LOS HIGOS

he wind blew hard that night and the hoyge
moaned and whistled. Instead of dreaming of
birthday songs, Esperanza’s sleep was filled
with nightmares. An enormous bear was chasing
her, getting closer and closer and finally folding
her in a tight e_mbrace. Its fur caught in her mouth,

making it hard to breathe. Someone tried to pull

the bear away but couldn’t. The bear squeezed
harder until it was smothering Esperanza. Then
[ when she thought she would suffocate, the bear
grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her until
her head wagged back and forth.

Her eyes opened, then closed again. She real-

ized she was dreaming and for an instant, she felt

relieved. But the shaking began again, harder thlis

time.

Someone was calling her.

“Esperanzal B
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“Sefiora Ortega! Esperanza!”

“Here! We are here!” called Mama, grabbing a
damp rag from the washbow] and han ding it

to Esperanza to put over her mouth and nose
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thickened toward the ceiling. Mama and Esperanza
crouched down the stairs where Alfonso was wait-
ing to lead them out through the kitchen.

In the courtyard, the wooden gates were open.
Near the stables, the vaqueros were releasing the
horses from the corrals. Servants scurried every-
where. Where were they going?

“Where's Abuelita? Abuelita!” cried Mama.

Esperanza felt dizzy. Nothing seemed real.
Was she still dreaming? Was this her own imagi-
nation gone wild?

Miguel grabbed her. “Where’s your mother
and Abuelita?” '

Esperanza whimpered and looked toward
Mama. He left her, stopped at Mama, then ran
toward the house. .

The wind caught the sparks from the house and
carried them to the stables. Esperanza stood in the

middle of it all, watching the outline of her home

silhouetted in flames against the night sky. Some-

one wrapped a blanket around her. Was she cold?
She did not know.

Miguel ran out of the burning house carrying
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fire. Alfonso tackled him, rolling him Qv‘ﬂras o
over on the ground until the fire wq out er‘ ang
stood up and slowly took off the blacktned 'Bug)
He wasn't badly burned. Shipy
Mama cradled Abuelita in her armg
"Mama,” said Esperanza, “Is she o
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"No, she 1s alive, but weak and her

Esperanza knelt down_

Abuelita, where were you?”
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Mama, Abuelita, and Esperanza slept in the ser-
vants’ cabins. They really didn' sleep much, byt
they didn’t cry either. They were numb, as if ep-
cased in a thick skin that nothing could Penetrate.
And there was ng point in talking about how

it happened. They all knew that the uncles had
arranged the fire.

went out among the rubble, Avoiding the smol-
dering piles, she picked through the black wood,
hoping to find something to salvage. She sat on an
adobe block near what used to be the front door,
and looked over at Papa’s rose garden. Flower-
less stems were covered in soot. Dazed and hug-

ging herself, Esperanza surveyed the surviving

victims: the twisted forms of wrought-iron chairs,
unharmed cast-iron skillets, and the mortars and
pestles from the kitchen that were made from lava
rock and refused to burn. Then she saw the re-

mains of the trunk that used to sit at the foot of
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work, 50 you see that many people’s lives and jobs
depend upon you. And [ am sure you want the best
for Esperanza, do you not?”

Mama did not speak for several moments. She
looked around at the servants who had gathered.
Now, her face did not seem so fierce and her
eyes were damp. Esperanza wondered where
the servants would go when Mama told Tio
Luis no.

Mama looked at Esperanza with eyes that said,
“forgive me.” Then she dropped her head and
stared at the ground. “I will consider your pro-
posal,” said Mama.

Tio Luis smiled. “T am delighted! I have no
doubt that you will make the right decision. I will
be back in a few days for your answer.”

“Mama, no!” said Esperanza. She turned to Tio
Luis and said, “T hate you!”

Tio Luis ignored her. “And Ramona, if
Esperanza is to be my daughter, she must have
better manners. In fact, today I will look into

boarding schools where they can teach her to act
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like a lady.” Then he turned his horge dy |

8 hyg
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a
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Mama turned and looked at Abuelita. With no
words spoken, Abuelita nodded.

“What if Esperanza and I went with

you? To
the United States,” said Mama.

“Mama, we cannot leave Abuelita!”

Abuelita put her hand on Esperanza’s. “I would

come later, when I am stronger.
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leave! And Papa, what would he think?”
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“What should wt do, Lispe
¢ to marry ['io Lauis .

anza? Do you |
1

Papa would wantm
him send you to a school in another city?”

yperanza felt confused. Her uncle said |
\ LR Q

would l‘\‘l’]nct‘ c\-'vl‘}'thiﬂg as 1t was. But she C()Uld
not imagine Mama heing married to anyope bug
Papa. She looked at Mama’s face and saw sadng
worry, and pain. Mama would do anything for
her. But if Mama married Tio Luis, she kneyy, thae
everything would not really be as it was. Tiq Luis
would send her away and she and Mama wouldn'y
even be mgcrhcr.

“No,” she whispered.

“You are sure that you want to go with yg”
said Hortensia.

“I am sure,” said Mama, her voice stronger.
“But crossing the border is more difficult these
days. You have your papers but ours were lost in
the fire and they forbid anyone to enter without a

visa.”

Fwill arrange 1t,” said Abuelita. “My. sisters,
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in the convent. They can discreetly get you dupli-
cates.”

"No one could know about thig. Sefiora,” said
Alfonso. “We would all have to keep it a secret if
a great insult to Luis. I he

sout, he will pPrevent you from lcaving the ter-
ritory.”

you come. This will he

find

A tiny smile appeared on Mama’s tired face. “Yes,

it would be a great insult to him, wouldn’t it?”

“In California there ig only fieldwork,” said
Miguel.

“I am stronger than you think,” said Mama.

“We will help each other.” Hortensia put her
arm around Mama.

Abuelita squeezed Esperanza’s hand. “Do not
be afraid to start over. When I was your age, I left
Spain with my mother, father, and sisters. A
Mexican official had offered my father a job here
n Mexico. So we came. We had to take several
ships and the journey lasted months. When we ar-
rived, nothing was as promised. There were many
hard times. But life was also exciting. And we had

cach other. Esperanza, do you remember the story
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white habits, gently lifted Abuelita Into the

back. They pulled

a blanket under her chin and
Esperanza went to her and held her hand. SJ

1e re-
membered

the night that Alfonso and Miguel
brought Papa home in the wagon. How ]ong ago

was that? She knew that it had only been a few

weeks, but it seemed like many lifetimes ago.

tend.er]y hugged and  kissed

Esperanza

Abuelita.

"Mi nieta, we won’t be able to communicate.
The mail is unpredictable and I'm sure your uncles
will be watching my correspondence. But T wil]
come, of that you can be certain. While you are
waiting, finish this for me.” She handed Esperanza
the bundle of crocheting. “Look at the zigzag of the
blanket. Mountains and valleys. Right now you
are 1n the bottom of the valley and your problems
loom big around you. But soon, you will be at the
top of a mountain again. After you have lived many
mountains and valleys, we will be together.”

Through her tears Esperanza said, “Please get

well. Please come to us.”
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even the dust was gone.

That's when Esperanza noticed the ¢]g trun)
with the leather straps that the nuns hg

d lefe.
"What 1s in the trunk?” she asked

“Our Papers to travel. And
poor box at the convent ”

“The poor box?”

clothes from ¢,

‘People donate them ” said Mama, “

who canng afford tq buy the;r own.
"Mam,

for others

»
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lentiful

s. And smelling the p
1es of white figs that she knew would never be

eaten.

At the en
Il step to Hortensia an

emaine

d of the week Esperanza was sitting
J Alfonso’s cabin

on the sma
d on his horse

when Tio Luis rode up- Her

.nd sent Alfonso t0 bring Mama.
ts, Mama walked toward them,

n her apron. She held her head
dressed in the old

Tn a few momen

drying her hands 0
high and looked beautiful, even

clothes from the poor box.
“Luis, I have considered your proposal and 1n
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Yes, of course,” he said, not even g]ancing at

her.
Esperanza smiled at him anyway, because she

knew she would never spend a night in the same
house with him and he would never be her step-
father. She almost wished she would be able to
see his face when he realized, that they had

escaped. He wouldn’t be grinning like a proud
rooster then. |

e

The night before the dressmaker was scheduled to
come, Mama woke Esperanza in the middle of the
night, and they left with only what they could
carry. Esperanza held a valise filled with clothes,
a small package of tamales, and her doll from Papa.
She and Mama and Hortensia were wrapped in
dark shawls to blend in with the night.

They could not take a chance of walking on
the roads, so Miguel and Alfonso led them
through the grape rows, weaving across Papa’s

land toward the Rodriguez ranch. There was
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steps, looking back. She hated |

eaving, but how
could she stay?

With each stride, Papa’s land became smal

and smaller. She hurried

ler
after Mama, knowing
that she might never come back to her home again,

and her heart filled with venom for Tio Luis.
When she turned around one last time, she could
see nothing behind her but a trail of splattered figs
she had resentfully smashed beneath her feet.
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