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J A N E

THE EM ERG EN CY  RO O M IS  A N  AS SAULT.  THERE ARE TOO MANY PEOPLE, 

and the din of their voices is too loud. Jane is sweating— it is hot 
outside, and the walk from the subway was long. She stands at the 
entrance, immobilized by the noise and the lights and the multi-
tude. Her hand instinctively moves to cover Amalia, who still sleeps 
on her chest.

Ate is here somewhere. Jane ventures into the waiting area. She 
sees a figure that resembles her cousin. She is dressed in white— Ate 
will be wearing her nursing uniform— but the woman is Americana, 
and too young. Jane scans the seated crowd and begins to search for 
Ate row by row, feeling a growing apprehension, though she tries to 
stifle it. Ate always says Jane worries too much and too soon, before 
she knows anything is even wrong. And her cousin is hardy. She did 
not even get sick from the stomach virus that swept through the 
entire dormitory over the summer. It was Ate who took the lead in 
nursing her dorm- mates back to health— bringing ginger tea to their 
bunks, washing their soiled clothes— even though many of them 
were half her age and most much younger.
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J O A N N E  R A M O S4

Jane sees the back of another woman’s head: dark hair threaded 
with silver. Jane makes her way toward her, hopeful but not entirely 
convinced, because the head is angled in the way of someone sleep-
ing, and Ate would never sleep here, under these bright lights and 
around all these strangers.

Jane is right. It is not Ate but a woman who looks Mexican. She 
is short like Jane’s cousin, sleeping with her legs splayed and mouth 
open. As if she is in the privacy of her own home, Jane can imagine Ate 
saying with distaste.

“I am looking for Evelyn Arroyo,” Jane says to the harried- looking 
woman behind the registration desk. “I am her cousin.”

The woman glances up from her computer with an impatient 
expression that softens into a smile when she sees Amalia in the 
baby carrier on Jane’s chest. “How old?”

“She is four weeks,” Jane answers, pride blooming in her heart.
“She’s a cutie,” the woman says just before a man with a shiny, 

bald head cuts in front of Jane and begins to yell that his wife has 
been waiting for hours and what the hell is going on?

The woman behind the desk tells Jane to go to Triage. Jane does 
not know where this is but does not ask, because the woman is busy 
with the angry man. Jane walks down a hallway lined with cots. She 
checks each bed for Ate, embarrassed when the man or woman lying 
there is not asleep but looks her directly in the eyes. One old man 
begins to speak to her in Spanish as if beseeching her for help, and 
Jane apologizes that she is not a nurse before hurrying away.

She finds her cousin farther down the hall. Ate is covered in a 
sheet, and her face against the softness of the pillow is pinched and 
hard. Jane realizes she has never seen her cousin asleep before, even 
though Jane rents the bunk right above her— Ate is always on the 
move or away on a job. Her stillness makes Jane fearful.

Ate collapsed on a baby- nurse assignment, in the Fifth Avenue 
apartment of a family called the Carters. This is what Dina, the Car-
ters’ housekeeper, told Jane when they finally spoke. Jane was not 
entirely surprised by this. Her cousin had been suffering from dizzy 
spells for several months. Ate blamed them on her blood- pressure 
pills but did not make time to see a doctor, because she was booked 
in back- to- back jobs.
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T H E  F A R M 5

Ate was trying to burp Henry Carter, Dina said with a hint of ac-
cusation in her voice, as if the fault lay with the baby. This did not 
entirely surprise Jane, either. Ate had described to Jane how Henry 
would not burp in the usual positions: sitting on Ate’s lap, his floppy 
neck snug between her fingers and his body stretched over his stick-
like legs; or slung over her shoulder like a sack of rice. He only 
burped when Ate was walking and jiggling him and patting his back 
with the flat of her palm. Even this way, it could take ten or twenty 
minutes before Ate succeeded.

“You should put him down, so you can rest,” Jane had urged Ate 
when they spoke only two nights ago, while Ate was having a hur-
ried dinner in her room.

“Ay. But then the gas wakes him, and his nap is too short, and I 
am trying to get him on the sleep routine.”

Dina told Jane that before Ate collapsed, she managed to place 
Henry safely on the sofa. The mother was out exercising even though 
she was still bleeding and Henry was barely three weeks old. So it 
was Dina who called 911 and held the baby while the men wheeled 
Ate into the service elevator. Dina was the one who scrolled through 
Ate’s phone looking for someone to call and found Jane. In her 
voicemail, she said only that Ate was in the hospital and that she was 
alone.

“You are not alone now,” Jane tells her cousin, feeling guilty that 
it was hours before she checked her messages and returned Dina’s 
call. But Amalia was awake much of the previous night, and when 
she fell asleep this morning after her feeding, Jane allowed herself to 
rest, also. The others were already at work, so they had the room to 
themselves. Jane slept with Amalia on her chest, the sun streaming 
through the dirty windows, undisturbed.

Jane smooths Ate’s hair, gazing at the deep lines around her 
mouth and her small, sunken eyes. She looks so old. Jane wonders 
if a doctor has already come but does not know whom to ask. She 
watches the men and women in colored scrubs stride past, waiting 
for someone she can approach, someone with a kind face, but they 
all rush by, preoccupied.

Amalia begins to stir in the sling. Jane fed her before they left the 
dorm, but that was over two hours ago now. She has seen the Amer-
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J O A N N E  R A M O S6

ican women breast- feeding their babies openly on benches in the 
park, but she could never do this. She kisses Ate quickly on her 
forehead— Jane would be too shy to kiss Ate like this if she was 
awake, and the gesture feels strange— and goes in search of a bath-
room. In a clean- looking stall, she covers the toilet bowl with tissue 
paper before sitting and takes Amalia out of the baby carrier. Her 
daughter is ready to latch, her wet mouth open. Jane looks at her, the 
eyes black as night that take up half her face, and is overcome with a 
tenderness so vast it is almost suffocating. She guides Amalia to her 
nipple and her baby latches on with ease. It was hard in the begin-
ning, but they know how to do this now, the two of them.

“THE EKG  DETECTE D A N  A B N O RMA LIT Y,  SO WE’ RE GOING TO ORDER AN 

echocardiogram,” the doctor tells Jane. It is at least an hour later, 
maybe more. They stand in front of Ate’s cot in a makeshift room 
created by green curtains hung from the ceiling. Behind the curtains 
Jane can hear Spanish being spoken and the bleep of machines.

“Yes,” Jane says.
Moments earlier, Ate stared around the room with glazed eyes, 

but now she is alert.
“I do not need another test,” Ate says. Her voice is weaker than 

usual, but sharp.
The doctor adopts a gentle tone. “You are almost seventy, Ms. 

 Arroyo, and your blood pressure is high. Your dizzy spells could 
mean—”

“I am fine.”
Because the doctor does not know Ate, he continues to try to rea-

son with her. But Jane knows he is wasting his breath.
When she is released, after hours of “observation,” it is the mid-

dle of the night. The nurses tried to convince Ate to stay longer, but 
she snapped that if they had not observed anything problematic after 
the day she had already wasted, then she was well enough to go 
home and rest there. Jane averted her gaze when Ate spoke this way, 
but Ate assured her afterward: I am doing them a favor; I cannot pay, 
and now they have a free bed.
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T H E  F A R M 7

One of the nurses insists on wheeling Ate down to the street in a 
wheelchair. Jane, ashamed of Ate’s earlier rudeness, tells the nurse 
she can push her cousin herself. Ate explains loudly that it is not the 
nurse’s kindness that prompts her to help with the wheelchair but a 
hospital rule.

“This is the protocol,” Ate utters, pronouncing the last word care-
fully. “If you push me, Jane, I might fall, and then I could sue the 
hospital for millions of dollars.”

But Ate smiles at the nurse when she says this, and Jane is sur-
prised that the nurse smiles warmly back.

At the curb Jane hails a taxi, ignoring Ate’s grumbling that it is a 
waste of money and they should take the subway. The nurse helps 
Ate into the car and has barely begun clattering away with the empty 
wheelchair when Ate begins pestering Jane, as Jane knew she would. 
“Mrs. Carter will need help with the baby. You must replace me. 
Only temporarily. Will you do this?”

Of course Jane cannot leave Amalia, who is barely one month 
old. But she is too tired to quarrel with her cousin. It is the middle of 
the night, and Jane only wants to go home. She makes a show of 
searching for the seatbelt clasp, and by the time she is strapped in, 
Ate has dozed off.

The road, rutted, is under construction. The taxi hits a bump, 
and Ate’s head is jolted, landing in an angle so acute it looks as if her 
neck has snapped. Jane rights her cousin’s head, taking care not to 
wake her. She holds it gently against her shoulder as the car contin-
ues to lurch its way to the highway. In the sling Amalia squirms but 
does not fuss. She has been so good today, even after all the hours in 
the hospital, crying only when she was hungry.

It is late, the sky outside black beyond the reach of the city lights, 
the sidewalks empty of pedestrians. Jane would like to sleep. She 
tries, willing her eyes closed. But they only keep fluttering open.

JANE CA LLED A N G EL,  WH O  IS  IN  BETWEEN JOBS,  FROM THE TAXI .  SHE 

is one of Ate’s closest friends. She sits waiting on the front steps of 
the squat brown dormitory where they live. The street is dark except 
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J O A N N E  R A M O S8

for the twenty- four- hour bodega where Ate sometimes buys her 
Lotto tickets. As the taxi nears, Jane sees Angel jump up and hurry 
to the curb.

“Ay, Ate, Evelyn,” Angel exclaims upon opening the taxi door. Her 
voice, normally loud, is muted. Her face folds into a tentative smile 
before she bursts into tears.

“Nakapo, Angel! Too old to be crying!” Ate shoos Angel’s out-
stretched hand. “I am fine.” But Ate cannot get out of the taxi on her 
own.

Jane waits until her cousin is out of the car to pay the driver. Ate 
was right; the ride to Elmhurst is expensive. Jane watches Angel lead 
Ate into the dormitory— recalling suddenly that back in the Philip-
pines, Angel worked as a nurse’s aide. Jane is struck with the disori-
enting sense that she is seeing her— silly Angel, with her dating 
schemes and ever- changing hair color— for the first time.

They cut through the kitchen, where a new renter is playing a 
videogame on his phone at the table, past a bedroom in which three 
bunk beds are squeezed side by side so tightly that to get to the mid-
dle bunks you have to crawl over the outer ones, and into the living 
room. It is dark, filled with the soft rumbling of many people sleep-
ing. The bunks Ate and Jane rent are on the third floor, but Ate is too 
weak now to climb so many stairs. Angel has arranged for Ate to 
borrow the first- floor sofa rented by a friend who is on a 24/7 baby- 
nursing job and will not return to the dorm until the weekend.

“By then you will be strong,” Angel whispers to Ate, who gri-
maces and looks away.

“I am thirsty,” Ate says, and Angel scurries to the kitchen to fetch 
a glass while Jane unties Ate’s shoelaces.

“Jane. You did not answer me. Will you go to the Carters’?”
Jane looks up at her cousin. It is difficult to disagree with some-

one so old without being disrespectful. “The problem is Mali. I do 
not trust Billy to care for her.” Only saying the name of her husband 
leaves Jane with a sour taste in her mouth.

“I will take care of her. I will like that. I have not gotten enough 
time with Mali since the Carter job.” In the dimness, Ate smiles.

“It is not easy to have a baby in the dorm.”
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T H E  F A R M 9

Two bunk beds away someone coughs, a phlegmy cough that 
sends billions of germs rushing through the air. Jane glances down 
at Amalia, still sleeping in the baby carrier, and turns her back to the 
cougher even as she knows the germs will find her daughter anyway.

Only three weeks ago Jane was still living with Billy and his par-
ents in a basement apartment on the border of Woodside and Elm-
hurst. When she discovered that he had a girlfriend, that his brothers 
and mother knew and had known for many months, she moved into 
the dorm. Amalia, only one week old, came with her. The bunk 
above Ate’s was available. Ate prepaid Jane’s first three months’ rent.

Leaving Billy was not easy. He was all she had known since com-
ing to America. But Jane is glad to be free of him, as Ate said she 
would be. She does not miss his pinching hands and cloying breath 
or the way he turned off his phone when he was out at night so she 
could never reach him.

It has not been easy here, either. In the dorm, there always seems 
to be a line for the bathroom whenever Amalia soils herself; Jane is 
constantly afraid her baby will roll off the narrow bunk they share, 
even though Amalia is still too young to roll. In the night, when 
Amalia cries, Jane is forced to seek refuge in the stairwell or the 
kitchen so as not to wake the others. And Jane has no plan for what 
comes next.

“Everyone will help me,” Ate remarks. This is true. There is al-
ways someone in the dorm— resting before the night shift, off work 
for the weekend, biding time before a new job. Almost all of them 
are Filipinos and a good portion of them are mothers who have left 
their own children back home. They dote on Amalia, the only baby 
in their midst. The only baby with a mother desperate enough to 
bring her child to live among them.

“And, I can see if Cherry will let me share.”
Each of the dorm’s three floors holds two shared bedrooms and a 

living room, each room housing a half- dozen renters and often 
many more. But at the back of the upper two floors there is a single 
private room. On the third floor, this room is rented by Cherry, the 
longtime nanny of a family in Tribeca who hails from Cebu. Her 
room fits only a bunk bed and a set of drawers, but there is a door 
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J O A N N E  R A M O S10

that can be locked. There is a window, next to which Cherry keeps a 
clay bowl of violets and several potted herbs that she shares with the 
others for cooking. There are framed pictures on her walls: of the 
Pope’s visit to the Philippines, three of her children grinning in front 
of a sea of the pious; of her youngest grandchild with a dimpled chin 
like a movie star; of the two American boys she has raised since they 
were babies, grown now. They stand against a wall of bamboo on 
their expansive terrace, the Freedom Tower behind them, the older 
boy in a graduation robe with one freckled arm looped around 
Cherry. He holds in his free hand a scarlet banner reading stan-
ford.

Ate shivers and her eyes drift closed. Jane pulls a sheet over her, 
surprised at how tiny she seems. In motion she looms large, much 
larger than her five- foot frame. “Ate” means big sister in Tagalog, and 
that is her role at the dorm: the mediator of fights, the provider of 
loans when someone is in a lurch, the only one who dares approach 
their landlord when there are complaints— mice in the pantry, an-
other leak. At work, Ate speaks with authority to millionaires who in 
the presence of their babies turn into children themselves, reduced 
to clumsy beings who seek Ate’s help to get their newborns to eat, or 
sleep, or burp, or stop crying.

But lying on the sofa with a sheet stretched over her like a tarp, 
Ate looks as if she could fit on Jane’s lap.

WHEN ATE AC C EP TED H ER F IRST BA BY-  NURSE JOB MORE THAN TWENTY 

years ago, she had never worked with babies— at least, not the babies 
of other people. She showed up on the doorstep of the Prestons’ 
vine- covered brownstone in the rain. She held an umbrella in one 
hand, a bag in the other, and she wore a white nurse’s uniform. “Like 
a brown Mary Poppins,” Ate liked to joke, though Jane always 
thought it must have been intimidating, even for Ate— to be in a 
new country, her family so far away, starting a new life when she was 
already in her forties.

Ate had found the job through her friend Lita, who long ago re-
turned home to the Philippines. Lita was then the Prestons’ house-
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T H E  F A R M 11

keeper. After work, when she and Ate and whoever was around the 
dorm were making dinner, she liked to tell stories about her bosses. 
The husband was okay, always working, but Mrs. Preston was 
strange. She liked her money, but she also despised it. She spoke 
witheringly about the “ladies- who- lunch” at her social club as if she 
was not one of them. She hosted black- tie parties in her bare feet. 
She took the subway to visit artist friends in Brooklyn and Queens 
but in the city she always used her driver, and before her baby was 
born, Lita heard her announce to her girlfriends that it was unnatu-
ral to outsource motherhood.

It took only two weeks for the baby, a boy, to convince her other-
wise. He suffered from colic and cried night and day, inconsolable 
unless you held him in your arms and walked with him, up and 
down the townhouse stairs. When you stopped, even for a short 
while, he would begin to cry again. Finally, in desperation, Mrs. 
Preston begged Lita: “Find someone to help us.”

Lita immediately thought of Ate, who she knew needed the 
money. She told Mrs. Preston that her friend was a nurse and an 
expert with babies. This was truer than not. In Bulacan, Ate had 
worked in the church’s free clinic in the summers, and she had 
raised four children almost entirely on her own.

Because Ate had no expectations, she could be patient. She did 
not mind walking the baby up and down the stairs, sometimes for 
hours, kissing his mottled face as he raged and whispering ocean 
sounds to remind him of the comforts of the womb. She took him 
on long walks in Central Park even when it was drizzling and cold. 
In the stroller, with the earth bouncing beneath him, the baby grew 
calm. He sucked on his fingers and stared up at the moving sky. 
Back in the townhouse, when the afternoons wore thin, the baby 
would arch his back and begin wailing anew, and Mrs. Preston 
would become agitated. Then, Ate would send her upstairs to rest 
and begin the walking— up and down, up and down, the baby 
pressed to her chest.

Ate was hired to stay with the Prestons for three months, but 
Mrs. Preston extended Ate’s term once, then again, and still again 
until the baby was almost a year old. Mrs. Preston told everyone Ate 
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J O A N N E  R A M O S12

was a savior and that she would never let her go. But when her friend 
Sarah bore a baby girl and also developed post natal depression, Mrs. 
Preston asked Ate to help her. Ate worked with Sarah until her baby 
was ten weeks old. After that she moved into the penthouse of Sar-
ah’s sister Caroline, who kept Ate for twelve weeks. Caroline passed 
Ate on to Caroline’s husband’s friend from college, Jonathan. This 
family recommended Ate to Jonathan’s colleague at the bank, the 
one whose wife was carrying twins, and so on. In this way, Ate be-
came a baby nurse.

Because Ate had the Prestons’ baby sleeping through the night at 
eleven weeks, despite his colic and fussiness, and Sarah’s baby at 
ten, and then Caroline’s at nine, she became known for her sleep 
routine. This was the reason families fought each other to hire her, 
she told Jane. There were couples who called as soon as they found 
out they were expecting or even earlier, when they were still hoping 
to conceive. Ate would tell these parents that she did not book jobs 
until the fetus was twelve weeks along. “This is the only way to be 
fair to all the others,” she explained, although she admitted to Jane 
that this was not the real reason. The risk of miscarriage in the first 
trimester was too high; how could she schedule her work around 
wishful thinking with rents to pay and mouths to feed?

Ate also understood that for parents such as these, who had 
everything and more, being unavailable made her more desirable.

Ate began enforcing her sleep regimen when the baby was very 
small, just two or three weeks old. Without training, a baby of this 
age feeds often, every hour or so, and it constantly seeks comfort on the 
mother’s breast. If you hired Ate, though, she would stretch out the 
feedings right away, so that your baby fed every two, then three, then 
every four hours. By eight weeks or ten she would have your baby 
sleeping through the night, depending on the baby’s sex and weight 
and whether it was born prematurely or on time. For this the moth-
ers with the arms like ropes and whipped- cream skin called Ate “the 
Baby Whisperer.” They did not know that Ate stood all night over the 
crib in the darkened nursery holding a pacifier to the baby’s lips. 
When the baby fussed, Ate lifted him to her drooping chest and 
rocked him until he was drowsy but not yet asleep. Then she would 
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T H E  F A R M 13

put him down again. Night after night, this way, until the baby was 
accustomed to eating only during the day and falling asleep by itself 
at night. After this, sleep training was easy.

Over the years Ate developed a sterling reputation. “My jobs are 
the best jobs with the best people,” she liked to say. This was not a 
boast, at least not an empty one. Ate’s clients were not just rich— 
anybody who could afford a baby nurse was rich— but very, very rich. 
While the other Filipinas took jobs where they slept on a futon in the 
corner of the nursery or on a pullout sofa in the client’s den, Ate al-
most always got her own room, often with its own bathroom. There 
might be a terrace or a yard where she could sun the jaundiced ba-
bies to rid them of bilirubin. There were five or six toilets and some-
times more, and so many rooms that several of them had only one 
use— a library for books, a gym for exercise, an alcove just for wine! 
Ate had been on private planes where she and the sleeping baby had 
the whole back section to themselves, where she was served meals at 
a table with cloth napkins and heavy silverware as if she were at a 
restaurant. “No commercial for me,” Ate joked, and it was true. 
Without papers she could only fly private. In her white nurse’s uni-
form, she accompanied families to Nantucket and Aspen and Palo 
Alto and Maine in airplanes as big as a house.

Ate attracted the best clients because, somehow, she understood 
them. Jane believes it is this understanding that allowed the mothers 
to trust Ate and leave their rings and bracelets scattered carelessly 
across the countertops and urge their friends to hire her.

“I have relationships, not only clients,” Ate often said. To prove her 
point, she would pull from under the bed she rented in the dorm for 
three hundred and fifty dollars a month a see- through plastic bin full 
of holiday cards, some over two decades old. Each card featured the 
smiling children of a former client posed at the beach or balanced on 
skis in front of a snow- covered mountain or perched in a jeep with 
the African savanna stretched behind them.

Chase— ah, he was an easy baby, and his parents, so kind! They 
gave Ate a big bonus and, even years afterward, sent Ate money on 
her birthday. And now, look how big he is! And how smart, studying 
to be a doctor!
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J O A N N E  R A M O S14

The Levy twins— they were born small like mice, each fit in one 
palm. And crying, crying all the time from gas. But by the time Ate 
left they were fat, with double chins! See how pretty now? They have 
grown into their noses!

With trusted friends, Ate liked to take out the “parting gifts” she 
stored in a separate bin that she sealed and re sealed with duct tape 
for safety— a silver picture frame engraved with both Ate’s initials 
and those of the baby she cared for, a leather purse she used only for 
Christmas Mass. She enjoyed describing how the mothers often 
cried when they bid her goodbye after a job, as if Ate were a lover 
going off to war. “And then, always the gift! From Tiffany or Saks or 
Barneys. Always too expensive.” Ate would shake her head, smiling.

Ate did not often mention the slights or indignities she suffered 
in certain homes, nor the illimitable tiredness that worked itself 
deep into her bones when she was on a job. She once told Jane about 
Mrs. Ames, who did not speak to Ate for the entire twelve weeks Ate 
lived with the family except when she was annoyed (about Ate’s 
choice of outfit for the baby, about the cashmere sweater that shrunk 
in the dryer), who stared through Ate like she was made of glass. 
There was also Mr. and Mrs. Li, who did not allow Ate to eat their 
food, even just a little milk with her morning coffee, and did not 
repay Ate for the formula she purchased— so many cans, and so 
expensive— with her own pocket money because the housekeeper 
never bought enough.

What is the point of remembering these things? she would ask Jane, 
although she was the one telling the stories.

“EAT NOW! ”

Angel is standing in front of the sofa holding a tray. Someone has 
opened the blinds, and in the newly brightened room Jane sees that 
the two bunks nearest to her are now empty, the beds hastily made. 
She must have dozed off herself.

Angel helps Ate sit up and places a plate on her lap. It contains 
the leftovers from last night’s dinner— shredded carrot, peas, a little 
ground beef— held together by egg. Angel is famous for making om-
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T H E  F A R M 15

elets out of anything in the fridge. She hates waste of any kind. From 
her employers, she collects take- out food containers from the recy-
cling bins and brings them back to the dorm. Every few months, the 
large shipping container that several of the women share to send 
things home to the Philippines is filled with stacks of these emptied 
plastic bowls and platters and trays that at one time held the din-
ners of Angel’s clients— poached salmon, egg- drop soup, spaghetti 
all’amatriciana— and that soon, across the world, will be piled high 
with pancit at church gatherings and school picnics.

Ate thanks Angel for the omelet, though she does not eat it. She 
turns to Jane, who has begun to feed Amalia under cover of the bed-
sheet. “The Carters are VIPs! It is good for you, too. To make rela-
tionships.”

Ate was first hired by the Carters two years earlier. Mrs. Carter 
miscarried when she was only four months along, still slender like a 
sapling’s branch. She never even felt the baby move. The second 
time the Carters hired Ate, Mrs. Carter carried a baby boy, and the 
Carters decided to call him Charles, after the father’s father. When 
Charles was thirty- seven weeks in utero, with lungs that could breathe 
and fingernails that could scratch, he stopped moving. Mrs. Carter 
became worried when a full morning passed without feeling him 
kick. In the hospital she was rushed to an operating room, Mr. Carter 
running alongside her. But the cord had already twisted itself around 
the baby’s neck, denying oxygen to its heart, its brain.

When Mr. Carter called from the hospital to cancel on Ate this 
second time, Jane was visiting the dorm because it was Angel’s birth-
day. “Long life to me!” Angel sang as she ladled pancit noodles into 
bowls. She was in a good mood. Her eyes were still rimmed in black 
from the previous night, when she had gone dancing with yet an-
other man she had met online. She was trying to find an American 
to marry her. She wanted citizenship so she could return to Palawan 
to meet her newest grandchild; she could tell from the pictures the 
baby was the whitest of them all, with the best chance of becoming 
Miss Philippines. Maybe even Miss Universe.

“You will get caught. Immigration knows these tricks,” Cherry 
scolded Angel. Cherry was almost as old as Ate, and old- fashioned. 
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She did not approve of Angel and her many dates with old American 
men. She also did not approve of how Angel, who was celebrating 
her fifty- first birthday, dressed for these encounters, in short skirts 
and leather boots to the knees.

“It is not a trick. I will only marry a man who loves me,” Angel 
answered, then added, slyly, “It’s only I may not love him back!” She 
tossed her head and laughed, exposing the many gold fillings at the 
back of her mouth. Cherry pressed her lips into a straight line and 
said nothing, and Jane fought the urge to smile.

“Dios ko,” murmured Ate, sliding her cellphone into her pocket. 
“The Carters.”

“Let me guess,” said Angel, always with an opinion. “They can-
celed again.”

Ate sighed, nodding.
“I knew it! These people!” Angel made a noise like she had eaten 

bad fish. “They do not think how they affect others.”
“No.” Ate shook her head. “No, the Carters, it is not their fault.” 

And she told them about the baby and the hospital and the umbilical 
cord like a noose. She told them how Mr. Carter insisted on giving 
her one month’s pay to tide her over until she found another job. 
How he offered to introduce her to his wife’s friends who might 
need her services. How he asked her to come to the apartment for a 
few days to help Mrs. Carter with the adjustment.

“A few days? Ha! You will be there all month,” predicted Angel. 
“These people do not give money for nothing. That is why they are 
rich!”

Jane cleared the plates while Ate began to iron her uniforms. She 
packed them in her overnight bag, along with her blood- pressure 
pills, pens, and notebooks. She was on the F train within an hour of 
Mr. Carter’s phone call and at the Carters’ doorway before two hours 
had passed.

Dina was clutching a tissue and sobbing when Ate first met her. 
The Carters were still in the hospital. Dina told Jane later that Ate’s 
response was characteristic: “Enough crying! There is work to do!” 
And she pushed past Dina into the apartment.

Ate started with the nursery. She put the monogrammed pillows 
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and blankets and towels in the closet, along with the size N diapers 
and onesies stacked on the changing table. She flitted to the moth-
er’s room, emptying the drawers of nursing bras and clearing the 
baby books and ultrasound pictures off the nightstand. She moved 
the bassinet and the plush, stuffed bears out of the library, removed 
the lactation tea and pregnancy vitamins from the kitchen shelves, 
piled the breast- feeding pillow and glass bottles and baby monitor 
into grocery bags and stored everything in the utility room.

When Mrs. Carter arrived home from the hospital, she was hard 
with milk. Ate helped attach the rubber plates to her heavy breasts 
and showed her how to use the pump. She did not allow her gaze to 
linger on Mrs. Carter’s patchy face, her puffy eyes. When the milk 
slowed, Ate detached the tubing and bottles and round breast plates 
and told her to rest.

“Someone on the street congratulated me,” Mrs. Carter said, her 
arm shielding her still- large belly.

Ate bowed her head and left the room to pour the still- warm milk 
down the stainless- steel drain.

“YOU A RE  WASTIN G  YO U R MO N EY  ON ME, ”  ATE ANNOUNCED TO THE 

mother on her fourth day. She disliked being idle, and there was lit-
tle for her to do. She had spent the morning watching the gardener 
trim the trees on the terrace so that they did not block the views of 
the park below.

But Mrs. Carter insisted she needed Ate’s help to work the breast 
pump. She pumped her breasts every four hours, six times a day. 
She pumped even in the middle of the night, doing so in Ate’s small 
room with Ate by her side because she said she did not want to dis-
turb her husband.

“But there are many other rooms in this apartment,” Ate con-
fided to Jane on the telephone, whispering.

Several days passed before Ate attempted to quit again. Angel 
was ill and had asked Ate to replace her in a baby- nurse job. The 
family was nice and paid well.

Mrs. Carter had just finished pumping in the study. She held up 
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the bottle of milk for Ate to admire. “Eight ounces. Not bad, don’t 
you think, Evelyn?”

“I believe, ma’am, that we should slow down,” Ate ventured, tak-
ing the bottle from Mrs. Carter and capping it. “We should allow 
your milk to begin to . . . dry up.”

The mother’s blouse hung open. Ate noticed she wore a nursing 
bra.

“It just seems a waste not to save the milk.” Mrs. Carter flushed. 
“In case we have a baby.”

“You will have a baby, ma’am. And you will make milk then. You 
produce well.”

“I read somewhere that breast milk is good for up to a year if it’s 
stored in a deep freezer,” Mrs. Carter continued almost dreamily.

Ate began to put away the pieces of the pump as she waited for 
Mrs. Carter to finish.

“I hope you will help us, Evelyn. I hope . . . if we have a baby . . . 
that you can help us.”

Ate told Jane later that Mrs. Carter’s voice crumbled as she spoke, 
so that Ate had to strain to hear her.

“You will have a baby, ma’am. I believe this.”
Mrs. Carter turned her face toward the window. She stayed that 

way for a long time, so long that Ate lost the courage to mention the 
other baby- nurse job, and quitting. As she left the room to store the 
milk, Ate looked out the window to see what it was that had trans-
fixed her client. But there was nothing there. Only treetops and the 
empty sky.

WHEN JA N E WAS  N EWLY  P REG N A N T,  SHE VIS ITED ATE TO HELP HER 

pack boxes for the Philippines. Ate’s bunk was piled high with 
clothes— outgrown or out of fashion— donated by the clients of the 
women in the dorm. The phone rang, and Jane heard Ate exclaim, 
“Congratulations, ma’am.”

It was Mrs. Carter. Only months after losing her baby, she was 
pregnant again.

“You will help us, Evelyn, yes?” Mrs. Carter asked. “For six 
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months! Please?” She was on speakerphone so that Ate could con-
tinue sorting the clothes by size.

When Ate asked Mrs. Carter how far along she was, Mrs. Carter 
giggled and confessed she was barely pregnant.

“Call me in three months’ time,” Ate said kindly.
Not even ten minutes later, Mr. Carter rang from a business trip 

in London. He, like his wife, asked Ate to promise to work with 
them when the baby came, offering to double her daily rate “as an 
inducement.”

“What is paramount is that Cate feels safe,” he said. “And you, 
Evelyn, make her feel safe.”

Ate told Jane afterward it was this comment that made her break 
the twelve- week rule. The trust, insisted Ate, not the money.

But it is the money Jane considers almost a year later, with Ate 
resting on the sofa and Amalia, sated, dozing in Jane’s arms. At the 
double- rate, even if she replaced Ate for only one week, she would 
make thousands of dollars. Two weeks or three, and she would have 
more than enough for a deposit on a studio. Something near Rego 
Park, perhaps.

Jane can already envision the apartment. It would be at least three 
floors up, not underground like Billy’s parents’. There would be no 
mice, no mold, no moths chewing holes in her sweaters. In her own 
home Jane would not have to fish the hair of twenty people out of the 
drain every time she bathed with Amalia. She would not lie awake 
late in the night while Angel coughed and coughed in the bunk be-
side because of her acid reflux.

“Will you be my substitute? Until I am stronger?” Ate is awake 
again, her voice insistent.

In Jane’s arms, Amalia shifts. Jane draws her closer, pressing her 
face to her baby’s soft cheek. Her daughter is sturdy. At her last 
checkup, the doctor said she was gaining weight well.

Jane feels the heaviness of Ate’s gaze, but she is not ready to meet 
it yet. She looks only at Amalia.
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