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Happiness:

Big Macs with cheese, Nicolas Cage movies, MC
Hammer, soft chocolate ice cream, enchiladas with
extra cheese, the color pink, Spanish love songs,
Goofy, Tweety Bird, Victor, your brother Jorge,
baggy khakis, Betty La Fea on the TV, barbecues
on the flanks of Bola Peak;, the Virgin of Guadalupe
ring, Minnie Mouse, how one day a good man will
find you and take you away.



It is hours past dusk, and a white-painted bus
snakes through a town that is falling asleep. A
girl, twenty years old and a little stooped, sits
near the front, watching the road. She passes
Wal-Marts, Blockbusters, shopping malls,
black-tinted cars, girls with waxed eyebrows
and brown lipstick. Men sniffing glue from
brown paper bags, eleven-year-olds still

in their checkered school uniforms. In the
distance, huge factories puff the odor of
metal and fire. A sign on a clothing store: sf
se Puepe. Yes, you can. On $55 U.S. dollars a
week, you can buy half a pair of blue Guess
sneakers or a beige denim jumper and

white blouse with stripes. You can buy nine
Big Mac meals or just a little less than one
pair of American jeans with broncos on the
label, made right here in Ciudad Juarez,

the city of missing women. You can buy a
swatch of fake, plum-red hair and pay the
beautician on Avenida Juarez to take up

her half-moon needle and sew it in. You

can buy the hair of a beauty. Si se puede.

It can be done.




“They were pulling the
bodies out of an irrigation
canal. And we kept on
seeing eight body bags.
And they wouldn’t give us
any information.”

People call it the cotton field—

some long-ago memory,

because there is no cotton

here. There is a filmy yellow sun ¥ 25 i dr . :
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Claudia, I've written your story five times, scrapped every
one of them. | was trying to explain things that | had no
way of knowing. Now | know what the problem was. | was
thinking of myself instead of you. How | wanted things to
make sense, to find logic in the fragments. Your story is
not logical. The story will never be finished.

You are an object out of four hundred others, one that
no one wants to touch.
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~ “Her first period
| came when she
~ was twelve. And

 she’s like, ‘Ana,

Claudia, | don’t want to presume. I'm only trying to -
understand you, imagining the things we might have
shared. Did the girls in grade seven titter around

the Coke machine, talking about how their mothers
celebrated? Maybe you were like me, too thin,
seeming to take forever to bleed, spending lunchtime
dreaming of getting fuller, bolder, like the bright liquid
in TV shampoo bottles.

Did you hang around the local convenience store
watching the boy you loved feed quarters into a
ruined Pac-Man machine? If he refused to notice
you, did you try the things that the magazines
racommended? “12 Easy Steps With These 12
Simple Products.” | bought the shimmering opal nail
polish, tried to straighten my hair.

The feeling in the chest, Claudia, when you want to
taste someone’s skin. Lying in bed at night, thinking

4 about the boy, the hot feeling dripping down.




Soﬁé@'@f the men in Claudia’s life:

= Her brother, Jorge, who is always smiling.

Nothing ever stops him.

— Jorge's father, who beat their mother and
then left her.

- Her sister Mayela’s father. Their mother
met him at a dance hall, they fell in love,
‘and he gave her a daughter. Then he died
in a car crash.

— Troy Aikman, legendary quarterback of
the Dallas Cowboys.

— Her sister Gema’s father, gone.

- Gema’s boyfriend, in jail in America for
sexually abusing their nephew.

— Idet’s boyfriend. Idet is Claudia’s best
friend. Her boyfriend is in prison, and
Claudia helps buy diapers for Idet’s baby.
- Snoop Dogg.

— Her own father, gone.

“My mother got these calls on her cell phone. Like four of them.
And the people would be laughing and shit, and would say that
they saw Claudia. They wouldn't give their names. They told me
that she was downtown and real skinny. She was using and selling
drugs and going crazy. She was shooting herself up. And this
person knew my name. And this guy on the phone told me to go

and look for her.”
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«And we went to this house near the Lear plant. We broke into
the house and there was blood on the wall and girls’ soiled
underwear on the floor. And there were some COpPs riding by.
We showed them the missing poster. And they told us to mind
our own business.” .
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Claudia, we were born in the same year. When you
started working a forty-five-hour week; | was in high
school cutting pictures of Kurt Cobain out of
Kerrang! magazine, pasting them onto the cover of
my agenda. | was in the washroom with an eyeliner
pencil and a compact of powder trying to cover it all
up. You were coming home so tired, maybe smell-
ing like the exhaust from the bus that took you into
and out of the maquiladora factory zone. Maybe you
sat with your best friend, Idet, drinking coffee with
condensed milk. Or maybe you made your favorite
dinner, enchiladas with extra cheese. Maybe you sat
twisting the laces of your blue Guess sneakers and
dreaming of transformation.

Claudia, it's been four months, your life sitting in my
closet. Am | any closer to knowing what it feels like
to start assembling electrical cables from the age of
fifteen? To kneel in front of a statue of the Virgin and
promise to be pious? Me, with the blue eyes and the
bagful of Barbies in my basement? Your life in my
closet, Claudia. It hasn’t felt right from the start.
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20'® wn, La quinceniera, your fifteenth birthday, the day the world is pink and white,
o pearls and lace, the girl becomes the woman, the day she receives the body
ﬂ-: P of Christ in communion. When a young lady celebrates her quinceriera, it is

not only a celebration, but also a time to reflect. Usually, there will be a theme:
Cinderella, bears, angels, dolls. The young lady will carry a bouquet of roses.
The catering is traditional: mole, rice, chicken, tamales. To begin, the young
lady will present her bouquet to the Virgin Mary. She will recite a poem that

she has written herself. There will be a live deejay or a mariachi band. She

will be given a last doll made from porcelain to represent the final offering of
childhood. A carriage will take her to and from the reception. She must attend
the beauty salon that day. Her hair must be arranged in rolls and knots, the
silver-frosted flowers arranged with pins; her nails should match the pink of the -
dress. Then there is the jewelry. A ring symbolizes the commitment between

the young lady and Christ. She will wear the metal charm of her patron saint.
On her head must sit the crown, which represents the Crown of Life, promised
in the Bible to faithful Christians. Gloves are optional, but pretty.
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“In the barrio gang, they

‘used to get high. People in

the gang used to offer me

drugs, but they never forced
e to do anything. They

ce gave me coke and |

ried it, but | didn’t like it.

; roblems. | read in
the paper that some kids got
shot in the park.
~ Clau had already changed
the way she dressed. She
had gone from short pants
1o, like, Dickies. From small
blouses to men’s shirts. But
here’s the thing—she didn’t
change. She was surrounded
by all these gangs and was
still the same reserved

~ Claudia.”

The worst pain is silence.

Now that you’ve come into my life,
Claudia, I’'ve been contemplating a
kind of pain that makes no sound,

a silence that comes from no one
speaking your name.

'Three weeks before Claudia turned
fifteen, her brother Jorge died. The
cause was a tumor the size of an
orange. No one expected it. Nobody
knew.




“When she turned fifteen we made her a small cake and she was
happy. She wanted something bigger but her family didn’t have the e e
money. She started making plans to find a job. We altered her papers
and she got what she wanted—a job in a factory.”

Lear Corporation is a manufacturer of automotive interiors. Factory 173
is housed in three sprawling buildings in the maquiladora zone. Buses let
the workers off two blocks from the entrance and everyone walks in their
blue smocks or coveralls. At age fifteen, Claudia joined the procession.
She would forget about Jorge in his inexpensive casket. She would forget
her quinceriera because there was nothing to remember.

There is no sense in waiting for someone else to organize your party. If
you want a beautiful life, you must work for it. '
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. . Q: “And what do you think about on the assembly
line?”
A: “Well, you cannot go thinking about anything.
You have to be 99 percent concentrated on
your work to prevent any defects.”

“To assemble the cable, you need connectors. There are seguences you
need to follow to prevent any inverted circuits. For example, the sequence
that we work with shows the color of the circuit, the connector it has to go
to, and the connection point that completes the assembly. If it requires a
red with a white, and instead | use a rose with a green, that circuit will be
inverted, and that is a defect that will be rejected by the quality depart-
ment. If we have two or three inverted circuits, we get a warning. If there
are a few over a week, they can send us home for a day.”
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“The cotton field that is

not a cotton field: The

|  imagination goes to

i work, looking at this
empty place. You want

[ the blankness to yield

| answers, to communicate

L astory. But no. The field
is a kind of nowhere, a

‘ clearinghouse of objects

| left behind and unwanted.
There is no possession
here, only supervision.

I A stern sun overhead. A

I" police car at the edge of

I

|

!
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the cracked earth, idling.
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¢«And then she met Victor. ; ’
She met him on the assem- | 5
bly line at Lear. He told her 15 ;
that he liked her and'asked . # ;
her to go to the movies. | ¥

: The ritual is to imagine how it will feel,
And then she fell in love.

years before it actually happens. Some

i And it was the first ﬁme&a 2 girls at my school said it would feel the
They would spend Sunday way that expensive fireworks look, a
together. thousand perfect tiny stars tumbling

And one day she asks me
if she is walking funny. And
| said no, and then she t_o!_d
o me she had lost her virginity

el . to Victor.”

down like streamers. Others said it
would feel like something gentler, a sun
shower beneath one of those gauzy-
looking rainbows on the valentines that
fade in a box for years. The fast girls just
said it hurt, and to put a sheet under
you, and if you should feel the need to
cry, go to the washroom because it will
just freak out the guy. He's nervous, too.

Some girls did it with anyone, just to
get it over with. But the girls who were
in love planned it out carefully, reading
sidebars in Cosmopolitan magazine that
recommended burning tea candles and
not rushing.

Did his body feel as natural as a soft
shadow creeping over you?

Did he wash himself in the bathroom
with an open door, apologizing for
having to leave? Together, did you make
plans for the next time?

Did his face, close-up, create meaning?
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*And then she told me that she
loved him, and | had never heard
her say things like this before.

Because maybe it scared her to
open herself up like that.”




Claudia’s ideal man:
Good-looking

Clever

Faithful

Treats me with respect
Doesn't beat me up

Claudia, | once loved a man who was married.

| was nineteen, the same age you were when . _ Pt . (I 2 £ : ;

you did the same thing. | won't sit here and say === i § ot R g S S - A !

it was all blues and rain. He made me feel very e T Rl o _ o ; T R - F N\ \
wanted and | thought his sacrifice was sexy, R 4 AR B , ettt .y B : \
like it meant that he wanted me more since he | ' : g & \

Maybe Victor's arms were hairy, and his \
eyelashes coal black and soft. He could have
been one of those men who have always con- &
fused me, those men with lips like cherubs. He \ i
gave you a ring for Valentine’s Day. The Virgin X -
of Guadalupe. She means sacrifice and she TSR VB 83 == s e i AT 3. ¥ B \ {
means red tears of compassion. . R 2 & esi e =S | L e T L AN
There are ways to disguise the fact that RS Rl = : S r il i . R \ TR j:“
you’'ve been crying most of the night. Start - g e ) TR (S (S Y - W “And once, | thought | saw
with a foundation one shade darker than your | ' il i j : Sl 3 Mg WRE R N, her. It looked exactly like
skin. Use concealer one shade lighter under - : o her from the back. | started
the eyes. The key is blending. A dab of Pepto- & : R i to smell her perfume. And | §
Bismol helps with the swelling. Dark lipstick '_ i I8 J 7 S couldn’t breathe. And then *
can take attention away from everything. Try to | she turned around and
look nice! It’s not the end of the world! Put on ; ; g ] it wasn'’t her. And | went
a white blouse with a lace overlay, even if the p ' [ ' B i ~ . home and | could still smell
uniform will cover it. It's nice to know you've i ] ! " Claudia. And | couldn’t
got something nice underneath, evenifnoone | - ; talk. And my mom thought

will see it. that | was going crazy.”

was risking what he'd already earned. i S : : el 3 T il o (/'\




A twenty-five-kilogram FedEx box. It arrived at my house four

months ago. | needed to tell your story somehow, knowing that
maybe this was none of my business. So before | cut the box open,
| promised you my cuts would be soft. | was trying to cut you free.

Claudia, I'm ashamed to say that many of the promises I've made |
have broken.
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3 _“She is quiet. Kind of weird. People would ask me,
why do you hang out with such a weird person?
- But she is my best friend. She didn’t like to talk that
much. She didn’t like to be hugged or touched.
1 never learned how to roll. She would roll the joint.
~ Sometimes we would get the munchies. Like, it was
always thirty minutes after we smoked weed. Some-
times we would go to the panaderia. We used to eat
bread and make, like, milk shakes with bananas. Hot
heetos. She really loved Hot Cheetos.”

In the box there are photos of gray highways
and underpasses. Pictures of you wearing
white powder and blue contact lenses with
your mouth closed like you've got a secret
you want to tell. There’s an interview with
your mother, who says God will take care
of everything. There is a photo of the Lear
factory where you worked making electrical
harnesses for America’s cars. There's a
photo of a pariah street dog with an empty
potato chip bag on its mouth, one yellow
eye visible and disappointed. There are
pages from your high school notebook: a few.
notes about John Locke, the Enlightenment,
knowledge for all. The notes stop halfway
down the page, where fat graffiti takes over.
The same kind of graffiti is sprayed on the
concrete beneath the bridge that connects
Ciudad Juéarez to El Paso, Texas, across
the Rio Grande. You wanted to get papers,
Claudia, to get to the other side, to live
like your sister Gema, maybe, in her barrio
in Las Cruces, New Mexica: poor, illegal,
surrounded by gangs, with a boyfriend who
writes to her from prisen. Unable to cross
into Mexico even to touch her mother’s
hands, even for a funeral. Gema, living in
America, and somehow it all still is worth it.




Claudia, you've made it.

Your strange passage to the other side.

Your life in pieces, the farthest you've ever gone.

s

“| went to visit her and said hi like | did
every day. She was getting ready for work.

It was, like, 2:20 p.m. She was wear-

ing beige pants with a white blouse and
Guess sneakers. She looked really pretty.
That day she had put makeup on her eyes,
and her hair was pulled back with a little
pair of strings and a ponytail. We talked
about the car | was going to buy, and that
soon | would start driving her to work. No
more busses. No more walking to work.
And she was listening to love songs.”




N
Claudia, you picked up your coat to go. Your sister A =T
Mayela asked if you could bring her a burger, and
you said she'd have to wait until Friday, when you
would get your check. You had missed a bus and
would have to run. So much in a life is ordinary.

“That day she came to work exactly two or three minutes
late. She was really tired. Her eyes were red and puffy, like
she’d been crying. | think since she was late she was run-
ning or walking faster. She got there at the same time | was
leaving with some friends. My shift was over. | said hi and

- asked her, ‘What's up, Clau?’

She answered, ‘What’s up?’

| told her they were not going to let her work because she .

was late.

She said, ‘No?’

| asked the guard to let her in because, in the end, it was |
only, like, two or three minutes. He told her he couldn't but

- he would ask the people inside.

| was, like, 'She’s only three minutes late!’
And he said, ‘No! I'll tell them she’s here.’
Then | told her I'd see her around, and she said, ‘Cool.’

| And she just stayed there waiting to be let in to work.”
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idet stayed up all night for you, Claudia. Your best friend.
Maybe she was thinking of the time when you were
seven years old and you and Gema slipped away from
your grandfather and disappeared. Gema, who now lives
across the border in New Mexico. That time, the police
brought you back, two scared, hungry, sunstruck kids.

A person vanishes from sight and all that remains are
memories. Your sister Mayela remembers the secretive
ways you showed affection. How you hugged and kissed
her daughters only if you thought that no one was look-
ing, how her daughter Carla could always fall asleep if
you were in the hed beside her. Your sudden disappear-
ance reminded Mayela how strong you were. How you
could keep everything bottled up inside.
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_ re mid a&e " The night before, you were crying in your room—crying over e r;u fe s )
Victor. You closed the door to your room, and you cried.
-~ Did your body feel like an unsafe house, some terrible ¥ e'tas en

'. C 0 rd 0 n (‘ c containment? Did the crying feel like thunder drumming the
walls of your chest? Curled up, maybe you felt a little bit #
ﬁ e.c a, dic 1 protected. A bean in its dark place. | imagine that you lay u tot al | da(

in the nest of your bed, curled inside your favorite jacket,

::-. : the Dallas Cowboys one with the iron-on blue satin star. T,
\ - re g iION &1L Themusic was very loud. Without Victor your body felt jl‘é q ue |
" b uncomfortable, less useful, a sealed and trembling jar.
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“Following the irrigation canal in a northwest direction, at
an approximate distance of fifteen meters sixty centimeters
from the location of the skull, was found a tuft of brown hair,
classified as Exhibit No. 2. Following the canal in the same
direction, at an approximate distance of seventeen meters
sixty centimeters from the skull, was found a second tuft of
brown hair, classified as Exhibit No. 8. In the same direction,
at a distance of nineteen meters, using the skull as point

of reference, was found a tuft of brown hair, registered as
Exhibit No. 4. :
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