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Author's Note

In this novel certain liberties have been taken with the geography of Essex County, New Jersey, and northern Manhattan, especially with the layout of Inwood Hill Park.


If you love, you grieve and there are no exceptions—only those who do it well and those who don't.

THOMAS LYNCH, The Undertaking

I marked playing cards to cheat against myself. All my life I kept raising the stakes, knowing That each new loss assured me of her complete love.

CHARLES SIMIC, “Marked Playing Cards”


Part One


Clara

Clara drove across the George Washington Bridge. She was going back to Inwood to pick up her sister, Yunis, and her niece, Deysei. Inwood, where she had learned to be an American; Inwood, where she had first fallen in love and broken someone’s heart; Inwood, the neighborhood of parks and bodegas, of rivers and bridges, the forgotten part of Manhattan she could not forget. Clara’s husband, Thomas, who’d grown up in the suburbs of Maryland, had once expressed a passing, semiserious desire to live there, to be among the mulattoes, the remains of the Irish and Jewish communities of the last century, to be one of the newly arrived middle-class couples who’d been priced out of Brooklyn and Astoria. But Clara wouldn’t hear of it. “Why did I go to college?” she’d asked. “Just so I could live down the street from all the dumbass immigrants I grew up with? I don’t think so.”

It was nine-thirty, still a little early for her late-sleeping sister and niece, but they’d have to lump it. The traffic on Broadway budged forward indifferently, the rush hour coming to an end. Clara turned left on 204 and found a spot near the corner of Cooper Street. She locked the Odyssey and walked around the corner, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. She never knew who she’d run into when she came back to the neighborhood and she always feared the worst. The first doorway on Cooper was the entrance to the apartment building where Yunis and Deysei lived with Yunis’s ex-con boyfriend, Raúl. Raúl was about to become Yunis’s ex-ex-con boyfriend, Clara thought. Yunis was moving to the Dominican Republic to live with their mother, who had retired to a rum-softened dotage in a suburb of Santo Domingo. Deysei, who was to be a junior in high school that year, was going to live with Clara and Thomas in New Jersey and finish her secondary education at Millwood High—a prelude, everyone hoped, to college. Clara had no idea what Raúl planned to do now that he was going to be without a girlfriend and a place of residence, and she hadn’t lost much sleep over it. Things had been bad between Yunis and Raúl for so long that she was no longer able to recall a time when things were good between them.

In the building’s vestibule, she rang the bell and waited for the buzzer. The proportions of the small cement alcove that led from the street to the vestibule corresponded to some sort of golden mean for the capture of stray breezes and the corralling of litter. Sheets of newsprint, candy wrappers, and plastic grocery bags circled the center of the alcove as if riding an invisible carousel. No matter the season or the time of day, the lethargic cyclone spun before the door. In the corner, a Snapple bottle rolled back and forth in the turbulence, as if trying to build up the momentum to join the other garbage in its swirling dance.

Long ago, Clara had dubbed her sister’s apartment (and, by extension, her sister’s life) the Yuniverse. The Yuniverse was a queendom rife with drama, anxiety, and endless scamming. Its entrance was a brown door on the building’s third floor decorated with a bumper sticker that read, VIRGINIA IS FOR LOVERS. A former boyfriend, an ex-navy man turned gunrunner from Newport News, had put it there. (Clara liked to joke that Yunis wouldn’t give you the time of day unless you’d seen the inside of a penal institution. The only boyfriend she’d had who wasn’t a convict was Deysei’s father, and he was an illegal immigrant now living under a false name in Florida.) It had not always been this way. Her sister had once been a sweet, goofy teenager. It had been her good looks, poor grades, and inept use of contraception that led her to the place where she was now.

Raúl answered the door. “Yo,” he said, swinging his arms with primate restlessness. Raúl never seemed to know how to act around her—whether to kiss or fist-bump her. There was something of the beaten animal about him this morning and Clara gave him a quick peck on his cheek, which made him smile. Raúl, tall, muscular, strange, moody. He and Yunis were combustible, Clara thought. One a lit match, the other a can of kerosene.

The apartment, like many in New York, was too hot in the winter and too cold in the summer, but today, for once, the place was at a comfortable temperature and, beyond the faint sour whiff of dust, odor free. A hygienic breeze drifted over Clara as she entered. Raúl led her past the kitchen, where a half-eaten pernil or lasagna usually sat in a dented tinfoil baking sheet on the table. But the kitchen was clean—spotless. Everything had been put away. The metal basin of the sink had been emptied and recently scoured with a Brillo pad. Most bizarre of all was the rubber drainboard without dishes. Not even a teaspoon in the utensil cup. How odd. Clara wanted to stop and admire it, but she sensed that there were more sights to see up ahead. She wasn’t disappointed. In the middle of the living room floor, which had formerly been the home of a Formica coffee table heaped with refuse, suitcases were stacked up. The windows were open. For the first time in the years that she had been coming here, Clara could imagine living in these rooms. She pictured a rental agent saying the word potential. Yunis had been trying to sublet the place before clearing out. She aimed to live in the Dominican Republic without working, to exist on a small inheritance she had come into as well as the rental income from illegally subletting the apartment. Keeping the lease in her name, Clara knew, was also a hedge in case things didn’t work out as well as she hoped. If nothing else, Yunis had learned from experience to prepare for reversals.

“Wow,” said Clara.

“You should have seen the shit we threw out of here,” said Raúl, gesturing with his hands as if tossing a medicine ball. “We found newspapers from like four years ago. Busted cell phones, chopsticks, candy with hair stuck to it. Videocassettes. All this stuff, just sitting in here waiting to be thrown away.”

“It piles up,” said Clara and, for an instant, she had the image of her son, Guillermo, in forty or fifty years, going through her possessions after she and Thomas had died, wondering where it had all come from and why his parents ever kept such things.

“Yeah, man. It does,” said Raúl, nodding, as if they’d unveiled some profound truth. The two of them had never found enough common ground for even the simplest conversations. Raúl, despite his time behind bars, his muscled frame, and his homeboy manner, had always struck Clara as oddly touchy and vulnerable. He was likely to overreact to the smallest thing.

Nearby, Yunis’s bags were stacked like a vinyl Stonehenge: three collapsible columns of varying size along with a shapeless hold-all made of a multicolored substance that looked like nylon wicker. Next to them were Deysei’s two smaller rolling suitcases and a hard plastic case that looked like something you’d use for carrying bait or tools. In the corner rested a green duffel and two black garbage bags that were, doubtless, the vessels for Raúl’s possessions. No-where to be seen was the array of gray-market contraband that Raúl brought home through his mysterious sources: bootleg DVDs of movies that hadn’t even been released, handheld gaming systems, watches, clothes, and jewelry. Raúl worked as a mover and Clara suspected that at least some of it came from the homes of the people he’d helped relocate. A couple of years before, he had even brought home a karaoke machine for Deysei. Clara wondered again what Raúl was going to do with himself now that Yunis was taking her love of convicted men to another country. No doubt there were other women in Washington Heights who would not let a little jail time stand between them and Raúl’s affections.

“Why you wearing that? You’re going to be too hot. It’s summer, remember? Sum-mer! Summer is hot. You don’t have to cover yourself up like a fucking nun.”

This was Yunis’s voice and her comments were addressed to her daughter. Clara could not see either of them, though the door into the apartment’s lone bedroom was open.

Raúl gave her an oh, shit look. “Been like this all morning,” he said. “Something’s going down. I don’t know what, but she’s been on Deysei’s ass since she woke up.”

“Change is hard,” said Clara.

“I hear that,” said Raúl.

They were interrupted by Yunis’s arrival in the room. “Hey, Sis! What’s cracking?” she said. Yunis was at her ghetto-fabulous finest this morning in black jeans, pointy-toed shoes, and a pink Baby Phat T-shirt stretched across her breasts, the rounded tops of which were revealed by the scoop neck. Her hair, in ringlets, was a glistening autumnal mélange—russet with strands of yellow and gold and a layer of her natural black underneath. She wore huge rockstar sunglasses, the ones that made her head look like a bug’s. Her ability to concoct a powerful sexual magnetism from her genetic gifts and these accessories was a large portion of her livelihood. Yunis had never had a fulltime job. Her income was an eternally fluctuating balancing act among state and city subsidies, pocket money from the current beau, whatever loose change she could cajole out of her family members (Clara and Thomas included), and wages from the occasional receptionist or babysitting gig, which never lasted more than a few weeks before Yunis got into a spat with her employer and quit in a state of indignation.

“Everything ready?” Clara asked.

“Everything except my daughter,” said Yunis, almost yelling the last word. “You coming?” she bellowed at the bedroom door.

“Give her a minute,” said Raúl.

“She’s had all fucking morning,” said Yunis.

Deysei emerged from the bedroom wearing baggy denim overalls with frayed cuffs and a black hooded sweatshirt—the usual self-conscious teenage getup, like the vestments of an order. What was different was her hair. Normally worn in braids, it had been styled in cornrows that left the upper portion of her head looking like a crop circle. Somehow, the 'do had changed her face. It made her seem older.

“Your hair looks great,” said Clara.

“Thanks, Tía,” said Deysei.

“We were up late doing that,” said Yunis. “It’s my farewell gift to her. I know you won’t be making her any cornrows.” This sounded defensive, and Clara let it go. There was an edge to her sister this morning and she didn’t want to provoke her. Likewise, Deysei seemed even more resigned and subdued than normal. Yunis could do that to you. Eventually, everyone she associated with had the same hangdog air of defeatism about them. She’d worn down everyone in Inwood and now she was off to the Dominican Republic to wear down the unsuspecting inhabitants of Santo Domingo and its suburbs. Clara wondered if she might meet her match there.

“Did you get someone to rent the place?” she asked.

“Yeah. Idelcy’s cousin, Carmen. I didn’t want to rent it to no man. They’d just fuck the place up.” This appeared to be aimed at Raúl, who had gone into the bedroom but was still well within earshot. Departures are fraught with anxiety, Clara thought. Best to get this one over with. “Shall we?” she said.

CLARA, YUNIS, AND Deysei had loaded the suitcases into the back of the Odyssey and were just about to get in when Raúl appeared, carrying the karaoke machine on his shoulder. “Yo!” he called. “You forgot this!”

“We didn’t forget nothing,” said Yunis.

“This belongs to Deysei,” said Raúl. “I gave it to her.”

“She hasn’t played with it in a year,” said Yunis.

“Thing cost me two hundred bucks,” said Raúl.

Clara opened the side door of the van. “Here, lay it across the backseat. We can put it in the basement.”

“You want it?” Raúl said to Deysei. She had her hood over her head now, the white wires of her iPod running from the marsupial pouch. Without taking her hands out of the pocket, she shrugged.

“If she wanted it she would have packed it, wouldn’t she?” said Yunis.

“What the fuck am I going to do with it?”

“You could sell it,” said Yunis. “And put some money in those empty pockets of yours.”

And then Raúl looked at Yunis with a yearning that, for Clara, was easy to read and painful to see. The message on his face said: Please take this. Don’t tell me I didn’t mean anything to you or your daughter. This is precisely what Clara had wanted to avoid, a scene between Yunis and Raúl. She often wondered how Deysei put up with it, living in a one-bedroom apartment with her mother and her mother’s lover, sleeping on the foldout in the living room while Raúl and Yunis shared the bed next door, listening to them fight, listening to them fuck, inhaling their secondhand smoke, answering the door to their idiotic friends all night, kicking their empty forties across the floor on her way to the bathroom. But, then, Clara reminded herself, hadn’t she survived even worse? This empathy for her niece, coupled with her desire for a second child, was the reason she had agreed to take Deysei in.

Staring at Yunis, Raúl set the karaoke machine down on the sidewalk. Clara picked it up and stowed it in the back of the van.

“Come on, baby, say goodbye to Raúl,” Yunis prompted her daughter, not breaking the staring contest.

“You be good. Don’t let those thugs in Jersey touch you,” said Raúl, looking away from Yunis.

“Bye Raúl,” said Deysei, and gave him an awkward hug.

“Awright,” said Raúl. He swung his arms and watched Deysei climb into the van’s side door. Clara kissed him again on the cheek. “Good luck,” she said.

“I make my own luck,” said Raúl. “Look after her, OK?”

“I will,” said Clara. She slid the door closed and walked around to the driver’s side to let Raúl and Yunis have some privacy. She started the engine and, unable to help herself, looked in the passenger-side rearview mirror. Reflected there was Yunis’s triumph. Clara wasn’t sure, but it looked like Raúl was crying. His head was bent, his hand was covering his eyes, and he was saying something. She suspected that Raúl was weeping more for his own plight than any heartbreak he felt over Yunis departing his life, but the sight of him—muscles, tattoo, pinpoint beard, and all—was moving nonetheless. She took a quick glance over her shoulder at Deysei, who had her hood on, her face darkened, like a penitent, her headphones securely in place.

The passenger door opened and Yunis got in beside her. “Let’s go, Sis,” she said, and slapped the dashboard.

Clara pulled out of the parking spot and advanced only a hundred feet or so before stopping at the light on Broadway. The silence in the van was explosive. She turned on the radio: NPR headlines, just winding down. Quickly, she hit the button for the FM dial. Yunis and Clara’s cousin Manny borrowed the van from time to time and always changed the presets on the FM dial to hip-hop and R&B stations. It irked Clara, even though she rarely listened to the FM dial. She lived on AM in the car—NPR and 1010 WINS.

“That’s my jam!” said Yunis, as one of the hip-hop stations tuned in. “Sis, I didn’t know you liked this shit.”

The song that was pouring from the Odyssey’s system was a current hit. The rapper was promising all the ladies listening that there was more than enough of him to go around. Yunis appeared willing to wait. She did a chair dance, wiggling her shoulders and shaking her head. Better by far than the silence of a moment ago, Clara thought, as she headed for the parkway and the bridge.

THE TRIP BACK to New Jersey was an uneventful one. Deysei sat with her arms across her chest, looking out the window and listening to her iPod. Yunis, meanwhile, had spent most of the drive talking on her cell to her cohorts in a mixture of Spanish and English, planning some kind of party when she got to Santo Domingo that evening.

Thomas was waiting for them, sitting on the front steps of the house, sipping from a can of Coke. He had been laid off six months before and Clara wasn’t sure exactly how he spent his days aside from putting Guillermo on the bus in the morning, meeting him off the bus in the afternoon, watching baseball games on TV, and cooking dinner. He still had a substantial amount of his severance money socked away but money wasn’t yet the issue. He had loved his job and had been gutted when they let him go. The company he’d worked for, BiblioFile, had hired him right out of library school—where he and Clara had met—and she remembered how the job had transformed him from a self-effacing and introverted cataloging specialist into a collegial, confident, professional man. They had been dating about a year and a half at that point. Clara always associated Thomas’s job with the marriage proposal that came a few months later when he was awarded a small bonus for his contributions to the first project he worked on—a bonus he used to buy her engagement ring.

Thomas had served on a team that digitized paper resources, turning card catalogs, vertical files, and corporate archives into databases searchable through Web interfaces. His team worked for insurance brokerages, law firms, and newspapers on large-scale projects, involving the scanning of hundreds of thousands of pages and the assembly of complex relational databases. Clara, who managed the library at a medium-sized law firm in Newark, occasionally peeked at the work Thomas brought home with the same bemusement she felt when happening upon a piece of twelve-tone music on the radio or a chemical formula on the Internet. She sometimes felt that her rather traditional library career was lacking by comparison, a Victorian scrivener next to Thomas’s twenty-first-century cyberman—at least, she did until her husband was laid off.

Losing his job, he seemed to lose his confidence. She feared that he had been too much defined by his career and not enough by his family, that one day, when he took off his shirt, she would discover that he was made of binary code. It was her hope that having Deysei in the house would somehow galvanize him. He’d been withdrawn of late, but he was, for the most part, a good father to Guillermo, and having a second child to parent might coax further engagement from him.

Clara waved at him as she pulled into the driveway. Thomas waved back. Yunis looked over at her and, in a voice not loud enough to be heard by Deysei, said, “Sis, we got to talk.”

“Right now?” said Clara.

“Right now,” said Yunis.

Thomas had come around the side of the house. He opened the back of the van. “How’d it go?” he asked.

“Fine,” said Clara. “Deysei, why don’t you help your tío take your things into the house?”

Thomas appeared to get the subtext. “Yeah, I’ll show you your new room,” he said with stagy enthusiasm.

“OK, Tío,” Deysei said, pulling the white buds from her ears and getting out of the van. She looked warily back at her mother.

Clara and Yunis watched them go into the house through the back door. Clara had wanted to be the one to show Deysei her new room, the room that had, until a month ago, been set up as a nursery for the baby she and Thomas had lost the previous year. It was now an impersonal space, with no trace of its former intended use—a queen-sized bed, a chest of drawers in which they’d stored linens, and a closet where Thomas had kept his suits back when he had a job. It was the only room in the house without something on the walls. Deysei would have a clean slate.

“What is it?” Clara asked her sister once Thomas and Deysei were inside.

“You ain’t gonna believe this,” said Yunis. “But my daughter is pregnant.”

Clara drew a breath and nodded her head. The news did not completely surprise her. It wasn’t that she’d somehow anticipated her sixteen-year-old niece entering her household knocked up; it wasn’t that she thought of her as promiscuous or careless; it wasn’t that she believed Deysei was doomed to repeat her mother’s mistakes (Yunis had given birth to Deysei when she was seventeen). It was merely that, lately, she had come to expect such news—the unpleasant, the inexplicable, the complicating. Every day, she readied herself for the latest in what seemed to be a widening circle of troubling developments—job loss, miscarriage, now teenage pregnancy.

She realized that Yunis was trying to read her reaction, waiting for her to say something. “Let’s go get some lunch,” Clara finally said.

“Lunch?” said Yunis.

“Yes. Wasn’t that the plan?” she asked, deadpanning. “Lunch and then the airport.”

Yunis shook her head. “You bugging, Sis. This is serious.”

“I know it’s serious,” said Clara, “but she’s not having the baby today is she? And anyway, shouldn’t we include her in this discussion? Isn’t she the one who’s pregnant?”

Yunis looked at her with complete bafflement. “All right. You want to have lunch? Let’s go have lunch.”

Clara was buying a little time, time to think about what this meant. They would go to Church’s, a soul food restaurant on a bleak stretch of Springfield Avenue near the on ramp to 1-78, with quick access to the airport. It was her favorite place in Millwood to go when she needed comforting. Church’s was where they’d gone after Thomas lost his job and Church’s is what Clara had wanted after the latest miscarriage. It was the only food in town that made her feel like her mother’s cooking did, a menu featuring fatty hunks of pork, crisp fried chicken, heavy starches, and vegetables boiled to mush. She called Thomas and Deysei downstairs and told them what the plan was. On their way out the door, she took her husband into the mud room and gave him the news.

“Is she going to keep it?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I guess we’re going to talk about it at lunch.”

“My God,” he said. “Well, it’s ironic, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“All the trouble we’ve been having . . .”

“Yeah, watch me die laughing,” she said, and they went out to the Odyssey, where Deysei and Yunis were waiting.

It was a short, tense trip to the restaurant. Thomas drove. Clara was in the passenger seat, looking out the window, woolgathering; Yunis in the first row behind them, sullen; and Deysei all the way in the back, the most animated of the three women. She had her hood down, but the iPod buds were in her ears, her chin jutting ever so slightly to the beat. Thomas left the radio off and cheerily asked Yunis a series of questions to which Clara was sure he already knew the answers: What time is the flight? (4:05.) Who’s meeting you in the D.R.? (Tío Modesto.) Do you need to get anything before you leave? (Of course.) This effectively passed the time until they got to the restaurant.

Inside, Church’s looked as unprepossessing as the street scene outside. Most of the business was takeout; the interior was dominated by a long red counter. There were four plastic patio tables with red-and-white checkered tablecloths and beach umbrellas—garden furniture brought indoors. To add to the effect, strings of fake ivy climbed the walls near the tables. On either side of the counter were cork boards with photographs of Mr. and Mrs. Church and their daughter, Rose Mary, along with newspaper reviews of the restaurant, including one with the headline BEST RIBS IN ESSEX COUNTY. It was barely noon, and though they were the first customers, the place smelled like food—like grease and barbecue sauce and boiling cobs of corn. Behind the counter was Mrs. Church herself, a slow-moving, good-humored woman who was given, Clara had noticed, to narrating her own actions.

“Got some customers,” she said as they entered. She handed each of them a folded paper takeout menu. “Have a look,” she said. “Tell me what Edwin and I can make for you today.”

They perused the offerings but there was no doubt what their order would be: chicken and ribs, rice and beans, corn and collard greens.

“I’m not hungry,” Deysei said, pulling out her earphones and winding the cord around her pink iPod. She put her menu back on the counter.

“The food is great here,” said Thomas.

“You’ve got to eat,” said Yunis.

“I’m not hungry, Mami,” said Deysei again and went to sit at the nearest table.

“ Dios mío,” said Yunis. “You’re not in Washington Heights now, baby. You can’t just walk to the corner and get a slice whenever you feel like it.”

“I know, Mami. I’m. Not. Hungry.”

“Ayuda me,” hissed Yunis, looking at Clara.

They gave their orders to Mrs. Church, who shouted each item to her husband before going back to help him in the kitchen. Then they joined Deysei at the table. As soon as they were seated, Clara spoke up. “Your mom told us, Deysei. Is it true? When was your last period?”

Deysei looked first at Clara and then at Thomas. She was not used to having a man present during such discussions—Clara had almost asked Thomas not to come. But if he was going to be a kind of stepfather to Deysei, he needed to be a part of this discussion.

“Six weeks,” she said.

“Have you taken a pregnancy test?” Thomas asked. That was her husband, thought Clara, always seeking the empirical.

“Yes, Tío,” she said, and glanced at her mother.

“I made her,” said Yunis. “Last night. She didn’t want to. But I knew something was going on. It had been too long since she took one of my pads.”

“So, you haven’t been to a doctor yet?” said Clara.

Deysei shook her head.

“OK,” said Clara. “We’re going to get you to a doctor this week. I have a good OB.”

Deysei nodded, not saying anything. She looked like a framed corporal facing a military tribunal—frightened but hopeful of exoneration.

“Does the father know?” said Clara.

Yunis interjected. “She won’t tell me who the damn father is. It’s probably that fool Eduardo. That moron has been following her around for months. ‘Hey, baby. Hey, baby.’ I told you to stay away from him.”

Hidden beneath her overalls and her hoodie, Deysei had the kind of rounded, big-boned, heavy-bottomed body most Dominican men loved. Clara, who was skinny by comparison, could tell it was a burden for her niece and, surely, a big reason for her choice of attire. “Does the father know?” she asked again, ignoring her sister’s outburst.

Deysei’s face contorted as she tried to keep the tears back. She shook her head.

“It’s all right,” said Clara, and put her hand on her niece’s cheek. “It’s OK.”

“God damn it. It’s not all right,” said Yunis. “How can I leave now? How can I go to D.R. now, like this? I can’t leave her with you.” And Clara saw that this relatively minor inconvenience—missing her flight, delaying her escape—not the larger issue of her daughter’s pregnancy, was irking Yunis.

“Let’s all try to stay calm,” said Thomas, to which Yunis rolled her eyes.

“Do you want to tell us who the father is?” Clara asked. She put her hand on Deysei’s and squeezed.

Deysei shook her head.

“Sis, you’re being way too nice. You can’t ask her. She’s got to tell us. You’ve got to demand.”

“Now isn’t the time,” said Clara. She looked over at Thomas. He in turn was looking at Deysei intently—as if he were the father and about to be blamed for all of this.

Clara continued: “Deysei, sweetheart. You don’t have to tell us the father’s name, but there are two questions you’re going to have to answer before too much longer. The first is, are you going to tell him? The second is, do you want to keep the baby?”

Deysei appeared overcome by the magnitude of these questions. She covered her face and began to weep.

“Why you crying?” said Yunis. “This ain’t nobody’s fault but yours. If you hadn’t been screwing around there wouldn’t be anything to cry about.” Clara now regretted suggesting they go out to lunch. Her hope had been that a public venue would keep the tone of the discussion civil. She hadn’t expected the place to be so empty. It was August. Everyone was somewhere else.

“Yunis!” said Clara. “Don’t be so hard on her. It’s too late for that now. You did the same thing when you were her age.”

“Yeah, like I was the only teenage mother in New York,” said Yunis.

“All right, all right,” said Clara, holding up her hands, wanting to get off that subject. “Look, there’s no reason you can’t go to Mami’s today, as long as Deysei is OK with that. There’s still a couple of weeks before school starts. We don’t have to decide anything right now, except whether you’re going to get on the plane this afternoon. And if you don’t get on the plane, Mami’s going to wonder what’s going on.”

“I’ve got to tell her.”

“That’s up to you,” said Clara.

“Please don’t tell Abuela,” said Deysei, wiping her nose on a paper napkin. “Please don’t tell her, Mami.”

“Wow. She’s going to be a great-grandmother,” said Thomas. “And she’s not even sixty yet, is she?”

“No,” said Clara. She hated the fact, hated every stereotype it conformed to, but it was true.

“My mother was almost sixty when Guillermo was born,” said Thomas.

“OK,” said Clara.

“Shit,” said Yunis. “Mami’s going to flip. All right. I ain’t gonna tell her until we decide what we’re going to do.”

“You mean until Deysei decides,” said Clara.

Yunis looked at her daughter. “Yeah, I guess so.”

Mrs. Church emerged from the kitchen door with a basket of biscuits and a pitcher of iced tea. “You look hungry,” she said. “I got food for you. A lot of good food. Edwin has outdone himself today. I’m bringing it now. Here I come.”

“Let’s eat,” said Clara. “We have a plane to catch.”

CLARA HATED AIRPORTS. It was her conviction that the airport experience was a fair analogy of what awaited her immediately after death—that her credentials for the afterlife were more likely to be inspected by someone who dressed like an airline attendant than a pre-Raphaelite archangel and that the Pearly Gates would probably resemble customs and immigration more than the entrance to an upscale retirement community. As she pulled into the short-term parking lot for Newark Liberty Airport’s terminal A, she recalled a flight to the Dominican Republic she’d taken the summer between college and library school. She was going there to be feted by her mother, to be shown off like a prizewinning show dog, the first in the family to get a degree. Half an hour into the flight, the pilot had announced that they were turning the plane around and going back to New York. There was something wrong with one of the engines—or at least the possibility of something being wrong with one of the engines, the announcement wasn’t clear. The pilot said that it was nothing to be concerned about, that the other engines could take the weight of the plane in the event one failed. They were just being careful. Clara’s reaction to this announcement was emphatic disappointment. “No!” she said aloud, drawing stares from her fellow passengers. Her disappointment was not because of the lengthy delay that was sure to follow, but rather because she thought of air travel, like death, as irrevocable. From the moment the ticket was purchased, the die was cast. It was partly for this reason that she refused to entertain the idea of Yunis not going to D.R. It was fate, fate that Deysei would become her responsibility, fate that Clara would learn that her niece was pregnant the same week that a doctor had told Clara that she might not be able to have another child.

There had been little talk in the Odyssey since they’d stopped at the CVS on Springfield Avenue. Thomas had parted company with them at Church’s, walking home to meet Guillermo off his summer-camp bus. The iPod buds were back in Deysei’s ears, isolating her as firmly as a language barrier. Meanwhile, Yunis had spent the drive to the airport making last-minute phone calls to her friends and associates in New York and Santo Domingo. While she talked, she distributed her purchases into various pockets of her purse and her carryon bag as if trying to hide something. Clara had left the radio off and driven in silence, eavesdropping on her sister. There were buried motives for everything Yunis did. There was always an angle, always a scam, and Clara hoped to overhear something that would help her understand more fully what her sister was up to in running away to their mother’s house and abandoning her daughter. From the beginning, the decision had seemed impulsive to Clara, but that was how it went with her sister. Plans were anathema. Yunis’s cell phone conversations left Clara unilluminated. They were mostly business—making sure that the woman she’d sublet her apartment to was still planning to move in the next day and reminding Tío Modesto that he was supposed to pick her up at the airport. “I hope you got those Presidentes on ice, 'cause I’m thirsty already and I ain’t even on the plane yet!” she said, switching off her phone.

They parked and found a cart to transfer Yunis’s luggage into the airport. Entering the terminal, Clara felt it—the hollow chill of the place. Because they were late, there wasn’t much of a line at the checkin. A family of panicked, abrasive Dominicans ahead of them were squabbling with the agent about the weight of their gargantuan bags. Meanwhile Yunis was delving again through the contents of her purse.

“I hate this e-ticket shit,” she said. “You remember when you used to get your ticket in a nice plastic wallet? Like a diploma or something? Now it’s these fucking printouts.”

Every event in her sister’s life was like a scene out of a telenovela: Days of Our Yuniverse. Maybe it really was best for everyone if she just went away.

“Here you are, you son of a bitch.” From her bag, Yunis pulled a crumpled piece of paper with the Yahoo! logo on top.

“You got your passport, Mami?” asked Deysei.

“Yeah. I got both. Dominican and American. Nobody’s going to give me no trouble today. Where are they?” She rooted once more in her purse, as if to pull a loose thread from the lining. Her bag fell from her hands and spilled half its contents across the hard, shiny floor.

“Fuck!”

“Last call. Santo Domingo. Last call,” said one of the attendants behind the counter.

“Wait! That’s me!” shouted Yunis. Clara and Deysei squatted down to help her gather her belongings. Clara picked up a lipstick, an envelope, and a photograph of a man she’d never seen before, a young Dominican in a muscle shirt and a black Yankees cap, palm trees in the background. Perhaps he was the real reason behind Yunis’s departure. She handed the items to her sister, who was yelling, “Santo Domingo! Right here!”

Her luggage was checked and her boarding pass issued with alacrity. The attendants told her to hurry. They went down the escalator to the security gate, where the metal detectors and X-ray machines waited. There was no time for a prolonged goodbye, but en route from the check-in counters, Yunis had started crying.

“Oh, baby, are you going to be OK?” She clutched Deysei to her breast.

“Yes, Mami,” said Deysei.

“I’m not deserting you, baby. You know that, right? I’ll come back the minute you need me. You look after my girl,” said Yunis to Clara, a pearl-sized tear bubbling out of the corner of her eye.

“I will. Now go. Your flight is about to take off.”

“I’ll call you from Mami’s. Tonight. Bye mi amorcita.” She kissed her daughter and her sister and hustled toward the TSA workers, her big booty shaking, her curls bouncing. They watched her remove her shoes and pass through the metal detectors. On the far side, reunited with her bags, she waved at them and raced away.

“Tía?” said Deysei, a moment later.

“What?” said Clara, with more abruptness than she intended. The day’s events had left her feeling testy.

“I hope you won’t be mad at me.”

“What is it? Just tell me.”

She hesitated. “I’m hungry.”

“Oh, is that all?” said Clara, softening her voice. “How could I be mad at you? You’ve got to feed that baby. There’s the food court over there. What do you feel like?”

Deysei looked abashed.

“What is it, honey? You can tell me.”

“A Big Mac, Tía.”

“You want a Big Mac?”

“Yes, Tía.”

Clara smiled, genuinely tickled. “That’s funny.”

“What?”

“Big Macs were all I wanted to eat when I was pregnant with Guillermo. I just couldn’t get enough of that special sauce. I must have eaten a hundred of them during those nine months. Poor Thomas. They got to know him pretty well at the twenty-four-hour drive-thru on Northfield.”

“I’m just hungry, Tía,” said Deysei, clearly reluctant to dwell on the procreative bond with her aunt. “It’s not like it’s a craving or nothing.”

“That’s what you’re saying now. Just wait. Pretty soon, you won’t be able to think of anything but Big Macs. You’ll be dreaming about them.” The memory elevated her mood. No matter what the damn doctors said about her uterus, she had given birth to a healthy boy who was alive and well and busy in the world—probably getting off his school bus right about now.

Clara left her niece at a table by the window in the food court and went to the McDonald’s counter. She still felt overfed from their lunch at Church’s. Watching the petulant, poorly paid staff assemble her niece’s meal, she thought that fast food never looked less appetizing. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten a Big Mac. Years. During the second pregnancy—the lost baby—her foods of choice had been gazpacho and spring rolls. Maybe McDonald’s made stronger babies, she thought, and felt the absence, as she did from time to time, of the other living organism within her, a kind of physical déjà vu. Deysei’s child was going to need every advantage it could get and she was going to do whatever she could to help.

On her way back to the table, Clara noticed that Deysei was hastily putting away her cell phone. Who was she talking to? Maybe the baby’s father? What an enabler of subterfuge those devices were. She set the tray on the table with a voila! gesture. Deysei was unwrapping the burger before Clara even sat down. She squeezed two tubes of ketchup into the top side of the carton and dipped the massive pillbox of meat and bread into it before taking her first bite. Clara found it hard to watch her niece eat the huge hamburger, the ketchup and the pinkish special sauce smearing on the sides of her face, the soiled napkins piling up on the table between them. She didn’t properly wipe her hands on them; instead, she squeezed them tight and set them down like crumpled moths. Deysei was grinning with delight as she chewed. Clara gazed beyond her niece, scanning the other travelers in the seating area: a cute young woman in college sweats talking on a cell phone; an in-love couple who looked like they were going away on their first vacation together; a salesman in slacks and a polo shirt poring over a spreadsheet (the very image she’d always had of her husband when he was on his business trips); a handsome dark-skinned man hugging a small blond boy. This last pair caught her attention for a couple of reasons. First, the striking disparity between them: the man brown and burly, the boy tow-headed and slender. Second, the man was Dominican and she recognized him. It took a moment to put a name to the familiar, if estranged, face. Then she knew who it was.

“You OK, Tía?” asked Deysei, then tucked the last of the ham-burger into her mouth and took a long draw on her soda.

“Yes,” said Clara, standing up. “Let’s go. You can eat those fries in the car.”

THEY WENT BACK out to the parking lot, Clara hustling her niece.

“What’s the hurry, Tía?” Deysei asked.

“Nothing,” said Clara.

“Then why we rushing?”

“Come on,” said Clara, not explaining.

In the Odyssey, waiting to pay for parking, Clara ran her tongue along the inside of her lower lip. There was the scar tissue where her teeth had nearly been driven through her own flesh—but the scar tissue also covered another, deeper wound that she could not touch. Tito Moreno. Where else but in an airport—a place of transience, a place of such consternation for her—would she see for the first time in years the boy, now a man, for whom she had such complicated feelings? And, to further complicate those feelings, he was there in the airport with a beautiful blond child. Was Tito that child’s father? It hardly seemed possible, but then wasn’t she often mistaken for the nanny of her own light-skinned son? He looked well, fit and healthy, though she thought she saw (or wanted to see) melancholy in his face as he hugged the boy. It was conceivable that the boy’s mother had just departed on a trip. Clara imagined her as a businesswoman, like one of the attorneys she worked with. It was hard to believe that Tito would have ended up married to a lawyer, but anything was possible.

They were on 1-78. Soon they would be home and then she would have to figure out what to do about her niece. Then she would have to talk to Thomas about what the fertility doctors had said. And now Tito. What was she supposed to make of that?

“Tía?” said Deysei from the passenger seat, as if reading her mind. Clara glanced over. Deysei was staring at her, the empty red carton of fries cupped in her hand.

“What is it? Are you still hungry?”

“No, Tía. I want to tell you something.”

“What?”

“I want to tell you who the father is.”

Whoa, she thought. “OK.”

“But first you have to promise me you won’t tell anyone.”

“I promise.”

“You mean it, Tía?”

“Yes. It will be a secret. I won’t tell anyone.”

“Not even Tío Thomas?”

“Yes. Not even him.”

Deysei paused. “It’s Raúl,” she said.

And Clara pulled off to the shoulder, because otherwise, she would have crashed.


Tito

Now and then Tito got a call for an estimate in New Jersey, usually in Bergen County, where Dominicans from the Heights moved when their ships came in. Sometimes the suburbs weren't all they were cracked up to be and people decided they wanted to move back to the city. They missed the very things they were trying to escape: the noise, the crowds, the filth. One woman actually said that to him. “The streets are too fucking clean over here. It makes me feel like I can't walk on them.”

The house was in Oradell, a white Cape with a sloping lawn on a quiet cul-de-sac lined with pear and apple trees. Tito parked the car and climbed the steps, pausing to look around. It was a street he had visited many times in his imagination, the street he dreamed of living on. His wife and two children resided here. In the back of the house were the graves of a dog and two goldfish. To his left lived the friendly neighbor, the one who lent him the expensive lawn equipment and power tools he never got around to buying himself. On the right was the loud, uncouth neighbor, the one who fought with his wife and drank too much—just the sort of person you thought didn't live in the suburbs.

Tito rang the bell.

The door was opened by a good-looking high-yellow Dominicana in her fifties. Her hair was straightened and styled short, like Condi Rice's. She was wearing dark blue jeans, an ivory blouse, and a pair of silver reading glasses, which dangled from a chain around her neck. It was those glasses, as bright and sharp as surgical instruments, that caught his eye. He glanced down at his clipboard to check the name but found that he already knew it.

“Buenas tardes, Ms. Almonte,” he said. There was an awkward pause as he waited to see if she would recognize him—but why would she? “I'm with Cruz Brothers,” he continued. “I'm here to give you an estimate for your move.”

“Yes, come in,” she said, and walked him around the house, pointing out what was staying and what was going. Inside, it was not at all the cozy, domestic space he'd dreamed up for himself and his phantom family; it was spare and clean to the point of being ascetic, with modern art on the walls, books in every room, and no television. There was an austerity to the wooden furniture that reminded him of church pews—you wouldn't be able to get too comfortable, he thought. Only the bathroom matched his imaginings. It had just been redone, she told him, fitted out with his and hers sinks, a whirlpool tub, and one of those showers that blasted water at you from about eight different directions. To Tito, it seemed like something a long-married couple would treat themselves to in lieu of an active sex life. A lot of the stuff was staying, which in his experience meant a divorce. It was not a house where children lived.

When the tour was finished, they sat in the dining room and Tito asked her how soon she wanted to move. He sipped at the glass of ice water she had given him, making sure to place it on the coaster and not on the glossy surface of the table. The glass was slippery and he was worried about dropping it.

“The first of September,” she said.

“Bien. Where you moving to?”

“English, please,” she said. “I'm moving to Sherman Avenue in Manhattan.”

“You're moving to Inwood?” he said, and stopped himself from asking her why.

“Yes. But some of the items are going to go into storage. I assume you offer that service?”

“We do,” Tito said. “For how long?”

“Indefinitely,” said Ms. Almonte.

He nodded and got to work on the estimate, giving her a better price than she would get from anyone else, though there wasn't much he could do about the monthly storage rates. He wrote the figure at the bottom of the sheet and passed it to her along with a Cruz Brothers brochure and his business card. She looked it over. He could read nothing in her face. “I'm getting some other estimates,” she said. “I'll give you a call when I decide.”

“Of course,” he said, taking another sip from his beaded glass. The water in New Jersey always tasted like chemicals to him.

She walked him back to the door. The whole time he had been there, he had debated saying something. Now he had to decide. Just before stepping outside, he asked, “Does your Word Club still exist, Ms. Almonte?”

Her eyes flickered at him. “Were you a student of mine? I never forget a student and I don't remember you.”

“I was at Kennedy,” he said, “but not in your class.” And then, after a pause: “I was friends with Clara Lugo.”

She appeared to consider him anew. “So, you were Clara's boyfriend?” she asked.

Tito did not answer the question. “Let me know if I can help with your move,” he said, and walked back down the steps.

DEPENDING WHO YOU asked, Ms. Almonte was either the greatest teacher in the history of the world or a hardass, stuck-up mulata bitch who thought she was the Queen of England and Miss Manners rolled into one skinny, titless body. She taught A.P. English and was known to fail students for a few misspelled words or for not knowing where to put an apostrophe. But the worst thing a student could do in her presence was throw Spanish words into an English sentence. “This is an English class,” she would say. “I want to hear English. Your future employers will want to hear English, too.”

She had followers, mostly college-bound girls who imitated her in every way they could—some more successfully than others. These devotees belonged to the Word Club, an after-school program that had begun as a prep class for the verbal portion of the SAT, but soon morphed into an extracurricular finishing school for a handful of bright, ambitious, assimilated girls headed for scholarships to the Ivy League and Seven Sisters. Behind their backs—and sometimes to their faces—they were called lesbians and wannabe whiteys, but the fact was that almost every boy in the school was in love with Ms. Almonte or one of her girls in a way that the boys would never fully understand or admit to one another. She and her girls were beyond them; they lived in the territory of the imagination.

Clara Lugo was Tito's Almonte girl. She was neither the prettiest nor the best dressed of them, but she had, by some measures, come the farthest to be there. She was dark skinned and had Chinese eyes. At her temples grew swirls of hair that looked like wispy reinterpretations of her ears. For a Dominican girl, she didn't have much of an ass, but she was tall and her hair was long and thick.

Tito and Clara had played together as children. Clara's father owned a hardware store on Dyckman Street, and Tito's father was the building superintendent for 222 Seaman Avenue—a good customer. On Sunday afternoons, when the store was closed, the two families met for picnics in the park. Tito retained a clear memory of the last afternoon the families spent together. The Lugos were still wearing their good clothes from Mass while Tito and his parents were dressed casually. He and Clara were in the Emerson Playground, twenty yards from the picnic blanket. Clara came too close to the swing he was on and his foot clipped her in the mouth. It felt like nothing to him, but she cried out and brought her hand to her face. When she drew it away, her fingers dripped with blood. She ran to the blanket, where their parents were sitting with Clara's baby brother, Efran, eating pastelitos and drinking beer. “¡Que bar-baro!” he heard his mami say, and then his papi came and yanked him off the swing to make him apologize.

Soon after that, his father and Don Roberto stopped speaking to each other. At first Tito thought it was because of the bloody lip, but, he later learned, the issue was a faulty power drill that Clara's father refused to take back, saying that it had worked fine when he sold it to Tito's father. The dispute escalated and Tito's papi took his business to the Jewish hardware store on Broadway—a declaration of war. Clara's papi started saying things about Tito's father, implying that he had lived too long in that building full of white people, that he had forgotten he was Dominican, that his son watched too much TV. He was going to grow up godless and unable to speak Spanish. Tito had always been afraid of Don Roberto. He was big and loud, with a chipped tooth and pockmarked cheeks. How could a man so ugly have produced a daughter so becoming? He liked to slam his hands on the counter of his store when he was making a point to one of his customers—and, it seemed, he always had a point to make.

Tito was forbidden from playing with Clara and she became, in time, just another neighborhood girl, glimpsed in the subway station or crossing Broadway. Over the following months, his mother subjected him to a propaganda campaign about Clara's family. She said that Doña Dolores was not actually Clara's mother, that everyone in Inwood knew this. Don Roberto, she claimed, had abducted Clara from the Dominican Republic and brought her to the United States. Her father was strict with her, and her stepmother was wicked—straight out of Cinderella. At the time, Tito thought this was all just part of the feud between his parents and the Lugos and he forgot about it. Soon enough, he befriended some of the kids in the building his father managed and Clara all but slipped from his mind. That is the way things stayed until high school, when in a process as mysterious and unmeasurable as the growth of fingernails, she reemerged from the general population of girls to become, first, a girl and, then, the girl. By then, she had grown and filled out, matured. Once she joined the Word Club, she began straightening her hair and wearing stylish clothing. She occupied more and more of Tito's mind and took on a significant role in his fantasy life. Between classes he looked for her, and when she did appear from the throngs in the halls, he trailed behind her, floating in the wake of her smell—of gardenias and candy—like a cartoon character following the scent of a freshly baked pie. Sometimes he would trail her all the way to the other side of the school, far from his next class. The bell would ring and he would come to himself alone in the hallway, late again.

LEAVING MS. ALMONTE'S, Tito drove back to Washington Heights, his mind in turmoil. He had not seen Clara for fifteen years, but he continued to think of her often. When he conjured his imaginary family life in the suburbs, the role of his wife was usually played by a grown-up Clara, especially when he was between girl-friends, as he was now. She was the template for his longings.

Tito had just moved out of his parents' apartment and was still unpacking his new studio on Broadway and 190th Street. When he got home, it took him a while to find the box, the one marked MISC. PAPER. Inside the box he dug through an assortment of documents in plastic sleeves—his tax returns, his U.S. passport, his naturalization certificate, his high school diploma, his Dominican passport, his birth certificate—to find the Ziploc bag of envelopes and postcards that represented nearly all the real mail he had received in life. Within the bag he leafed through the sheaf of birthday cards, valentines, and love letters until he found the note from Clara. He knew the words by heart, but still he unfolded the single page from its smudged and wrinkled envelope and read the following:


Dearest Tito,

I'm sorry I did not write sooner. You are probably wondering what happened to me. I want you to know that I am safe and happy. Don't worry about me and please don't try to find me. I'm sorry I did not have a chance to say goodbye.

Clara



He folded the note and returned it to the envelope, put the envelope into the Ziploc bag, and dropped the bag back into the box. Then he went into the kitchen and poured himself a drink.

MS. ALMONTE CALLED him a few days later and accepted his offer but only if she could move that Saturday, a week sooner than she'd told him. Tito, who had not worked a move since being promoted into the sales force, would have to drive the truck himself. He scrambled to put together a crew. On such short notice, he had to scrounge around to find a couple of warm bodies. One of them, Hector, had been working for Cruz Brothers since Tito was a crew chief on the trucks, and Tito was grateful to have him. Hector was an older guy from El Salvador who was shaped like a fire hydrant, didn't speak any English, and could carry objects twice his size. He was religious and, even in Spanish, kept his thoughts mostly to himself. Tito felt less fortunate with his other grunt, a young Dominican named Raúl who had muscles on his muscles but also a reputation for surliness and inappropriate behavior—including hitting on young female clients during moves. There was no one else available, though, so Tito was obliged to go with the team he had. He signed the truck out of the garage and picked up Hector and Raúl in the yard on Tenth.

“So, where we going? Jersey?” asked Raúl, as they drove down Broadway to the bridge, the cab bouncing in response to the potholes.

“Jersey,” said Tito. “Yes.”

Raúl looked like he'd sooner go to hell. “Jersey ain't nothing but a big landfill.”

“That's Staten Island,” said Tito.

“Same damn difference,” said Raúl. On the far side of the cab, Hector sat with his arms crossed, napping. Tito remembered this about him: He could sleep anywhere, seemingly at will.

Ms. Almonte was ready for them. She'd gone through the house tagging everything that was to be taken with Postit notes, sometimes even writing out explicit directions about how an item should be packed. Normally this would have pissed Tito off, but he knew to expect nothing else from her. How could she fail to be a difficult customer? They got to work. He sent Raúl and Hector to do the kitchen, hoping that Hector's example would keep Raúl out of trouble. Once he saw that they were filling boxes with pots and cutlery, he started on the books in the den. Tito wanted to work alone. He had the vague, hopeful idea that he might find something. He kept looking over his shoulder as he worked, waiting for Ms. Almonte to appear to make sure he was packing the right things or to complain about the mess his boys were making in the kitchen, but once she'd let them into the house, she left them alone, and this made Tito even more nervous. After an hour, he poked his head into the kitchen and saw that Raúl was not there. “Where did he go?” he asked Hector.

Hector mimed a man urinating. Then there was the flush of the toilet. Raúl came back into the kitchen, buckling his belt. “What?” he said.

“Nothing,” said Tito. “Get back to work.”

“Man can't even drain his lizard,” said Raúl, shaking his head.

Tito returned to the books. (There were a lot of books.) He heard her footfalls upstairs and wondered where the husband was. From the wedding photo in the living room, he looked to Tito like an uptight businessman—the sort of guy who didn't own a pair of jeans or sneakers. Shouldn't he be here, making sure his wife wasn't absconding with his ancestral china? Maybe it wasn't a divorce, Tito thought. Maybe it was just a separation. Or maybe the husband had run off with his secretary and didn't care about the ancestral china anymore. This is what he loved about his job—the voyeurism, the constant opportunity to speculate about other people's private lives and imagine, if only briefly, that he lived like them. Tito spun out his thoughts as he put the short stacks of books into boxes, filling the crevices and cracks with paper, sealing the boxes tightly with tape. He'd forgotten how this kind of activity with the hands could free the mind. He was so busy daydreaming that he almost failed to notice the edge of the photograph poking out from the book in his hands. The book was a hardcover edition of Julia Alvarez's How the García Girls Lost Their Accents and the photograph was of the members of the Word Club all seated in Ms. Almonte's room, only it didn't look like her room because there were pillows on the floor and teacups and a plate with some kind of pastry on it. There were seven girls sitting in a semicircle around Ms. Almonte. He knew all of their names, as if they had been the heroines of his favorite television show: Yesenia, Milly, María José, Victoria, Julia, Eva, and Clara. None of them lived in the neighborhood anymore (he'd checked, as best he could, in the phone book, he'd asked around). Occasionally he heard stories about one or another of them, though never about Clara. Many had married white men; one was living in Paris. Another was a surgeon. Standing in Ms. Almonte's den, doing a job he had been doing since he was in school with them, he took a long, inspecting look at their faces. They were just girls. He got that now. They didn't have super powers or anything. Some of them weren't even so good-looking, he was stunned to realize. They were trying too hard, wearing clothes that were too mature for them, arranging their hair in styles that now looked ridiculous. Even so, seeing Clara again stirred something in him that he could not explain away so easily. This is what he had been looking for. He slipped the photograph into his pocket and kept packing.

They were done by noon. Her possessions half-filled the truck. None of the appliances were going and only a little of the furniture. It was the small stuff—the books, the bric-a-brac, a few carefully packed pieces of art, and a lot of elegant clothing: five full wardrobe boxes. Tito probably didn't need a two-man crew, but he wanted the whole thing to look official. Raúl and Hector were still securing the cargo in the back of the truck when Ms. Almonte got in her sedan and backed down the driveway, honking as she passed them. Tito started the truck's engine and waited for his boys to close up the back. Then they drove down Route 4, the Washington Heights Highway, to the bridge.

“Damn, she's the whitest Dominican I ever saw,” said Raúl. “Didn't have even one can of beans in her kitchen. I looked. Probably allergic to beans.”

“She's just as Dominican as you or me,” said Tito. “I bet she grew up in the Heights just like us.”

Raúl sucked his teeth. “I didn't grow up in the Heights,” he said. “I'm from Bushwick. There ain't no Dominicans like her in Bushwick, I tell you what.”

FROM THE OUTSIDE, the building she was moving into looked like a significant step down in life, a sooty, once glorious Art Deco structure five stories high. Tito stood on the pavement peering at the names in the little glass windows beside the buzzers, a habit of his. Still a lot of Spanish there. In addition to ALMONTE, he saw a PéREZ, a MARTíNEZ, and a BLANCO. A couple of Irish names appeared, from the faintness of their type, to be the oldest tenants: DEVINE and McINTYRE. Mixed in with these were two Asians, a ZHOU and a YAO; a Jew, GOLDBERG; and a scattering of others who could only be younger white newcomers, NIELSON, BARRE, RUSSO, the sorts of names you never used to see in Inwood buildings. He pressed the black button next to ALMONTE and waited. When the buzzer sounded, he secured the doors with bungee cords and signaled to Raúl and Hector to open the back of the truck.

It was a ground-floor apartment, the door unlocked. He knocked and entered a long, darkened hall. Ms. Almonte was making the journey from the house of Tito's dreams to the kind of dwelling where he had grown up. It was not a step down in life as he had first thought, but a step back. Just inside, he was not surprised to see, stood a glass vase for the water of the saints. Above it, a small portrait of the Virgin Altagracia. He nodded at the Virgin like an old friend. The hallway was clean and otherwise bare. At the end of it was the living room, where Ms. Almonte was sitting with an old woman on a white leather couch wrapped in a clear plastic cover. Something about the room looked wrong, as if the furniture had been shifted around by someone who didn't live there. The television was on, showing El Gordo y la Flaca.

Ms. Almonte introduced him to the old woman, her mother. She looked up at him with incomprehension and, seeing his clipboard, said, “Census?”

“No,” said Tito. “Mudancero.”

“Ah!” she said, and took a drink from her glass. She looked at her daughter and asked her who was moving in.

Ms. Almonte appeared embarrassed by the exchange—or by Tito witnessing the exchange. She stood and led him to an adjoining room, which was empty save for a twin bed with a gaudy floral coverlet. It was a large five-sided room with one window and a doorway that led to another room, which, it seemed, was the mother's bedroom. Ms. Almonte was wearing a dress today, loose black linen, which gently shifted around her skinny frame. “I want everything in here,” she said. “Everything that's not going into storage.” It would look strange, Tito thought, all that modern, highbrow stuff in these immigrant surroundings.

They emptied the truck of everything except the storage items in less than an hour. Carrying in the last of the boxes, he stopped to watch Ms. Almonte trying to feed her mother a lunch of soup and bread.

“You have to eat something, Mami. You're wasting away.”

“No tengo hambre,” said the mother.

“Please, eat.”

“¡No tengo hambre!” said the mother, again.

At this point, Ms. Almonte turned and caught Tito looking. “Yes?”

He raised his hands in apology. “We're almost finished. I just need you to sign.”

“All right,” she said. “Un momentito, Mami.”

Out of the classroom, and out of her house, she had lost her aura. Tito no longer felt cowed by her and he was saddened by this realization. Many of the things that had impressed him the most when he was younger—the subway, Christmas, television—seemed perfectly humdrum now and he wished it weren't so, wished he could still be awed. Was it simply because he wasn't young anymore, or was it something worse: an aptitude for disappointment?

Ms. Almonte signed with an ornate, illegible signature, tipped them generously, and showed them the door.

TITO DIVIDED THE tip evenly, thanked Hector and Raúl, and drove them back to the yard. He signed in the truck, filed his paperwork, and went home. Sitting on his couch and sipping from a bottle of Corona, he took out the photograph and stared at it again. It wasn't enough. He had thought it would be sufficient to pilfer this memento of the great mystery of his teenage years, of his first broken heart, but the more he looked at Clara's face and the more he dwelled on the memories and questions she provoked, the more he came to see that the photograph was just like a first kiss—all it did was make you greedy for more. What he really wanted was the impossible—to go back and do something that would prevent Clara from vanishing. She'd gone off to college and, aside from the one cryptic note, he'd never seen or heard from her again. Tito thought he had made his peace with it, but as he grew older and his losses accumulated, this first one loomed ever larger. The events of that summer assumed the form of a puzzle, which, decoded, would somehow explain why things in his life had not turned out as he had once hoped.

ON A WINDY afternoon in the spring of his senior year in high school, Tito was kept late by a teacher who was “concerned” about his “academic performance.” There was a lineup of boys waiting outside the teacher's room. One by one they were summoned into the room to receive versions of the same pep talk. Upon hearing what the talk was about, a number of those who were waiting left before their names could be called. By the time Tito got in there, he wished he'd left, too. “You've got some brains in your head, Moreno,” the teacher said to him. He was one of those clean-cut young black dudes fresh out of teachers' college who was going to change the world one kid at a time. He'd raised himself up from a slum somewhere and wanted his students to do the same. Tito waited for him to start in about accepting Jesus as his personal savior, but it never came to that. “Your grades aren't that bad. Maybe you could do something with your life if you applied yourself,” the teacher said, getting close enough to him that Tito could smell the man's Pep-O-Mint breath. Tito had already started applying him-self for Cruz Brothers on the weekends, making good money. He didn't see what the teacher's point was and the meeting came to an unsatisfactory end for both of them.

He headed home. As he made his way down 230th Street past the U-Haul lot, he was thrilled to see a familiar figure up ahead, dressed in a long coat. She tottered as she walked, like someone inside a tube. Then the tube crumpled and down she went. Books were cast across the sidewalk. A three-ring binder sprang open, releasing its pages to the wind like a flock of doves. Tito ran after the papers, snatching them out of the air, lunging and thrusting for them as they circled and danced. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Clara had gotten up and was doing the same thing, as best she could in that bulky coat. In the end, they captured every page but one, which was carried away from them on an updraft, gliding and flipping over on itself, rising toward the elevated tracks of the 1 and 9.

“I hope that one didn't have all the answers on it,” he said.

She was jumping in vain, beckoning to the departing page, close to tears. Her coat was like a giant roll of shearling. Tito looked at the papers in his hands. The top sheet had a geometry problem, his footprint, and a big red A minus on it. So, she was good at math.

“You all right?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes I am.” She was calming herself. “It's these shoes,” she said, lifting up her coat to show him a pair of ankle boots with silver buckles and leather soles. “No grip.”

“I'll walk you home,” he offered as casually as he could manage. “You still live in that house on Payson?”

That made her look at him properly for the first time. “Hey, you're Don Felix's kid. My dad says your father is a lying sack of shit.”

“Yeah, well, my pops says your old man is a tightwad cock-sucker.”

They both laughed.

“I've still got the scar from when you kicked me,” she said. She pulled down her lower lip and showed him the pair of short white lines her teeth had made, like a double dash in the bumpy red pulp of her mouth. “I'll never forget how much it hurt to eat,” she said. “And brushing my teeth was a nightmare.”

“Yeah, well, I had to have my toe amputated, just so you know. I still walk with a limp from it.”

“Glad you're not holding it against me,” she said.

With her papers gathered and returned to their binder, they headed south along Broadway. “So, were you at the Word Club this afternoon?” he asked.

“Maybe,” she said.

“What do you guys do in that club?”

“You mean after we're finished with the sex toys?”

He blushed. “Yeah, when you put the dildos away.”

She drew an invisible zipper across her lips. “I took a blood oath. They'll kill me if I tell you. Then they'll kill you, too.”

“Thanks for looking out for me,” he said. They walked along for a moment without saying anything. He'd daydreamed about talking to her many times, and now here he was—talking to her.

“So, where you going to college?” he asked. There was no question of if.

“Cornell,” she said.

The name meant nothing to him. “What? Not Yale?” he asked, pronouncing it with a Spanish accent: Jail.

“I no smart enough for Jail,” she said, copying his accent. “Besides, Jail no giving me no moneys.”

“What about the other muchachas?” he asked.

“Oh, jes,” she said. “They going to some good schools: Pre enstone, Wasser, Breen Marr, En Why Joo. ¿Y tu, Señor?”

He shook his head and dropped the accent. “I've got a job lined up.”

“A legal job?”

“Yup.”

“That's good,” she said. “Better than most of the fools around here.” And he was grateful that she spared him the same lecture he'd just gotten from the teacher. Tito liked to read—comic books, thrillers, pornography—but the thought of studying, of taking tests and answering questions in a classroom for four more years, made him queasy. Clara's proficiency at academics now rendered her all the more remarkable to him. It was the same admiration he felt for acrobats and chess masters, people who excelled at things he had no interest in.

Crossing the Broadway Bridge, they discussed the best way to get to her house. The feud between their fathers was dormant but still acknowledged in the neighborhood, and it would be best for both of them if they were not seen together. Tito was cheered by the underlying assumption that they would walk all the way together, that she wasn't going to ditch him. Any lingering animosity seemed to have been forgotten. He said he didn't want to go down Seaman in case his father was sweeping in front of the building. Clara didn't want to walk on Broadway, in case one of her father's cronies was eating in El Malecon. In the end, they went up through Park Terrace and Isham Park, hurrying across Seaman well south of his father's building and walking through the forested part of Inwood Hill Park to a path that led down and out of the trees at Payson Street.

“You better stay here where my mother won't see you,” she said when they were walking down the path, the trees thinning as they neared the street. “She's already going to kill me for being late.”

“Wait,” he said. “Maybe you want to come out with me on Saturday?”

“I can't. I work in my father's store.”

“What about Sunday?”

She shook her head.

“Oh,” he said, downcast.

She smiled. “But you can walk me home next Friday,” she said.

“Friday?”

“Yes. And one more thing. You can't tell anyone about me going to Cornell.”

“It's a secret?”

“Yes. Everyone thinks I'm going to Hunter. Even the parents.”

“I won't say anything,” he promised, enjoying the privilege of her secret.

“Thank you,” she said, and turned away to walk down the path and out of the park.

The Lugos owned one of the single-family homes that were scattered among the crumbling Art Deco apartment buildings of Inwood. It was a three-story brick wreck with boards in the windows of the upper floor and planks on breeze blocks for a stoop. A Dumpster had occupied the short driveway for as long as Tito could remember. If progress was being made on restoring the house, it was all happening on the inside, because the outside was as derelict as it had been when their fathers were friends. In Tito's imagination, the house had, over the years, anthropomorphized into a giant, decapitated head, its chin on the sidewalk, the garage an open mouth, the windows above them like a pair of eyes, and the boarded orifices on the top floor some kind of pagan headdress. As Tito watched Clara walk across the street, it seemed like the house was going to swallow her alive.

WITHOUT HAVING TO be told, Tito understood that the Friday afternoon walks home with Clara would be a secret—not just from their parents, but also from their schoolmates, from his friends. He could tell no one. The romantic lives of the Almonte girls spurred endless speculation among the boys (and, he guessed, the girls) of John F. Kennedy High School. The speculation filled a void. There were rumors of the Word Club girls going on dates with Columbia students and New York Presbyterian doctors, of limousines and downtown nightclubs, of trips to resorts in the Poconos or long skiing weekends in Vermont, but these were merely rumors, never substantiated. The only certainty was that they did not date boys from Kennedy. If Tito had claimed that he was Clara's boyfriend, no one would have believed him; he would have succeed only in attracting ridicule or, perhaps, pity. During the school week he could presume no change in Clara's attitude toward him. In short, he could not expect her to acknowledge his existence beyond sharing her amusement with her friends about the boy who sometimes followed her in the halls. He was fine with this. It was a small price to pay.

The next Friday was Good Friday—something Clara may or may not have realized when she issued her invitation the week before. It was a half day. He waited for her by the U-Haul lot, figuring she wouldn't want to be seen near the school grounds with him. He positioned himself there immediately after the final bell rang and was still there well after the time when he had run into her the week before. Rain threatened and he sensed the disapproval of the people passing by: He must be up to no good. Still she did not appear. Maybe she'd gone to church or something? It was then that he realized there would be no school the following week because of the Easter break and that he would not see her for at least ten more days.

Those ten days passed slowly. He worked a move on the Saturday, a family relocating from a shitty apartment on Nagle Avenue to a slightly less shitty apartment on Fordham Road. Sunday he went to an early season Yankees game with his cousin Hershel. Hershel attended George Washington High, but Tito refrained from telling him about Clara, just in case the rumor leaked back to Kennedy. During the week off he helped his father. He repainted a vacant one-bedroom apartment by himself; he hauled the mounds of trash out to the curb for the weekly collection; he unclogged a drain for Mrs. Canby on the fourth floor. When his father sent him out to buy a new faucet for the Hernández family in 2G, he momentarily thought of going down to Dyckman and buying it from Clara's father, just on the off chance that she was working. But his own father would never forgive him.

On the Monday after the Easter break, Tito saw her in the hallway, walking by herself between classes, and was relieved to learn that she still existed. She appeared to take no notice of him until she was almost past and then, at the last moment, she winked at him. It was so quick that anyone seeing them might have thought she got something caught in her eye. But it was enough.

That Friday—it was mid-April already—he waited for her closer to the school, standing outside a bodega in the weak spring sunshine, pretending to read a newspaper. About an hour after the final bell, she walked by with one of the other Word Club girls, Yesenia Matos, and he followed them, keeping his distance. At Broadway, Yesenia climbed the stairs to the subway while Clara turned and walked south toward the bridge. He followed, catching up with her on the span as a train made its cacophonous passage over them on the elevated track.

“I was beginning to think you didn't like me, Tito,” she said.

They walked home together by the same evasive route they'd taken before, talking and joshing each other about the mix-up on Good Friday. Clara's mother, in one of her fits of piety, had made them go to Mass. That afternoon in the park Tito kissed her for the first time. It was on the path in the woods as they descended toward her house. He was motivated by a sense of desperation, a sense that she might contrive ways of avoiding him on Fridays the rest of his life. If nothing else, he would at least have this one kiss. How modest that aspiration seemed to him later, but how immense it seemed to him at the time. He took her by the hand and pulled her close, fully expecting to be struck across the face. She gave no resistance, opening her mouth to his. Tito tasted icing sugar on her lips—a dissolving sweetness—along with traces of lip balm. He felt her warm breath against his cheek. When he finally pulled away, she smiled at him. “See you next week,” she said.

FOR THE REMAINDER of the spring, Tito did not have any trouble finding Clara on Friday afternoons. Even after school ended in late June, they maintained their schedule. He worked both weekend days so that his Fridays would be free for her. He moved furniture, hung out with his boys, ate meals with his parents, listened to music, read his comic books, exchanged bullshit with Nelson, did his daily pushups and sit-ups, watched the Yankees on TV, went to a couple of lame parties, but all of it was just a means of distraction until Friday afternoon came around again. To minimize their chances of being seen together, they took to arriving separately in the forested part of the park. These dates, as Tito liked to think of them, soon turned into extended sessions of kissing and reaching into each other's clothes. The warm weather conspired to make things easier for them—thickening the greenery of the wilder sections of the park, inviting Clara to go barelegged in skirts and short dresses, the inciting sight of her brown skin on display. They explored each other as much as possible under the cover of the park's flora, but the lack of privacy kept them from going as far as Tito would have liked. There remained always something elusive about Clara. He was increasingly aware of her imminent departure for Cornell. He had tried to talk about it with her, saying that he would visit her at college, promising to do whatever it took to carry their relationship forward, always seeking signs of assurance from her. But Clara inevitably stopped these entreaties by kissing him or taking his hand and placing it over her heart. As much as he loved those gestures, they did not allay his fears—if anything they heightened them. Tito became convinced that the only way to ensure that they would stay together beyond September was to sleep with her. They were both virgins and he believed that sex would somehow create an unbreakable bond between them.

In August, an opportunity finally presented itself. His mother and father were going to celebrate their twentieth wedding anniversary with a week at a resort in Punta Cana. Tito took the time off work to be available for the building's tenants. There was an empty apartment on the third floor. He'd repainted it earlier in the month and helped his father install a new refrigerator. In the refrigerator now was a bottle of wine and some of the food his mother had left for him. The apartment's layout was unconventional, with a bedroom right by the entrance then a long living room opening to an alcove kitchen and leading to the second bedroom. The previous tenants had lived in filth and disorder, with clothes and garbage on the floor, but the place was clean now. All of the rooms had windows that opened into the airshaft—and therefore were visible to people in other apartments—except for the second bedroom, which had a view of the ballfields of Inwood Hill Park. On the hardwood of that second bedroom, Tito had laid out his old sleeping bag, along with a sheet, a blanket, and two pillows. He brought up a vase of flowers. He brought up toilet paper. When the buzzer rang, he was in the bedroom looking out the window at a Little League game.

Clara was wearing nothing special—jeans, sandals, and a lacy short-sleeved blouse—but she looked astounding to him. He tried to kiss her as she entered the apartment, but she danced away, laughing. He could tell that she was in a strange mood. “So, come on, show me around our new place,” she said.

He walked her from room to room, describing the apartment as if they lived there together. In the first bedroom, he said, “This is your study. Notice the bookcases over there, and the desk with the nice new computer. See that, I had your diploma from Cornell framed and put up on the wall.”

“That's very thoughtful of you.”

Every time they went to another room, he tried to take her hand or kiss her cheek, but she moved away. “This is the kitchen,” he said, prepared to leave it at that, but she said, “So, who's the cook in the house? You?”

“Of course,” he said. “Look what I made earlier today.” He opened the fridge and showed her the roasted chicken and the rice and beans his mother had left for him.

“Mmm,” she said. “And wine, too? You hoping to get lucky or something?”

“Hoping,” he said. She had been willing all summer, but now that they had the opportunity, she had become coy.

He walked her through the living room, pointing out the projection television and the oriental rugs. In the second bedroom, he indicated the sleeping bag and said, “This is our new fourposter bed.”

“Let's try it out,” she said, and sat down. He got down beside her. He was desperate to feel her skin, even a glancing brush of its warmth, but, continuing to tease him, she rose again and went to the window where he had been when she rang. Tito followed like a dog. She had her back to him and he stood behind her, with his hands on her hips. She did not try to move away. He turned her around and reached up to her face, swept his fingers across her cheek and let his hand glide along her throat. He tugged at her earlobe, teasing the nub of flesh between his fingers like a little piece of dough. She was watching him, her mouth slightly open. His other hand reached behind her and curled up into the back of her blouse. She was naked beneath it and he felt the little canal of her spine between the muscles of her back, the way it flattened out just below her waist. He brought his hand away from her ear and pulled her close. Her mouth felt pulpy. They lowered themselves to the sleeping bag and she was still silent, but busy now, her hands on him, in his hair, clutching at his neck.

Tito was on his knees and she was sitting up in front of him. “Take it off me,” she said, pulling at her blouse with a gesture of impatience. Using both hands, he pulled it over her head. He bent forward to kiss her breasts but she stopped him. “These too,” she said, squirming as she unzipped her jeans and hooked her finger through a belt loop. “Take them off me.” Tito grabbed the cuffs and pulled. They came off slowly at first as her hips resisted his tugs and then they slipped quickly down her legs and she was naked on the sleeping bag before him in the broad afternoon light. Nothing about her was coy anymore and, seeing her this way, Tito was seized by a queasy sense of doubt as he realized how little he really knew her, this beautiful girl he had fantasized about for years. In all, they'd spent a dozen afternoons together. The weight of what they were doing frightened him. Suddenly, he wanted to be done with it, to rush through the act and have it finished, to move on to the next stage of things, but she would not let him. She pushed him onto his back and slowly unbuttoned his shirt, kissing his chest after each button was unfastened.

The buzzer sounded.

“Who's that?” Clara whispered.

“Get under,” he said, ridiculously, and lifted the sheet and the blanket for her. Maybe one of the tenants had tracked him down here. Or maybe his parents had come back early. He ran to the intercom. “¿Si?” he said. He was still dressed and had to adjust himself.

“Yolanda?” said the voice through the speaker.

“No.” said Tito.

“Yolanda? Marta?”

“They moved,” said Tito. “They don't live here anymore.”

The buzzer sounded again, but he was already on his way back to the bedroom.

“Who was that, your other girlfriend?” Clara asked.

Tito said nothing. He took his clothes off and got into the make-shift bed with her. As he lifted the blanket and the sheet, he caught sight of her naked body again, but this time it unnerved him less. Instead, he took pleasure in it, the lovely geometry of her limbs and joints arranging themselves, her breasts swaying, gravity-tugged, and her skin puckering in tiny circles of brown gooseflesh. He felt momentarily that he had created her, willed her into being.

Clara turned and looked at him with a direct and open tenderness that he had not seen from her that afternoon. She kissed him softly, long and drawing with the mouth he had wounded in the playground many years before. Tito felt himself becoming erect again. She continued to kiss him. His tongue went into her mouth and searched for the scars on the inside of her lip. The disruption had settled them and stopped their anxious playing. Tito was not afraid now and he felt calm and watched her and saw that there was none of the nervous, flirty behavior of before. She withdrew under the blankets, kissed him, and turned him so that he lay on his back. Then she straddled him, her body substantial and warm. Tito watched her fingers take hold of him and he felt the firm, bristly pressure as his cock was guided up inside her.

A FEW DAYS after the move, he returned to the apartment on Sherman Avenue. Ms. Almonte opened the door. She did not look surprised to see him.

“I've brought the key for your storage unit,” he said. “And, if you don't mind, perhaps you have time to fill out a customer satisfaction survey for me?”

She regarded him for a long moment, a gentle, condescending smile curling one side of her mouth, and then nodded. “Come in,” she said. “But you must be quiet. My mother is sleeping.” It was six-thirty in the evening. She led him into the kitchen. En route, they passed the mother, who was sitting in a recliner with her eyes closed and her mouth slightly agape, a blanket draped across her.

“Would you like something to eat? My mother made sancocho,” said Ms. Almonte.

“Sancocho? In this heat?” said Tito.

“She's always cold—it doesn't matter what the season. The sanco-cho helps her feel warm. It's just about all she eats these days. Would you like some?”

“Sure,” said Tito, sitting at the white, plastic-topped table. Since moving out of his parents' apartment, he'd subsisted on pizza and Chinese takeout. He could smell the sancocho as Ms. Almonte ladled it into the bowl. The starchy thickness of it stung his salivary glands to life.

“School opens soon, right?” he asked.

“I'm not teaching this year,” she said, bringing the two bowls to the table and sitting down opposite him.

“Did you retire?”

She laughed. “I'm not that old. I'm taking a sabbatical. I need to look after my mother,” she gestured in the direction of the living room. “It's a full-time job now.”

“Why didn't you move her to Oradell? Is it OK for me to ask that?”

She gave the mildest of shrugs, no more than a wince of her bony shoulder. “My husband refused,” she said.

Tito nodded. He placed the storage key on the table between them. It was tagged with her name and the unit's location in the Cruz Brothers warehouse. Ms. Almonte did not look at the key, maintaining eye contact with him. “I know why you came back,” she said. “So let's not waste time on the survey. My mother will wake up soon and I won't be able to talk to you.”

Tito nodded again. “Are you still in touch with Clara?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

“When did you last hear from her?”

“It's been a long time,” she said. “Not since her first year of college. And you?”

“Around the same time,” he said.

She ate a spoonful of the sancocho and seemed to consider what he had said. “It's a shame,” she began.

“What?”

“That she didn't go to Cornell.”

“Uhh—yes,” said Tito. He stirred the sancocho with his spoon, steering a piece of carrot around the bowl.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “I see that I'm upsetting you. I didn't mean to do that.”

“None of the other Word Club girls know where she is?” asked Tito.

She shook her head. “They weren't as close as you might think. I guess Clara's whereabouts remain a mystery.” She looked at his left hand and he felt himself being assessed anew. “I take it you're not married now?”

“No,” he said.

She raised her eyebrows. “A girlfriend, at least? Surely. You're a handsome fellow, after all.”

“No,” he said, looking up from his bowl. “Not right now.”

She nodded once, a kind of directive. “You should eat your sancocho,”  she said. “Before it gets cold.”

AFTERWARD, TITO GOT in his car and drove across the bridge. It was rush hour and traffic was heavy. By the time he reached Oradell, it was dark. He parked on the street and climbed the steps, but instead of going in, he went around the side of the house, past the graves of the deceased pets and the shed where he kept the lawn equipment. He stopped at one of the back windows, hoping to spy his wife and children at play—a golden moment of domestic happiness that would affirm everything. But all he could see was a middle-aged man eating dinner alone in a room where the art had recently been removed from the walls.
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