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Chapter 1

A JOB FOR LUIS
——

Rosa Gonzales stood on the porch of her humble
dwelling. The small wooden building, half hidden by

trees, nestled among the mountains of Caguas, Puerto Rico.
The weather-beaten boards gave it a forlorn look.

Curly strands of hair escaped from the bun on Rosa’s
head, falling in wisps on her high cheekbones. She looked
older than her twenty-eight years. The hot climate and hard
work in the sugarcane fields had left their marks on her
once youthful face.

If only Luis could find a job in town so he could earn more
money. Rosa’s olive-skinned face took on a wistful look.
Poor Luis has to work so hard yet never has much to show for it.

Rosa thought back to the time she and Luis had started
keeping house. They were too poor to have a wedding and
pay a priest to marry them. So Luis and Rosa had just
started living together, as had many others around them.
Now here they were, ten years later, and there still wasn’t
money enough to meet all their needs. Carmen seemed to
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outgrow her dresses faster than Rosa could make others for
her. Dear Carmen, Rosa thought lovingly. She doesn’t mind
that I make her dresses out of my old ones. I wish we could get
material so I could make her some new ones.

Her jet-black eyes surveyed the surroundings. Over
yonder, some farmers were using their machetes to cut
sugarcane in several cleared patches on the hillside. Lowing
oxen stood nearby, waiting for their carts to receive the
stalks that would later be taken to market in San Juan.

Luis and some other hill farmers had quit raising sugar-
cane for market. There just wasn’t much demand for it. The
little sugarcane they did raise was used for rum. Rosa’s eyes
traveled toward their chicken yard, where the chickens
were scratching in vain for the grain that Luis couldn’t
afford to buy. If we could buy grain, maybe the chickens would
lay more eggs. Eggs would be good for Maria.

Rosa sighed as she thought of Maria sleeping on the cot
in the kitchen. I am worried about Maria. She’s two years old
and not walking yet, and so very thin. If we had the money, we
could take her to a doctor. Money, money—is that all I can think
about today? Rosa shook her head, trying to dismiss the
thought. She strained to see if Luis was coming up the
dusty mountain road. He had gone to San Juan to see if he
could find a job.

At last Rosa saw a small cloud of dust in the distance.
It was Luis on horseback. Catching a glimpse of Rosa on
the porch, Luis urged his horse to go faster. He could
hardly wait to tell Rosa the good news.

“Oh, Luis, your face betrays you!” Rosa exclaimed
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eagerly as he drew up alongside the porch. “You must have
good news. Does that mean a job?”

“Yes, Rosa, it does, but it’s different than you think,”
Luis replied. “Oh, Rosa, wouldn’t you like to have more
milk for Maria, and even grain for our chickens? Maybe we
could buy you and the girls some new dresses! Then you
wouldn’t have to use your old ones to make clothes for
Carmen and Maria.” Luis stopped for a breath, his eyes
beaming with excitement.

“You don’t make sense, Luis.” Rosa grabbed him by the
arm. “Where is such a good job?”

“I am coming to that, but let’s go inside and sit down.
Carmen will soon be home from school anyway.”

“Let’s sit here on the porch, Luis. Maria is sleeping on
the cot in the kitchen.”

Tying the horse by the kitchen post, Luis led Rosa to
the end of the porch, where some wooden boxes served as
chairs. He sat down and leaned earnestly toward Rosa.

“An agent from a labor camp was in San Juan today.
He was representing farmers in the United States who need
help to harvest their tomato crops. They will take as many
as are willing to go. Think of it—acres and acres of toma-
toes. There would be lots of work. I could go there and send
money back to you, Rosa. Maybe then you could buy the
food we need for Maria’s health.”

“Did you promise to go, Luis?” Rosa trembled, almost
afraid to ask.

“Yes, I did. I hope you don’t mind too badly. I will be
leaving in four days.”
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“Oh, Luis, what will we do without you?” Rosa
pleaded, tears streaming down her face. “We will miss you
so much. Luis, please—isn’t there some other way?”

“I’ll miss you and the girls too, but I don’t see any other
way to get money. The agent wanted an answer today.
Some of the men want to send for their families later to
come to the States. Maybe I can do the same, Rosa. Would
you like that?”

Rosa didn’t answer right away. Leave the land of my birth
and go to some strange place I have never seen? The thought
frightened her. But if Luis said so, perhaps she could brave
that as well.

Aloud she said, “If that’s what you want, we will try to
make out till then. Yes, and even leave here if the time
comes. But it will be hard, terribly hard.”

Luis laid his big brown hand on Rosa’s small one. His
was calloused and roughened by hard work in the fields.
“It won’t be easy for me either, Rosa. You know I love it
here. The climate is different there, I heard. They said the
winters in Pennsylvania are cold, with lots of snow and ice.
Of course, we wouldn’t experience that unless we moved
there, but it’s something to think about. Sunny Puerto Rico
is all we’ve ever known. The change wouldn’t be easy.”

“You’ll probably miss the cockfights on Friday nights.”
Rosa grinned in spite of her tears.

“Well,” said Luis, smiling, “maybe I can get some cocks
in Pennsylvania and train them. We’ll probably need a little
amusement after a hard day’s work in the fields.”

Just then eight-year-old Carmen came running up the
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path from school, and the subject was dropped. Luis didn’t
want to upset her yet.

Four days later, Rosa reluctantly packed Luis’s cloth-
ing. Carmen followed Luis everywhere on his last day at
home. They let her stay home from school to be with Papa.

Oh, how I will miss him! Carmen watched as he finished
packing. Snapping the suitcase shut, Luis secured it with a
leather strap.

“Carmen, your papa will miss you,” said Luis as he
patted her curly head. “You help Mama take care of Maria,
will you, Carmen?”

“Sí, sí, Papa,” Carmen consented, tears glistening in her
eyes.

“Come, Carmen. Tell Mama I am ready to go. She is
dressing Maria.”

The neighbor who would take them to meet the publico
(bus) arrived in his battered truck. Soon they were bump-
ing their way down the crooked mountain road that led to
town.

A few other families were there waiting for the publico
too. Other husbands were leaving with Luis for jobs in the
United States.

Rosa clung to Luis. If only I could wake up and find this a
dream. I can’t bear the thought that Luis is leaving! It seemed
that a hand was at the back of her neck, squeezing it ever
tighter.

“Oh, Luis, must you go? Isn’t there another way?”
Tears ran in rivulets down her cheeks.

“Rosa dear, try to understand. I don’t want to go, but I

A JO B FO R LU I S


