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50/50

Once, we sat with a small candle between us on the tablecloth, drinks for our hands. After the salad, he asked if I wanted children.

“I don’t know.” I fingered the glass votive. “I’d like to, but I don’t know if I can.”

That got his attention. His whole head stilled.

My hands fluttered to reassure. “No, it’s not that. I mean, I don’t know if I can afford them. I want to write music. And I’ve already started that.”

He had a nice manner. He said he didn’t know musicians that well, women or men, but he counted on his fingers female writers who’d had children. He actually couldn’t think of any.

“Nope, died of lupus,” I countered. “Young. Thirties, I think.” Then, “Married but no kids.”

“Happily married?”

“Probably would have preferred Henry James.”

“Well, who wouldn’t?”

I laughed. For years and years, he could make me laugh.

“Does Yo-Yo Ma have kids?”

“Two,” I said. “But he also has a wife.”

“Madame Ma, c’est moi.” He had an odd brightness I’d heard all my life. You can be both! my mother had said. But my mother was mentally ill.

He was not. I believed him, a trumpet promise. Some Bach came into my fingers. Cello Suite No. 2 in D minor. The haunting Prelude. I had to sit on my hand.

That evening, our first date, we had a conversation about who would do what.

“With a woman who worked, it’d have to be fifty-fifty,” he said. “Of course.”

We didn’t talk about that again until after William was born.

In Paul’s gaze, it seemed I couldn’t fail, as if the terrors I’d known, so looming they’d strapped me in bed a few days a month, had been products of an overly active imagination. So this is how it works, I thought. It turned out to be easier than I’d expected. When I talked about my childhood, his face took on an expression of pity, which also looked like reverence. Then he’d twirl in a dance step, with a confident air. I marveled at these shuffles and turns, as one would at the performance of a child not yours: watching happiness.

I became accustomed to myself in this new atmosphere. My opinions grew emphatic, my gestures expansive, my stumbling attempts at jokes more frequent. Who was to say this wasn’t love?

I burrowed into his chest at night. He lost his hands in my hair and I could sleep.

Children were a star-wish.

Love had been a problem, already. Perhaps I wanted to curtail my range. In the custody of Paul, within the larger corporation of his family, things I’d feared all my life became impossible. No Berend lived in poverty, or even without a weekly cleaning woman. I loved their formality and cleanness. We would always be in rooms like this. Insanity occurred, but that, too, with the proper funds, rounded to eccentricity. He carried within him a solid floor. Like most women, I’d spent a great deal of time thinking about whom I would marry. Paul never felt like the end of all that yearning. Could anyone have been?

I hadn’t really known, up close, a good love.

I promised myself to be grateful.

I’d always perplexed my mother. She attributed my temperament to my face and never ceased trying to fix me up. My wedding made the happiest day of her life. Balloons loose in a blue sky, forty-two of Paul’s relatives stood in suits as we said our vows. On my side, only my mother. My friends felt exuberant with relief. Paul was beautiful—that word. A perfect profile, dark smooth skin, Grecian hair, the small wire glasses of a yeshiva boy you wanted to lift off. He had a mother-father Jewish family, who belonged to the Harmonie Club.

The student photographer followed a guest we hardly knew. A dozen pictures of this oboist appeared on the proof sheets and a half page of my mother, in her long white skirt and cranberry jacket, looking, as one of the ushers said, like something out of the Kennedy era, but not one shot of the mother of the groom. In the only picture that included both of us, we were greeting friends, looking in different directions, his hair blown wild, my arms still young. His face looks open and surprised.

God bless them. Wish them luck.

It’s the picture my son keeps on the face of his cell phone.


Claire
THE SEARCH

That’s how they get you. I’d heard that phrase all my childhood, though who they were was never clear. Ten in the morning, Will seventeen weeks old, I knocked over the bottle of milk I’d been pumping. It hurt to pump, but I’d already adjusted to the sucking bites and the odd porousness of my nipples after. I hiccuped sobs, moving around the black kitchen. We needed those ounces. I had a concert in New York in nine weeks.

Then he started crying too. I rocked him, his blanket loosening. No matter how many times I studied the folding diagram, my swaddlings opened. His small arms shook, his face blotchy. Everyone told me babies liked the bouncy chair. I slid Little Him in, and he screamed. Paul was gone. Will and I were both exhausted. I couldn’t sleep because I believed our baby might die. I didn’t know why he wouldn’t sleep. This was a monumental responsibility, like nothing I’d ever known.

The black kitchen depressed me. I would never work again, I thought, as if these two problems were equal.

Just then Paul’s mother paid me a visit, while her son was at work. She’d come to town for the weekend. I raised my eyebrows, See! Look at my ruined life. But she chatted on about the advisability of live-in help so Paul and I could dash out for a romantic evening. A romantic evening! I looked at her. Will cried. He seemed more furious than other babies, more bereft.

I had no talent for this. Paul could make funny sounds like the track of a cartoon, momentarily interrupting Will’s misery. But Paul wasn’t here. Will and I both felt astonished that he was stuck with me.

“Do you ever just put him in the crib and go up to your office?” Paul’s mother asked. We’d chosen this particular rental house because it had an upstairs room with windows on all four walls. Easterners, we’d wanted light. Unfortunately, the windows didn’t open and by ten o’clock, the room hit seventy, by noon ninety. I led her up, to show.

We’d needed four men to move the piano here. They had to take the legs off to get it upstairs.

“Can you order shades?” A reasonable question, but I’d wanted her to see. “I want to be a perfect mother-in-law,” she’d once said. That weekend alone, she’d bought us a set of stainless cutlery and six antique dessert plates. I loved those dessert plates. She’d seen opposing sides in her daughter-in-law and picked the one she preferred.

“You’ll have shades installed and then just give him to a babysitter and get to work.”

“But he cries.”

“Then let him cry.”

He wasn’t the only one who cried. Paul understood that I stumbled around the rental house broken and that this, too, might be something we’d have to endure. Still, I cried too much. That at least had to be fixed.

He knew a way. And we would use it.

On a Saturday in August, in Los Angeles, we interviewed thirteen women, all immigrants, on the quarter hour. Three toothless, more than half heavily made up, a few truly ragged, they resembled the hags of Grimm more than Juliet’s nurse or any Disney nanny. From far away in this flat city, women had boarded buses to audition for our fifteen-dollar-an-hour job. Paul set up a waiting room in the black kitchen of our rental house. He knew how to do this. He put out a newspaper and a plate of store-bought cookies. That was like him, the nice formality. But the 10:45 woman scarfed the cookies.

Paul’s mother had advised us to ask the women for their theories of discipline, but when he asked the first one, she just stared. “Like, say, if they don’t behave,” he said.

She shook her head.

After that Where are you from? became our opening question.

We were new too, Paul explained. We’d moved five weeks ago from New York for him to have his chance. At thirty, he felt like a recent graduate, with a ten-week offer on a show he admired. I held his tremendous hope like an egg found in a fallen nest, but I wanted something too—what I’d always had. When we’d left, I held the baby and Paul carried my precious instrument onto the plane. We’d had to buy the cello its own seat, but Will flew free. Now it hurt to look at the scuffed black case. Since childhood, I’d played every day. Even holidays, even sick. I remembered, with a loosening of sobs, which fell onto my baby’s face.

“Could you please make it home for dinner?” I’d begged into the phone. “Can’t you go earlier and come home earlier?” How had I become like this?

Once, we’d sat in a restaurant, with a candle flame between us.

“Claire, the other guys in the room have wives too.”

“I don’t know about the other guys’ wives, but I work.” I did know, though, and they didn’t.

He’d sighed. “And you’re lucky you don’t have a boss.”

Lucky.

“I have to work late,” Paul said, to the 11:15 woman. “Most nights, I won’t make it home for dinner. So we’d need you to help Claire get him to bed.”

“Sure, okay,” the woman said. “But what time I can go?”

Paul wrote down numbers and told her we would check her references.

“Would you be able to stay over some nights?” he asked the 11:45 woman. With live-in, his mother had said, there’s never the problem of her calling in sick.

Why not? I wondered, like an idiot. How do they not get sick?

The gums of the 11:45 woman puffed over her teeth. She looked sick already. Paul’s own nanny had been a black woman from the South. When she died, after living with his family fourteen years, only Paul flew to Mississippi for the funeral. Every year at Christmas, he sent a card and eighty dollars to her living daughter.

I liked the noon woman, from Bangladesh, who wore a purple head scarf and looked fifteen.

“How old are you?”

“Nineteen,” she said, cascading giggles. “I am eldest. I have many younger. All brother.”

I never had a nanny. I had a mom, like everyone else I knew, and occasionally, a babysitter: a caustic high school girl who was not above mentioning that she was only tending me for the money (a quarter an hour, in those days). Because my mother had to work, after school I walked three blocks to a religious bookstore, where I was allowed to sit on the floor and page through monographs about saints and listen to the incorrigible girls the owner took in. I loved to watch them crouch over their toenails, stroking on polish with terrible concentration. Once I met a priest there who’d walked the length of Italy barefoot. Then, in third grade, my mother gave me a key. But I lost it. We lived on a street with neighbors whose houses I knew the insides of; if I’d knocked at any one of those doors, I’d have been offered a glass of milk. But I waited outside on the stoop. When my mother finally lurched up the drive, she screamed, “I’m going to have to string it around your neck.” It enraged her, seeing her mittenless kid in the cold.

I couldn’t choose my life over Paul’s for Little Him.

The twelfth woman sat silent and nodding, her hair cut like Herman Munster’s.

“Are you able to work live-in?” Paul asked.

“I want live-in, yes,” she said. “Is cheaper.”

“Do you have children?” Six of the women before, three of whom said they could stay overnight, had young children.

“No children. No husband. Single,” she added, with a lilt.

Paul said, “May I ask you to step out a moment, while we call your references?”

“Go where?”

He led her back to the black kitchen.

“I liked the one with the purple scarf,” I said.

“She looked fifteen. And she only has one reference.” Her reference sounded like a Bangladeshi man who set the phone down for a very long time, before another Bangladeshi man came on the line to say “Meskie? Yah, I know Meskie. She’s good.”

Paul stood nodding as he talked to the twelfth woman’s references.

“Couldn’t be better,” he said, hanging up. “Let’s try her for a week.”

“When could you start?” he asked, when he called her back in.

She nodded.

“Would tomorrow be possible?”

She nodded again.

Until recently, I’d thought a nanny was something English, from long ago. But now I would have one, just because I wanted to work. Needed to or wanted to? A question I’d never asked before. In college, where everything felt equal already, I assumed I’d have children and work. He, the putative he, would work a little less and I’d work a little less and the kid would have long hair, paint-spattered overalls, and be, in general, a barrel of monkeys.

William was hairless and the other he left for the Lot every morning and never came home.

The doorbell rang. The last woman. William lurched up crying.

“You get him and I’ll tell her the job’s taken,” Paul said.

“Remember sunblock,” I instructed the twelfth woman, “but not the face, okay?”

She nodded. Every day in California started the same: hot, plain, and bright, mocking. Paul left, his jaw a way I’d never seen. For the first time since me he wanted something badly.

I was becoming a woman who sighed. Now I had my baby and I saw. Why women got so little done. How much my own mother had given. Why so many people feel mad at their mothers; because whatever childhood was or wasn’t, they’re the ones who made it. Fathers loomed above it all, high trees.

“How was the park?” I asked, when the twelfth woman bumped in the stroller, an hour later. (Only an hour!) She nodded again. This may have had something to do with English comprehension. Will’s tiny arms reached for me, his scream high and steady.

But her mere presence relieved Paul.

“Go to work,” he said, on speakerphone. “Go to your office and shut the door.”

I obeyed. I went up to my office, shut the door, and slept.

I had no confidence as a mother. From babysitting, I remembered sweet concoctions I’d made with milk and strawberry powder in other people’s kitchens, but I couldn’t recall the children. I met one family in my twenties. Both parents cooked and every meal was a slow production; they were particular about wine and cheese. They had two calm, pudgy, intelligent children whom they were raising, they said, “by hand.” She worked in the mornings. The father’s dissertation, which he wrote afternoons, was about the privatization of time. Time had once been public, in a clock tower on the town square; everyone saw the same hour and minutes. When watches were invented, he said, people could carry around their own time. That interested me, because musicians can always tell time. Even when I slept I knew what time it was. Except composing. That’s when I lost it. Of the five-year-old, the father had said, “I consider him already done.”

They must have had family money.

I’d also read a study in which scientists allowed children to choose their own food. Over a month, the kids picked nutritionally balanced meals. If these two ideas—the laissez-faire smorgasbord and the raising of children “by hand”—contradicted each other, they nonetheless constituted my entire philosophy about parenting. And neither seemed to apply.

To make matters worse, birth had taken me apart and put me back together again, with one piece missing. I’d had a series of appointments with a gastroenterologist. “You’ll probably get better,” the doctor said, recommending Kegels.

When I came downstairs, I found Will in the stroller again, sunblock smeared on his little face. The tube had a printed warning. NOT FOR USE ON INFANTS’ FACES. I pointed this out to her.

She nodded.

An hour later, I walked in on her playing with his tiny penis, swinging it between her palms. This didn’t qualify as molestation, exactly, but I didn’t want her to give him baths. I stayed up late that night to tell all this to Paul.

The next morning he barged in while she was changing the diaper. She pointed to the penis. “His et-et!” She laughed.

“She actually flicked it with her finger,” he said. “Obviously a cultural difference. I didn’t love it either.”

But Paul had to go. His first ten weeks were up, and they decided to give him another ten-week trial.

I began trolling parks. I set up interviews in coffee shops. My generation’s adultery, I thought, scanning the tables for the one dark head among blondes.

I found Lola sitting on a bench and hired her, without references. I liked the way she looked. She was small, dark, well joined.

The next morning in bed, I told Paul.

“Whoa, slow down.”

“I already did it.”

He stilled his head, blinking. “A person likes a little stability in his life.”

“Then you work at home and worry all day.”

“So what do you want to tell this one?”

I fired the twelfth woman. It turned out to be remarkably easy. I gave her money; she nodded and left.

I’d always wanted to do no harm. That was my banister. In my twenties, leaving my temp job, which I faithfully attended, I walked in the pedestrian stream. Like all those others (black tights, slitted coattails), I made a living. If I tried to do more and failed, at least I would leave the world as I’d found it. But now I had a fresh boy, who took every imprint, however faint. I feared that my invisible soul could harm him.

I knew my deficiencies and so I selected a supplement. I hired a happy nanny.

“I prefer a mother who works,” Lola told me. “Because then I can have the friends of Williamo to the house.”

“You’re hired,” I said.

“When will you be needing me?”

“Today.”

When Paul first told me he wanted to write television comedy, I’d been surprised. That’s your dream? I thought. It didn’t seem big enough for a dream.

“Yup. I really think I coulda done it.”

“I bet you still can.” He knew guys from college who made four hundred thousand dollars a year. Those little cartoon people? I used my thumb and forefinger. I hadn’t known such a thing even required writers. But I could see in his face, this was an ardent wish. Before, even with his sharp features, there’d been something undefined. Work still meant the true great thing to me; I wasn’t old enough yet to know people whose dreams had wrecked them. I only gleaned the wistfulness of those who’d quit.

My tenderness for his hope must have been what Paul saw in me. His dream might have set other young women’s jaws, at a time they wished to furnish a nursery. When Paul got the offer in California, I’d said, Let’s go.

“That show about the hunchback who lives with his father?” my producer asked.

“Yes.” I nodded solemnly, trying to be a wife.

The group I’d written most of my music for recorded in New York City. Only my mother was in LA. Doctors had called me in the past. Hospitals. Is this the daughter of …

My life or hers, I’d thought. Each time.

I’d chosen mine.

But now we took slow strolls with her friend Tom, an ex-Jesuit who led garden tours for white-haired ladies and the occasional still-extant husband. My doorbell rang midafternoon, and there the two of them stood, seeming surprised I didn’t expect them. At seventy, my mother maintained a policy of wearing only one color at a time. She had a strict philosophy about jewelry too. I saw Tom several times a week those first years back in California, and from what I could tell, he always wore the same clean khakis, the same shoes, and the same striped shirt. I asked my mother about this once and she made a face. “Oh, he buys five of everything,” she said.

“I hate to shop,” he mumbled.

As we walked, Tom pointed out plants, saying their Latin names. Platanus rasemosa. Miscanthus Gracillimus. Lavandula Goodwin Creek.

My mother tripped. She wore three-inch heels, matching her pantsuit.

Willie, in the stroller, fell asleep.

“I just don’t think they’re going to renew me.”

“Why not?” I didn’t stop to think—maybe that would be better, for us.

“I pitched ten, twelve jokes and they used one yesterday. One. Claire, I know I’m funny, but I’m just not funny in there.”

“But you are funny. You really are.” Every time we went out to dinner with our friends in New York, he’d set the table laughing. But we didn’t go out to dinner here.

When Will woke screaming, I brought him back to the bed to breast-feed. He fell asleep between us. It was too late for sex even to be an issue. But it was, anyway, sort of, a wave above us in the air.

“You know,” Paul said, one morning, “I really can’t take having him in the bed. I don’t sleep.”

“I’m tired too.” It had been more than a hundred nights since I’d slept.

I wanted Will with us. He could turn over and nurse without fully waking. But Paul worried about rolling over Will in his sleep.

“We should use some of that pumped milk and let her take him in her room. You need some rest too,” he said.

“He eats three times. We can’t ask her to do that.”

Paul promised to feed Will at 5:00 a.m.

That night we gave him to Lola and we slept.


Lola
I WAS DISCOVERED

Lana Turner they discovered at the Schraft counter, me on a bench for the Wilshire bus. Claire hired me for nanny, live-in, without even asking a reference. When I first came the house, I was surprised, because it is small small. Normal touches a mother would do, I did not see here. Pictures, they left just leaning against the walls. The livingroom looked like a school, books everywhere and a telescope by the front window. Good, I thought, Lola will learn.

But the first day, I found my employer crying by the heating grate. She was trying to breast-feed and she had very little. Maybe she is too old, I thought. My uncle in Visayas keeps cows and after four, five years, they will not anymore milk. My employer married late. Accomplished does not matter so much for a woman. Unless you are a movie star. I told her, It is okay, you cry. But when your tears dry, you will see, your baby he is very healthy.

In the Philippines, what we do is make a soup of bones and then you will have plenty milk. That first day I took the baby in the Snugli and walked to the market to get a chicken, but really it should be the bones of a goat. The nipples of Claire had cracks that oozed, already infected. I applied hot compress. Still, she wanted to keep going. That night, she sprang up every time Williamo cried and let him suck. Then, even after she fed him, he drank a full bottle. One of five in the freezer.

“I’m trying to save up,” she told me, in the morning.

After she fed him, she stood at a pump. This was the first time I ever saw that and in twenty, twenty-five minutes, all that came out was two ounces. I called Ruth, my teacher of America. At the time the daughter of Ruth, Natalie, had her baby, she stapled up signs to sell vegetarian breast milk. I asked if I could buy anywhere, but Ruth said Natalie did not know. With my youngest, I did not have enough either. I was working too hard. Issa complains that is why she is short. Only the height of me.

I asked Claire. “Do you want that I buy formula?”

She looked at me a way I could tell I had done the first thing wrong.

“No formula, Lola. He can’t have anything but breast milk. Not even water.”

Formula, it is like poison to them here. For us, it was only too expensive. “Me, I did not use either.”

“That’s probably why your kids are healthy.”

But this baby, he cry a lot. Maybe he is hungry; but I am not allowed to give anything. I stayed up thinking this riddle.

Paul, when he came home at midnight, dropped keys. Through the wedge open to his bedroom, his wife slept, her face a small cameo above the cover. He looked at the closed door to Williamo. “Do you need anything?” he asked. At this time, I liked the father of Williamo: it was easy to see the coiled terror inside.

“I will be the one. Save your energy. Later on, a boy will need his tatay.”

They paid me two hundred and fifty a week.

I was sending home money. She was saving milk. We measured ourselves by ounces in the freezer. She wanted enough to feed him while she went away. She pumped at seven in the morning, again after lunch, then before bed, but at that time she did not milk even one full ounce. And what we gained in the day, we spent at night. In the early hours, his cries shrieked wild; she and I walked him in the hallway, the bedroom closed so Paul could sleep. At that time they would have paid anything for this baby to be quiet.

A week before her trip I calculated: we would never have enough.

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” she said. “Can you come? Of course, I’d pay you extra.”

I was working then weekends for my old lady, but Ruth gave me one from Iloilo to fill in.

I packed the pump in my suitcase. We brought two frozen bottles. All. But even nursing, Williamo cried on the plane.

“My nipples hurt,” she whispered. I had something for pain, made from monkey gland, but it was back in my place.

Halfway across the country, I had to ask the stewardess for hot water, to warm one bottle.

New York, it is more cold than the Philippines ever. My jacket it is too thin. My employer unzips her suitcase to give me one of hers. I put Williamo in the Snugli underneath. A line of wind comes from the crack where the door fits into the taxi; we bump; the car is old, like cars in the Philippines. The New York sky is a way I never saw before. Still, forever-looking, as if the clouds had frozen.

And the hotel, it is not so good. I do not want Williamo on the carpet. All of a sudden, I am missing the guy. Paul would not let this be half clean. The baby cries.

“I’ve been feeding you the last five hours!”

“But there is no.” I touch her breast, an empty flap. I run water in the sink to warm the last bottle.

Then, the husband calls. I am the one to answer. Williamo cries and cries.

“Lola, what’s wrong?”

“I do not know. Maybe he is hungry. And outside it is very cold.”

“Put Claire on,” he says.

Her leg bounces as she talks. Williamo screams, so she lifts her shirt and reaches for him, but he yanks the head away. I hear the voice yelling out the small holes. “You have to feed him! Send her out to buy a box of formula. You can’t let our baby starve, Claire.”

I check the bottle bobbing in the sink. Just right. I give to him and he quiets, dream eyed, sucking steady as a bobbin. Then he falls asleep and I set him on the bed. “Do you want that I will go the store?”

She tells me her friend Lil, who lives here, sent us five bottles.

“Through the U.S. mail?”

“Messengered,” she says.

“When it will arrive?”

“Before I go.” She nods at him. “I feel like a nap too.” My employer undresses in front of me. I pretend to be busy with our suitcase. Then I set up the travel crib.

She sleeps through the phone ringing. “A messenger here,” the voice says. “Would you like the bottles in your room, for the minibar?” Or, he says they can send up one and keep the rest. They will bring when we need. Day or night.

A knock at the door; a man carries a tray over his shoulder with a doily, a vase with one small pink rose, and the bottle of milk.

I set the room straight. A pout of steam comes from the radiator and my two sleepers breathe. I make a changing place on the dresser, stack the diapers. I hang the dress of my employer, line her creams on the counter. I unpack our suitcase, put together the parts of the pump. Then I sit by the window, the right temperature at last. Outside, I see rooftops. At the corner, yellow flowers in buckets look like a picture of somewhere old. Then Paul calls again.

I tell him they are both asleep and ask if I should wake Claire.

“Nah, let her rest. But Lola, listen, if you’re at all worried, you go buy a can of formula.”

“But-ah, the mother told me not to give.”

“She’s a new mother. The doctor said to breast-feed and she wants to do everything right. Just don’t tell her.”

“But Lil, the friend of Claire, she sent. We have now five bottle.”

“Okay, good then. No problem.”

At four o’clock, I wake my employer. She takes her shower, dries the hair.

“Should I pump or should we wake him?” she calls from the bathroom, where I have the pump plugged in, clean tubes fitted on.

“It is okay. We have a bottle here, more downstairs.”

I zip her back, then Williamo wakes, so she steps out the dress again to nurse, a blanket over her. Now when we have in the minibar, Claire milks too.

When she is walking out the door, he reaches for her, the face crumples. “Lola, why don’t you just come,” she says. “But bring the bottle. Bring two.”

So we stand in the freezing air that cuts. Before, she said I could order food that would come to the room on a tray, with a doily and a rose. I could have watched the TV. Now, what will I eat?

Cookies. That is all they have in the Before Room. The other ladies, like Claire, they wear long dresses. I am just in my jeans. Williamo, too, I did not have time to change. Claire stands by the stage curtain and he starts fussing. I tell her, “Do not worry.” I have warming in the sink one full bottle, with a layer of cream. More than eight ounces. I doubt the breasts of Claire ever made that much.

Then I sit to feed. I hold the bottle the way we do, at a slant, test a drop on my wrist. A little hot. I wait a minute, shake. He opens the mouth, closes his eyes, sucks, then he stops, yanks the head. I test the temperature again, push the nipple toward him. He twists the head, the back arches and he starts to cry. He knows: this is not the milk of his mother. I try one more time but he will not take.

“I am impressed,” I say. He screams. I push him around the back the auditorium. From here, he can still see his mother on the stage.

The audience almost all has gray hair. Silver. Women majority. Many in blue jeans. Like me.

I hear the musicians tuning. I attended a concert once before. My father took us to hear the Philippine Philharmonic Orchestra. The audience there wore hats and gloves. On top the stage, three words: KATOTOHANAN, KAGANDAHAN, KABUTIHAN. I see Claire, in the distance, standing with her back to us. Williamo still screams and I walk back and forth, back and forth, between the open doors, patting him. Usually, when they arch like this, it is gas, but I cannot get the burp. The screams go up and down. “So you are singing along.”

I am thinking what Paul said, if I should buy formula. But I do not know where. If I go out the auditorium, maybe there will be gangs. Still, at the intermission, people push through the doors. We step too into frozen air. At the corner store, with fruits outside, I ask if they have formula and buy with my own money, but as I am getting the change, I think, He has never had formula. If he can tell the milk of another mother, maybe he will not take. But I already paid.

When the music starts again, we go to the Ladies. I empty a bottle, rinse, put in the formula, and stand running it under the hot water. He is watching me.

I sit on the floor just outside the auditorium. At first he sniffs, turns the head. Instruments, they are tuning again. Maybe he is tired. Claire told me after the intermission, they will play the music she made up. Far away, on the stage, she leans over the stand, her arms begging.

“This is your mother’s song,” I whisper.

I push the nipple between closed lips, squeeze a drop onto the gums. He lets it in, then sips. A little more he drinks, fusses, squirmy. Turns away, then comes back. A little more again he drinks. I stand now walking with him.

There is a melody I think I have heard before, a scrap, very pretty and sad. I lose the thread when he fusses, I pat-pat, and there, now I get the burp, a big one, loud; and after, the bottle settles, loose in his mouth. He looks like a little drunk.

After a while, it comes again, that small melody. This time it makes me think of my grandmother sitting, her hands on a velvet lap. Before I came here, my family visited Antipolo, the church of the Black Madonna. In the Philippines, we go there, before we travel overseas. For good voyage. Emigrants, foreign workers, you see many families, because usually it is the mother who will go. That is where I heard sounds like this before. Music that floats from somewhere you cannot see.

Then there is a thunder. Applause. At first it sounds like rain on the roof. But people rustle, gathering bags, and they are coming outside.

Williamo, now he is finally asleep. In the cab, Claire touches his cheek. All of a sudden, I remember: the formula.

Do I have to tell? I cannot. She might fire me.

The next morning, Claire has to teach at a symposium, but we stay in the room. I hold him at the window to watch her go. A car comes and a woman helps her put in the cello; but the car it is very old. There is a piece of the fender tied on with a rope.

Alone, I can give him formula. He drinks one and a half, almost two bottles. Good: he will be full for the plane.

I pack everything to bring downstairs. As I fit the clean clothes in the bag of Claire, I see a check, typed, from the concert hall. The envelope, it is ripped open already, but the amount is wrong: one thousand U.S. dollars. Another check from Yale University. This one for two hundred.

That does not make sense. I know what she is paying me. She told me one hundred extra each day for three days. I get out my airline ticket. On the bottom, the price says six hundred eighty-five and forty cents. What I earn from this trip will be more than she gets.

I put Williamo in the stroller still adding. I unpack her bag again to see if there is another check. Only clothes. A mystery. She is doing this for something else. It does not pay.

Me, I work for money. I haul the suitcase, thinking, I will call home tomorrow. My husband tells me Issa, she is complaining. But what does she have to complain? We pay her tuition; all she has to do is study. She is saying too she does not want to work for money only.

If I were very good I would say to Claire, It is okay. You do not have to pay the extra if you make so little profit.

I have one bottle formula hidden in the bottom of the carry-on. But it is a different color than breast milk. She will see.

All the way home, she lets him nurse. Then he falls asleep on her breast. I think, Later, I will say about the money, that she does not have to pay all. Even when we arrive home and Paul hands me an envelope with cash, I think, maybe tomorrow. But all I say is thank you. I am still remembering that small melody.

That night, I unpack all the things. The formula, I empty in my bathroom. That is the last; I will not tell. I run the water, set the clean bottle to dry. She could have fired me for that. I walk through the house, close the lights.

In the hall I hear: “Pretty big crowd, I don’t know.”

Big crowd but not much money. What do they charge admission? They should up the ticket price. That little melody still runs in my head.

“He has a voice, all right. Clear strong instrument. I don’t know why she had to walk him there.”

When I hear that, something opened: I can keep my money.

I wanted him to see his mother.

•  •  •

For months, I worried what I could feed Williamo and not get fired. I thought it would end when we began solid food. But then, they wanted only vegetables I mashed and Williamo did not like. One day, a long time later, I thought of that formula I never told. By then, I had our playclub.

Vicky, a new Filipina, said, “Lola, my employer wants a weekend babysitter.”

“What about you?”

“Me, no! I want my weekends off!” Vicky had plenty because she never spent.

“How much?” I worked for my old lady weekends who paid me sixty, and she really could not pay more. But I worked for her a long time already. I did not like to quit.

“Maybe you can ask them a lot.”

I brought Williamo along to the job interview, and he hung, a vine on my leg. Later, they told me he was why I got the job. “And what will be the salary?”

“We were thinking eighty,” the father said.

I was going to ask seventy-five, but I said, “How about ninety?”

“Eighty-five.”

The parents, they were the age of my eldest and like the ones I warned her from: too good-looking. They had the baby in a basket on a chair. The husband swung up his arms. “Isn’t it just the greatest thing!”

I had to ask Ruth to give me someone for my old lady. I took the elder from Iloilo again, because she can cook. I gave her my notebook with recipes the old lady liked.

That first Saturday, my new employer made coffee and milk heated so it tasted together like caramel. We sat at her round table. Before she had Bing, she told me, she worked lawyer. Like my second youngest. Then my weekend employer finished her coffee and rinsed her own mug. You hear about jobs like this. Like the house on the corner of Twelfth that we call the Castle, where they say the wife is Filipina. That first night, I bathe the baby, wrap him in white flannel, and hand to them to kiss-kiss.

“Like a cigar,” I said.

They told me he woke up three times in the night, and then she opened the freezer. Rows of pumped milk, yellow with a skin, each with the date marked in black. At the house of my employer, we had had so little; Claire pumped and we kept track of ounces of the bluish liquid.

The next morning, I heard sounds, birds one at a time. I bolted. But the little guy, he still snored next to me. I carried him to the kitchen.

“The milk is still in the refrigerator,” she said. The guy stood up. They looked that they might call police.

“Last night, we slept, the two of us.”

They looked at me, almost afraid. There is such a thing as luck, at the beginning. Even for magicians.

“He never slept through the night before,” the wife whispered.

Vicky and me—both Filipinas, they were thinking. They like me better.

All those bottles in the freezer, and this baby, he did not even need.
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