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Hurray! Today we are Cinderella because our feet fit
exactly, and we laugh at Rachel's one foot with a girl's grey
sock and a lady’s high heel. Do you like these shoes? But
the truth is it is scary to look down at your foot that is no
longer yours and see attached a long long leg.

Everybody wants to trade. The lemon shoes for the
red shoes, the red for the pair that were once white but
are now pale blue, the pale bluc for the lemon, and take
them off and put them back on and keep on like this a
long time until we are tired.

Then Lucy screams to take our socks off and yes, it's
true. We have legs. Skinny and spotted with satin scars
where scabs were picked, but legs, all our own, good to
look at, and long.

It's Rachel who learns to walk the best all strutted in
those magic high heels. She teaches us to cross and uncross
our legs, and to run like a double-dutch rope, and how to
walk down to the corner so that the shoes talk back to you
with every step. Lucy, Rachel, me tee-tottering like so.
Down (o the corner where the men can't take their eyes
off us. We must be Christmas.

Mr. Benny at the corner grocery puts down his im-
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portant cigar: Your mother know you got shocs like thals
Who give you those?

Nobody.

“Them are dangerous, he says. You gitls oo young to
be wearing shoes like that. Take them shoes off before T
call the cops, but we just run.

On the avenue a boy on a homemade bicyele calls out:
Ladies, lead me to heaven.

But there is nobody around but us.

Do you like these shoes? Rachel says yes, and Lucy
says yes, and yes 1 say, these are the best shoes. We will
never go back to wearing the other kind again. Do you like
these shoes?

In front of the laundromat six girls with the same fat
face pretend we are invisible. They are the cousins, Lucy
says, and always jealous. We just keep strutting
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Across the street in front of the tavern a bum man
on the stoop.

Do you like these shoes?

Bum man says, Yes, little girl. Your little lemon shoes
are so beautiful. But come closer. I can't see very well. Come
closer. Please.

You are a pretty girl, bum man continues. What's your
name, preity girl?

And Rachel says Rachel, just like that.

Now you know to talk to drunks is crazy and to tell
them your name is worse, but who can blame her. She is
young and dizzy to hear so many sweet things in one day,
even if it is a bum man’s whiskey words saying them.

Rachel, you are prettier than a yellow taxicab. You
know that?

But we don't like it. We got 1o go, Lucy says.

1£ 1 give you a dollar will you kiss me? How about a
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dollar. I give you a dollar, and he looks in his pocket for
wrinkled money.

We have to go right now, Lucy says taking Rachel's
hand because she looks like she’s thinking about that dollar.

Bum man is yelling something to the air but by now
we are running fast and far away, our high heel shoes
taking us all the way down the avenue and around the
block, past the ugly cousins, past Mr. Benny's, up Mango
Street, the back way, just in case.

We are tired of being beautiful. Lucy hides the lemon
shoes and the red shoes and the shoes that used to be white
but are now pale blue under a powerful bushel basket on
the back porch, until one Tuesday her mother, who is very
clean, throws them away. But no one complains.
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The First Job

1t wasn't as if 1 didn't want to work. 1 did. I had even
gone to the social security office the month before 0 get
my social security number. I needed money. The Gatholic
high school cost a lot, and Papa said nobody went to public
school unless you wanted to turn out bad.

1 thought I'd find an easy job, the kind other kids
had, working in the dime store or maybe a hotdog stand.
And though 1 hadn't started looking yet, I thought I might
the week after next. But when I came home that afternoon,
all wet because Tito had pushed me into the open water
hydrant—only I had sort of let him—Mama called me in
the kitchen before I could even go and change, and Aunt
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Lala was sitting there drinking her coffee with a spoon.
Aunt Lala said she had found a job for me at the Peter
Pan Photo Finishers on North Broadway where she
worked, and how old was I, and to show up tomorrow
saying I was one year older, and that was that.

So the next morning 1 put on the navy blue dress that
made me look older and borrowed money for lunch and
bus fare because Aunt Lala said I wouldn't get paid till the
next Friday, and I went in and saw the boss of the Peter
Pan Photo Finishers on North Broadiay where Aunt Lala
worked and lied about my age like she told me to and sure
enough, I started that same day.

In my job I had to wear white gloves. I was supposed
w0 match negatives with their prints, just look at the picture
and look for the same one on the negative strip, put it in
the envelope, and do the next one. That's all. I didn’t know
where these envelopes were coming from or where they
were going. I just did what I was told.

1t was real easy, and 1 guess I wouldn't have minded
it except that you got tired after a while and 1 didn’t know
if 1 could sit down or not, and then I started sitting down
only when the two ladies next to me did. After a while they
started (0 laugh and came up to me and said I could sit
when I wanted to, and I said I knew.





image12.png
When lunchtime came, [ was scared to eat alone in
the company lunchroom with all those men and ladies look-
ing, so L ate real fast standing in one of the washroom stalls
and had lots of time left over, so I went back to work early.
But then break time came, and not knowing where else to
o, 1 went into the coatroom because there was a bench
there.

1 guess it was the time for the night shift or middle
shift to arrive because a few people came in and punched
the time clock, and an older Oriental man said hello and
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we talked for a while about my just starting, and he said
we could be friends and next time to go in the lunchroom
and sit with him, and I felt better. He had nice eyes and 1
didn't feel so nervous anymore. Then he asked if T knew
what day it was, and when I said I didn, he said it was his
birthday and would 1 please give him a birthday kiss. 1
thought T would because he was 50 old and just as 1 was
about to put my lips on his cheek, he grabs my face with
both hands and kisses me hard on the mouth and docsn't
let go.
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Hairs

Everybody in our family has different hair. My Papa’
hair is like a broom, all up in the air. And me, my hai
lazy. It never obeys barrettes or bands. Carlos’ hair is thick
and straight. He doesn’t need to comb it. Nenny’s hair is
sippery—slides out of your hand. And Kiki, who is the

youngest, has hair like fur.

But my mother's hair, my mother's hair, like liude
rosettes, like little candy circles all curly and pretty because
she pinned it in pincurls all day, sweet to put your nose
into when she is holding you, holding you and you feel
safe, is the warm smell of bread before you bake it, is the
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smell when she makes room for you on her side of the bed
still warm with her skin, and you slecp near her, the rain
outside falling and Papa snoring. The snoring, the rain,
and Mama's hair that smells like bread.
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Those Who Don’t

“Those who don’t know any better come into our neigh-
borhood scared. They think we're dangerous. They think
we will attack them with shiny knives. They are stupid
people who are lost and got here by mistake.

But we aren't afraid. We know the guy with the crooked
eye is Davey the Baby's brother, and the tll one next o
him in the straw brim, that's Rosa’s Eddie V., and the big
one that looks like a dumb grown man, he's Fat Boy, though
he’s not fat anymore nor a boy.

All brown all around, we are safe. But watch us drive
into a neighborhood of another color and our knees go
shakity-shake and our car windows get rolled up tight and
our eyes look straight. Yeah. That is how it goes and goes.
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The
Family
of Little Feet

“There was a family. All were little. Their arms were
little, and their hands were little, and their height was not
all, and their feet very small

The grandpa slept on the living room couch and
snored through his teeth. His feet were fat and doughy
like thick tamales, and these he powdered and swffed into
white socks and brown leather shocs.

The grandma’s feet were lovely as pink pearls and
dressed in velvety high heels that made her walk with a
wobble, but she wore them anyway because they were
pretty.

The baby's feet had ten tiny toes, pale and see-through
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like a salamander’s, and these he popped into his mouth
whenever he was hungry.

The mother’s feet, plump and polite, descended like
white pigeons from the sea of pillow, across the linoleum
roses, down down the wooden stairs, over the chalk hop-
scotch squares, 5, 6, 7, blue sky.

Do you want this? And gave us a paper bag with one
pair of lemon shoes and one red and one pair of danc-
ing shoes that used to be white but were now pale blue.
Here, and we said thank you and waited until she went
upstairs.




