As her 

cream-colored hands wrapped around the small mug, a look crept across Rosa's face. Will saw it. 

The look was another that Rosa and Lily shared; Will knew it well. It was the look Lily got the 

moment she figured out the solution for Clue or was dealt a great hand in poker. Will had always 

regarded it as useful that Lily had such a bad poker face, but on her mother it was another matter 

entirely. He recognized it, but it was too late. Calmly, coldly, Rosa murmured, "Are you having 

premarital sex with my daughter?" 

            "¡Mamá!" Lily yelped. Her face flushed instantly and Will omitted a string of garbled 

"ums" and "wells" without thinking. Rosa started speaking to Lily in rapid Spanish. Will felt like 

he was watching an Olympic ping-pong match between China and Japan. Lily would say 

something, clearly defending him, and Rosa would counter by jabbing her manicured finger in 

Will’s direction and spouting more incomprehensible words. Will made a mental note to buy a 



 10

Spanish text the next time he was at a used bookstore. Finally, Rosa turned to him. 

 “You are forbidden to see my daughter anymore,” she said. Lily screamed a vague, “Ay!” 

and burst into tears. Will sat for a moment, stunned. Then something inside him snapped. He 

wasn’t going to lose the love of his life just because her mother held ultra-traditional beliefs. He 

wasn’t going to tell Rosa that Lily had been having sex since she was seventeen, but he had a 

few other things to say. Rosa stood in front of him, hands at her hips, as if signaling to Will to 

bring it on. Will thought Lily deserved a fighter. A fighter was what she would get. 

 Will stood. “Mrs. Díaz, with all due respect, I would just like you to know that I am 

having pre-marital sex with your daughter.”   

Lily smacked her head with her hand, groaning through tears that he didn’t have to add fuel to 

the fire. He went on.  

 “I’m having pre-marital sex with your daughter because I love her more than anyone I 

have ever loved before. Lily is amazing. She is beautiful, smart, open-minded, fun, capable, 

independent, caring. She is everything I could ever hope for in a woman. I asked her to move in 

with me and she said yes. If you think I have bad intentions for your daughter, I’m sorry, but I 

don’t! I don’t know what I have to do to prove to you that all I want for Lily for the rest of her 

life is to have the greatest love and the best in everything!”   

 Will’s face was red. He took a few deep breaths, pacing the floor. He had never blown up 

at anyone like that, let alone a girlfriend’s mother. Definitely not the best first impression, Will 

thought. Lily stood with her mouth hanging open. Will was sure nobody had ever challenged her 

mother’s authority in that way. He, at least, had been sincere. Rosa was stoic, feet planted, arms 

crossed. She had listened to every word.  

 “Mijo, is it you who will give her this greatest love and the best in everything, as you say, 
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for the rest of her life?”  

 Without thought or hesitation, Will retorted, “Yes, if she’ll have me, I would marry Lily 

today.”  

 Lily turned to Will in disbelief. “What?” Will realized that idea had come out 

prematurely; he would have gotten to it eventually, Rosa had just sped up the process.  

 “I love you, Lil. I just…I love you. Mrs. Díaz, I’m sorry I raised my voice at you. I just 

thought you both should know how I feel. I guess I should go.” He turned to leave. 

 “Are you crazy, you ass?!” Lily exclaimed. A huge smile had broken across her face. Will 

looked up and saw that Rosa, watching her daughter's reaction, was smiling.  

 “If he’s what you want, I guess ese hombre will do for you, mija,” Rosa said to her 

daughter. She looked at Will. 

 “I appreciate your honesty, young man. I appreciate that you spoke up for what you 

believed in. I appreciate the most, though, that you do these things for your love for my daughter, 

even at the risk of…what’s the phrase? Pissing me off.” Will let out a breath and chuckled. 

“Don't think you don't have anything else to prove, though, son. This is just the beginning,” Rosa 

said. Her smile was gone, but she was serene. 

  Lily ran to Will and covered his face with kisses. After all the fuss about the pre-marital 

sex, he thought touching was prohibited, but Lily didn’t seem to care. Rosa went about clearing 

the dessert plates and coffee cups.  

 Lily and Will thanked Rosa for dinner and left. As soon as they got in the car, Lily 

exploded with a river of words.  

 “I can't believe you said that to my mother! None of my boyfriends have ever done that! 

Hell, I don't know if I've ever done that! And you stood your ground, with her staring you down 
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and being all scary and mother-like, and you, you--” she couldn't finish, but instead started 

laughing in disbelief. Lily's exuberance pleased Will.  

 “How long have you been thinking about that?” she asked moments later, serious. Will 

looked at her in the glare of the red stoplight and shook his head.  

 “I think I knew a month into it. I don't know how. I just—I knew.”  

 She nodded. “Well, I'm glad you did.” She nestled against his shoulder, leaning across the 

shifter. At the next stoplight, she looked up at him again. “You know she was serious about it 

being just the beginning, don't you?” 

 “You mean I'm going to have to work my ass off to get your mom to genuinely respect 

and like me, regardless of my bold efforts?” Will mocked, raising his eyebrow.  

 “Yes.” 

 “I know. It'll work out. Slow and steady wins the race, right?” 

Then Will’s curiosity got the better of him.  

  "What does ese hombre mean?" he asked, curious to know what he could expect his 

nickname to be.  

            "That guy," Lily said with a chuckle. They drove the rest of the way to the apartment in 

silence, each reviewing what had happened over the past couple hours. It still took Rosa almost 

six months even to call him Will; maybe it was her idea of a funny joke. Two months after that, 

maybe in belated celebration of that victory, Lily and Will set a date. 

*** 

 The morning of the wedding, Will sat in the groom’s room, fiddling with his tie. He had 

never liked big public events, and his own wedding was no exception. Someone knocked on the 

door. He opened it; Rosa stood in the doorway. People say that the best way to tell how your wife 
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will look when she gets older is to look at her mother. Will knew he could look forward to a 

beautiful aging wife. Despite the stress life had given her, Rosa was still pretty. For the wedding, 

she was wearing a greenish gold dress Will had never seen before. Her dark brown hair had 

begun to gray, and although a certain severity in her mouth lingered, something in her eyes gave 

an impression of youth.  

      "How are you, Will?" she asked. She pulled a chair from the wall to sit across from him. 

Her shoulders curved, making her petite frame slump. She looked tired. 

      "Nervous," he admitted. Will would always maintain the ‘honesty is the best policy’ rule 

for interactions with Rosa. She gave a slight nod.  

      "I was nervous, too, on my wedding day." Will had rarely heard her speak of her husband, 

who had passed away when Lily was young. "I was late to my wedding, you know," she 

added. 

Will was surprised. She didn't seem the type to be late to a dentist appointment, let alone her own 

wedding. 

      "Really?"  

      "Yes. It scared Manuel to death, he thought I wasn't coming. The wedding was in Havana, 

and I had gotten stuck behind a drawbridge on the way to the church," she laughed.  

      "That would have scared me, too. Lily is here already, right?"   

 Panic suddenly struck him; what if Lily wasn't coming? What was Rosa trying to tell 

him? Sensing Will’s fear, Rosa leaned forward and patted his shoulder. 

      "Yes. She is here." Will chuckled with relief, and his stomach began to relax. An 

unreadable silence passed between them.  

After a moment, she said, "I just wanted to tell you…I wanted to tell you that I am glad you 



 14

are marrying Lily. You are good to her. I think you are good for her. I know that it has not 

been easy for you to understand our family sometimes. I know that I can be difficult. Lily 

tells me this often." She paused. “I just wanted to say…thank you. When I see Lily with you, 

she looks happier than I have ever seen her. And that's how I want my daughter to spend the 

rest of her life."  

She looked at Will then, with her dark eyes, and they were slightly glassy. "I just wish her father 

were here to meet you. I think you would have gotten along very well. He always fought for me, 

too."  

 With that, Rosa got up to leave. Will started to fumble a reply, but all he could squeak 

was a "thank you." She smoothed her skirt with her hands, which were now starting to wrinkle. 

Her nails were still perfectly manicured; she looked like a proper mother of the bride. The door 

shut softly behind her and Will checked his watch. Five minutes. He only had five minutes to 

wait until the rest of his life would start. He was ready. 
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La Visita 

 “Abuelita visited me last night,” Nina said. Daniel looked up from his video game. Nina 

stood nonchalantly eating a bowl of cereal, as if what she had said had made sense. 

 “What?” 

 “She visited me. I had a dream.”  

 Daniel paused for a long moment. He had always had an active imagination. It was  

obvious to Nina when he started daydreaming; he’d gesture subtly, hands slowing moving to 

reveal his assent or disagreement. He had done it since they were kids, and today, as always, he 

couldn’t hide the interior conversation he was having with her. Nina imagined herself as an 

eccentric who ends up living alone on a hill in some Victorian mansion, left to her own devices 

and eventually becoming the subject of documentaries with titles like: “Nina Marie Belding: 

Genius or Madwoman?” She would wear mismatching socks, like ones she was wearing then:  

one blue and one white with pink polka-dots, posed in front of an old two-story house eating 

cereal and surrounded by cats. No, not cats. Nina didn’t care much for cats. Dogs.  

 “Nina, Abuelita has been dead for a year.” He shook his head slightly and unpaused his  

video game. His eyes flitted over the television screen as his hands maneuvered the joystick, 

directing his fingers to shoot aliens. “She died two days before your birthday, remember?” 

 “Don’t be a douche bag, Daniel. I don’t mean she came out of the grave like a zombie or  

something. But don’t you believe that people can visit you, even after they’re dead?” she asked, 

taking another bite of Fruity Pebbles, mouth half-full.  

Daniel gave a succinct, “No,” and continued shooting. 

 “Really?” Nina asked. She was incredulous. Ever since she was nine and had found a  

thick book called Supernatural Phenomena: True Stories from Around the Globe at a 
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neighborhood yard sale, Nina had been intrigued by the paranormal. She had read the whole 

thing, from the front cover with a swirling galaxy on it, to the back cover, with the reviews. It 

had chapters on everything from poltergeists to spontaneous combustion. Of course, there was a 

chapter on ghosts. Nina had always liked the idea of ghosts. Growing up, she had loved playing 

Ouija at sleepovers; most kids would have been scared, but Nina wasn’t. She knew ghosts, just 

like zombies and ESP, weren’t real, making them much less scary than real life. Still, she wanted 

to believe that somehow people could communicate after they were gone. Dreams would be the 

perfect medium.  

“Well, do you want to hear about it?” Simulated noises of gunfire reverberated in the living 

room. 

 “Not particularly,” Daniel replied.  

Nina was disappointed in him; she thought he at least would have the sensitivity to ask about it. 

She knew, though, that Daniel was often absorbed in his world of paint and first-person shooters. 

He may be an artist, she thought, but he’s not much of an observer of humanity. “Fine,” she said, 

turning with only a bowl full of rosy milk in hand. “Turn the volume down. Mom and Dad will 

be home soon. You know you’re not supposed to play video games on weekdays.” He never 

thanked her for not tattling and Nina knew this. 

Daniel was clearly a lost cause. Nina considered who else would be interested in her dream. 

Dream interpretation was another one of the chapters from her paranormal book. Dozens of 

recorded instances in which people had dreams that were more like prophecies graced the pages 

of the book. These “paranormal” occurrences were muhc more believable to Nina. The same had 

happened to her great aunt, Tita’s own sister. Nina remembered that in the family story, her great 

aunt had come down to breakfast and shared with her family her previous night’s dream in which 
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she had been reunited with all her loved ones who had already died. She recounted this to her 

family. She passed away the next morning, fast asleep. Nina considered that a welcoming dream, 

more beautiful than scary. She knew her dream wasn’t like that one, but its vividness chilled her. 

Almost exactly a year after Tita’s death, was she trying to tell Nina something?  

 Keys jingling in the front door alerted Nina to her mother’s arrival. Lily walked in, arms 

laden with cloth grocery bags. Nina immediately went to relieve her mother from the weight of 

the cheese, milk and other staple food items from the weekly grocery trip. 

 “Thanks, honey,” her mother said. They walked to the kitchen to put the food away. Nina 

watched her mother. She looked tired. Nina knew that her grandmother’s death had devastated 

her mother, but Nina thought the stress would have been alleviated somewhat, since her mother 

didn’t have to visit Tita all the time. Today she seemed as exhausted as ever.  

 “Mom, would you think I’m crazy if I told you that I think Abuelita visited me last 

night?” Nina asked, stacking soup cans on the shelf.   

 “No, sweetie. Tell me about it,” her mother replied, head buried in the fridge, trying to 

squeeze a cauliflower into the crisper.  

 Nina continued to put away food and began to recount her dream. 

 “Okay, so I was working at a camp, and I was putting the kids to bed, and she came in. 

And I thought, ‘You’re not supposed to be here,’ but I didn’t think that because she was dead. I 

thought that because she had Alzheimer’s and she shouldn’t be taking care of the children 

anymore.”  

 “Your grandmother loved to take care of you guys. That doesn’t surprise me that she 

would be there to help you put the children to bed,” Lily said. She smiled, and continued. “In 

fact, one of the first times I left you with Tita when you were a toddler, I was kind of worried. 



 18

Tita wasn't in the best health, and you were so energetic, I wasn't sure she'd be able to keep up 

with you all morning! And when I came back, Tita was dancing around the living room playing 

maracas and the record player was playing a Cuban record and you were half-asleep on the 

couch.”  

Nina nodded. She remembered going to Tita’s house, as they called her. Nina remembered the 

apartment complex where she lived. Another foreign woman lived two doors down, and 

sometimes she would say hello to Nina and Daniel when their mother dropped them off in the 

mornings. The apartment was small, but in the living room there would always be enough to do: 

a chess board sat on the glass end-table, notebooks and crayons rested in the wicker basket next 

to the couch, and a record player was nestled on the bookshelf in the corner. Along with Tita’s 

cooking, Nina figured she and her brother had everything they could ever want. There had even 

been a tire swing in the courtyard that she and Daniel would play on sometimes. Nina liked 

spinning it fast and hopping on with him; her long blond hair would fly out like the hairs spread 

on a paintbrush, and Tita would say how much Nina looked like her mother.  

 “I know, Mom. I know she took care of us a lot, but I’m not done. So she’s there, and I’m 

thinking that it’s all wrong, and then she looks at me…” Nina trailed off. Her mouth pursed. A 

few moments passed until she continued.  

 “She looked at me like she knew exactly where she was and exactly who I was,” Nina’s 

voice cracked and her eyes glistened, “and she said, ‘te quiero mucho.’”  

Groceries put away, Lily opened her arms and gestured to Nina to come get a hug.  

 “She did love you very much, sweetheart,” Lily said. “That’s a very special dream. I do 

think Abuelita visited you. I bet she misses you just as much as you miss her and she wanted to 

remind you of that.”  



 19

 Nina pulled away and wiped her eyes with her shirt sleeve. “I have to go work on my 

homework now. I have a big paper due in my constitution class. I just wanted to tell you about it. 

Daniel didn’t believe me.” She got up and began padding out of the room. 

 “Sweetie, hang on a sec,” Lily said, stopping her daughter’s exit. “How are those classes 

going?” 

Nina turned and leaned against the tile counter. She was quiet for a minute and then said,  “Well, 

I like them. I have midterms coming up and stuff, but I think I’m glad I switched. I mean, my 

other classes were fun, but what am I going to do, become a poet? Nobody can support 

themselves doing that. They all teach or something, too, and I don’t know if I want to do that…” 

she trailed off.  

 Lily studied her daughter’s blue eyes. When she did this, Nina wondered what her mother  

was looking for. Nina knew she looked nothing like her Tita, and sometimes she wished she did. 

It seemed like Daniel had gotten Tita’s artistic skill and chess-oriented brain. All Nina thought 

she got was an affinity for poetry. Was her mother trying to tell her that it wasn’t just a luxurious 

pursuit? 

 “You know, mija, I studied economics in college.” 

 “I know, Mom. That was very sensible of you,” Nina said, her eyes downcast.  

 “I’m not saying that because I think it was sensible. In fact, I hated it,” Lily conceded. 

Nina looked up. “Really?” 

 “Yeah, I think I told you that once. I hated economics.  It was so boring to me. But it was 

useful, you know. I thought it would be, at least. But I had to take math, and I hated math. The 

only reason I’m glad I took it is because that’s where I met your dad: remedial calculus.” 

 “I know, Mom.” Nina’s tone held a tint of exasperation and she looked away again.  
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“All I’m saying, honey, is that I wish I had studied what I loved. I was lucky, because I got a 

second chance when I went back to school for my master’s and got a degree in something I was 

passionate about. But I wasted those four years of college worrying about what I should have 

done, instead of doing what made me happy.”  

Nina nodded. “Okay, Mom,” she replied and stood to go. “I have to go work on this reading 

though. I have so much to do this semester.” And with that, she meandered out of the kitchen.  

Walking to her room to retrieve her backpack and start her homework, Nina thought  

about her grandmother. As she pulled out textbooks and stacked them neatly on her desk, she 

remembered how hard it had been to understand when their grandmother started forgetting 

things. The first time Nina noticed her own mother’s concern was one day when she picked Nina 

and Daniel up from the apartment. Nina was nine, and Daniel was only six. Tita was going to 

come with them for a treat at McDonald’s, one of her favorite fast food restaurants. She stepped 

out of the apartment with them, locked the door, and began walking down the stairs.  

Halfway down the flight, she had said, “Wait. I think I forgot to lock the door.” Nina saw  

her mother’s brow furrow, but she voiced no clarification. Nina wondered why her mother did 

not remind her that she had just locked the door. They had all seen her. Instead, the three of them 

watched Tita slowly ascend the staircase and jiggle the silver metal doorknob of the apartment. 

Satisfied, she returned to them.  

 “I must be getting old,” she smiled, “because that’s the third time I’ve had to double-

check this week.” She was fifty-seven.  

That short moment had tattooed itself into Nina’s memory as a hint of what was to come.  

As a child, she didn’t know why it had mattered that Tita had forgotten her actions so soon after 

she had performed them, but she knew something wasn’t right. Now, at nineteen, Nina reflected 
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on what had been the beginning of the long and painful decline of her grandmother’s memory.  

It had taken her grandmother nine years after that to die; with Tita died personal and  

family history, stories from the Revolution no author would ever pen, a unique ear for music, an 

individual appreciation for poetry. All Nina could know now about her family was what her 

mother and aunts remembered and told her. They would never remember enough.  

 Nina knew what a beautiful writer and artist her grandmother had been. But what Nina 

had really admired and now missed was Tita’s example of perseverance. Yes, she had taken care 

of Nina and Daniel, and exposed them to their arts, but she had also encouraged them in those 

arts. She had recognized their individual skills—Nina and her words, Daniel and his eye—and 

pushed them to do well. Tita had given Nina book after book, tools to be a better writer. Nina 

realized she missed that support; when Tita died, a little bit of dreaming died inside Nina, too.  

Nina had thought that since they had those nine years to see her spirit die bit by bit that  it 

wouldn’t be such a shock when it actually happened. Nina thought she had finished grieving. 

Once in awhile she thought of Tita, but life had gone back to normal soon after the funeral. So 

why was she “visiting” now, almost exactly a year after her death? Was it about perserverance?  

Tita always told Nina and Daniel about coming to the US. Her goal was to protect her family. 

She did it by setting and achieving small goals, going step by step: learning English, getting a 

job. Eventually she could provide for her children. They were happy. Nina always remembered 

that lesson: if you set small goals, you can achieve your big one. Throughout school, Nina had 

tried to do that. She had achieved most of the goals she had set. But when Tita’s condition 

worsened so much and the stress her mother was under seemed to be dragging the family apart, 

Nina felt like she was floundering. She couldn’t help her mother, she couldn’t help her 

grandmother, she didn’t know where to begin to help herself. Nina wondered what her goal even 
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was anymore.  

 Sitting on her bed, surrounded by print-outs of articles on the Arizona state constitution  

and first amendment case studies, Nina shook her head. She didn’t have time to think about Tita 

right then.  Brain power had to be directed towards her college classes, which she felt she was 

struggling in. After changing her major to political science that semester, Nina had to catch up 

with the requirements. It was her third major change in three semesters. Her parents hadn’t 

minded when she entered college declared as a poetry major. She had been a loquacious child 

and as soon as she knew the alphabet, she was writing. Afternoons hearing Tita read aloud from 

anthologies of Cuban poets, Latin Americans, and Spaniards only further ignited Nina's interest. 

Knowing she could get a degree in it had been exciting to her; she hadn’t thought past that. After 

all, her father was a professional photographer; her parents didn’t believe in such things as 

“useless majors,” and had supported her initial choice. 

  But that summer, Nina saw her other friends who had gone away to college doing  

internships with non-profits and law firms, and she felt unqualified for any real job or workplace. 

She liked politics, so maybe she could make it in law school. That would be a profitable career, 

she thought. Especially now, it was more important for her to be able to help the family. As a 

lawyer she could make good money. But she missed enjoying her homework and reading the 

works of poets she admired. It hadn’t been work, it had been fun. Life can’t always be fun, 

though, she thought. Sometimes you just have to buckle down. 

  The red numbers of the digital clock on her bedside table glared at her: 6:23 PM. Next to  

the clock sat a book of poems by one of Nina’s favorite poets. A fine layer of dust had collected 

on its hard pink cover.  The design was entirely 1980's; Tita had bought it around the time of 

Nina's birth and given it to her for her sixteenth birthday. Inside the binding were facing pages of 
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Spanish and English, worlds which Nina felt she had explored like an intrepid pilgrim, 

memorizing the lines like prayers.  She sighed and began her reading. 

*** 

The next morning, Nina woke up and immediately pulled from her bedside bookshelf a  

leather journal whose cover was adorned with antique Italian print. She had received it as a 

graduation present from her best friend, a Barnes & Noble attempt at classy European leather 

goods; she was supposed to write the next great American novel in it, but had never tried. That 

morning, lying on her side in bed, this is what she wrote instead: 

 Dream:  I’m sitting at the breakfast table. I don’t know what I’m eating, it’s something 

dinner-y, I think. It looks dark outside. Cricket is sitting next to the breakfast table, begging for 

some food, like always. Then she turns and looks at the pantry. Usually she’s pretty dumb, but 

she looks intent. My eyes follow hers and it seems like she’s looking at a specific can of corn. The 

corn suddenly gets bigger and bigger and it’s like in The Wizard of Oz when Glinda is a pink 

bubble and then after floating above the heads of all the munchkins, lands and becomes herself. 

Only the corn can wasn’t Glinda. It was Tita. She sat across from me at the breakfast table. I 

didn’t say anything. She looks at Cricket, who she never did like, and then at me. Then she says 

something that I couldn’t believe. She says to me, “Nina, keep writing. Write poetry. You have to 

keep writing poetry.” She seems very intent about this, and repeats it over and over. But it was 

like my other dream when she wasn’t repeating herself or saying these things because she had 

forgotten. Her Alzheimer’s is completely gone in these dreams. She’s repeating it for emphasis, I 

guess. Then she disappeared. I don’t really believe it’s Tita’s ghost, I don’t think. But do these 

dreams mean anything, or am I just going nuts? I want to figure it out. What is my brain trying to 

tell me? 
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   Love, N 

Nina reread her entry. It was vague, but to describe a dream accurately, with all its subtleties and 

nuancies, was practically impossible. Satisfied, she sat up and replaced the journal. Her dream 

had roused her half an hour before her alarm was set to ring. Morning light was beginning to 

brighten through the slats of her Venetian blinds. Cricket would probably wake her parents up 

soon for a walk, and the sounds of a weekday morning would begin. Now the house was quiet, 

except for the low hum of the small fan sitting on Nina’s desk. Its head turned from side to side, 

denying everything. She glanced at the book that had been so long forgotten on the table next to 

her, and picked it up.  

  The pages were distinct, barely yellowing and coarse. Nina had tried once to pinpoint its 

scent, but could describe it only by memory. Somehow it smelled dry; it was the musk that 

consumed her whenever she went into her university's library and opened a tome that had not 

been opened for years, the only evidence it had ever been opened at all was the inevitable 

marginalia or  red underline. Some of her book's pages were dog-eared; those were her favorites. 

Inscribed on the front interior book flap, she re-read the perfect cursive handwriting of her 

grandmother, who had written, For Nina, on her sixteenth birthday. Te quiero mucho. Te quiero 

siempre. Con amor, Abuelita. Nina flipped to a random page and began to read a nearly half-

century old poem.  

 “No te amo como si fueras rosa de sal, topacio/ o flecha de claveles que propagan el 

fuego/ te amo como se aman ciertas cosas oscuras/ secretamente, entre la sombra y el alma.” 

The words stood still on the page, challenging their reader not to wish to be in love. Nina was 

delivered to the mornings of listening and writing in a small, sunny apartment, the smell of 

onions simmering wafting through the room. She stopped reading. In the growing light of the 
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autumn morning, Nina reached again for the leather-bound journal. Carefully, she untied its 

leather strings and opened it to a blank page. Then, she began to write.  
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Inheritance 

Six thirty a.m. is far too early to be awake, but there's stuff to do. I have to walk the dog before 

breakfast, I have to shower, I have to bus to school before the late bell rings. The dog runs to the 

door as soon as I grab her long red leash. I pull on my jacket. We are soon walking through the 

cold dryness of the Arizona morning. The dog pees next to a prickly pear in the neighbor’s 

landscaped yard. I wait patiently for her to finish and remember that, soon, I get my letter from 

CalArts. That envelope will determine my future. This scares me, even in the daytime. It means 

that I will achieve elite academic success few in my family have ever known. My parents both 

went to the mediocre in-state school a mile away; they met in a remedial calculus class. The 

application was a high school transcript, SAT scores, and twenty-five bucks.  

 Everyone had thought my sister, Nina, would do well. She had been an excellent student 

at the neighborhood public high school where I go now; our parents never yelled at her; she was 

in all the right clubs. Even her boyfriend was an overachiever. But she ended up at the in-state 

university down the street, too. She sleeps in the same bed she's slept in for the past twenty-one 

years. She hasn't talked about graduate school in months. She says it’s because of the scholarship 

that she stayed, but I think she was afraid to leave. We have too many roots here. Going away 

would be to disturb them. She was supposed to be the successful one: network at some expensive 

college, get a PhD, travel the world. I don't make good grades, except in art classes. But it looks 

like I'm the one who'll be leaving. Despite her assumed certainty of job security, I’m the one who 

will venture out in search of the glory she never found. With my art degree, I plan to be the one 

who gets to travel the world.  These thoughts are a whirlpool; I approach my home once again 
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with the dog straining to reach the steps. She loves home, too.  

 The day turns out to be an utterly average Monday.  Mrs. Larson yelled at the kids 

messing around at the back of the room during math; I forgot to turn in a physics assignment; the 

bus driver did not hit anyone on the way back from school. My mother is on the phone in the 

kitchen when I walk through the front door. She is twisting the curly black telephone cord around 

her fingers, stretching it taut and then wrapping it, thumb, pointer, middle, ring, pinky, and back 

again.  

 “So they couldn’t take the x-ray—oh, they did. So I don’t understand, if it didn’t show 

fluid…” she trails off, furrowing her brow as she listens. I wander into the kitchen to find the 

ham, bread, and cheese. 

  As I grill my sandwich, she continues, “Do we need to drive up? Because we can drive 

up…all right. Let me know what happens.” She turns to me. 

  “Tita's sick,” my mother says. Nina is standing, silent, listening from the dining room, 

body half-turned.   

 "What's wrong with her?" I ask, flipping the sandwich. Tita's old. She's been sick before. 

She has been sick for years, really. She lives in a special Alzheimer's ward in a nursing home. I 

hate going there; everyone always thinks I'm related to them. It's funny, in a way, because we go 

there to visit someone who forgets we're related to her. Tita does not remember my mother’s 

name, has not remembered it for years. I know this hurts my mother; I don’t understand how 

memory can just disappear. It's not the kind of memory we lose every day, but our people. 

Family gets lost. My mom is lost. I’m lost. Nina is lost.  
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 "They think it's just dehydration again, but they still can't get her to drink enough," my 

mother replies. "Aunt Cat said she'd call back if she heard anything else. I'm sure she'll be okay," 

she said, reaching toward Nina to rub her back. My mother does not look at anyone when she 

says this. Nina nods slightly, eyes on the floor. I plate my sandwich and walk to my room. I make 

my usual trip from the kitchen through our peach-painted dining room to my room. Today, like 

every day, I notice the painting that hangs in the hallway next to my door--a portrait Tita had 

done of the Virgin Mary.  

 The subject’s eyes are downcast, and the folds of her veil frame her face in a way that 

makes her look sad, hidden. The first time I saw it, we had picked Tita up from the rec center 

where she had her oil painting class. I was five. She proudly showed us the painting, and I 

wondered why the woman was so sad but did not ask. My mother’s eyes had crinkled because 

she was happy that Tita had painted such a beautiful thing.  

 Even in her deterioration, Tita retained her artistic skill. In her youth, my mother once 

told us, Tita had been a wonderful artist. She never went to art school, but she went to university 

in Havana. She was expected to get an education. As I grew, I noticed the subtleties of that work. 

The hanging portrait has some sort of depth I can't quite reach. I can't quite place it. Every time I 

notice the painting, I focus for a minute to see if I can figure it out. So far I’ve been unsuccessful. 

I duck through the doorway and wade through the clutter in my room. A blank canvas glares 

back at me as I sit on my bed. I have a self-portrait due this week in my studio art class. 

Sandwich in hand, I stare at the canvas’s whiteness. How can I sum myself up as a person on a 

white canvas in just a week? 
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*** 

 The next day I am in between English and geometry and I get a phone call from Nina. 

  “Tita is dying. I’m coming to pick you up.” That was all she said. Passing the bathroom, 

I smell weed floating under the stall doors into the hallway. Soon I slip through the back gates 

and meet Nina a block away from school, under the mesquite tree on the corner. The shadows 

between the miniature leaves reflect onto the sidewalk in a way that would be hard to paint.  

        Nina pulls up in the family’s silver station wagon. It smells like French fries and nail polish 

remover, but there is no clutter on the floor. My long legs stretch as I push the seat back and look 

at her. She turns on the radio and says nothing at first. I don't mind the silence. Halfway there, 

she turns the radio down. 

 “This is weird, huh?”  

 “Yeah,” I agree.   

 “I mean,” she continues, rattling off words like she does when she's nervous or excited, 

“we're going to watch a family member die. But she hasn't remembered us for years. When does 

a person really die, ya know?”  

 Her existential question lends in a choked chuckle. Its awkward sound lingers in the car. I 

shrug in reply. I'm not sure what to add. She shakes her head and changes the subject. 

 “How was school?” 

 “You know. School. Whatever.” 

 “You'll be finishing soon, aren't you excited?”  

 “Yeah, definitely. I can't wait to get out of Tucson,” I say. She purses her lips and kept her 
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eyes focused on the road. 

 “So where are you going to go?” she asks, not looking at me.  

 “I'm supposed to hear from CalArts this week sometime.” All I get from her is a furrowed 

brow. A slow nod.  

 “I remember how stressful it was, doing all those applications,” she says, seeming to try 

to sympathize.  

 “Yeah, you did a ton, didn't you? Like ten or twelve?” I remembered her sitting for hours 

in front of the computer drafting one personal statement after the next, tailoring each for the 

admission committee that would eventually deem her unworthy to escape an average life. She 

nods. 

 “It's a crapshoot,” she says. “But I bet you'll get in.”  

 “You don’t always have to be here to take care of everyone, you know,” I say in a bout of 

honesty. Nina was taken aback. Her sidelong glance told me that she knew I was right. 

 “Has it ever occurred to you that maybe I like it this way? I want to be able to help Mom. 

Who do you think is going to help when Tita dies, Daniel?” 

 I hadn’t considered it. My silence must have said as much, and Nina sighs heavily.  

 “I don’t expect you to feel the same way. I just wish you would try to support me 

sometimes,” she replies, ending the conversation. 

 The car takes us north to the hospital where my mother and aunt are waiting. More are 

coming soon. I’m pretty sure our family has never abided by the "one visitor per patient" policy. 

Families like ours never do. Nina said once that it was like a nice tradition, to have so many 
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people at our sides. I wonder if the hospital staff ever gets annoyed. 

 A short nurse walks in; her scrubs are pink and only modestly reflect her body’s shape. 

The folds of her top remind me of a Georgia O’Keefe flower. She says it is renal failure, she will 

only last forty-eight hours, would you like to wait outside while I change her IV.  

        Two hours later we are all at a hospice. Only fourteen of us. A few couldn't afford to fly out; 

some were still on their way.  My mother leads me into the hospice room, grasping my arm. I’m 

not sure if it is to guide me or for her support, she is almost pinching me. We stand next to Tita’s 

bed and I feel awkward. My height crowds the corner. Nina stands across from us on the other 

side of the bed. My mother gestures to Nina, who introduces her like she has for the past few 

years so Tita knows she's supposed to love her.  

 Then it is my turn. My mother says, “Mamá, él es tu nieto, le enseñaste a dibujar, y ahora 

es un buen artista.”  

 My mother’s voice cracks as she speaks these words. My semester of Spanish privileges 

me to understand only a little of what she said, but I see Nina’s mouth pinch as she tries to hold 

back tears. My mother had recognized why I had drawn muscular action-figures in an apartment 

living room at age five. These words explained why I painted in a sad palette or even why Nina 

wrote her poetry. Her words recognized what Tita had forgotten and would forget in two minutes.  

 “He is your grandson. You taught him to draw, and now he is a good artist.” Tita simply 

nods and tries to smile. 

  “Que bueno,” she murmurs, “que bueno.” Very good. Very good. 

 We all sit around her bed, and I am amazed at how tranquil she looks. She had been a 
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beautiful woman in her youth, if old photos tell the truth. Aging had done her no favors, but it 

hadn’t ravaged anything but her mind, at least. She had used that to the best of her advantage for 

as long as she could, anyway. 

  Soon, she is heavily sedated. Her fingers are turning blue and the varicose veins that trace 

themselves like little rivers on her body seem bluer than usual. Mostly she sleeps, and the rest of 

us talk. Someone recounts the time the cousins did a skit of the three little pigs. We were all no 

older than nine. Tita had played the big bad wolf; the oversized brown coat she had worn, an old 

one from when my grandfather was still alive, had accentuated her petite frame. We all had 

laughed when she said, thick accent, “I will huff and I will puff and I will blow your house in,” 

and then had let out an enormous fart. She had been embarrassed, but we all thought it was 

hilarious. Our laughter is jarring in the hospice. Dying isn’t supposed to be funny.  

 I can’t sit in the room anymore. There aren’t enough chairs for everyone. I sit outside on 

the patio adjacent to the room and listen to my CD player and wonder what had come in the mail. 

Through the window into the room I see Nina looking for me. I go into the TV lounge. I avoid 

my sister. She’ll want to know how I feel. I don’t know what to tell her. I don't know what I feel.  

We have been here all evening. We wonder who is going to spend the night here and who will go 

home. I wander back into the building when the stars come out and the chill sets in. In the lobby 

of the hospice, there are pamphlets. Lilac cover with a hand-drawn sailboat on the edge of the 

horizon, euphemistic title on the front, “Gone from My Sight.” The pamphlets tell us that often 

people who are dying may become more animated a few hours before their deaths. More lucid, 

they say. They may ask for their favorite meal, they say, and they are right. Tita does not ask for 
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food, but she recites her poetry. My mother has brought Tita’s journal of writing and reads it 

aloud to her, the family pacing and sitting and standing around the beige room. Tita listens, half-

awake. Her memory returns enough to correct my mother’s Spanish mispronunciations and 

finish the stanzas herself. Listening to Tita's low, clear voice, I remember when she read that 

poem to us the first time. I remember when she taught us how to play chess, and how to create 

beautiful things. I remember for her. 

*** 

I was very young, maybe five years old. Tita often babysat Nina and me at her apartment. She 

lived alone, so the place was modest. I remember beige carpets and a short stack of notebooks in 

a basket next to the sofa in the living room. Tita practiced her English by writing in them, and 

she would share with us. She taught us the alphabet. Her deliberate script rolled over the wide-

ruled pages: repeated lines of “Aa Bb Cc Dd Ee Ff Gg." One day she read us a poem from her 

notebook. She had written it herself, and it was in a language I couldn't understand but was 

beautiful. Nina liked listening to the poetry, she said she liked the words. Tita gave her a 

notebook with a yellow flower on the cover where she wrote stories about imagined families. 

She tried to illustrate them with gangly stick figures lined up with a name and age written next to 

each. Sloppy. Sometimes she made their lives like musicals; I would hear her singing softly in 

the living room, off-key, with a pen in her hand.    

 But I liked drawing. I liked using my action figures as models. I tried to draw the 

muscles, but it was hard to get them just right. I don’t remember if I ever wrote anything; I think 

it was my name. “Daniel Daniel Daniel Daniel” scrawled in orange crayon over many pages. I 
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signed my name again and again, practicing for when I would be famous. Tita would always ask 

us to show her what we had done before our mom picked us up. She smiled whenever I showed 

her the figure drawings I made. She especially liked a sketch of a chess piece I did with the black 

crayon. I had pressed harder for the darker parts, I remember. I had loved spending days in her 

apartment, with the smell of Cuban coffee lingering as Nina wrote and I drew away.  

 When we would leave, we said our goodbyes on her apartment stoop. I liked when she 

said “I love you too much” with her thick Cuban accent. I thought it was a special way to say it. 

Every time we left her, she said  that. She was still perfecting English. By the time I was eleven, 

she had forgotten all of her English, so it transformed back to the original Spanish, into “I love 

you so much.” It always sounded the same to me, though. ‘Too much’ was more full of love, I 

thought. She remembered to tell us, every time we left her at the nursing home, Te quiero tanto. 

She would stand beside her bedroom door and wave, as other patients hobbled along the wall in 

the corridor. She stood there until she was gone from our sight. 

*** 

It is almost forty-eight hours to the minute from when she was diagnosed with renal failure. She 

had always been a punctual woman. Her breaths are far apart, and it sounds like she is sucking 

on a straw and there is just barely any liquid at the bottom of her glass. Each inhalation is 

evidence of life, and our ears grow used to the widely spaced breaths until one aunt, and then my 

sister, notice that another breath has not come. Someone gets a nurse, who comes in with a 

stethoscope and listens attentively for a heartbeat. After a few moments, he turns to us and says, 

 “Take as long as you want.” So we do.  
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 A couple of hours later we have all said goodbye, given her kisses on the forehead. I 

thought it would be weird to kiss a dead person, but it was just like kissing a sleeping Tita, or a 

wax-museum Tita. Now we sit outside the room as they get her body ready. Her body. My father 

stands stately, his work clothes wrinkled, and he turns to my mother. 

  “The hardest part will be when they take her away. Remember that it’s not her anymore, 

okay? It’s not her.” My father's mother died when he was young. He knows. The gurney rolls by, 

a green blanket shrouding her face. The folds of the cloth cover her and the wrinkles cast 

miniature shadows over the composition of her shape.                                      

 The coroner’s van pulls away and my family stands, deflated, in the lobby of the hospice. 

I do not know what to say to Nina, who has stopped crying for now but I am sure will start again. 

I cannot even begin to think of what to say to my mother.  I'm not sure what to grieve over yet. A 

few minutes later, we are in the car, driving home. The family comes over for a spaghetti dinner. 

I check the mailbox. Nothing. 

 “We need to be together tonight,” my mother says as she sprinkles Parmesan cheese onto 

her pasta. One of my cousins does not come to dinner but instead goes out with friends. Another 

of my cousins sits across from her father, staring at a chessboard. Knight to F4, she directs.  

“Everyone grieves differently,” Nina says. 

     *** 

The next morning I wake up and the normality of the day is strange. I walk the dog; I go to 

school, regardless of cremation plans being made, obituaries being written. My mother takes off 

work. It is Nina’s birthday tomorrow, and instead of having a party we are planning a memorial 
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service. I wonder if she minds, and I am glad it will not be my birthday tomorrow. I hope I'll 

have something else to celebrate soon. I do not consider what it will be like for Nina when I 

leave, what it will be like for my motherless mother. I bet Nina will never leave, now. She’ll have 

to take care of Mom. Another excuse. After school I walk, CD player blaring drum solos into my 

ears, and soon I am home.  

 The copper mailbox bolted to our stucco porch is full of envelopes. One is for me. It is 

big. I remember Nina getting small envelopes that told her that they regretted to inform her that 

they could not offer her a position in the Class of 2009 at that time. I saw her crying in her room 

the day after she accepted her place at the in-state school. I don't think she saw me. Her 

overachieving boyfriend had gotten lots of big envelopes; so had her friends. She had gotten a 

couple, but she didn't want our parents to take out loans when she had a "perfectly good 

university to go to down the street." She had worked so hard to go out of state. She realized that 

would mean leaving home, though. Leaving our family, our parents. Maybe leaving the desert. I 

think she's too grounded for her own good.  

My envelope is white, 8.5 x 11, the CalArts logo on the top left-hand corner.  

  “Dear Daniel, 

 Congratulations! We are delighted to offer you admission to the California   

 Institute of the Arts Class of 2011.”  

I did not have to read the rest to know that yes, I was one of the chosen few, yes, I could look 

forward to a successful education in the arts and would I please accept their offer of admission? 

Nina sees the big envelope as I walk in the door. She is back from classes, her homework spread 
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out on the dining room table. If I go to CalArts, I will not live at home. 

 "What's that?" she asks. I hand her the envelope. She unfolds the letter and her eyes skim 

the print. She looks up. "Are you going to go?" 

 "Why not?" I reply. I've worked for this, too.  

"Well, isn't it expensive?" Nina's big sister voice slips out. I'm not a little kid anymore, 

though, and she doesn't know what's best for me. 

"Yes. It's a private school."  

She looks at me. "How are we going to pay for that?"  

"I don't know," I say, "take out loans. Pay them back. That's how it works, isn't it?" 

"But you'll go into so much debt." She sounds like she's trying to re-convince herself.  

For a moment, my frustration that nobody in my family wants to venture outside our world gets 

to me.  

"I know, Nina. But I want to go there, so I'm going to. You have to take a risk sometimes 

to get what you want."   

 Nina nods and looks at me. My sister looks older than usual. “I don't regret it, Daniel,” 

she says softly. “My risk was to stay. I'm glad I did. I wouldn't have been able to see your art 

exhibits. Or be here for Mom right now. I know it sounds weird. You'll understand what I mean 

when you leave.” A resigned smile crosses her face. “Congratulations, buddy.”  

 If only for a moment, she looks proud. I hope she is. I will miss her.  

*** 

My mother looks up from the computer as I show her the letter. “That’s great, honey. Just great. 
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We’re so proud of you. We’ll go out for a celebration dinner tonight, okay? Maybe you and Nina 

can pick a place, it’ll be a college-birthday thing,” she says. Her eyes are tired, heavy darkened 

bags under the lower lids.  I nod, and she turns back to composing Tita’s obituary. The notebook 

of poems and a birth certificate rest beside the laptop. A snapshot of Tita holding Nina as a baby 

sits in my mother’s lap. In the photo, Nina is wearing a frilly white sunbonnet with an elastic 

band under her chin. She is smiling, toothless, eyes staring straight into the lens. Tita, wearing a 

turquoise button-up with lots of tropical flowers, smiles broadly, looking at Nina and not at the 

camera.  

 I reread the letter and take it to my bedroom. The easel holding the blank canvas crowds 

the room. I turn on some old music, music we listened to in Tita's apartment when I was little. I 

close my eyes to the timbales and the tres. I hear the Spanish and remember her voice. It took her 

death to remind me that she had been my most influential teacher.  Without my knowledge, she 

had inspired me to do the things I loved. To take the risks she had taken. The image of the stack 

of notebooks next to the sofa sits in my mind. My self-portrait is due tomorrow. It has been a 

long week. I know what I want to paint.  

 I dip the brush into a small well of orange paint and raise it to the canvas. Hours later, no 

longer blank, the canvas whirls with color and shade. It reminds me of my childhood and of my 

family.  With all their faults, they made me who I am. This portrait would be insincere without 

somehow incorporating their colors. White for Mom, blue for Dad. Yellow for Nina. A color of 

caution, but one that reminds me of joy, as well. She was my big sister; she taught me how to 

live, too.  
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It begins to set. I sign "Daniel Belding” at the bottom in black and remember my roots. I 

remember my inheritance. 

The beginning of Tita's life, before the forgetting, she lived it in art. So will I. 
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Miedo 

 My mother has not remembered my name for years. My sisters and I had recognized the 

symptoms for dementia relatively early on; she had started forgetting to turn off the burner after 

cooking, whether she locked the front door, appointment times. She had been living 

independently since we had arrived from Cuba, but when the doctors told us on an annual visit 

that she showed traditional signs of Alzheimer's, things changed.  

 I remember well standing in the hallway speaking to the young doctor while my mother 

was in the restroom giving a urine sample. His white coat, gray eyes and silver stethoscope 

hanging around his neck gave him a severe look, older than his years.  

 “Alzheimer’s is a brain disease that affects memory,” he started slowly.  “By the time 

someone has late-stage Alzheimer’s, they might not know how to control their own movement, 

or remember people.”  

 All I could do was nod. Thanking the doctor, I drove my mother back to her apartment. 

She was anxious. She kept brushing her hair away from her face, folding and unfolding her 

hands on her lap. My mother had never been the type of person to fidget. She had also never 

been the type of person to forget. She always remembered the most minuscule details, even from 

her own childhood. She told us stories about the nuns at her boarding school; she still 

remembered all their names. What would happen when she began to forget those names? What 

would happen when she began to forget ours?  

 “Are you okay, Mamá?” I had inquired. My mother and I had never had a friendly 

relationship, in the sense that she was my friend. That was not her way. She was always my 

mother, I was always her child. I was never a peer. I never would be. She did not talk to us about 

her feelings unless she was unhappy about something we had done. We did have a close 
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relationship in that mother-daughter realm, though; before she was sick, especially in my young 

adulthood, we spoke to each other on the phone almost daily. But it was more often to catch up 

on the family than philosophical or extremely personal conversations. Neither of my sisters had 

much luck with her, either, but it had never seemed to bother them. I never understood why. I 

doubted I would ever meet a woman as strong as my mother in my entire life; I respected her for 

doing what she had done to give her children a better life. My sisters didn't always seem to 

appreciate that. When I became a mother years ago, my respect for her—and, perhaps, how I 

understood her—increased triplefold. In that moment after the doctor's visit, though, she broke 

away from her matriarchal role and admitted her fear.  

 “It makes me nervous, mija. I don't like the idea of losing my memory. There is still so 

much I want to tell you and your sisters. What if I start forgetting faster?”  

 “You should start keeping a journal,” I suggested, after a pause. “Or I can have Daniel 

come by with his video camera and interview you about your life. That would be fun, don't you 

think?”  

 My feigned enthusiasm must have been easily detected. She smiled half-heartedly and 

stayed quiet. When we pulled up to her house, I gave her a big hug and a kiss goodbye.  

 “Te quiero mucho,” I said. She nodded and went into the house. Returning home, dozens 

of thoughts spun through my head at the same time—would she be able to live alone? Who was 

going to take care of her if she didn't? What did the doctor mean, loss of movement? Would she 

forget how to walk? How to speak? Then I grasped his second warning: she might forget us.  

 The thought chilled me to think so definitively about my mother's mortality. Not only 

would she be aging physically, but what made her human—her mind, her past—would be gone 

before she was. The loneliness would be overwhelming. Nobody would be able to share in a 
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communal history. If we didn't know ours, how would I know what to share with my children? 

They with theirs?  

 When I told my sisters, they seemed more or less unfazed. “That's what happens when 

you get old,” my youngest sister, Clara, had said. She was living in California with her newest 

boyfriend. She only visited at Christmas. She had never been one to take life seriously; out of the 

three of us, she was most detached from Cuba and Mamá's traditional ways. I knew it would 

have been a disaster to ask her to help take care of Mamá, to take her in. I always thought Clara 

would realize sooner or later what she missed by living so far away, but she never seemed to 

mind not being around for birthdays or Thanksgiving. When she left, she really left.  

 Our middle sister, Catalina, still lived in town. I called her one day to see if maybe she 

and her husband could take Mamá in for awhile.  

 “I don't know, Lily. That sounds like so much work.” I wondered if it had ever occurred 

to Cat how much work it was to raise us, with all the stress of immigrating and establishing a 

new home. She must have realized how insensitive her comment had sounded and she corrected, 

“I mean, Dave is so stressed with his new job at the firm, and I don't know anything about 

nursing. I mean, what if she falls down, or has some medical issue and neither of us is home to 

take care of her? What about a nursing home?”  

 “Cat, what about that spare room you guys have? Can't she just stay there, for even just a 

few months?”  Heavy silence over the phone indicated her answer.   

 “We're saving that for the baby's room,” she qualified quickly. I wondered when she was 

planning on getting pregnant. I don't think she heard the frustration in my voice when I said 

goodbye.  

 Neither of them seemed to understand what I was only beginning to grasp—that soon, the 
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life she had led would be lost irreplaceably. She hadn't told us much about her childhood or her 

family's involvement in the Revolution. We had a few stories here and there, how she and my 

father met, but ultimately when she had arrived from Cuba she was ready to start fresh. So she 

did. But now that it mattered for her to share her stories, she wouldn't be able to. I want my 

children to know where they came from.  

 I struggled with Cat's suggestion of a nursing home. Thinking back, we could have made 

room for her. I sometimes wonder now if that's what we should have done. I justified it to myself 

in many ways: It didn't feel right, though, making my teenage daughter share a room again with 

her pre-pubescent brother. Besides, I had work. Will had work. She had never liked our dog, 

either. It was true that none of us was even First Aid certified, let alone equipped to deal with the 

possible issues she might soon face. Nobody would be able to give her the type of attention she 

deserved. Would it be better if she was around family who she knew to care for her less 

devotedly? Or would it be better if she had nurses who were available around the clock? Besides, 

if she didn't know who we were, wouldn't it become the same thing?  

 Clara, Catalina, and I spoke with her that Christmas. We persuaded her that it would be a 

good idea to live where nurses could help if she fell, that sort of thing. She didn’t like it, but she 

did it, anyway. As the three of us made our cases, I saw the sorrow behind my mother's eyes. It 

would never have been like this if she had stayed in Cuba. Her people would have taken care of 

her, the extended network of family that she would have had. Second cousins, great aunts, 

uncles-in-law would all have been there to lift her. To remember for her. We did not. Afterwards, 

I felt horrible. We had made it seem like she was a burden to us. Our own mother, a burden. But 

in another way, I was relieved. Ashamed, but relieved.  

 The shame was replaced with an eerie horror one day when she first forgot my name. It 
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was about a year after she had been diagnosed, about six months after she moved into the 

assisted living center.  I had stopped by after work to give her a manicure; she enjoyed having 

her nails done, and she was too thrifty to go out to have them done, so it became a nice little 

visit. I would come, do her nails, update her about the kids and the rest of the family, and then go 

home.  

 I was painting her thumb when she asked, “How is your daughter?” I thought it was 

strange that she didn’t call Nina by name. Maybe this was one of her bad days. Some days were 

better than others.  

 “Nina is doing well,” I replied. “She’s taking her first AP class. She really likes it, it’s 

European history or something like that. She’s also in A Winter's Tale, which they’re doing in her 

drama class. Do you want to come see it?” I looked up. Mamá’s usually clear eyes looked 

somewhat dim.  

 “Of course, I would love to…” she paused and frowned, then shook her head. After a few 

seconds, her eyes widened and she replied with deliberation, “Lily, I would love to.” I froze for a 

moment. Her eyes turned to me. In a voice smaller than any I had ever heard my mother speak 

in, she said, “Mija…I’m scared.”  

 As the year passed, it was obvious that Mamá was declining. More and more often she 

would ask about the children’s names, my husband’s, until it became habit for me to introduce 

our own family members to her when we visited. After just a few years in the assisted living 

home, she was forgetting how to take care of herself properly, so we moved her to a nursing 

home with a special Alzheimer’s ward.  

 The nursing home is near work, so it’s not much of a drive for me. I go once or twice a 

week to see her. Mamá has lived there now for a couple years. Clara has never been here; she has 
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only seen Mamá at our house, when we host Christmas. I've given up. Catalina visits once in 

awhile. Not often enough. I’ve talked to her about it a few times; she always says she’ll come, 

but she never does. We got into an argument about it once. Catalina claimed I was accusing her 

of neglecting our mother. She loved Mamá just as much as I did, she had said. I was guilting her 

into it, she said. I told her that actions spoke louder than words and she hung up on me. Nobody 

really won the argument. Cat still doesn't visit often. She acts like nothing is wrong, but on some 

level, I think she's just selfish. I might be, too, but not that selfish. Clara is too immature to 

understand. Or, maybe she does, but her values lie elsewhere. I thought Cat at least would try. 

 Nobody likes visiting her anymore, I guess. Even my kids hate visiting. I can tell, 

although I guess they don’t try to hide it. They used to try. After a while, though, it didn't matter. 

They used to love seeing Mamá. They called her Tita because Nina couldn’t pronounce 

“Abuelita” until she was six. I used to threaten grounding or docking a week's allowance. I’ve 

stopped forcing them to come. I know they're afraid more than anything else. Daniel would 

complain about the creepy old people who thought he was their son or grandson. Nina, who's 

older, understands better the weight of this place. It's heavy, somehow. It scares her, too. 

Sometimes I wish I could stop myself from coming, as well, but then she would have no one. 

Sometimes I wonder how much of a difference it makes at all.  

 The smell of soiled sheets wafts through the hall as I make my weekly pilgrimage. This 

week, Nina has agreed to join me. Daniel needed to work on his math anyway. As soon as we 

pass through the metal doors, an alarm rings. It’s security, I had explained to the kids the first 

time we visited. So the wing residents can’t wander away or get lost. Photos and name tags grace 

the residents’ doors—the nurses say it helps them remember. Daniel commented once at how 

many people’s doors were bare. Did it suggest that their families didn't care enough to post 



 46

photos and memories for them? Did they even exist? My mother’s door has only her name and a 

computer printout of the Virgin. When we arrive, she is lying in bed. I greet her with a kiss on 

the cheek, and review the routine introductions, all in Spanish. She lost all facility in English at 

least two years ago.  

 I am your daughter, Lily. This is your granddaughter, Nina. We are your family.  

Nina leans over the bed and gives her a kiss on the cheek, too.  

 “Hola, Tita, ¿como estás?” she asks. Her Spanish isn’t bad, but it’s not as good as it could 

be. I wish Will and I had raised them bilingual sometimes, but his Spanish is best served ordering 

a beer, and for the longest time my mother was bent on perfecting her English. She never spoke 

it with the kids until now. Until she couldn't remember she didn't want to. Until she couldn't do it 

at all.  

 “Así así,” my mother replies. Nina retreats to a few feet away. Her eyes wander 

everywhere around the room except to the bed. Nina is too guilty to tell me how much she wants 

to leave, so instead she picks up the book of poems by Martí that we have brought. It’s sitting on 

Mamá’s shelf, as new and unused as the day we bought it for her. I turn to my mother.  

 “Do you want me to do your nails?” I ask. She hoists herself to a sitting position, her 

elbows shaking to support herself. Inspecting her fingers, she nods. I find her favorite pink nail 

polish that has a gold shimmer in it, and start filing her nails. She perks up a little at this.  

 “How is the family?” she inquires.  

 “They’re well. Will’s photography business is getting a lot of work, and Nina is excelling 

in school. Daniel has been having some trouble, but he’s such a talented artist. He reminds me of 

you sometimes, Mami.”  

 She nods.  



 47

 “And Clara has a new boyfriend, but I don’t know his name or anything. I have a nice 

class this year,” I rambled. We sat in silence for a few minutes, Nina engulfed in the words of the 

Cuban poet, I in my thoughts. I don't know where Mamá was for those moments.  

 "All done," I said, spreading her hands out to dry. "Don't touch them, they'll smear," I 

reminded her.  

 From her bedside drawer, I pulled out a family photo framed in one of those cheap plastic 

frames drug stores carry for a dollar. We took it years ago. Nina and Daniel were probably nine 

and seven, from their hairstyles and statures. It was Easter. The whole family was there, of 

course: all the cousins, aunts, uncles. Our extended family network that seems to have 

disintegrated when she needed us most. Everyone is dressed in their Sunday best; we're standing 

in Mamá's backyard after an egg hunt. The kids hold their little Easter baskets, which are still full 

of home-decorated eggs and candy. They are smiling. We all are. Will had set the camera on a 

timer and scuttled back to the group just in time for the flash to go off. We had all laughed 

afterwards, picturing the photo if he hadn't made it, if just his backside had been rushing towards 

us in the photo instead of his broad grin. Every time I visit, I review this photo with Mamá, 

hoping that somehow her Alzheimer's will reverse and she will one day remember everyone's 

names and birthdays and favorite flavors of ice cream, like she used to.  

 "Look at our family, Mamá. Do you see who this is?" I ask her. She nods her head 

unconvincingly. Her eyes scan the photo and she finds Nina and me. Her freshly painted nail 

points to us, and she smiles. I smile back.  

 "Yes, there we are. And there's Will, and Daniel," I say, and I point out every member of 

our family. I rehash relationships, who's married to whom, and wonder if she remembers 

attending these weddings or chistenings or holidays. There must be fragments left in there 
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somewhere, because in little bits she is still herself. She still likes her nails painted; she still folds 

her blankets neatly at the foot of her bed.  

 As we are leaving, I remember another photo I've brought.  

 “Mamá, I forgot to tell you. We’ve brought a picture of Catalina’s new baby. It’s a girl,” I 

said. I gestured to Nina to bring over the photo which I had saved in my purse. It was of my new 

niece, barely three weeks old. The photo had been taken by my brother-in-law the day after her 

birth. It was one of those familiar photos every mom has of themselves still in the hospital bed, 

holding the swaddled baby. Cat had dark circles under her eyes, but otherwise was glowing in 

her new motherhood. Years later, they were putting the spare room to good use. 

 “Beautiful,” Mamá remarked. “How old are your children?”  

 Nina piped in. “Yo tengo dieciseis anos,” she said.  

 My mother laughed, then, and asked me how old I was. I replied, and she chuckled more.  

 “I’m not old enough to have a daughter or even a granddaughter that old,” were her 

words. Nina laughed, unaware I braced myself then for what was to follow. Upon arriving at this 

revelation, my mother's brow furrowed. She looked up at me, and then to Nina, whose smile had 

turned down, revealing her confusion.  

 "Who are you?" my mother asked me.  

 "I'm your daughter. I'm Lily," I reassured her.  

 "But you're too old to be my daughter. My daughter is only seventeen. She has no 

children."  

 My mother's fear was real in those moments when she could not realize us as her family.  

To her, we were strangers who did not belong with her; in fact, in her mind, we could even be 

there to hurt her.  As if it wasn't enough that I would never hear more stories about my mother's 
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childhood in Cuba, or hear her play the piano, or greet me by name with confidence, sometimes 

she thought we weren't even the people she couldn't remember us to be. We struck her with fear, 

just as she did us. Our fear was different from hers, yes. But it was ironic that we scared each 

other. It was a pain I had never imagined. I put my hand on her shoulder in an attempt to soothe 

her.  

 "I promise, Mamá. It's me," I repeated, but the fear in her voice told me the good part of 

her day was over.  

 "Please leave now, before I call someone. Don't come back, I don't know you."  

 Nina and I waved to the attending at the nurses' station and exited. Behind us, the alarm 

sounded like a harpy. That alarm, I had to explain to the children on the day of our first visit, was 

to notify the nurses when someone left the ward. Its shrill sound was a constant reminder that the 

people who lived there would not know where they were going when they walked out. My 

mother would not know where she was going. I tried to breathe slowly; I didn't want Nina to see 

how upset I was. We got in the car, and I turned the ignition. Two seconds later I slumped over 

on the steering wheel, my shoulders shaking. Nina was alarmed.  

 "Mom, are you okay?" she asked. I nodded and wiped my eyes. "Do you want me to 

drive?" she offered, and I shook my head. Every time I left that place, I felt the guilt. It hurts to 

think that I could be doing more. It hurts that often I think I'm entitled to do less.  They should 

have to share this burden with me. They should have to bear these scars, too. It's not fair. It's not 

fair that I'm the one walking through the halls, every time wondering if, that day, my own mother 

would recognize me. It's not fair that I will have little to tell my children about their 

grandmother. I was angry, too, that it was also my fault somehow. I had never asked her for her 

stories. Maybe she would have given them to me.  
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 Sitting with my daughter in the car, I knew that if my mother heard all those thoughts, I 

know she would be straightforward about them.  

 “Life is not fair,” she would say.  “You do the best you can, and give your love, and that's 

all God expects of you. That's what we were put on Earth to do.”  

 I knew she would say that, and I knew she would be right. She would probably tell me 

that it wasn't my place to complain, especially about something I couldn't change. 

  “Make the best of it. That's all you can do,” she used to tell us when we were kids, when 

something wouldn't go our way. A simple life lesson, but invaluable. I respected my mother so 

much for the fearlessness she had when she went through life, when she made tough choices. 

Now, it was my turn to live up to the standards she had set for herself. Standards she had wanted 

us to emulate. I, at least, had those lessons. I could hear her voice when it was strong.  

 I was tired of feeling guilty. I knew so much had already been lost. I didn't want that to 

happen to me. I turned to Nina.   

 “Did I ever tell you about the time when Tita caught Cat and me sneaking out to go to a 

party when we were in high school?” I shared the story on the car ride home. I knew that it was 

too late for many stories. The loss was huge. Starting now would not fix that. We had to start 

somewhere, though. I began to share more of my stories, our family's stories. And, the next time 

I visited my mother, I took a list of questions and a tape recorder. On her better days, I could tell 

she appreciated what I was doing. I know she would approve. We have to do the best we can. 

That's what we were put on Earth to do. 
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Versos Sinceros  

 I was dreaming about the beach at my childhood home when I woke with a start. I looked 

to my right, and saw Lilia, one of my roommates, rise from bed, still asleep. Lilia was from 

Spain. She rarely spoke, but when she did, her Castilian accent made her lisp, a very unusual 

contrast to our quick, slippery Cuban Spanish, and she was shy enough to be a hermit. She had 

no friends and she was a bit chubby,  To top it off, she was a sonámbula, a sleepwalker. Nobody 

knew this but me. The first night at boarding school, Lilia had gotten up from bed. I was having 

trouble sleeping, as I always did in new places, and I saw her rise. At the time, I wondered what 

she was doing. It wasn't until she turned from her bed and fully dressed herself with her eyes 

closed that I realized my roommate was asleep. I was concerned for her. We lived on the second 

floor; where would she wander? Lilia tread out the door and I knew I had to follow her. 

 That first night was so strange. Lilia walked down the stairs, almost tripping on the 

landing. She started to stumble. I steadied her. I had heard once it was unwise to wake a 

sleepwalker, but she stayed sound asleep even at the touch of my hand. She wandered through 

the courtyard, and then to the playground. I was so afraid something would happen—maybe one 

of the sisters would catch us and think we were up to trouble. Lilia was lucky. She was oblivious 

to what could happen. She carried no fear of possible repercussions. For about ten minutes, she 

sat on a bench on the playground, then went back to bed. I knew I had to keep her secret. So, 

whenever I woke up and she was gone, I'd go with her and bear the fear in her place. Tonight was 

not unlike that first night.  

  Lilia got out of bed and dressed herself in her khaki uniform. I pulled my coat over my 

pajamas and followed her through the hall, to the patio, where Lilia got on the swing. She often 

liked swinging. Then she went to the chapel, and I stood outside.  
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 I did not ever go into the chapel. We had heard a story that one of the nuns, many years 

ago, had hung herself from the wooden rafters above the altar and that her ghost haunted the 

chapel. I stood in the chilly night air and pulled my coat tighter around myself. The only light 

was from the study room on the third floor of the dormitory building; someone had forgotten to 

turn it out. The crickets seemed louder than normal; I started thinking about the nun, what she 

might have looked like, neck bent at a ninety-degree angle the wrong way, when I heard 

footsteps. Lilia hadn't come out of the chapel yet, and I wondered who it could be when Jacinta, 

another of our roommates, appeared. 

 There were four of us in our room, all in our first year at the St. Teresa Academy for Girls 

in Havana. Jacinta, who was from Cienfuegos, was the troublemaker. She always was disciplined 

for either talking or tardiness. One week she set a record of having eight demerits, more than the 

days in the week. She never seemed to mind, though. She said it was better than behaving and 

not having any fun. I didn't care for Jacinta; she was too negative and very irresponsible.   

 "What are you doing out here?" she said. 

 I looked around, hoping maybe our other roommate, Mercedes, would have seen her and 

come out, too. I did not like lying, but I wasn't sure if I wanted to tell Jacinta the truth, either. It 

seemed to me that she liked finding out other people's vulnerabilities and then torturing them. 

One girl at the beginning of the semester had transferred to another school because Jacinta 

always teased her about some burn scars she had on her face and neck from a childhood accident.  

 "Just thinking," I said cautiously. Jacinta's hard gaze frightened me a little. "What are you 

doing out here?" 

 Jacinta's face betrayed her surprise. It was as if she hadn't expected me to ask what her 
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motives were. "Well, I saw that you were gone and I thought you might be doing something fun 

so I thought I'd come see what you were up to..." she trailed off and replaced her mask. 

 I was no fool; she had another reason why she had come. I wanted to smile, but I didn't. 

 "I don't do anything exciting, you know that." We sat down on the cool earth, I waiting 

for Lilia to finish her nocturnal penance in the chapel, Jacinta thinking who knows what. The air 

was filled with the night sounds of Cuba and our silence.  

 "What are you thinking about that's so important you have to come outside to do it?" 

Jacinta asked, the sneer in her voice obvious. Sometimes I thought that Jacinta's toughness must 

be some sort of facade. She was always trying to act so cool, but she didn't have any friends of 

her own. Maybe she was lonely. Maybe truth would be suitable for now. 

 "I'm thinking about sleepwalking. Have you ever thought that some people go through 

life like sleepwalkers, doing their daily routine without thinking twice?” 

 “What a stupid thing to think about,” Jacinta replied. But then she went on. “Isn’t that 

how you live a lot of the time, though? Just doing what people tell you instead of thinking for 

yourself?”  

 I paused. She brought up an interesting point, but I didn’t entirely agree with her. “If you 

don’t follow rules sometimes, though, people can get hurt.”  

 “Sure,” she conceded, “but sleepwalkers also are fearless. Can you imagine what life 

could be like if you went through it fearless?”  

 I wanted to correct her grammar, but thought against it. Jacinta raised a thought I had 

considered often on my late-night walks. Maybe she wasn't so bad.  Maybe, if I was nice to her, 

she’d be nicer to me, or to the other girls. We began to talk about inane things—classes, the 
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mothers, how excited we were to go home for the winter holiday. Then Jacinta turned to me.  

 "What do you think you want to do when you grow up? When we're out of school?" she 

asked. I hadn't thought much about the future.  

 "Well, I want to go to university in Havana. Study humanities, and teach, maybe. Marry a 

nice Catholic boy," we giggled, "and live somewhere nice. I don't know if I want to stay in 

Havana, though...maybe go back to Oriente, where my mother's family is from. What about 

you?"  

 "I want to travel," Jacinta said. "I want to see the Coliseum and the Great Pyramids and 

the Empire State Building."  

 "Don't you want to get married and have children?" I asked. I had never considered the 

world outside Cuba as an option for my life. My family was here, we had good money, I could 

study and work and be happy. That’s what my mother had done, and her mother before her, 

except they hadn’t gone to university. Since I was little I had just assumed that would be my life. 

 "Sure, but who knows, maybe I'll marry an Italian, or an American. I want an adventure," 

Jacinta said.  

 I was a little surprised. But I also had never considered the idea that rebellion and 

adventure were different. Jacinta never made it seem so.  

 "That might be fun," I said, but I knew my life would be here, in Cuba. Then, we heard 

footsteps. Jacinta jumped up. 

 “Do you hear that?” she whispered. I nodded.  

 “It’s just Lilia,” I said. “That was the real reason why I came out here. She sleepwalks. I 

make sure she doesn’t get hurt.” 
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 Jacinta looked at me like I was crazy. “You risk detention for being out after curfew for 

her?”  She was astounded. “She doesn’t even know you do this, does she?” 

 I shrugged. “It’s okay, I don’t really mind. Besides, the night is beautiful sometimes.” 

 Lilia made her way back towards the dormitories, and Jacinta watched her. “What a 

freak,” she said, turning to me. “I’m going back to bed. I can’t believe you were wasting your 

time like that.” 

*** 

 "Good morning, girls! It's time to get up!" Mother Adela boomed. It seemed like only 

moments after I had fallen back asleep after babysitting Lilia. I opened my eyes to see Mother 

Adela and her petite frame in the doorway. Mercedes and Lilia stirred, while Jacinta still lay 

sleeping. Mother Adela scurried to Jacinta's bed and leaned down next to her ear.  

 "¡Levántate!" she said, right in Jacinta's ear, who yelped and sat upright. "Time for mass! 

¡Vámanos!"  

 Jacinta rolled her eyes and muttered, "You're going to hell for this! Six o'clock is a sin!"  

The nun left the room, leaving the four of us to prepare ourselves for the morning. None of us 

ever could tell if she heard Jacinta's curse every morning.  

 "Why do you always have to do that?" Mercedes asked Jacinta, who was scrounging 

through her trunk for her uniform veil.  

 "They shouldn't be getting us up at six a.m. for mass. We're growing girls, we need our 

sleep!" Jacinta shot back. "Besides, mass shouldn't be mandatory."  

 "Well, we are at a Catholic school," I murmured. I didn't mind waking up so early; I 
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always felt that I accomplished more in a day when I rose early.  

 "Whatever, goody-good. See you in chapel," Jacinta said, and bounced out of the room. 

She was probably going to steal a quick smoke behind the dormitory before mass. I didn't know 

how she was never caught, but she never was. Maybe she wasn't smoking. Maybe she was going 

to the chapel early to pray. I smiled to myself at the thought. 

 "She's such a pain," Lilia lisped to herself. She never directed her comments to us, just 

muttered them to herself, but we often heard them. She was sitting on her bed, braiding her long 

black hair into two French plaits. Without a goodbye, she yawned and walked out of the room, 

leaving Mercedes and me behind.  

 On the way to chapel, I told Mercedes about my late-night encounter with Jacinta, how 

she had been almost nice the entire time but as soon as she woke up the next morning, mean 

again. Mercedes listened and then said, “I just don’t know about her…I wouldn’t trust her if I 

were you, Rosa. Something’s just not right.”  

 That day at recess, Mercedes and I were sitting on the table talking about the next 

basketball game at San Domenico's Boys' School and which boys we were going to sit with, 

when Jacinta approached.  

 "Hey, ladies, what's going on?" We shrugged. She sat down.  

 "I'm bored," Jacinta whined. "Want to play volleyball or something?"  

 We shook our heads and returned to our conversation. Soon, Jacinta’s eyes were resting 

on Lilia, who was sitting at the next table over reading a book.  

 "I have an idea," Jacinta said. She turned to us. "Why don't we make Gordita talk?" 

Jacinta liked giving people rude nicknames, and even her own roommate hadn't escaped one. "I 
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heard one of the cooks talking at breakfast," Jacinta continued. "They had forgotten about some 

of the eggs, and he said he had put the rotten ones in the garbage in the back of the dining hall." 

The grin on her face unnerved me. I locked eyes with her and tried to find the nice part of Jacinta 

I had talked to last night. Maybe she really didn’t exist. 

 "That seems a bit excessive, Jacinta," I said. "Can't you just go up and talk to her if you 

want her to say something?"  

 "You don't think I've tried that?"  

 "It just doesn't seem very nice, that's all," I said. Mercedes was silent. She was a good 

listener, but a poor talker. She rarely stood up for anyone, including herself.  

 "I guess you're right," Jacinta conceded. She looked away, but the grin remained.  

 I didn't think anything of the conversation until that night at dinner. It was five o'clock, 

and we all were filing in to our seats at the long dinner tables. The dining hall smelled like pork 

and rice. I sat next to Mercedes; Jacinta sat across from us. Lilia was at the table next to us. The 

Mother Superior stood at the head table and we all rose to our feet.  

 "Almighty God," she began, reciting the first prayer we had every evening before supper. 

As she spoke, Jacinta began fidgeting with her skirt. I saw her pull out an egg from her pocket 

and lean across to the right. Before anyone noticed, she had cracked the rotten egg over Lilia's 

hair. She stood still as the brownish-yellow yoke dripped through her long auburn braids. 

Jacinta's shoulders shook with silent laughter and she dropped the egg shell on Lilia's plate in 

front of her, then returned to her position. I saw Lilia rotate her head behind her enough to see 

the culprit, and then back again. Her shoulders were not shaking in silent laughter, I was sure.  

 The Mother Superior saw nothing; with a hundred girls, it would have been hard to catch. 
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Only the girls around our tables had seen it happen, and all of them were too afraid of the 

consequences if they broke the mandatory prayer silence to say anything. I wondered if they 

would have anyway, and decided someone had to. If I got disciplined, then I got disciplined. It 

would be my first demerit, and Jacinta had gone too far.  

 "What was that for?" I asked loudly, breaking the silence of the room. The Mother 

Superior abruptly stopped her recitation and glared down at us.  

 "Rosa, be quiet! It is time for prayer!" the Mother Superior barked. Jacinta played dumb. 

I held my ground.  

 "I don't know what you're talking about," Jacinta said.  

 "Yes, you do. I saw you break that rotten egg over Lilia's head. Just because you're 

deprived of attention and have to act out to get any doesn't mean you can pick on people! You 

make me sick, Jacinta. I thought you had more sense than this, but apparently I was wrong. 

You're just a mean, pathetic girl. Now apologize to Lilia."  

 Jacinta's signature grin drooped from her face and she said nothing.  

 "Girls, what is the meaning of this?" the Mother Superior asked from the head table.  

 Mother Adela strode down the aisle. As soon as she got near the table, she smelled the 

sulfurous stench and covered her nose. She looked from me to Jacinta to Lilia, who stood 

weeping quietly. Her chubby fingers covered her eyes. Mother Adela shook her head at Jacinta 

and indicated for another nun to take care of Lilia. Mother Adela looked to the Mother Superior 

and gestured to me. The Mother Superior looked straight at me for a moment. I thought I 

detected a hint of a smile, but before I could tell, she had almost imperceptibly shaken her head 

that I not be punished, then continued the prayer exactly where she had left off. Mother Adela 
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yanked Jacinta by the ear out of the dining hall. I felt my face redden from my outburst. I had 

never called anyone out like that before; it felt good to stand up for something in a meaningful 

way.  

 We ate silently, the only noise a clatter of plates and silverware. I caught a few people's 

gazes as I looked up from time to time, all of them with some sort of encouraging grin or wink. I 

returned the smiles and ate slowly, taking my time until most people had left the dining room. On 

my way out, I fell into stride with the Mother Superior. She was a severe woman, as most nuns at 

our school were. As we both exited the double doors of the dining room, she said my name. I 

stopped and turned, not looking at her. I didn't know what to expect. I knew I had gotten out of 

punishment in the dining room, but would she decide I was to be punished now? 

 “Yes, Mother Superior?”  

 “Rosa, Timothy reminds us in the Bible that God did not give us a spirit of fear, but one 

of love and power. Thank you for heeding his words.” 

 She nodded at me and strode away. It wasn't after the echo of her footsteps had subsided 

that I realized my mouth was hanging open. 

  After dinner, I was in the study room. Jacinta had been put on clean-up duty for a month 

in the kitchen; I was guaranteed not to hear from her other than insults for the next year. Dinner 

had been tense. Only the sounds of forks and knives clattering on the porcelain plates resounded 

around the dining hall. Nobody said anything to me, except Mercedes, who had just mouthed 

"wow" and smiled at me proudly.  

 I was in the middle of my literature homework when the study room door opened. Lilia 

walked in, clean from a bath. She looked down at the floor, then up at me.  
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 "Hi, Lilia. How are you?" I said. She hesitated and then pulled out the chair across from 

me at the table to sit.  

 "I just wanted to say thank you," she mumbled. I had never heard her voice before; it was 

musical and low without being masculine. She would have made a superb alto. A silence hung in 

the air, pregnant with unspoken words. I fumbled for something to say.  

 “It’s fine. Jacinta deserved it. Are you okay?” 

 “Yes, I’m fine, thank you. I wish I could have been as brave as you,” she said, speaking 

more words than I had ever heard from her mouth.  

 “You’re very brave yourself,” I replied. Lilia furrowed her brow. “You are so far away 

from home. That must be very hard.” She nodded. “Plus, you go on a lot of adventures at night,” 

I added. Lilia looked up. 

 “You know about that? How?”  

 I shrugged. “I follow you so you don’t trip down the stairs. You’re braver than me! You 

go into the haunted chapel at night and everything!” 

 Lilia giggled. “Do I? It’s in my dreams at night a lot. I dream about the chapel at home 

and I guess that’s where I go. It makes me feel safe, so maybe my dreams make me go there.”  

 "Have you ever read any poetry by Jose Martí?" I asked after a moment. Lilia shook her 

head and looked up at me. I opened the book to my page and read aloud from one of Martí's most 

famous poems: "'I am an honest man/ from where the palm tree grows/and I want, before I die/to 

cast these verses from my soul.' What do you think of that?"  

 "I like it," Lilia said. "So did you say those things to Jacinta because of Jose Martí?"  
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 I smiled. "I don't know, honestly. But I do know that I told the truth. That's important, I 

think. Nobody deserves to be treated that way. I had to say something. I've never done anything 

like that before. I'm sorry if I was harsh to her, but she can be very thick-skulled. I hope she'll 

forgive me at some point, but I'm not sorry I did it." I looked down at the table, surprised at my 

embarrassment to admit my previous apathy.  

 Lilia smiled at me. "Do you like to play chess?" she asked.  

 I admitted I had never played. Lilia shifted in the wooden chair, threaded and unthreaded 

her fingers and then said, "Would you like to learn? I can teach you. My father taught me how to 

play chess. Maybe we could play here once a week?"  

 Lilia must have gained a lot of courage to ask me to spend time with her. I didn't realize 

until that moment how much my actions had meant to her. It still surprised me that I, out of 

everyone, was the one who ended up being her advocate. I never wanted adventure or attention. 

Of course, Jacinta, being the antagonist and, from what it seemed, a bit immature, would not 

have the courage to stand up for something good. Maybe in her future. But not now. Mercedes 

was my friend, but she was too afraid. Perhaps Lilia's sleepwalking tendencies belied a deeper 

fearless, one that just needed a friend and some prodding to bring out. I could use a friend like 

that. Not one like Jacinta, who took risks for the sake of attention. I wanted a friend who could 

help me find my inner fearlessness; without even realizing, by standing up for Lilia, I had 

already exhibited my first act of courage. I had been fearless about the consequences, and 

although I had feared the possibility of getting caught helping her while she sleepwalked, I knew 

I was doing the right thing. That made it worthwhile.  

 "I would love that."  
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Lilia nodded and stood up to go.  

 "Thank you again, Rosa. Tu eres una mujer sincera." 

 I chuckled at the reference and held up my book in recognition of her comment. "Maybe I can 

read you more poetry next week," I suggested. "It's good for the soul."  

 

 

 

 

 
 


