Eleven

SANDRA CISNEROS

One of the first Latina writers to achieve commercial success, Sandra Ci
(b. 1954) is a novelist, short-story writer, and poet, best known for The Hou:
Mango Street (1983), a collection of connected stories and skefches Recipient
many awards, including a MacArthur Foundation “genius” grant, Cisneros
published the short-story collection Woman Hollering Creek (1991), the poe
collections My Wicked Wicked Ways (1987) and Loose Woman (1994), «
the novel Caramelo (2002). The New York Times Book Review says Cisne
“embraces . . . the endless variety of Mexican and American culture—songs «
stories, jokes e legends, furniture and food.” The story “Eleven” explores the
of power in the classroom.

" hat they don’t understand about birthdays and what th
you is that when you're eleven, you're also ten, and nmf:,, and .
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You don b feel eleven Not rlght awa‘y It takes a few
times even months before you say Eleven when they ask you. And
smart eleven, not until you're almost twelve. That’s the way it is.

Only today I wish I didn’t have only eleven years rattling inside
nies in a tin Band-Aid box. Today I wish I was one hundred and two
eleven because if I was one hundred and two I'd have known what t
Mrs. Price put the red sweater on my desk. I would’ve known how to tell
wasn't mine instead of just sitting there with that look on my face and no
coming out of my mouth.

“Whose is this?” Mrs. Price says, and she holds the red sweater up in the air
for all the class to see. “Whose? It’s been sitting in the coatroom for a month.”

“Not mine,” says everybody. “Not me.” |

“It has to belong to somebody,” Mrs. Price keeps saying, but nobody can
remember. It’s an ugly sweater with red plastic buttons and a collar and sleeves all
stretched out like you could use it for a jump rope. It’s maybe a thousand years
old and even if it belonged to me I wouldn’t say so.

Maybe because I'm skinny, maybe because she doesn’t like me, that stupid
Sylvia Saldivar says, “I think it belongs to Rachel” An ugly sweater like that, all
raggedy and old, but Mrs. Price believes her. Mrs. Price takes the sweater and puts
it right on my desk, but when I open my mouth nothing comes out.

“That’s not, I don’t, you're not . . . Not mine,” I finally say in a little voice that 10
was maybe me when [ was four. |

“Of course it’s yours,” Mrs. Price says. “I remember you wearing it once.”
Because she’s older and the teacher, she’s right and I'm not.

Not mine, not mine, not mine, but Mrs. Price is already turning to page
thirty-two, and math problem number four. I don’t know why but all of a sudden
I'm feeling sick inside, like the part of me that’s three wants to come out
eyes, only I squeeze them shut tight and bite down on my teeth real har
to remember today I am eleven, eleven. Mama is making a cake for me
and when Papa comes home everybody will sing Happy birthday, he
to you. f
But when the sick feeling goes away and I ope
sitti g there ]ike a big red mountain' I move the :




rs. Prlce says. She says it like §h.,
ht now and no more nonsense.”
“But it’s not—"
“Now!” Mrs. Price says.

ThlS is when I w1sh I wasn’t eleven, because all the years 1’

my eyes When I put one arm through one sleeve of the sweater that sm i" li
cottage cheese, and then the other arm through the other and stand there witl |
arms apart like if the sweater hurts me and it does, all itchy and full of germs that
aren’t even mine. '

That’s when everything I've been holding in since this morning, since when
Mrs. Price put the sweater on my desk, finally lets go, and all of a sudden 'm cry-
ing in front of everybody. I wish I was invisible but I'm not. I'm eleven and it’s my
birthday today and I'm crying like I'm three in front of everybody. I put my head
down on the desk and bury my face in my stupid clown-sweater arms. My face all
hot and spit coming out of my mouth because I can’t stop the little animal noises
from coming out of me, until there aren’t any more tears left in my eyes, and it’s
just my body shaking like when you have the hiccups, and my whole head hurts
like when you drink milk too fast.

But the worst part is right before the bell rings for lunch. That stupid Phyllis 20
Lopez, who is even dumber than Sylvia Saldivar, says she remembers the red
sweater is hers! I take it off right away and give it to her, only Mrs. Price pretends
like everything’s okay.

Today I'm eleven. There’s a cake Mama’s making for tonight, and when Papa
comes home from work we’ll eat it. Therell be candles and presents and every-
body will sing Happy birthday, happy birthday to you, Rachel, only it’s too late.

I'm eleven today. 'm eleven, ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two,
and one, but [ wish I was one hundred and two. I wish I was anything but eleven,
because [ want today to be far away already, far away like a runaway baﬂoqm |
a tiny o in the sky, so tiny-tiny you have to close your eyes to see it.
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