THE PALE GREEN SUITCASE

(Prologue to a novel: A fact-based story beginning in 1940s California about a young
girl who spent entire adolescence at a sanatorium for the treatment of tuberculosis)

“You need to eat something.” Momma did not look at me. She waited for the tea kettle to
whistle and lowered the flame. In the cuff of her sleeve, she kept extra Kleenex which she used
regularly to dab at her nose. Water dripped from the leaky faucet it was a familiar sound.
Momma’s hands looked wrinkled and worn, as she brushed away the crumbs from the
embroidered tablecloth. An empty porcelain bowl sat in front of me with a tarnished soup spoon
inside. It’s been a long time since we last polished the spoons and forks, it used to be important
to Momma, but not anymore. | think Momma wanted to tell me something, but stopped. Her
rhythm around the cast-iron stove was a habit. Her footpath in our narrow kitchen repeated, day
in and day out, which made the yellow-speckled linoleum dull and faded. Her voice quivered.
“Delfina, the day will be very long.”

The wide ladle emptied. The heap of porridge steamed. Nausea pushed up into my ribs,
as the earthy-milky aroma filled my nostrils. | wished for anything that would stop the
queasiness that swirled inside me. | took a sip of water from the daisy rimmed glass and forced
my sleepy eyes to widen.

Momma sat down, her round body filled the chair. With a long exhale she sighed, “Oh,
daughter.” She reached around her thick waist and untied her apron. Dark rain peppered the
window. At such an early hour, I felt punished while my sisters slept peacefully. Why me? Was

it because | was the oldest? Either way, it wasn’t fair.



My twelfth birthday was two months away and yet every bone in my body protruded
against my pale skin. When | gasped for breath, | feared my bones would puncture my skin and
my blood would flow like a river. If someone had told me more about this day, | would have
been stronger. | would have sat up straighter, eaten all that porridge, cheeks full, if someone had
told me...

| memorized the tea-colored stain in the corner of the ceiling above the wainscoting.
| needed something permanent that | could easily recall. Because of the fever, | felt like there
wasn’t enough time to remember the things that were most important like, Momma’s face in the
afternoon sun, the laughter of my sisters, and that special day when we planted the baby
pomegranate trees in the front yard.

In the cold of winter, when the winds rattled the roof, Papa allowed the flame in the
ginger-colored oil lamp to linger. The faint crack of light made a line from the hallway to the
foot of my bed. That small bit of illumination was assurance that the tiny bedroom I shared with
my two sisters would not blow away. | stashed this memory behind my heart so it would always
be there. My sturdy headboard, with the green tilted letters of the alphabet, and my pink fabric
music box with the dancing ballerina would all have to wait— wait, for fourteen long years.

#

The steps were wet. Papa dressed in his best church clothes. The car engine idled. Pencil-
colored exhaust hung in the air. Before | could cough, Papa quickly helped me into the back seat
and then shut the door. It was hard to see with so much darkness. | reached across the seat for the
rolled blanket, but it was not a blanket. My hands felt the coarseness of a large brown paper bag
crumbled and rolled at the top. The bag was damp from the rain and had a slight smell like the

billowing steam from the tall chimneys at the pulp mill.



As we drove away, the windshield wipers squeaked and scratched. Headlights flashed
over my head, past the back window, and then vanished. My head bobbed with persistent
motion, due to all the potholes and bumps in the road. I fell in and out of sleep. When my eyes
opened, | was brought back to the present; to the mystery of where exactly we were going, and
why the doctor lived so far away. I did not speak. | did not ask Papa questions.

The bread box from the kitchen counter now occupied the front seat. As the car heater
circulated hot air, up and over the seats, the waft of corn tortillas and fried chicken enveloped
me. | lifted the hem of my skirt to cover my nose. | needed to resist the urge, and not show my
weakness. When the rain stopped, I lowered the window. I saw Papa’s eyes through his thick
glasses in the rearview mirror. “Delfina, only a little. I don’t want you to get cold.” I nodded in
obedience.

From the horizon, soft morning light came into focus. It was the first time that | was up
before daybreak. To me, it was magical. | felt like God had watched over us. | hoped we would
turn around and go back, back to Momma, but my cough persisted. | covered my mouth with a
large cotton handkerchief that | kept up my sleeve, and pressed a small glob of bloody spit into
the fabric.

The landscape all around looked as though it was covered in thick green carpet. There
were open fields that went on forever, with pastures that had cows and horses. | stared out at
dozens of farmhouses with big red barns, and people who carried knapsacks | wondered where
they were going?

We parked on a muddy road. | saw a windmill; its blades turned lazily. Papa opened my
door and fresh air washed over me. As | leaned against the car, the heat from the tires warmed

the back of my legs. | stretched out my spindly arms in the path of the sun. | stared into its glare.



I hoped it might cure my sickness. When Papa emerged from a long row of trees, his voice
snapped, “Never stare at the sun!” His broad silhouette in front of me blocked the light. I braced
myself, ready to have my shoulder yanked. Instead, he wiped bits of dirt away from the cuffs of
his trousers and cupped my fragile hand with a thin roll of toilet tissue.

The wind shifted and moved crisp leaves around my feet. Scattered on the ground there
were hundreds of little seed pods with intricate patterns. They resembled the Star Anise that my
teacher brought to our classroom. As the trees swayed, | caught a hint of menthol and it made me
think of the blue jar of salve Momma would rub on my chest. Papa opened the bread box and
handed me a mason jar filled with milk. He promised it would calm my stomach.

We got back in the car and drove in the direction of the hills, where thick forests of
Christmas trees grew to the top of the mountains. Long shadows and flickers of sunshine pulsed
through the car windows as the road narrowed. I tried to imagine the men that laid these roads,
these endless stretches of black hot surface. How did they know where to put a road, its length,
and where it should end?

My mind stayed busy with so many questions. | did not understand why this doctor lived
so far away, but more importantly, when would | see Momma again? | prayed like it was Sunday
morning with my lips moving, but no sound. I didn’t want Papa to hear me or my worry. With
my eyes closed, | imagined the doctor we would meet, a tall, kind man with a clear, soft voice. In
his office, there’d be giant picture windows with a view of a lake and chilled air like the kind in
department stores. On the corner of his desk, a jar of different flavored lollipops would be free
for all of his patients. At the end of our visit, the doctor would gather both my hands and tell us

the good news, that I wasn’t all that sick and we could go home.



Papa drove much slower up the mountainous road as one sharp turn continued after the
next. The brown bag slid over to me and then back. Papa lowered his window, because he knew
it might help in case of car sickness. The bag returned to my thigh, I was curious about its
contents. | gripped the rolled edges, but when Papa’s eyes checked on me, | padded down the
ruffles on my skirt. From my viewpoint, Papa’s soft brown hair had thinned. When he moved his
head, slick silver hairs splayed and parted over the collar of his tweed coat. | rubbed my shoes
together, and bits of light-colored mud flecked from the soles onto a newspaper on the
floorboard. The_headline read: FDR TIMES THREE! | attempted once more to pull apart the top
edges of the bag, but stopped when | saw Papa reach for the dashboard. He turned the radio
knob. Judy Garland began to sing, Over the Rainbow. Papa glanced my way with a smile.

#

The afternoon arrived. I could see a small town in the distance. As we got closer Papa
said, “This is Windmere City.” The long avenue was filled with all kinds of shops and cafés.
Some of the buildings had colorful striped awnings and the taller buildings draped decorative
banners over their balconies. We parked near a crosswalk, Papa told me to stay put and lock the
door. People seemed busy as they walked in and out of shops. From the backseat window, |
watched women with babies in their strollers, couples holding hands, and young girls who
lingered long enough to catch their reflection in the storefront windows. In the middle of the
sidewalk stood a painted sign of a giant slice of pie. It made my mouth water for the first time
since | got sick. | moved from the right side of the car to the left, in all my giddy restlessness and
| nearly sat on top of the brown bag. This was my chance to peek inside, but then Papa

approached the car.



When the door swung open, he handed me a beautiful pale green suitcase. He told me to
empty my things from the paper bag into it. Confused, and elated at this special gift, I did as |
was told. | parted the bag, and when Papa lifted it, my flannel nightgown tumbled out, followed
by pairs of socks, my red sweater, my hairbrush, and my toothbrush. In the lining of the suitcase,
a small oval mirror stared back at me. I tried to deny my bewildered face, my unkempt auburn
curls all tangled and uneven.

| felt tricked. This whole time the brown paper bag contained nothing more than the
ragged contents of my life. | ran my fingertips over the ridged edges of the set of keys that
dangled from the lock. Before I could make sense of this moment...1 got a lump in my throat
because, | realized that Papa did not have a suitcase!

We held hands as we walked to one of the restaurants. Papa pointed to an outdoor patio
and we sat on a cushioned bench. | ordered the pie with syrupy chunks of apple wedges and a
flaky crust covered in sugary sprinkles. Papa took long sips from his cup of coffee and then he
told me to listen carefully. He said, there would be many different doctors not just one at this
special hospital. He added hundreds of children receive treatment, but it can take a long time to
become well. Papa seemed confident about the nice people at this hospital and the special events
like ice cream socials every weekend. | did not want to believe Pappa’s words, especially when
he whispered, “T will visit you as often as I can.”

I pushed my fork away from my plate, as my last bite of sweetness turned bitter. My face
burned hot more than any fever | had known. My tears | could not stop as they dripped past my
chin. I had been betrayed, and now abandoned. | felt so angry at Papa, at Momma, and at God.

People began to stare. I grabbed Papa’s arm. | begged him not to leave me, but my

mournful words competed against the chatter all around us. | was humiliated that my fit had been



witnessed by all these patrons who paused briefly with their sandwiches and milkshakes. A
pretty waitress hurried to our table. She put her notepad into the pocket of her apron, she said,
“Sweetheart you don’t like the pie?” When | tried to answer, my cough erased my words. A
cough so ugly, it sounded like an angry barking dog. I quickly placed my handkerchief over my
nose and mouth. | left the table unannounced and stumbled to the sun-soaked curb. I sat down. |
didn’t care that my new ruffled skirt would get dirty and | did not look up when | heard Pappa
sniffle. I saw his shadow on the pavement when he lifted his arm to his face, | knew then that he
loved me more than | had believed.

#

The gates opened slowly under a white stucco archway. Beautiful, and ornate, it looked
like an important monument. In the middle of the arch hung a statue of Jesus. The attendant, a
tall frail man, wore a hat like a police officer. He spoke in a low gravelly voice. | could not hear
his words as he handed Papa a piece of paper and told him where to park. We inched our way
towards several buildings interspersed with rows of army barracks. A church bell rang in the
distance. Nurses and nuns walked in all directions over the manicured grounds.

In a gray-painted hallway, we waited with other people, children my age and younger,
older men and women, some in wheelchairs. Dozens of telephones seemed to ring all at once. In
the crowded room, Papa gave his chair to an elderly woman. | had to pee but crossed my legs
tightly until a busy nurse noticed me. She touched my arm and walked me to the Ladies’ Room.

When I returned no one was seated and the corridor was filled with people in long lines. |
couldn’t see Papa. | pushed my suitcase in front of me and followed what I thought was his
tweed coat. The noise grew louder and I began to cry. Bodies and faces blurred. | ran toward the

entrance and called out for Papa, but an orderly with no hair stopped me. | pushed past him and



dropped my beautiful suitcase. The sun had set. | slapped my hands against the glass doors, my

eyes strained only to see the painful glimmer of tail lights as Papa drove away.



