
WORKING FOR A HUG 

By Valeria Teles 
  
We had just returned home from church. 

“Your brother is hungry! Don’t you see that?” she screamed from the other 
room. 

I ran to the kitchen, a place I knew too well for my age. 

The baby was crying. I was tense. 

She came to the kitchen, too. 

I felt her impatience and my spine seemed to tighten as she watched me. 

I looked for the rice flour mix inside the kitchen cabinet. 

I could barely reach it. 

I remembered there was milk in the fridge... but where? 

Top shelf ? 

It seemed to be hiding. 
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I was so scared, I could not think... 

It was important that I concentrate. 

I couldn’t spill the milk or drop a spoon. 

A spilled drop of milk meant lots of salty tears spilling from my eyes, but it 
could get worse. 

They could be drops of blood from a painful pinch. 

Either way, I couldn’t make any mistakes. 

She was watching me. 

Her red-rimmed eyes blinked continuously. 

I tried not to look at her, but my memory was reproducing every blink of her 
eyes. 

With it came the sensation that I would become paralyzed any second, or 
worse, use more rice flour than necessary. 

I had done this so many times before, but this day I felt like I didn’t know 
what I was doing. 

The baby cried louder. 

In my head, her red-rimmed eyes blinked faster. 

Her impatient breath grew colder and colder around my spine. 
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I was afraid, but I could do it. 

While I was pouring the milk in the pan, I heard Aldo, the stray cat, screech 
in pain. 

He flew out the kitchen door just like a ball kicked to the goal on a soccer 
field. 

Poor cat. 

Even a ball would be luckier. 

At least it had a net to catch it. 

She was a great player of this kind of game, where the same team won over 
and over because they always picked a much weaker opponent to play against. 

I heard the cat hit the ground hard. 

By then, I was shaking in fear. 

My eyes were filled with tears. 

I hoped the cat was not dead, but I couldn’t help him. 

I couldn’t even help myself. 

I promised I’d check on the cat later. 

With shaking hands, I added the rice flour to the milk that was heating on 
the stovetop. 
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The baby was crying louder and louder. 

“Hurry up!” she screamed at me. 

The cooking couldn’t be hurried. 

I didn’t know what to do. 

If I turned the flames up higher, it might burn the bottom of the pan. 

I didn’t say anything, and I didn’t look back. 

I felt like I was inside a box being shaken by a giant baby who didn’t know 
how to play with his toys. 

There was nothing I could do about it. 

I felt like the poor cat. 

The only difference was he was a soccer ball, and I was a doll in a box. 

Both of us had no choice but to remain in a game we were destined to lose. 

The porridge was bubbling, ready. 

It was very hot. 

I walked through the kitchen door, carrying it in the pan. 

I brought another empty pan with me. 
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I looked for the cat, but he was nowhere to be found. 

I sighed with relief. 

He must be alive, somewhere far away from here. 

I started to transfer the mixture from one pan to the other; I stood by the 
kitchen door where a fresh wind blew. 

The porridge needed to cool off before being poured into the baby bottle on 
the table. 

She was looking at me impatiently while holding the baby. 

Overtaken by fear, I kept trying to cool off the hot food. I could barely 
breathe. 

A few minutes later, I approached her with the pan. 

Mumbling the words, I asked her if it was cool enough to pour into the baby 
bottle. 

The next thing I knew, I felt a burning sensation all over my face. 

The baby food had found a destination other than the bottle. 

“Is that cool enough for you?” she shouted. 

“You can’t do anything right. 

Here, hold the baby.” She gave the crying child to me. “Let me handle it. 
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Look what you’ve done! Now I’ve got to cook another one.” 

I could barely see. 

My baby brother was crying. 

I was crying. 

I ran past the living room, placed the baby on the sofa—he was still too young 
to roll over—then ran into the bathroom. 

In the bathroom, I cleaned my face with cold water. 

I felt the cold water for a few seconds before I looked in the mirror. 

Then I looked and didn’t recognize my face; it was red and swollen. 

“Where are you?!” 

I had to hurry. 

Tears were still rolling down my face. 

I dried them with a piece of a brown paper bag. 

There were plenty of brown paper bags in our bathroom; we couldn’t afford 
soft toilet paper or paper towels. 

The brown paper was harsh on my skin, but not as harsh as the pain inside. 
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It was still early in the day, and I had so much work to do before the evening 
came. 

There was no time to cry. 

My tears would have to wait until I went to bed.
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