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Lying Policemen

ppi whistles his special time-to-go whistle from the hallway.
He's driving me and Mundin and Sam to school. I'm lingering in

| cinda’s bedroom, watching her pack and repack her small suit-

. | ase as if there’s going to be a test on it when she lands in the
United States.

1 Mami comes to get me. “Papi’s waiting.”

l ‘I want to stay until Lucinda leaves.” In fact, I don’t want to
wtoschool at all! My eyes are all red from crying and my tummy’s
pset.

But Mami insists. “Anita, we've got to make everything look
“normal as possible. Even I'm not going to the airport with the
Washburns,” she reminds me. “Now come. You'll be late.”

[turn to face Lucinda, and we collapse in each other’s arms,
S.Obbmg- She finally pulls away, trying to be the brave one. “Don’t

o
5¢,” she says,

[ )
nod, though | honestly can’t remember what it is I'm not sup-
sed to forget.

| thh.
. n ; ;
| “oppe dg feels right today. Just past our house, the police have

I the 4 car, and the passengers are getting out with their hands

. air, LG ]

Mg y Papi’ jaw tenses up. I slip the crucifix around my neck

oq J, ;(n Outh“SOmEthing I've started doing when I need extra
C .
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Papi slows often for the speed bumps that have beep, appe

;Iring
“ ([} .

1 > =3 P S -l 1 4 ol = " ) )
all over the city. Everyone calls them | 13 n;,dpollgumn,’ whick
makes me think of dead policemen buried underneath the Street.

I suppose with all the crazy stuff happening, my imaginatiop, is go.
ing wild.

My biggest fear is that something I've done or said wi]]| cause yq
to be killed. What if Lorena tells the SIM about how | kept a diary
hidden under my pillow that I erased every night? | mean, that by
to sound suspicious. Please please please, I pray to the litt]e Crucifix
in my mouth.

We stop at the high school to drop off Mundin. He must know
how bad I'm feeling because he turns around in the front seat and
ruffles my hair like he used to when I was a little kid. “Maybe later
we can go for a drive?” he offers. Mundin is allowed to take Tio
Toni’s hot rod up and down the driveways in the compound.

His being so nice makes me want to cry. I don’t dare open my
mouth, afraid a sob’ll burst out.

“I'll go with you if she doesn’t want to,” Sam pipes up. All the
way to school, he’s been talking about what a great time he’s going
to have now that his bossy older sister is leaving. It makes me feel
even sadder that his feelings are so different from mine. But then,
the more I think about it, that’s the way it’s always been.

“I'have some rather sad news to report,” Mrs. Brown says first thing
in class. I am so numb already, I don’t think I can feel any mor¢
sadness. But when she says that the American School is goiné
to close its doors temporarily, it’s like the last straw Chucha 5"“5;
broke the donkey’s back. Even though [ complain about school

av MY
really don’t want the last normal thing in my life to stop- | lay
head down on my desk.
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Are you feeling ill, Anita?” Mrs. Brown is by my side. “You're
l“ l‘e .
have to answer me, dear, so I know what to do.” Her voice

oing © ,
. .nd coaxing. She crouches down beside my seat.
<

;‘ sweet .
" [ don’t seem to have the energy even to lift my head and say,
U

‘I'm ﬁne'” ”
«] think we’d better have the nurse look at you,” she says, tak-

[ don't resist. I stand and walk with her. As we cross the front of
the room, Charlie Price makes a circle motion in the air to Sammy,

who grins as if he agrees.

[ feel like screaming, | AM NOT CRAZY! But instead, I swal-

low that scream, and suddenly it’s very quiet inside me.

The nurse calls Mami, who appears at school in Tio Toni’s hot rod,
' since Papi has the other car. She looks glamorous, with a kerchief
over her head and dark glasses like a movie star. When she takes
- them off, I see that her eyes are red, too. She must have been cry-
| ing after Lucinda left for the airport.
“What’s wrong, amorcito?” she asks.
~ I'want to tell Mami the truth, how ['ve gotten my period, how
I'm already lonely for Lucinda, how I feel just awful that my father

' has to kill someone for us to be free, how I'm scared about what’s
going to happen to us, but all the words seem to have emptied out
of my head. Finally, I remember one. “Nada,” 1 say.

“Nothing? Are you sure?”” Mami peers at my face. “She looks
Pale,” she tells the nurse. “I better take her home to bed.”
| The minute we get in the car, Mami turns to me. She looks ter-
' tified. “You didn’t say anything about Lucinda, did you?”

I shake my head. Can’t she see that I'm not saying anything to
inybody?




% kX

4+ of day in bed. Chuchga bre
| spend the rest of the day .

: e
q
s that makes the flutter in te
hierhabuena leaves that o Y cheg, of

’, an
: ' go away. Later, Mundin Stopy ; d
cramps in my tummy go away B in, Th the

«hool is closing, too, he reports. Maybe tomorroy, ; 1 feq & high
;\'e can drive around the compound. He keeps biting his |, ey
he talks. | know how he feels. Except instead of biting 5 ail X
breaking out in hives like Lucinda, [ seem to be forgetting .
I'll start to say something, and just like that, || 20 bl kords‘
a word. It doesn’t even have to be an important o har o 0\.,&
amnesty or communism, but something easy, like s O bugs 0, like
or star. That makes the forgetfulness even scarjer. T sky
Maybe Charlie is right and I am going crazy?
Please, please, please, I pray. The crucifix around
my mouth so often the features on the litt]e Christ fa

to wear off.

my Neck is i
Care Startipg

As soon as Papi gets home, he comes and sits o
bed. Unlike Mami, he doesn’t ask me a dozen que
tenderly and strokes my hair. His eyes are the sad

“One day ... in a time not too far in the
begins, as if he’s telling me a bedtime story, “yo
back on all this and think, I really was a strong

[ shake my head. I'm not so strong or brave, |

“Oh yes, you are. | know you are,
thoughts. He tips my face up by the chin so I'm looking straight
at him. [ feel as if he’s hypnotizing me. “]
free, no matter what. Promise me you’ll sp

stions. He Sileg

dest in the world
future . .

i Papi
u’re going to look
and brave gir|.”
want to say.

" he insists, reading my

want my children to be

read your wings and ﬂY-:
: §
What on earth are yoy talking about, Papi? | want to ask him. I

) gel
5pooky to hear Papj sounding like Chucha! But I can’t seem t0°
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Js out of my head and down the chute that connects them
ords

(hc W
t0 my m .

Maml po
I'm not in the room at all. She comes over to the bed and

hes my forehead with the back of her hand. “I think it might
| uc ”»
:; the mumps that’s going around.

Papi shakes his head. “It’s not mumps,” he says. He turns back

outh- )
kes her head in the door. “How’s she feeling?” she asks

papiy 8 if

o me, still waiting for a promise I'm not prepared to give him yet.
Every night now, the men meet at our house on the back patio.
They've grown extremely cautious, using code phrases all the time,
hut they let one little thing slip by them. The patio swings around
the house to a private nook where they like to sit talking, and that

- nook is directly beside my bedroom window. Every night as I lie in
bed, I can hear their hushed voices, even as I'm losing mine.

Tio Toni is always there, and Papi, and sometimes Mr. Wash-

- burn, who brings Wimpy. Mr. Mancini has stopped coming
because the group decides that he can provide a safe house in case
of trouble. I don’t know what that means except that it’s prob-
ably why, now that our American school has officially closed, Sam

'~ and Mundin and I go over to the Mancinis’ house for our lessons.
Mami and Mrs. Washburn and Mrs. Mancini—in fact, the whole
canasta group—are not about to let their kids grow up dumb brutos
just because of a dictatorship. All in all, I think there are about
twelve of us from different grades, now thrown together, learning
addition and algebra, “Cielito Lindo” as well as “Twinkle, Twinkle,
Little Star.”

Mundin and | always ride over with Sam in the consulate car,
a it’s |ess likely to be stopped at the guardposts beyond the lying

L



policemen. There are now all kinds of checkpoints apy Clrfey,
One day, we ride to school and every other person oy, , e Stree‘
and in their cars is wearing black. When Sam asks Mundgy, ab()ut
it, my brother says these people are voicing a silent progeg, ¢

: i illen hat way: voici
times, | think of my growing silence tha y: OlClng a

Sllent
protest.

More and more people are getting arrested, too, I hey

U the
men talking one night about this one drugstore where th &

Wner

Aught
by the SIM. It kills you instantly; that way you can’t he tOrtureg

and reveal the names of other dissidents. Every time | help Chy,.

a sympathizer, will sell you a pill you can take if you get ¢

cha with the laundry, I check all of Papi’s and Tio Toni’s pockets,
just in case they’ve forgotten their pills there. I plan to flugh them
down the toilet, all but one, which I'll keep for myself. In cage the
SIM take me away, I'll slip that pill in my mouth, and then, my cru-
cifix. Maybe God will forgive me for committing suicide to avoid
being murdered?

So much for trying to be brave and strong like Joan of Arc!

“iYa esto no se puede soporta!” Tio Toni is saying. This has got to -
stop. They've been waiting around for weeks for a delivery of what
they call “the ingredients for the picnic.” Tonight is no different -
from any other night, except that their voices are starting to sound
more desperate.

“The Americans are playing with us, that’s what you don't real
ize,” Tio Toni continues. | know he’s talking to Papi, who says that
after the way Washburn helped with Lucinda, he trusts ese caballer?
with his life. |

“It’s not Washburn, it’s his people in Washington draggi®
their feet,” another voice is saying.
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il PObTe Washburn,” Papi agrees., Pooy W

ashbypp “He's on his

qy Ut .

“LSO i \X/asthff\S are leaving ¢ join Suygje i, W
5 Lucinda, she’s now in Nuewq York wigh, my ¢
| ‘d cousins, sending me postcards that shoy building

énhu cha is left Speechles§. Lucinda signs her hame “Marilyp, Tay-
i after her two f'd.VOTIte actresses, Marilyn Monroe and Eliza-
b Taylor According to Manj, Lucinda knows we can
quble for corresponding with a persop
jer visa expired.

The door opens a crack, and 4 dagge
rkness. It's Mami, checking up on me,
he men are gone, but maybe she
sleep. “Are you up, amorcito?”

ashingtop|
randparens

$ 80 tall evep

get in

ho hasn't returned when

rof light cyrs through the

She usually waits ungi] o]
wants to catch me before [ fall

she calls into the room. Of course,
had [ been asleep, her calling out would have woken me, [ turn on

the three monkeys lamp so that she feels invited i,

Mami sits down beside me on the bed. She
tjes fall on the silly lamp. Three monkeys—one with his hands
over his eyes, one with his hands over his ears, and a third with
his hands over his mouth—stand in a row under a p

chuckles when her

alm tree with
tereen shade that covers the lightbulb. It's one of the things we

nherited from the Garcfa girls when they left the country. Carla
ind [ always made fun of this awful lamp that one of our aunts with
"I taste once gave them. When Lorena broke my bedside lamp
Clcanmg one day, Mami got this one out of the stn‘r‘:lut‘ C!“”‘“- i

Mami g shaking her head at the monkeys. “We 1‘?"‘[“"1"‘“&
‘cindals lamp in here if you want.” I've always pr'c"‘cll:iknt; i
he lamp, tolling my eyes theatrically. But‘rcnlly. ltlhl e of
Ming te, have the three monkeys lamp Carla and I m:

t
Oether beside me.
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i is giving me that :
ouldn’t you like chart Mammt lsli gh “A :leadlng lOQk
“\Youlc ’ much. i
o hese days when I won't ta i tel] Me
-y 5 3 (& v b
she wears ¢ n. You look so skinny and sad, and yo'pe too
B ‘ on.
\\'hatb golng T
ami’s cotorrita.
to be Mami's i worries about me and Starts cal]
[ hate when Mami w

‘ ' ’ again.

little parrot and treating me llke | m7ﬁve g I
1

“You miss your sister, dOI‘l’t you: And now hE S— a

Quigy

”»
i e.

news, just a chang ‘ |

“The Washburns are leaving.” My voice comes oy hOarse, :
guess from not using it much anymore.

1 «

“How did you find out?” Mami looks puzzled. Sammy sy

S to What

00 muycl

even know.” She continues studying my face for clues a
I'm feeling, her eyes filling. “Maybe we’ve told you t
Maybe we made you grow up too fast?”

“Mami, don’t . . .” I've forgotten the word for
crucifix in my mouth. Sometimes, doin
words for what I want to say.

“I'm sorry.” Mami is sobbing now. She
on so tight, I'm reminded of t
El Jefe’s roses arrived. “I wante

sniffs, wiping her tears.

[ think of reassuring her b
OVer anyway. That ['ve alread
outside my window hay
Wimpy have arrived,

“It’s bad news,”
send any more ingy

(‘Ilytold you they " Tio Toni reminds the groupi.
M sorry, fellg » Washburp, Says. And he really does sou

sad. “I'l] del; »
deliver What | haye on hand in g few days at our drop-0ft

cry. I put my little
g 50 helps me remempge; the

y telling her that my childhood is
Y gotten my period. But the voices §
€ 8rown animated, M. Washburn and § |
Mr. Washbyrm is saying. “They’re not going
nic.”
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«Our usual place,” Wimpy confirms.

Mami looks like the monkey with his hand over his mouth. I
Lt know if she’s upset at the news she just heard or at suddenly
g that I've been listening in on the men’s secret meetings

Jon
lizin,

months. She leans over my bed and angles the jalousies open
tor

Sefores,” she calls out, “everything can be heard from this room.”
The gathering goes absolutely silent, and then Papi walks over
o the window and peers in over Mami’s shoulder to where I sit on

my bed

«No wonder” is all he says.

red

The men move their meetings back to Tio Toni’s casita, even
though it isn’t as convenient as the patio with the shortwave
qearby in Papi’s study tuned to Radio Swan. Oscar says that Swan
i a new station that broadcasts important bulletins by exiles who
want to liberate the island. Everyone in the whole country is lis-
rening in, even though it’s illegal to do so. I've heard the men
say that there are dissidents everywhere—even among the armed
' forces and policemen and cabinet members—just waiting for a sig-
'~ nal that El Jefe is out of the way.

One time [ try turning on the shortwave, hoping to hear that
we're free. But I don’t know which knob is for the volume and the
radio blares for a minute. Mami hurries in. “What are you doing,
Anita! Come along now and help me get the card table out.”

Mami wants me by her side at all times when I'm not at the
Mancinis’. With only Chucha left in the household, I've ta-
ken over lots of little jobs, including helping out when the ca-
hasta group comes over, cleaning ashtrays, refreshing glasses of
lemonade.

“Hey, sweetheart,” Mrs. Washburn calls me over to her side
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ts her cards facedown on the table, «

) 3 d rQ

o tO Miss your pal Sam?” Although Mr. Wﬂshburn w()n’y‘m

S Washburn has decic th

& 1 1e rs. Washburn has decided f .
leaving until late June, M she

) . ng
will join Susie in Washington soon. It’s April, 'dnd Sam hag an
mi:xeéd too much of the school year. And Susie is Proving , )
handful for her poor grandparents.

Mrs. Washburn puts her arms around me and ¢ queese,
“Why haven’t you been coming over to visit? Djg -
Sammy have a little squabble?” She winks at Mam;. Ob
they've been talking about me. “Maybe you'll come vis
Washington?”

I know I'm being rude, but I can’t come up with ¢h, o

answer her.
“Will you come and visit us sometime?” Mrs. Wash

\ne afternoon. She pu
< <

and
VlOUSly

lt US m
rdS to

bUm
persists.

I can feel Mami’s eyes prying the words from deep inside Lty
to pull them out myself. But they won’t come. Al] ] can do s shgy,
my head.

“Young lady,” Mami corrects. No matter how worried
about me, she still won’t stand for rudeness. “That’s no way t
down an invitation.”

she is

O turn

But Mrs. Washburn waves Mami’s scolding away. She gives e
another tight squeeze. Can’t she see that 'm not a little girl any
more? That I have breasts that hurt when she does that?

“Thank you, Mrs. Washburn,” my mother coaches,

“Thank you,” I echo in the small voice I've learned for bein: §
polite.

S . . sk 2l
ham still comes over, but it's not to visit me anymore. Now 168€
a i - data
Ng over the hood of Tio Toni’s hot rod with Mundin, fixing ¥
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Toni has promised Mundin the car as soon as my
Tio
1.

qot0 his license when he turns sixteen. What I always won-
yelS

ti‘:thcf " ood can a car be that always needs some repair?
o1 how ii'll feelings 1 once had for Sam have definitely faded.
i Spe d

s like a regular boy, with his hair too white as if it’s
seell

Now P 1 a bucket of bleach overnight, his eyes a dull blue. He
N eft
Nall

bcd Mundin are always talking about cars. Chucha and [ will pass
n

; ort and overhear them discussing the carburetor and
a CZTP oints and plugs. I'll repeat these words to myself, as if
Wke-pa z;pl’ll somehow be able to understand my older brother
: domgformer love a little better.
ﬂndsm:;etimes, when Mundin and Sam are out working on the
v afld Mami and her friends are playing canasta on the patio, it
cems as if things might be going back to normal. Suddenly, I'll
ink up a dozen things to say to Chucha about something I saw in
e of Mrs. Washburn's Life magazines or a plan for a hairdo that’ll
make me look older. But then something happens to remind me
that we’re not safe, and my words slide away again.

Thursday morning, we are on our way to Oscar’s house for class,
Sam and Mundin and I. His chauffeur has the day off, so Mr.
Washburn is driving. He has a stop to make downtown at Wimpy’s
anyway.

Wimpy is over at the Washburns’ a lot these days. I've heard
%am tell Mundn that Wimpy is really an undercover agent for the
United Staes. That’s why Mr. Washburn has been bringing him to
the secret meetings at our house.

Today, traffic i heavy. Probably, El Jefe’s car is expected down

¢ Main avenue, which means cars will be backed up until his
Ytorcade passes. We inch forward at a crawl. Beside me, in the
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backseat, Sam is looking uncomfortable, squirming th
< [s

that.
Suddenly, the car ahead of us brakes, and g v, € bra)
&

car behind rams into us, and the trunk flieg Open,.

Mr. Washburn is out of the car in 5 flash. From the
two policemen, who have seen the accident, heaq dowg, . IPoy
toward us. Sam turns pale at the sight of soldiers - 10(1(
wielding machine guns. He opens his door ang hurrie, N

Mundin and Mr. Washburn at the back of the car. I’ml:

in the trunk won’t Jet the latch caech,
“Allow me,” one of the policemen offers, Strapping hjs Weapop
over his shoulder and rolling up his sleeves.
“No, no, por favor,” Mr. Washburn Insists, Waving him gy
from the trunk, “AJ| that is needed jg a piece of rope,

“You wil] dirty your sleeves!” M. Washburn is still arguing with
the fémaining policeman about helping with the dented truk

: ; ho h#
IOOkmg down into the trunk of that car. The driver, wh _

. = . ) _— W “]\1\'
arrived with the coj] of rope, glances down and his eves g



qacki arrels Ing t, the
| from their sugar-cane sacking, barrels poking out,
d frc
]Olt“
‘rt\]ients

of the picnic have spilled out across the ﬂoorhof tbe
: . i e mis-
:{Irlk. The guns were on tl.1e1r way to' the drop-off point, t
W ised as a school ride for us kids.
sion dlbguwlicemam must see them, too. But all he does is reach for
Theei-:om the terrified driver and loop one end into the lid and
e m:;lrough the bumper and knot them tightly together.
[heTYou better get that fixed,” he says quietly to Mr. Washburn
when he’s done.
“;Todo bien?” his buddy calls from their guardpost.
“Everything is fine,” the policeman lies, waving us on our way.
Back inside the car, Mr. Washburn’s hands are shaking so badly,
he has trouble turning on the ignition. | smell urine, as if someone
has peed in his pants. My heart is thundering in my chest. | pull
out my chain and put the litt]e Cross in my mouth, byt ] can’t come
up with the words for g simple prayer of thanks.



