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Nothing was foreseen.

All was imminent.

—Eunice Odio, The Fire’s Journey

The only thing left was to discover,

to fall into the purest, swiftest accents;

only the warmth of the World to be born perfect;

so that henceforth the ascension

could be a true and visible act.

What voice, what damp cup

would hold the sound of her heart?

—Eunice Odio, The Fire’s Journey







0
Teresa, Barrio Ávila, 1968



Some still talk about how hot that night was. Old women whisper it over coffee, their just-as-old husbands debating over checkers outside. Even a tow truck driver named Luis, born that night, has been told about the malignancy of the heat. Its teeth. He says if his mother hadn’t known any better, she would have sworn she’d just given birth to the Antichrist.

That Friday was good until it wasn’t. Crucifixion reenactors drank clandestinely in bars, pyretic palmers unlocked their knees to scuttle home. Time wasn’t tallied, because the priests who normally manned the belfries lay naked inside the darkness of their churches, praying for the heat to pass. No singing bells to interrupt the hours. At dusk, it felt as if a second sun had risen—a sugar-white impostor with no warmth to its light. The full moon climbed center-sky, its body no longer a mirror but a magnifying glass focusing its beams on San José’s valley. It cast long shadows, boiled away stagnant pools of water. And when its glow leaked through the stained glass of the dark churches, the sweating priests, draped like towels over pews, couldn’t ignore the inkling that somehow the burning they felt was closer to that of the gnawing sensation of ice.

It all began on a banana plantation owned by the American Fruit Company. From its cantina emerged a man as drunk as the father he was named after. He stumbled out into a mud-dirt road and swayed in the imaginary breeze only drunken men feel. He gripped something invisible—a bottle … a machete?—and lumbered along La Guaria Railroad. The rails glittered in the moonlight, hypnotizing him. Over his slurred thoughts, a cool, rum-sweet voice persuaded him along. Past wilting hibiscus bushes. Past muggers, and mongrels, and Mothers Superior. Past shrieking ghosts tied tightly to the track like damsels in distress. This voice beckoned the man back to his home—a fragile little affluent neighborhood by the name of Barrio Ávila. There, his family and neighbors were still stuck in dreams, oblivious to his pilgrimage.



THE MOON WAS highest in the sky when Teresa startled from sleep, her face wet. Outside, Barrio Ávila slept peacefully. La Guaria Railroad sprawled out like a fat, tired snake, dividing Teresa’s lonely house from the rest. The newly installed streetlamps stood sentinel, their heads swarmed by lazy gnats and tiny things that touched the lights and fell to the track below. Trees gossiped in the hush. Two hounds lapped up each other’s urine. A cane toad’s croaking haunted streets and shadowed corners.

Teresa rubbed her eyes of sleep and picked her ears of echoes. The humidity trapped in the bedroom lay atop her, thick as caramel. In a tender reflex, she felt gently for her grandmother’s arm, but the sheets beside her were dry and undisturbed. A reflex she couldn’t shake, even though it had been many years since her grandmother died.

Saints are just devils who cut off their tails, her grandmother’s voice said in the darkness. She’d been a famous soothsayer and sage, an encyclopedia of proverbs and sayings. Again, the echo of those saints and devils. It had been her grandmother’s greatest wisdom; she spoke of those who sanctified themselves by ridding their lives of vices and wickedness. But eventually she decided on a plain, simple addendum to her own adage: Men are the devils, and women the saints. And every woman is born with a sharp machete inside her heart. She must learn to wield it, to cut off men’s tails.

Women far and wide subscribed to her grandmother’s gospel, and she even advised Teresa to keep the tail locked away from the things she loved. If you were to open my drawer, the tails would scramble and jump out like vipers, her grandmother confessed. They would slither away and try to reattach themselves.

Teresa looked to her rattling nightstand, its varnished wood glimmering in the moonlight. There, she had locked away the only tail she’d ever collected: her husband’s, José María’s.

A man’s voice broke through her radio’s static.

“It’s almost midnight, folks, and it’s a scorcher,” crooned the announcer. “This next song is for all the lovers out there.”

“Historia de un Amor” played in a sensual, somber cloud. It was a familiar song for those who couldn’t sleep. Eydie Gormé’s seductive soprano filled the bedroom. A trio of guitars accompanied the velour of her voice. A damp nightclub’s smoke blew out from the speaker and danced a lazy bolero with the humidity.

“Tonight, the moon turns red as a heart,” said the radio announcer before signing off. “So hold that lover close.”

Another of her grandmother’s sayings bubbled up in Teresa’s memory. Beware of rainless nights. Never let your husband stand directly beneath a blood moon. His body will beckon for his tail, and it will find him with the help of the light.

Her nightstand quieted, and Teresa felt the other side of the bed again—not for the memory of her grandmother this time but for José María. He should have been home hours ago to escort her to the theater. They’d been invited by Cristina, Teresa’s best friend, who lived across the street. But José María never showed up, so Teresa had gone to tonight’s play without him.

Teresa’s head pulsed, and she couldn’t quite remember how she’d gotten to bed. She sat up, filing through the day’s memories.

She’d woken up at five in the morning to make coffee. José María was already awake, sitting sullenly at the kitchen table. It was the largest banana harvest of the year, so Teresa assumed he was mentally preparing for the day, and despite the rest of the country observing Holy Week, the American Fruit Company forced every worker to complete twelve-hour shifts. To fill the tense silence, Teresa reminded José María of Cristina’s invitation to see a production of Bodas de Sangre, a classic García Lorca play. Teresa knew he’d be exhausted from hacking millions of bushels, but she thought it would be a treat: to breathe easily in the new air-conditioning of the National Theater, to think of something other than the fruit.

“The reviews are spectacular,” she said in response to his hms and mhms, but she knew she wouldn’t get anywhere. José María had told Teresa many times he found Cristina pretentious, a classist who looked at him with the same eyes as her mother, Amarga; but like a good fake socialite, Cristina smiled instead of sneered. He said Cristina merely put up with him because of Teresa’s friendship. “To women like Cristina and your mother,” he said, “I’m just a peasant with bananas for fingers.”

José María left without finishing his coffee. Went off to the harvest on an empty stomach, his gleaming machete in hand. Teresa had ironed his suit anyway and set it out on their bed.

She looked to her feet, where it still lay, crumpled from tonight’s uneasy sleep.

Teresa’s two daughters, Lyra and Carmen, had skipped into the kitchen after their father left. Teresa fed them gallo pinto and a fried egg each. Coffees with milk, a pineapple cut into yellow suns. Then Teresa walked them to the house of a classmate, whose mother was to take them on a trip to the zoo. “The monkeys are the best part,” Teresa had said before kissing Lyra and Carmen on the lips, just as her grandmother used to do, and shooing them off to their friend.

At midday, Teresa’s mother, Amarga, left the refuge of the guesthouse and came over for lunch. Passing through the washroom between the yard and the kitchen, she grimaced and put her nose to José María’s drying work clothes. “They still stink,” she said, scrutinizing the grainy white bar of soap Teresa had used to scrub them. “With chemicals like that, you have to use baking soda.”

While Teresa served stew, Amarga flipped through the newspaper’s limp pages. “They killed El Martin Luther King last week,” she began. “Right on his hotel balcony. Imagine that, stretching in the sun and they shoot you dead, right there.” Teresa nodded, lighting the first in a long chain of cigarettes, eyeing grains of rice and white dribble congealing in the corner of her mother’s mouth. “And they’re burning every city to the ground,” Amarga continued. “On every street, every other negro lit a match, and they are watching it all burn. Good for them.”

Teresa fanned the smoke from her surprised face.

“Let Gringolandia burn,” Amarga said, and went right back to a fibrous short rib.

At five in the evening, Teresa dressed herself. She perfumed her hair, sneaked a double shot of guaro, and sat like an ember on her bed, waiting until Cristina knocked on her door at six.

After that, nothing. A blank as large as the room. And all Teresa knew was that right now she was upright on her bed at almost midnight and the landscape was so bright that she wondered if she’d overslept until noon.

The fact that José María still wasn’t home worried her. Sure, he liked to drink, but an all-night bender was rare. In fact, he had only ever stayed out till morning a handful of times during their eleven years of marriage, returning home at dawn, stumbling into the walls and obstacles that drunken men make of inanimate objects. Or crawling into bed, with his laughter and annoying jokes beneath the sheets. Once, after a whole bottle, his voice took on a childish tone and he cried in Teresa’s lap. And after the most recent bender, he yammered in his sleep about boars. But always, no matter the jubilance of his inebriation or how harmless he seemed, there lurked something gnashing: the beast that all men are capable of unchaining, alcohol often the key to the lock. With the echo of her grandmother’s warnings, Teresa now plucked the worst outcomes from her imagination. Maybe José María had fallen into a ditch and broken his arm. Or maybe another woman had seduced him at a bar. Or, worse but most improbable of all, maybe La Cegua had found him alone on a road and taken his life with her toothy smile.

Teresa couldn’t control José María’s absence, but she could find a way to fill the gap in her memory. Cristina might know. Teresa walked to the bedroom window. Barrio Ávila was growing eerily dark. A shadow devoured the moon mid-sky. Mansion roofs were painted black, then copper. Only Cristina’s gaudy pink abode resisted the night, shining like a lighthouse, its top floor illuminated. It was where her husband, Desiderio, kept his studio, where he sharpened tools and chipped at marble. Where he carved statues as large as men. If Desiderio was awake, he could explain to Teresa what had happened. He could ease the tension in her shoulders.

The entire house yawned as Teresa opened the bedroom door. She tiptoed down the hallway that expanded like the esophagus of a leviathan. At the other end of the house, a small octagonal window peered out to the back of the property, where the guesthouse moped like an afterthought. It was where Amarga slept uneasily, because she hadn’t slept soundly since the year Teresa’s father went missing. He’d disappeared without a trace, and now Teresa worried the same of José María.

Teresa slipped into the bathroom and out of her dress. Her hair curled tight in the humidity. Coarse, shiny black waves streaked with silver. Sterling sea snakes, jellyfish tentacles. Siren songs. The sudden fluorescent light faded her dark brown skin like winter. She ran her fingers over her cheekbones, high and soft on her face, wiped her full lips of gloss, and removed her dainty gold hoops. Cristina often said Teresa was breathtaking enough to star in movies. That is, if movie starlets—Mexican or gringa—were allowed to look like her.

Teresa checked her wristwatch again. She was nervous about knocking on Cristina’s door at this hour. She didn’t want to be a disturbance, especially with something so trivial as a husband yet to come home. But Teresa knew her anxiety was really because of Desiderio. Because of the way he had begun looking at her. She didn’t want to admit it, but these past few months she’d been aware of Desiderio’s glances. The salacious, arrogant eyes he made at her in front of his own wife. It made Teresa uncomfortable, but what made it worse was that Cristina never seemed to notice, while José María noticed immediately.

“Teresa,” José María had said a few weeks back, sitting petulantly on their bed. “I’m not kidding.”

“I didn’t say you weren’t serious, José,” Teresa said. She kept her back to him at the vanity mirror and blocked her reflection with folded arms, removing bobby pins from her hair. “You have to calm down. You’re imagining it.”

“I’m not,” he countered.

“Look,” Teresa sighed, “I’ll talk to him. He’ll tell me it’s all in your imagination. Because that’s exactly what it is. You’ll see.”

But Teresa never addressed it. She received Desiderio’s very real gazes yet never said a word. Like a corrupt judge, she condemned the part of herself that found her husband’s jealousy exciting but let it free anyway. Teresa had become complacent with José María’s unwavering devotion. With no conditions, his love had become stale and patronizing. She’d grown bored with the man she married. And it didn’t help that he often had trouble performing—going soft, or unable to finish. But José María’s growing anger energized his body again, made his flesh hard and sharp. And that slight danger, the addictive syrup of his jealousy mixed with the honey-sweetness of her arousal, was intoxicating. Teresa had never felt more alive.

In the bathroom mirror, José María and Desiderio both appeared behind her. Naked, sweating. Both their images touched her shoulders with calloused hands, tickling either side of her nape with their mustaches. But when Desiderio’s lips reached hers, she turned away. Teresa kissed her husband instead.

“José María,” she whispered. “¿Dónde estás?”

After washing her face and slipping into a fresh linen dress, Teresa went to check on her daughters. The covers from Lyra’s bed had spilled onto the floor, while across the room Carmen’s bed remained practically untouched. Despite the heat, her daughters still curled up next to each other like cats, their little silhouettes breathing in harmony. Even in the daylight, Teresa had trouble telling them apart. Though Lyra had just turned eleven, she was barely bigger than Carmen, who would be eight in July. Busybodies at the market commented that cuter twins had never existed. Nettled but courteous, Teresa would agree and hurry the two girls along, trying to avoid any unwanted criticism—with which strange old women are notoriously generous—of Lyra’s eating habits.

Notwithstanding their bodies’ obsession to be one and the same, her daughters’ minds couldn’t have been more different. Lyra had inherited the pigheadedness of José María’s family (though he was the only surviving member they knew of), the Sánchez genes scooping coals into the furnace of her heart. She picked up snakes by the head, rats by the tail, and neighborhood boys by the balls. Lyra’s unpopular, combative temperament allowed Carmen the necessary space to express her own nature, one of kindness and unimaginable sensitivity.

To say that Carmen had spent most of her young life in tears was an understatement—Teresa and José María snickered that the rainy season started every time her face frowned. And no one in the capital had ever seen a child show so much affection. On more than one occasion, Teresa had turned around in the market to see Carmen embracing complete strangers. Rabid dogs licked her delicate fingers, feral cats rubbed their mangy bodies against her shins, and the neighborhood boys brought her flowers cut fresh from housewives’ gardens.

But the sisters’ relationship was like hot air and cold. What ensued could be a clear, calm day—or a tempest. And while Lyra provided more than her share of wind, Carmen exploded with water. And every time, Teresa and José María watched unaffectedly, two bored weathermen waiting for the storm that was their daughters to pass. However, there was no one more protective of Carmen than Lyra. If José María scolded Carmen, Lyra intervened like a shield. If a classmate yanked Carmen’s hair, Lyra yanked back. The two sisters loved each other more than anyone else.

Teresa waded in her multitude of feelings, in the endless options spread out in the febrile dark—kiss her beautiful daughters awake, rap courteously on Cristina’s door, or await José María downstairs, the ember from her cigarette a pulsing beacon in the night. All was possible, there in her daughters’ doorway, watching them sleep next to each other like cats.



MANY YEARS LATER, Lyra’s memory of that night would begin with the creak of the bedroom door. She’d been wide awake, stuck in the same position for several hours. Even if the stagnant heat pressing down on her relented for just a second, she wouldn’t have been able to move without waking Carmen. So the hours passed, and the heat intensified, and her own sweat and Carmen’s drool glued her nightgown to the sheets. An uncomfortable scream surged from Lyra’s toes and flushed through her. If she could just release the scream, that in itself would refresh her, free her—if only for a moment—from anxiety’s shadow closing in all around her. But before she could, the door creaked open. Her mother was peering in from the other side. Lyra knew it by the inexplicable warmth radiating into the room. A warmth that cooled the heat.

Many years later, Lyra would regret not having screamed. Maybe if she had, she could have woken them all from that vengeful, nightmarish chain reaction. She could have given her mother more time to run, more time to sweep them out of the house.

Every what-if would hang obdurately in the air like fallout and echo chillingly like the front door her father had slammed open, a sound as deafening as a car crash.

Each event after that sound repeated in Lyra’s dreams episodically. Intangible black spaces separating the pieces of her memory, so that night would replay like a badly edited film. Every now and then, new scenes manifested, filling in the transitions:

The crash.

Teresa’s frantic footfalls down the hallway and the stairs.

Lyra begging Carmen to wake their grandmother in the guesthouse.

Twenty-seven years later, the movie itself was almost complete. When Lyra dreamed of that night—whether by daylight, attending to her clients, or before sleep’s blanket smothered her in the dark—all her memories put themselves back together in their correct sequence: cut, glued, and played without intermission. Lyra cast the characters in their proper roles, pieced together the plot as best she could. And everything that happened after that night was an epilogue—no, a sequel. She was living in the aftermath of her father’s crime. They all were.






1
Lyra, San José, 1995



The week began with brilliant sunshine and a cool, unseasonable breeze. Even though the warm Christmas winds were now a month behind them, that Monday brought a tickling chill that froze old women in their tracks and forced them to look up at the clear, untrustworthy sky. They rubbed their knees with arnica and hurried to the markets to prepare. Tomatoes, pineapples, and every type of lemon sold out. Anything with vitamin C, as if the country would transform into a ship, and homemakers worried only of scurvy.

Lyra stopped her cherry-red Peugeot at crosswalks and watched the nervous, geriatric scrambling with cynical curiosity. An army of aunts and great-aunts, mothers and grandmothers, invaded the streets of San José, groceries lining their bags like soldiers’ rations. At each intersection, Lyra’s vexation grew. She was running late. Gabriel, her son, had refused to wake up this morning. He had tossed around in a playful tantrum as Lyra tried to dress him. She laughed as he fought his uniform, kissed his little smirk as he stomped. “You’re ten years old, Gabby,” she said. “Stop being such a baby.” Gabriel stuck out his tongue in defiance, snatched up his lunch from the kitchen counter, and went to sit quietly in the car with his arms crossed.

Lyra had studied him in the back seat with a grin; they never lost eye contact in the rearview mirror, never let down their smiles during that thirty-minute drive to school. In front of the one-story concrete schoolhouse, Lyra unlocked Gabriel’s door, and he gestured his head for Lyra to pet him. To tousle his hair, then fix it, all for the tickle of fingernails behind his ears. “Goodbye,” he said, winking.

“A-di-os,” Lyra responded in an American accent. And with Gabriel inside, Lyra was off.

 

BURGEONING CLOUDS REFLECTED in the speeding car’s windshield. Lyra’s lateness was now bordering on unprofessionalism. An hour was unforgivable. By now her most punctual and vocal clients would be crowding the tastefully decorated waiting room (designed by a closeted boyfriend); these women, who often complimented the mid-century furniture, gold accents, and the healthy palm tree, would overwhelm Milady, Lyra’s secretary, who was good at filing but terrible with customer service. Lyra would be stepping into her practice with no crowd control to cushion her tardiness. When she pulled up to her office, she inhaled the last bit of pine-freshened car air and prepared Sorrys and It won’t happen again. But when she made it to the door, the lights were off, and the door was still locked. No Milady, no clients.

Lyra was an infertility counselor. She’d founded her practice ten years ago, shortly after Carmen died. Lyra poured her heartbreak into her new business, where she could use her personal experience to counsel women with fertility issues. Those who’d experienced miscarriages or the rare ectopic pregnancy. Those who reminded Lyra of herself.

She took out a loan, bought a small building with a few rooms, and, after years of hard work, had fashioned it into one of San José’s most respected practices. Lyra held private sessions and weekly grief counseling groups, with coffee and doughnuts and a small prayer her clients insisted on. Women of all ages made appointments, and most of them stayed. Many had been seeing her since she opened. Few can shake that kind of grief.

Lyra put the answering machine on speaker and tidied up in the dark. Why waste electricity on an empty waiting room? Message after message confirmed cancellations. Lyra half listened while wrestling a jug into the water cooler, emptying wastebaskets, and dusting with her bare palms. Cynthia Mora, Gladys Hernández and her sister Gloria, even the punctual Silvia Morrison—every voice mail ended with I must get ready for the storm.

Lyra was returning the last of the patient files to the cabinet when the final message played. She froze upon hearing Father Silvino’s somber, supplicating tone. The papers and envelopes spilled out of her hands and onto the office floor. Our psychiatrist, Father Silvino said after a kind greeting, has taken maternity leave. The patients here will be without care, without the therapy to keep them calm. I fear the worst, as I am not equipped to properly help. It is only for a few days, whatever you can spare, really, Father Silvino continued. That’s all I ask for until I can get a proper substitute. Please, Lyra.

Father Silvino was the founder of La Iglesia, a convent-turned-asylum on the outskirts of San José, only a short drive from Lyra’s duplex. La Iglesia served as the capital’s last resort for patients who’d been rejected by the government hospitals. Those who had attacked nurses and growled at their reflections; who had ripped out their eyelashes and those of their children; thanatomaniacs, pyromaniacs, and a sly necromaniac under lock and key. It was a notoriously run-down facility, its living conditions questionable, but the government was happy to be rid of those patients; the bureaucrats grateful they didn’t have to deal with any potential lawsuits. Lyra knew only one patient there: Juan Julián, Carmen’s husband. Well, her widower.

Father Silvino had delivered Carmen’s funeral service himself, and had been kind enough to gloss over her suicide. He’d shared anecdotes of Carmen volunteering at La Iglesia. Hers was an empathy like no other, Father Silvino sobbed at the pulpit. As if it were a magic power. If grief hadn’t welded Lyra to her seat, she would have approached the lectern to deliver her own tribute. She might have confirmed Father Silvino’s theory—Carmen’s empathy had indeed bordered on mind reading. But Lyra did not approach the podium. Instead, she sat paralyzed in the front row of the church by herself. Teresa left a noticeable absence, as did Juan Julián. In Lyra’s arms was Carmen’s baby, born the week she’d jumped from a window of the maternity ward into the rain. His name the first and last thing Carmen gave him: Gabriel.

Lyra was at a fertility clinic in Texas when Carmen jumped. The moment Lyra came of age and moved out of Teresa’s house in Barrio Ávila, she craved motherhood with an overwhelming instinct that bordered on obsession. She promised herself that she would become the mother Teresa never was. For years she tried with men she loved and those she didn’t, dreaming of motherhood’s rewards the way a child dreams of gifts on Christmas. But her periods wouldn’t leave her, and Lyra became increasingly frustrated with each month’s new blood. She berated the men she slept with, the boyfriends she broke up with, and even random suitors on dance floors for not being man enough for the job. Eventually Lyra blamed herself. And after a miscarriage, she decided that God, or the universe, or some hardheaded fate was the culprit. That she’d been forsaken for an unfair, evil reason.

Carmen’s pregnancy was the last straw. With just one thrust of her beautiful husband, Carmen got what Lyra wanted more than anything else. Lyra phoned the clinic in Texas and scheduled an appointment that night. She avoided Carmen and her inflating belly for months, couldn’t stand the idea of obsessed acquaintances rubbing it like a crystal ball. As if a baby in a womb could tell the future. Lyra didn’t attend the intimate, joyful shower, or any of the ultrasounds. She didn’t hold up sonograms to the fluorescent lights, searching for a ferocious heart or cells that would bubble into limbs. On the phone, Carmen begged Lyra to be there, to hold her hand, to yell at incompetent doctors or balance Juan Julián’s camcorder when the contractions came and he fainted.

Yes, their mother would be there, but that wouldn’t be the same as her sister.

Answering the phone was all Lyra was able to do. Those nine months that Carmen needed her big sister, Lyra marked the calendar for the day she’d land in Texas. Lyra wanted to finally get the answers for why motherhood didn’t find her worthy.

Lyra took only one of Carmen’s calls while she was there that week in the States—the day she was to visit the clinic, and the fifth morning Carmen had been with her new baby. Carmen was frantic, said Gabriel wouldn’t stop crying. It began the second they severed mother from son. Gabriel screamed in Carmen’s weakened, swaddling arms. He cried when the doctors bathed him, weighed him, examined him for all his digits. He even screeched when Carmen tried to breastfeed. (The nurses couldn’t help but slope their brows in judgment.) In the nursery, he wailed—so they moved him back into Carmen’s room. The comfortable bassinet didn’t deter him either. Carmen didn’t sleep, but she would not leave her child’s side. Teresa visited every day. Juan Julián was useless, like all new fathers. He could only twiddle his thumbs in prayer.

Nothing Carmen tried worked: soft blankets, tender kisses, mother-love. Nothing.

Lyra tried to assuage Carmen’s anxiety that the baby didn’t love her, but jealousy made her attempts halfhearted, and besides, she had her own business to attend to. “I love you, little sister,” Lyra said as she grabbed the room key to leave. “I have to go now, I have an appointment. I can’t wait to see you and my little nephew.”

But the visit to the fertility clinic bore no fruit. The specialist took Lyra’s temperature, examined her cervix for signs, asked for her journal of ovulations and periods. And as all doctors do when a woman is convinced there’s something wrong with her body, he said, Everything looks fine to me.

Lyra cursed the specialist under her breath and picked up his assistant, whom she dragged to a local bar, where cowboys danced in squares and steer horns hung over doorways. The assistant ordered Lyra cheap beer and touched his feathered blond hair too much. But Lyra considered the fun of an American baby, and she took him back to her motel room.

Lyra was smoking a lonely cigarette next to the naked man when the motel room phone rang. She answered reluctantly and hung up without speaking. The words on the other end of the line were incomprehensible. They mimicked the tacky, buzzing neon sign outside. A violent, rhythmic flickering.

THE SIESTA INN … SWIMMING POOL … FREE CABLE … VACANCY … NO VACANCY …

The phone rang again. Lyra held the receiver to her face. It was Teresa sobbing, her words made unintelligible by bouts of hollering. Lyra heard Teresa slamming her fists on something hard.

“My Golondrina has flown away,” Teresa wept. “My little swallow has finally flown away.”

Again, Lyra hung up, and the blond assistant strummed her back. “What’s wrong, baby?” he asked in that stupid way Americans ask the obvious.

“It’s all my fault,” Lyra said. “It’s all my fault.”

The blond assistant zipped up his Calvin Kleins and didn’t say goodbye, left Lyra alone in the abrasive pink glow from the sign, wet crystals studding her cheeks.

VACANCY … NO VACANCY …

 

LYRA REENACTED THAT night more often than she wanted to admit. After picking up a drunken man in Barrio La California or Barrio Amón, Lyra would lure him to a cheap hotel bereft of furniture, except for the bed, a barred television, and a telephone. After sex (sometimes good, usually bad), Lyra would crawl up into herself, her body a shivering cocoon, the man snoring over her racing thoughts. She would swaddle the telephone, waiting for it to ring, wishing that this time her mother or Carmen would call with news that Gabriel had been delivered without issue. That he was a slippery, happy child. She wished to hear how they couldn’t wait for Lyra to return. And when her plane touched down at Juan Santamaría, she would tell them how glad she was to be home.

When Lyra regained herself after Teresa’s call, she paid the half-asleep motel attendant, drove to the airport, and took the first flight back to Costa Rica. Teresa wouldn’t answer the phone or open her door, so Lyra made the funeral preparations by herself. Typical of her mother, Lyra thought. The escape artist.

Lyra chose a closed casket for the church service. They’d had to reassemble Carmen’s broken body. Father Silvino gave the eulogy. He spoke so sweetly of Carmen, glossed over her suicide. Gabriel lay still and cheerful in Lyra’s arms. She stared at Carmen’s photograph with a halo of flowers, a soft, grainy smile on her sister’s beautiful face.

“The rain cleaned up most of the mess,” Lyra overheard a woman say as the pallbearers loaded her sister into the marble family vault, in the space below their grandmother. Those in attendance shielded their eyes with black umbrellas and matching sunglasses.

“You know, she jumped out the window as if she were going to fly,” another woman said.

“I saw the whole thing from across the street, and if I didn’t know any better”—the first woman lowered her voice—“it looked like she could have done it.”

Juan Julián left an absence as noticeable as Teresa’s. He was driven mad after being unable to stop Carmen on that window ledge. Lyra was the logical candidate to care for Gabriel, who’d been left with no mother or father. He was now her son, and Lyra convinced herself that adopting him was done in honor of Carmen’s memory. And to bolster that, Lyra convinced everyone else of it too. She imagined that her girlfriends thought to themselves in their late-night taxis home, Wow, I wish my sister loved me so much she’d honor me like that when I die.

But when forced to be alone with herself, Lyra knew that what drove her duty to Gabriel wasn’t sentimentality for Carmen or immovable love.

Guilt is what had set Lyra down this path, guided her pen as she signed Gabriel’s adoption papers. Guilt that Lyra had been so jealous of Carmen that she refused to support her. Lyra felt that she had abandoned Carmen as Teresa had abandoned them so many years ago.

And Teresa’s absence at Carmen’s funeral was the final straw. That was why Lyra hadn’t spoken to Teresa in ten years. Without Carmen’s sweet nature to prevent it, Lyra’s bitterness went into full bloom, and cutting Teresa off was such a flawless, easy act. Easy, but admittedly painful. Painful, but so cathartic it frightened her. And an even greater catharsis was Lyra refusing to let Teresa meet Gabriel.

Grandmother hadn’t seen grandson since his birth.

Daughter punished mother as she couldn’t punish herself.

For a decade, Lyra imagined Teresa trapped by herself in that house in Barrio Ávila. Where nightmares stained the walls, and the dead held up the foundation like concrete.
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Teresa & Cristina, Barrio Ávila, 1995



At nine that morning, a growing chorus of weathermen convened with their mothers to analyze the sky. They announced that a storm was indeed on its way. When? No idea. What kind? Even less information. But these meteorologists knew that the women in their lives could forecast better than any instrument—a pulsing knee’s accuracy over a barometer, a spit-slicked finger enough to predict wind speed. No satellite could compete with their rural grandmothers, who had once danced for rain. So they glued their ears to the phone and their eyes to the radar and reported what they could. And what they couldn’t, their producers filled with replayed interviews and fashion segments.

Observant clouds gathered over Barrio Ávila. Teresa sat up in her bed, startled by a flashing news report on the television. She wasn’t sure when she’d fallen asleep. Four in the morning, maybe. On most nights, sleep came quickly to her. Violently. But last night, Teresa felt as if she had waded into it slowly, almost willingly. As one does when playful moonlight splashes in the receding tide and invites you to join it. When it begs you to slip off your clothes, fold them neatly on the beach, and walk into the surf.

Last night, Teresa allowed herself to dissolve into sleep. As if she were salt, or sugar, or already ashes. Immersed in it, she felt the borders that defined her disintegrate, and what was left inside her expanded, exploded until she was everywhere and nowhere at once.

It wasn’t sleep but an impenetrable darkness that had swallowed her. A vacuum with enough gravity to warp time and space. It relieved her of her skin and each and every one of her memories: her daughters’ laughter, the echoes of their screaming; the daily aching of her bones; the sweet tickle of a lover’s bite; the aroma of sex, the stench of sex, the nostalgic, metallic taste of it. For twenty-seven years, Teresa felt that she was dying every night.

“You’re such a pessimist. It’s not so bad, you know,” the portrait of Amarga said. “Death.”

The painting of her mother hung next to the vanity. The canvas cracked, its expensive oil paint darkened by the years.

“¡Teresa! ¿Do you hear me talking to you?” Amarga continued chiding.

Teresa shuffled over to the vanity with the gait of a moon crab. She scrutinized the state in which age had left her reflection: Crows left careless footprints around her eyes. Gravity swung rambunctiously from her jowls, her breasts. Shocks of wavy white hair sprouted from her temples, giving her an uncanny resemblance to the Bride of Frankenstein.

In four days, Teresa would turn sixty. The same age Amarga was when she died.

“Add a couple of sixes,” her mother’s portrait said. “And you’ll finally understand yourself.”

Teresa gathered breath as if for a plunge.

“It’s your fault, you know,” Amarga said. “It’s your fault I’m dead.”

Teresa faced the portrait. Her mother raised her left eyebrow and let out a guttural cackle. “¡See! You know it’s true. That’s why you’re being punished. Me, your father, ¡even Carmen! We’re all gone, and you’re still here.”

Teresa sat back down on the bed to turn up the volume on the television. “Yes,” she replied weakly. “I’m still here, aren’t I.”

Same as in life, Amarga’s portrait wouldn’t let up. “You’re still here,” she said. “You’re still here, ¿but how long did it take you to get the nerve to come back?”

Of course, Teresa knew how long it took—she’d counted it to the precise day. Amarga died that April night in 1968 and Teresa fled Costa Rica. Abandoned her daughters and exiled herself in Washington, DC, where she stayed for six years, two months, and nineteen days.

When Teresa returned to Costa Rica in 1974, the house was just as she’d left it, because neighbors and burglars alike had convinced one another it was cursed. Teresa pushed open the black iron gate, its screech of metal and memory. She tried the front door, but her entry was blocked by a thick, stubborn chain. Instead of waiting for a locksmith, Teresa had slipped off her heels and trekked to the end of the property through the gardens, hoping to try the back door.

Six cycles of dry and rainy seasons had mutated the rows of manicured plants into a dense, powerful rain forest. Its canopy reached over the two-story house, while the underbrush cawed, then hushed as Teresa advanced. Trumpet flowers from the tree called Queen of the Night heralded Teresa’s prodigal return. Skull-shaped pomegranates littered the grass, seeds spilling from their surprised mouths like bloody teeth. Teresa caught sight of the dilapidated one-story guesthouse at the back of the property, to which Amarga banished herself after Teresa married José María. Amarga had refused to watch her daughter fall in love with a peasant, shuddered at the idea of living off a laborer’s salary. Amarga lived there alone and refused Teresa entry for twenty years.

No one had even bothered locking the guesthouse’s door. It opened with a slight push. To Teresa’s surprise, the lighting still worked. It revived the rooms as a mortuary artist does a corpse’s face. But what Teresa saw inside immediately made her drop her heels, slam the door shut, and sprint back through the gardens. Her voice broke as she telephoned a gardener to fell the rain forest, a locksmith to crack open the main house’s front door, and a construction company to demolish the guesthouse. All three tasks to be done as soon as possible, or she swore to herself that she would leave Barrio Ávila for good.

In the guesthouse, from every surface—the dressers, tables, chairs, armoires, bookshelves, desk, window ledges, and the old Motorola television set—green candle wax cascaded onto the floor. Coating the walls in a delicate dew. Sealing the furniture shut. Overflowing into an emerald lagoon that left not even a centimeter of tile visible. If Teresa had recovered from the sight, and left muddied footprints as she crossed the floor of wax and made her way into her mother’s bedroom, she would have found a letter pinned lovingly above the bed. A letter from Teresa’s father, Tácito, who had been a lawyer for the American Fruit Company; a letter addressed to Amarga, dated the night he vanished: August 19, 1948.

Amarga’s portrait interrupted Teresa’s memory. “I waited for him,” she said in a melancholic, disarmed tone. “That’s what the letter told me to do: wait. ‘Wait for me. Light a candle every night until I return. I will use it as a beacon to find my way home.’ And I did. I waited.

“Before he disappeared, your father told me that the plantation workers in the south were planning a rebellion, and they were sending him to negotiate. To send a lawyer to reason with peons and their machetes, ¿who thought of such an idea? A gringo, no doubt. But your father was brave. That is, except when it came to facing me. That’s why he left me a letter instead of saying a word.”

Teresa remembered the green wax, its softness beneath her feet.

“Imagine the sensation under my feet. Twenty years of wax is oily. I almost slipped every day, waiting for your father.”

Teresa estimated the number of candles. How many wicks had Amarga burned?

“Over seven thousand,” Amarga said. “Until the night I died, I lit that many candles. He never came. But you know that. We’re all dead, and you’re still here.”

The doorbell startled Teresa, and her room was silent again. No chiding from the portrait; the shut-off television became a black, convex mirror; even the chilled breeze was courteous to the quiet.

Teresa heard Cristina jangling the gate. “¡Upe! ¡Teresita! ¡We’re late!”

She’d forgotten about their trip to the market, and about the doctor’s appointment at the local government hospital afterward. Teresa wanted to cancel, to crawl back into bed and let the clouds paint her turquoise walls gray. To let the day pass until it was time to sleep again. But Cristina rattled the gate and sang with the joy of a prisoner giddy for the freedom of an execution.

“¡Coming!” Teresa yelled. She slipped on a silk blouse and some cotton slacks, but no jewelry, because muggers on buses were targeting women as old as Teresa and Cristina.

Teresa descended the stairs, opened the glass and iron door. She smiled. “¿Should we take umbrellas?”

“No, Teresita,” Cristina said. “My back’s telling me the rain won’t start until tomorrow.”

Cristina hugged Teresa harder than Teresa hugged her back. It went that way often, Cristina more affectionate, more willing to demonstrate love to others. “Come on, Teresita,” she said. “The bus should be pulling up any minute now.”

The two women walked alongside La Guaria Railroad’s track. The steel rails had dulled after so many years of abandonment. The American Fruit Company no longer existed, so the train left but a ghost in Barrio Ávila. Only the memory of its engine smoke and screeching whistle—a banshee enjoying a cigar on its way to the Atlantic port, bananas fresh from the market. The track curved like a scythe toward the main avenue, and on either side of it, ground had been broken for construction. Skyscrapers would bloom in place of the bougainvilleas that had been uprooted. Progress visited Barrio Ávila as it had the rest of the country. Half-abandoned neighborhoods—no matter how illustrious their histories or wealthy their once residents—were fair game to Costa Rica’s growing economy. Its swelling middle class, seemingly infinite lines of credit, two cars for every person. With progress came industry and technology, coffee fields patriated by Starbucks or Illy, local cobbler shops replaced with offices for call centers. Costa Rica now sold land and services as it once had fruit. It wouldn’t be left behind in the twentieth century. It would trudge ahead into the new millennium, one loan from the IMF at a time.

Cristina rubbed Teresa’s back as they marched to the bus stop. Cruel memories were reflected on the track of La Guaria Railroad. Any reminder of the American Fruit Company—where Tácito once worked and José María, too, when he and Teresa were married—stiffened Teresa’s posture, turned her head slightly to the left. A blank, avoidant stare. Cristina hummed as one does in a graveyard; it anchored Teresa’s mind until they could make it to the bustling avenue.

 

THEY’D MET BACK when Cristina and Desiderio, a year into their marriage, moved to Barrio Ávila. The unloading of boxes and valuables was brief—mostly newspaper-wrapped statues and padded paintings. They’d left a one-bedroom apartment in downtown San José, both having finished art school in the same semester. Desiderio would build a career in sculpture, and would even end up commissioned by the government for public arts projects. But Cristina abandoned her promise as a great painter to raise their newborn son.

Cristina cradled a cooing Juan Julián, while Desiderio directed the movers to be more careful. All of Barrio Ávila’s inhabitants appeared from their houses in steady waves of ulterior-motivated welcome—the nosiest busybodies came first, gave unsolicited advice until Cristina unbuttoned her blouse to breastfeed (nakedness scattered these people like roaches). Then came the wealthier residents who brought desserts their maids had just whipped up. This time Desiderio unbuttoned his shirt as if to breastfeed, and again they scattered. Only when Teresa rang the doorbell did Cristina pay full attention. Teresa cradled a newborn Carmen, and Cristina invited Teresa to the pristine garden of rosebushes and bromeliads to feed their babies together. They took an instant liking to each other, and began integrating their lives as all best friends do. They introduced their husbands, who took an instant disliking to each other. Desiderio found José María common, and José María wanted to pummel Desiderio to the dirt. A rich boy and a boy from poverty cannot mix, no matter their loyalty to the same masculinity.

Cristina fawned over Lyra and Carmen, bought them expensive games and gifts. And eventually Cristina warmed up to Amarga—admired her, even—and Amarga, in turn, commissioned Cristina for a portrait.

Though gossip was as fresh as spring water for Cristina, she ignored any semblance of it about Teresa’s family—how Tácito had been a successful lawyer for the American Fruit Company and disappeared, leaving Amarga and Teresa in a state of denial and poverty, how José María was known for his bouts of anger at strangers who complimented his wife. Gossip was for those one didn’t like or was planning not to like. Rumors about best friends were to be dispelled, nullified, and denied. Cristina saw Teresa only as she was—a good wife, a better mother, and a best friend.

 

THE BUS RIDE proved uneventful, no lurking muggers to snatch gold and purses. Cristina led Teresa to the enclosed Borbón Market, where Cristina haggled with every vendor. Teresa changed her composure—she chitchatted with a Nicaraguan man selling lottery tickets, complimented a woman for the quality of her fruit. No one this deep into San José knew Teresa, her story, so she was just another woman grocery shopping. No news of Amarga’s death to influence the tone of conversation; no condolences for Carmen’s suicide (though no one with any manners would use that particular word anyway); and no roundabout questions of José María’s whereabouts, how many decades had passed since he disappeared. No one to highlight all the human-shaped voids in Teresa’s life, including the still living, still pulsing one left by Lyra. A smaller one, perhaps the most agonizing, by Gabriel.

With enough melons, guayabas, and rambutans to fill a small barge, Cristina and Teresa caught a cab for Teresa’s doctor’s appointment. They entered the government hospital, assaulted by cleaning chemicals and the ever-pervasive, immediately recognizable aroma of death. They made their way through multiple buildings, passed crowded waiting rooms (a man sat dead on a bench, and the nurses wouldn’t notice until their lunch break), and arrived finally at Neurology. Teresa’s appointment was for an MRI scan, and Cristina her chaperone and moral support.

The doctor named Gallegos, an ex-classmate and ex-lover of Lyra’s, was waiting at the front desk, chatting with the nurse who’d taken over for the receptionist. Teresa had gone to an appointment with him two months ago, complained of a series of searing headaches, and he scheduled the MRI to perform when hospital bureaucracy deemed it suitable. Today was that day. The doctor abandoned his conversation and approached Teresa. “Come, doña,” Dr. Gallegos said. “You’ll be fine. It’ll be quick.”

But it was not quick, not for anyone involved.

Dr. Gallegos took Teresa to the room and left her to change into a paper-thin gown. The MRI machine stared at Teresa with the glint of a guillotine. When Dr. Gallegos reentered, he placed his hand on Teresa’s head reassuringly, as he would have with his own grandmother. Or a poodle. “This is just going to give me a chance to read your mind,” Dr. Gallegos said, smiling. “You’re much too quiet, ¿how else am I going to know what you think about me?”

Teresa didn’t laugh. Her mind could focus only on the terrible deformities the machine would uncover: a botfly’s larva wishing to slink out of the scalp like a flower, fungi that replace the skin in a year, memories purposely buried too deep for anyone to find.

Dr. Gallegos cleared his throat and straightened his tie. “You’re a tough crowd, doña. Always have been, I guess. Anyway, just lie down for me. It’s all going to be fine.”

The uncomfortable plastic bed pulled Teresa into the machine, trapping her in what felt like the vibrating chamber of a jet engine. She closed her eyes until it was time to be freed from this newly discovered Hell.



IN THE WAITING room, the nurse waved Cristina over with a limp, flitting wrist before reapplying purple lipstick, a Christmas present from her daughter-in-law. “I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you this, lady,” the nurse began, “but your friend, I don’t know if it’s going to turn out well for her.”

Cristina couldn’t tell if the nurse was smirking or frowning. The nurse’s eyebrows, tattooed on, couldn’t make up their minds either. “Dr. Gallegos doesn’t pull people in here all willy-nilly,” she said. “No, there’s got to be something wrong.”

“Oh, come on,” Cristina said. “Teresa told me he said it was routine.”

The nurse sucked her teeth. “Routine…”

The nurse’s tone disturbed a hornet’s nest in Cristina’s heart. Her skin pricked hot as if stung from the inside out.

“Cancer, I bet,” the nurse said. “I’ve seen it before, I’ve been here for quite a while. I’m older than I look, you know.”

“¡How dare you!” Cristina raised her voice. “I should report you, you can’t say shit like that.”

“Look, lady, I’m just looking out for you. A couple of old tortilleras like you, I figured you’d want to know what to expect. To make preparations and whatnot for your partner.”

Cristina was left speechless.

“Look, I get it. My cousin’s a lesbian. That’s why I’m trying to look out for you. I’d do that favor for her.”

 

WHEN DR. GALLEGOS escorted Teresa back into the waiting room, Cristina was standing by the window, watching vendors in the plaza hassle patients on their way into pharmacies. She didn’t turn around to face Teresa, not at first.

“I’ll call you next week to let you know if anything’s off,” Dr. Gallegos said to Teresa. “But I’m certain everything will be where it should be.”

The nurse rolled her eyes.

“¿How is Lyra, by the way?” the doctor asked. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her. ¿Do you think she’ll answer if I call?”

Cristina rushed to grab Teresa’s elbow to sweep her into the elevator. She glared at both the nurse and Dr. Gallegos. The nurse cowered for a moment while Dr. Gallegos clicked his pen to a popular beat. He did this often with any instrument, medical or otherwise—he made music only he appreciated. On Fridays he played in a Queen cover band.



THE TWO FRIENDS made it back to Barrio Ávila in one piece and followed La Guaria Railroad back to their houses. Teresa invited Cristina over for a shot, a game of bingo, or their favorite telenovela, anything to keep Cristina in her presence. Cristina’s conversation the whole bus ride had been muddled and her voice shaky, which Teresa found odd, and it only added to her anxiety. She’d left the MRI grateful that she didn’t die in the machine, but without Cristina’s comforting words and white lies, Teresa’s worries had free rein over her psyche. Cristina refused the company and crossed the railroad back to her house.

Both women shut themselves in. La Guaria Railroad’s line rattled as if the train rushed over it. The old horn echoed, and the wooden ties and steel rails emanated a refractory, furious heat.
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Teresa, the National Theater, 1968



On that April night in 1968, Teresa was afraid she’d sweat right through her dress. She set out her father’s navy blue suit on the bed for José María. Cristina would be over soon. Tonight’s play was Blood Wedding by Federico García Lorca, and the audience would surely be dressed as elegantly as possible. Any Iberian occasion pressured the Costa Rican upper class to show off, to prove they were worthy of their bloodlines (pure or not), and José María would have to look his best. But he hadn’t returned, and Teresa drank glass after glass of guaro with ice that stung her teeth but cooled her chest. She craned her head to the ceiling fan and counted the revolutions of the blades.

Her father used to do that in his office at the American Fruit Company when Teresa was a girl—when he awaited couriers or inspiration to word memos, he counted whatever multiple thing he could find: birds outside the window, clicks of a pen in his hand, Teresa’s blinks as she sat at his desk. Now Teresa tallied the seconds on her gold wristwatch, totaled the budding wrinkles around her eyes in the mirror, estimated the number of parakeets outside her window. They squeaked like toys on the sill. Soon they would retire to the leafy refuge of palm trees, make love among the dead fronds, and fall blissfully asleep.

Carmen exploded into Teresa’s room, outstretching her tiny arms, ready for clamping. She grabbed both of Teresa’s shins and began wiping her tears on Teresa’s stockings.

“¿What’s wrong?” Teresa asked.

“Mamá,” Carmen said into the fabric. “I heard Lyra talking in her head. She called me annoying and said there was no way I was her sister.”

“My love, of course you’re her sister.” Teresa smiled. “And you’re my daughter. No doubt. But you have to stop with these silly ideas. You can’t go around saying you can hear what’s in our minds. You know your father doesn’t like it.”

Carmen hugged Teresa’s shins tighter.

“Don’t worry, my love. I believe you. Now you have to let go. Your tears are going to dry, and you’re going to stick to my legs. ¿Then you know what? You’ll have to go to that boring old play with me.”

Carmen lifted her face from Teresa’s shins and wiped her eyes. Such a beautiful little girl, Teresa thought. “You’re beautiful, too, Mamá,” Carmen said.

Teresa left Lyra and Carmen with Amarga, who greeted Cristina at the door with rare kindness and shooed the girls back into the house. Teresa felt something odd in herself, an impulse to reach out to hug her mother. But Amarga frowned, so Teresa merely waved goodbye and turned to follow Cristina and Desiderio to the National Theater.

The sunset painted the newly paved roads orange. And after just fifteen minutes of walking, all Teresa could feel was regret for having worn heels. Sweat cooled her underarms but made them sticky. Her discomfort summoned a cloud of dust that threatened to further ruin her outfit. Cristina began nagging Desiderio to button his shirt, and gossiped about every woman who waved hello. To drown her out, Desiderio cawed scores of poems by García Lorca.

“The doomed poet,” he coughed between recitations. “But a genius. A genius.”

They arrived at the National Theater and lingered in the center of the lobby to enjoy the cool air. Desiderio said he had always loved this building, most of all the mural on the ceiling done with such mastery: a scene of nineteenth-century traders with bananas and satchels of coffee on their backs, trudging through a crowd of donkeys and handsome men, making their way to the docks, where giant ships of wood and cloth rested on the sea. Through the doorways leading to the stage, guitarists tuned their instruments, and dancers stomped their feet in preparation for the performance. Desiderio walked to the vendor to buy champagne and cigarettes. Teresa and Cristina went to the powder room.

From behind the stall, Cristina asked after José María, while Teresa dabbed her armpits with a damp towel. Yes, Cristina was her best friend, but she had an overwhelming nosiness that was both expected and blindsiding. And even worse, Cristina’s prying was charismatic. She had an arsenal of empathetic pouts and encouraging smiles honed to get even the most tight-lipped to divulge their entire life story.

“Today is the harvest,” Teresa said to the mirror. She didn’t know if she was trying to convince Cristina or persuade her own reflection.

“I don’t even know why he works there,” Cristina said, exiting the stall and fanning herself with both hands. “¿Why would he work for gringos who snatch away his holidays?”

“You know him, he wants to provide.”

“¿Provide what, Teresita? ¿You’re all fine, aren’t you? ¿How much did your father leave you and your mother?”

Teresa wanted to confess that Tácito hadn’t left enough for them to survive even the decade after he disappeared. For years Amarga had begged distant family for money; and while her grandmother was still alive, they’d subsisted on her income from séances, visions, and potions.

It was José María’s willingness to hack bananas that had saved them from financial ruin. Amarga had never worked a day in her life, and Teresa had taken on small jobs to keep them afloat: flower arrangements for socialites, garment repair, poem writing for bachelors. Amarga, for her part, pushed Teresa in front of any rich man she could find. And when Teresa fell for and married José María, Amarga raged that Teresa had condemned them to the life of the working class.

“Yes, Tina, we’re fine. But you know men.”

“Maybe,” Cristina sighed. “I suppose some men want to provide as the earth does. They think their hands can grow a life for their family. You know what, I like that. It’s noble. But Desi has never done real work—you can’t consider art as work. A job is grueling, unenjoyable. But that man hugs his marble like he does me. He loves his work because it isn’t work at all.”

Whenever Cristina spoke of Desiderio’s artistic attraction to her, Teresa detected overcompensation. An artist’s eyes wander. Men like him treated women as malleable as metal, or as easily dimpled as clay. And recently Desiderio had begun eyeing Teresa that way, which both excited and nauseated her. It was unfair, his gaze. Teresa had no indication that Cristina noticed, but José María, who issued vehement warnings between ground teeth, had noticed immediately. A man’s insecurity is his guiding instinct.

Teresa felt Desiderio’s eyes on her when she and Cristina reentered the lobby. It had taken only a single glass of champagne for him to completely disregard his wife. He outstretched his right arm like a folded wing for Teresa to reluctantly clutch.

They had been true friends before this flirting habit. Desiderio normally made her laugh, and feel comfortable and listened to. When he was up in his studio, Teresa would visit him, sitting quietly on the periphery of the room while he sculpted. Teresa didn’t mind the hollow ringing of almost-perfected bronze or the dust from expensive stone. Teresa felt that artists tapped into something divine, something worth obsessing over. And to have a sculptor as a friend, as talented as he was, and as funny and charming as he was, honored her. Teresa fawned over Desiderio’s art, and perhaps she had, without meaning to, fawned over him.

Cristina led them to their row, and let Desiderio sit on the other side of Teresa. He leaned in to ask about José María, while Cristina ran to gossip with a woman across the aisle.

“¿Why doesn’t he accompany you anymore, Santa Teresa?” Desiderio always referred to her as a saint.

Saints are just devils who cut off their tails.

Before, Teresa had found being called a saint sweet, but now it became a moniker for Desiderio to defile.

“I don’t need a chaperone,” Teresa said. Men were all the same: an unaccompanied woman was fair game; virgin, unprotected land to be surveyed, negotiated, and claimed. Finders keepers.

“Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

“Cristina seems to be having a good time,” Teresa said. The mention of a man’s wife was as good as a cold shower.

“Yes, she loves this play,” Desiderio said. “You’re in for it now—she recites the lines a little too loud. It’s distracting, to say the least.”

Teresa crossed her arms, gripped each hand around a biceps as armor, her gold bangles chain mail against Desiderio’s flirting. Teresa would have loved to come here alone with Cristina, to watch her best friend’s favorite play alongside her. Cristina’s recitations would have been her only annoyance. But Desiderio wouldn’t leave Teresa’s side, and he was speaking to her with an obvious, vulturine interest. She crossed her legs, folded her arms, turned her head, tried her best to shrink small enough that Desiderio couldn’t see her anymore. Still he wouldn’t stop.

For a second, as quick and blinding as the flash from a camera, Teresa wondered if Cristina was testing them. If she’d left them alone on purpose. As if Cristina were betting Desiderio would finally succumb to his nature, and Teresa would relinquish the pact all women make to each other when they become friends.

 

AT THE START of the third act, the young man who played the role of the Moon stepped onto the stage. The Woodcutters’ chanting faded along with the violins. Blue light washed over the theater. The Moon stood naked, his skin painted silvery white. He began his monologue. Sweat escaped his pores, even through the carefully applied acrylic paint. His body shone brilliantly in a blue light that reflected off the gloss on his penis. He was as naked as a celestial body, his monologue stark and vulnerable. He begged the Rivals in the story to open their chests so that he might crawl in for warmth.

The Moon shivered as he begged for blood onstage. His hands together in a gnarled cup. The theater was so cold. His body was shaved and painted. His penis shrank as chills tightened his muscles. He begged for the warmth of another’s chest, for the foamy tissue of a beating heart.

La dulce sangre.

The Moon paused, as if distracted by something in the darkness of the audience. A blank stare overtook his face, his eyes like empty craters. Teresa felt the young man looking directly at her, the ancient oceans of his eyes transfixed, hypnotized by her own. And those ancient oceans of his eyes summoned streams of water in hers. They activated a deep fear within Teresa, an unrelenting instinct to run.

An angered voice hissed from offstage, and one of the Woodcutters poked the Moon’s back with his axe. Snapped out of Teresa’s stare, the Moon continued his monologue.

High above the theater, in the emptiness of sky, the moon repeated her understudy’s lines, setting each plea lovingly ablaze. But her insides weren’t cold. They burned.

Soon her body would turn as red as a heart and the blood that beats inside.



“¿WHAT DID YOU think of the performance, Teresita?” Cristina asked as the trio made their way back to Barrio Ávila, hoping to end the sticky silence. A subtle breeze ran its breath over the leaves of low-lying bushes and their ankles. An evil static clung to the roads and to the trees. “I thought the Moon kid was a little off, ¿don’t you think, Desi?”

A finger of smoke from Cristina’s cigarette tickled Teresa’s nose, and she sneezed. “I couldn’t stop crying,” she said. “The Moon seemed so savage, it broke my heart.”

“García Lorca does that to you,” Cristina said. “What a man he must have been…” She paused to straighten the seams in her stockings. “The poor thing. Such a genius. A sad, sad genius. ¿Right, Desi?”

Desiderio had been sulking ever since Teresa whisked past him in the theater lobby. He broke his silence. “¿What the Hell kind of heat is this?” he said.

“Hell is right. Not even Dante could have imagined this,” Cristina said.

“¿Which circle of Hell do you think would be this hot?” Teresa mused.

“We are all pure of heart,” Desiderio interrupted. “Although, it’s true that God seems to be preheating the earth, but I’m sure He’s planning to cook other sinners.”

They took a deep breath at the railroad crossing; the dirt road and the track that marked the center of their lives in Barrio Ávila. Teresa’s house lay right across the railway, perpendicular to Cristina and Desiderio’s front door. Cristina’s household’s pink shell shone in the moonlight. It had served as a gaudy beacon as they trudged through the dust and heat.

“Buenas noches, Teresita,” Cristina sighed as she kissed her on both cheeks.

She couldn’t make the short trip across the railbed to drop Teresa at her door. A pulsing blister swelled her pinkie toe to twice its size, and she said she would pop it with a sewing needle as soon as she stepped into the foyer.

“Desi,” Cristina purred. “¿Will you walk our Teresita?”

“Of course I will,” Desiderio said. “Let’s go, Santa Teresa. We don’t want you getting lost along the way.”

Cristina winked at Teresa. “And my mother said I didn’t marry a gentleman.”

With the door shut and the indoor lights on, Desiderio offered Teresa his arm. She hesitated for a moment before she loosely clutched his biceps, because her legs felt weak from wearing her heels. It was just ten meters to the track, and another ten to her front door, but Desiderio walked slowly on purpose, wanting to savor Teresa’s touch. In a way, she was thankful of their pace. Her feet ached as they traversed the unpaved ground.

“Santa Teresa,” Desiderio began. “¿Why were you crying in the theater?”

Teresa pretended to trip over a stone so they could stop moving.

“I told you both already.” Teresa turned to him. “It was the boy who played the Moon. His words were so beautiful that I couldn’t help myself.”

“¿I thought saints never lie?” Desiderio said. “You don’t think anyone can, but I can see you blushing,” he said.

“Desiderio—” Teresa’s voice broke. “I don’t know what you mean. It’s really very late, and I want to get home to check on my girls. José María will be waiting up for me.”

“You’re right,” he said. “Cristina is probably already passed out on the couch. I bet if we listen closely, we can hear her snoring.”

Teresa looked down and smirked. Then she turned her attention up to Desiderio again, who made no facial expression. Teresa followed his blank gaze. In the center of the line sat the largest cane toad she had ever seen. It gripped the steel rails with webbed feet, and its inflating body resembled a pile of bubbling tires; its height was that of Teresa’s thighs; its hideous width that of three of the rail’s crossties. The diabolical creature began to croak. At first it purred, a quick hammer to hollow wood, but then the croaking grew until it filled Barrio Ávila with the howl of a locomotive. Teresa cupped her palms around her ears and clenched her teeth; she was sure they’d shatter in her mouth.

Teresa had spotted these toads before, on the banana plantation as a girl. The size of men’s feet, the creatures mated in trenches, stalked roots and dried fronds in the dust. Teresa wouldn’t walk down dirt paths alone. Tácito told her they served their own purpose, like all creatures. They protected the crops, snatched up vermin with their gigantic mouths to swallow whole. Bananas have bodyguards, he joked.

“¿But why the croaking?” Teresa asked him. “¿Why the Devil’s song?”

“It’s a spell. Even Satan needs protection. Even he has things he’d like to ward off.”

In her mind, Teresa grabbed Desiderio’s hand, yanked him away from the toad’s trance. In her mind, they escaped and found refuge in Cristina’s house, barricaded the door, caught their breaths, and laughed. ¡What a sight! they’d say. For years they’d repeat the story, how they fled such a beast.

But neither Teresa nor Desiderio could move a muscle. A noxious stench paralyzed them—from the toxic sacs behind the toad’s eyes spilled syrupy tar, evaporating like gas. It reminded Teresa of spoiled liquor. Of guaro left in a gutter to fester, like vinegar and sulfur. This smell tickled the back of her throat, and she retched. She couldn’t stand it anymore: the sound and smell, the gruesome sight of such an animal.

She looked to Desiderio again, whose eyes were shut. She didn’t notice urine running down his pant leg. In the toad’s mercurial eyes, those gigantic, swirling orbs of black and platinum, Teresa saw something the moonlight illuminated. A murderous glint, like the spark that produces fire or the flash of a blade. But its true origin was not from the cane toad, not even from the moon. What was mirrored in the creature’s eyes was a man, running. A man who had lost himself to his own nature. A man whose tail would break free from its prison and find its way back to him with the help of the moonlight.



TERESA AWOKE ON the porch’s wooden swing. Her wristwatch had stopped at 9:33. A ringing dizzied her, and she hung her head over the porch railing and vomited a translucent white liquid. She did not remember, as Desiderio did, that when the giant toad disappeared, she was left unconscious on the gravel. That he had carried her to her porch and laid her gently on the wooden swing. He fought himself not to kiss her, he’ll say. Her lips were as soft as he had imagined them to be. But Teresa didn’t remember anything.

On the other side of the railroad track, Cristina’s windows were dark. Teresa opened her front door and stumbled to bed. She left the gate and the front door unlocked for whenever José María decided to come home.






4
Lyra, San José, 1995



A distant cousin of Minor C. Keith founded the American Fruit Company in the 1910s, and like its distant cousin, the United Fruit Company, the AFC set up shop so easily in Costa Rica one would have thought it had helped liberate the republic from Spain. John Augustus Smith Sr., the AFC’s creator, strolled through Costa Rica to snatch up its farms with minuscule amounts of cash. He didn’t have to contend with the forces of nature that his cousin had faced—no railroad to build from scratch, no felling regrowing forests, none of his own workers dropping dead from chikungunya, dengue, and other common tropical rots—so with just a few investors and a large inheritance, he planted one banana plantation, then another, then another. In Golfito, in Limón, and outside San José, reasonably far but reasonably close to Barrio Ávila. While the AFC didn’t grow as powerful as its competitors, it still held Costa Rican municipalities in choke holds and influenced local elections, bought up surrounding land and surrounding people. The eventual plan being to transform Costa Rica into one giant plantation, where hands of bananas outnumbered the hands of citizens.

The night Amarga died and José María disappeared, the most prosperous AFC plantation near Barrio Ávila burned to the ground. Eviscerated by a fire with murky origins, and decimated with the fury of Hell itself. Never before had such a tragedy visited Costa Rica, and never before had one of these fruit conglomerates been brought so quickly to its knees.

 

IN LYRA’S OFFICE desk, locked away in a drawer that often got stuck, she kept newspaper clippings about that April night. Journalistic interpretations, presentations of arguable facts and theories. Tragedies came in threes, Lyra knew. Amarga, José María, the AFC plantation. And in threes came connections. Trilogies, trinities, et cetera. Two, she knew, of course.

Her father murdered her grandmother.

And the AFC plantation was where he worked.

Everyone in Barrio Ávila knew these two facts, but any correlation between them was merely hearsay by nosy neighbors or cruel speculation by rumormongers. Lyra couldn’t trust Teresa’s account, because when Teresa returned to Costa Rica from DC in 1974, she carried on in front of her daughters as if José María had never existed. As if they’d been conceived immaculately.

The day Lyra and Carmen stepped back into the house in Barrio Ávila, they found no evidence of their father—no sweat-stained shirts, no expensive pomade in jars, no shoes, or glasses, or his favorite books. Every surface had been washed with a powerful cleaner, and for a while, the house smelled of a government hospital. Amarga’s presence had also been subdued. Besides the empty lot of the guesthouse, there existed only one portrait of Amarga that hung in Teresa’s room, next to the mirror, as if Teresa wanted to see herself with Amarga again, or as if she couldn’t tell which was her true reflection.

Lyra did everything she could that first year back with Teresa, and in the years that followed, to get her mother to tell her what had happened that night. Sometimes she plied Teresa with compliments, but her go-to battle strategy was to knock the information out of her with arguments. That first year, Lyra shook her mother like a tree.

Lyra saw that Carmen accepted Teresa’s new reality with unflappable devotion, as if just converted by a cult leader. Carmen knew Lyra would leave for university, and she still had four years left with their mother. At the very least, she said, she could get used to the idea—this new, spotless reality. Especially if the goal was to forget the malignancy of that night’s heat. The truth wasn’t always worth reliving.

From then on, Lyra pieced together theories with newspaper clippings like a television detective, no matter the unreliability of the publication. Any rag or gossip column had the potential to reveal something. She rebelled against her mother’s denial—José María had killed Amarga in front of them both, so there was no way she could forget. Even if it always came to a dead end, Lyra was determined to discover why he had ruined their lives that night.

 

LYRA PACED AROUND her office, waiting for the electric kettle to boil water for instant coffee. She stood like a soldier at the window, studying the sky for signs of the storm. But no meteorological omens revealed themselves to her. Lyra only saw her client Patricia climb out of the car with her husband at two on the dot.

Last week, Patricia confessed to Lyra that she had already done tests at all the local fertility clinics, and one specialist after another informed her that she indeed ovulated regularly and had a normal cycle. So why, Patricia asked, couldn’t she get pregnant? Lyra had seen this many times before, and rather than vocally blame the husband, she asked that Patricia bring him in for a joint session. She was always wary of giving her clients the responsibility of informing their significant other that it was he who might be the problem. The subject of sterility might as well be napalm in a man’s chest. Lyra preferred she do it herself, in the neutrality of her office, hoping the soft leather couch was enough to muffle the violent reflexes of a man.

The husband was older than Lyra expected—in his mid-seventies, he said. Patricia met him at the supermarket. They’d reached for the same flavor of yogurt, and it was love at first sight. Their marriage had been like a romantic comedy, despite the forty-year age gap. “He has my grandfather’s name,” Patricia said. “Osvaldo. ‘God’s power.’”

Lyra encouraged this light conversation at first, getting everyone comfortable, preparing the sensitive news for Osvaldo, but when he mentioned offhandedly that he used to be a regional manager for the American Fruit Company, Lyra paused. She forgot her meticulous plan for the session.

How did you survive? she wanted to ask. I thought everyone had burned up along with the fruit.

Osvaldo laughed. He’d read Lyra’s mind, as he was used to the reaction.

“I was visiting the central offices in DC,” he said. “I found out about the fire there. I was sitting in the waiting room—they didn’t even offer me a cup of water—twiddling my thumbs like a jackass, preparing a presentation, when the board received the phone call. I’ve never heard so many gringos yelling at the same time.” Osvaldo sat back, folded his palms behind his head. Patricia’s expression oscillated between sympathy and vexation.

“They shipped me right back here to inspect the damage. When I tell you that I’ve never seen that much ash before. You wouldn’t even have known there was a plantation or people there—it looked like a black carpet, and smelled like a bonfire in the morning.”

Patricia elbowed him.

“That was so sad,” he said. “I lost many friends.”

Lyra pushed him to say more, despite Patricia’s glare to get back on topic. She was paying for counseling, not a history lesson.

“The chairman of the board told me to pack up the satellite office where I kept the Company’s records—you see, I didn’t work directly on the plantation. They had me tucked in a little building close to Cartago, right in Estrella. Don’t ask me why they put me there in the first place, but the chairman made me swear that I’d burn all the documents I had filed away over the years.”

“¿Did you?” Lyra asked.

“Hell no,” Osvaldo said. “The Company dissolved itself. They didn’t give me a pension, or a severance, or even a goodbye present. No gringo called me to say, ‘Good job, Osvaldo. You really were an indispensable part of our company. Here’s a recommendation.’ I still have a box of records somewhere in the house.”

Patricia excused herself to the ladies’ room. Osvaldo sighed, put both hands on the cushion to lift himself to follow her.

“¿Where?” Lyra asked Osvaldo, distracting him. She was relieved she had him to herself.

“In my bodega, I think. I don’t know if they’re even intact—the rain gets in there sometimes.”

“¿May I see them?” Lyra asked.

“Sure thing. I don’t really care. Thirty years, and some bad memories. I don’t want to hang on to them anymore. Imagine me, the only survivor, hauling around those papers like a curse.”

“¿Can I give you anything for them?”

By this time, Lyra had grown bored of Osvaldo’s anecdotes. Her instinct told her those documents would hold answers. Her obsessive collecting of newspaper clippings over the years, it had meant something.

“Sure, honey,” Osvaldo said. “Just don’t charge us for this session. I think my wife is pissed I ruined it.”

“Of course,” Lyra said, ignoring that he called her honey.

“Come by on Thursday,” Osvaldo said pensively. “Thursday we should be home. You can take those accursed papers with you, or read them right there in the bodega. I don’t mind. It’ll lighten the load,” he said.

“¿On what?”

“My sanity, of course.”

Lyra and Osvaldo left the room to find Patricia, but saw that she was already in the car. Buckled up, motionless. The glass foggy from her fuming.

“Oh, she’s mad,” Osvaldo sighed.

“¿Is that music?” Lyra asked. The Lexus was vibrating.

“Heavy metal. Oh, she’s mad.”

Osvaldo left his number and address. “Come by Thursday. Patricia will have cooled off by then,” he said, laughing. “Oh, and pay it forward.”

“¿What?”

“Pay it forward. My father always told me that.”

Lyra watched the Lexus pull off and picked up the phone to speak with Father Silvino. “Father,” Lyra said, suddenly in better spirits. “I’m happy to do the favor. I’ll come to La Iglesia tomorrow at ten.”

“Whatever time you can spare, my child,” Father Silvino said. “Any help I can get is a godsend.”

Lyra gathered her belongings, including the newspaper clippings from the drawer that got stuck, turned off the oppressive fluorescent lighting, and locked up. Lyra didn’t know what mood she was in, driving through San José’s empty streets on her way to pick up Gabriel. Osvaldo’s revelation had brought with it an uncomfortable hope: If the truth of what happened was indeed among those documents, would she be ready to accept it? What would come after if the outcome was always the same? Her father had destroyed their family that night. Perhaps the real truth would only further devastate her. But Lyra had some time to decide. Solve the mystery, or let it simmer for the rest of her life. She had a talent for the latter. Always had.



THE WEATHERMEN WARNED the country to prepare for the storm, and the waves of old women receded back to their houses to prepare vats of rice and simmer fruit for marmalade. Their husbands argued with reports on the radio, while children in their rooms eyed the blanket of clouds with resentment.

Lyra pulled up to Gabriel’s school and spoke quickly to the director.

“We won’t open tomorrow, Lyra,” he said, passing off Gabriel to her.

“¿Do you really think the storm will be that bad?” Lyra said, zipping up Gabriel’s backpack.

The director nodded. Then he turned to notify a garbling mass of other parents like a captain telling passengers to abandon ship.

“Fuck,” Lyra said under her breath. She would have to take Gabriel with her to La Iglesia tomorrow. Lyra saw a minefield of memories unfurl before her, a no-man’s-land she and Gabriel would be forced to cross.






5
Cristina, Barrio Ávila, 1995



An aberrant hurricane arrived on Tuesday morning. Rain swelled and burst from the sky, forcing bright-beaked birds to seek refuge in car mufflers, underneath bromeliad umbrellas, or inside crowded chicken coops. No one in Costa Rica knew exactly when morning had actually begun, because roosters, distracted by the storm or by the bright-beaked invaders, forgot to crow. Vendors tried and failed to open their stands. Beggars filled their empty cups with clinking hail. Politicians stayed secure in the warmth of their canopy beds.

The old women who once danced for rain had indeed been right (as always). But who could remember the last time a hurricane had fluttered its heavy body this far south? It was, until this moment, a highly improbable, physically unlikely scenario (climatically impossible, depending on whom one asked). This was usually thanks to the Coriolis effect, which had saved Costa Rica season after season. Put simply: hurricanes didn’t form this close to the equator. Earthquakes? Absolutely. Volcanic eruptions? Like clockwork. But today, to everyone’s surprise and groaning dismay, one hurricane had broken all meteorological rules and decided to run amok.

Weathermen said that the rebel storm (still nameless) ricocheted like a pinball off every island in the Caribbean. After narrowly missing Panamá, it landed on the shores of Costa Rica. It dipped its toes in the warm Atlantic waters to gain momentum, and began enveloping the land, as giddy as a tourist on an all-expenses-paid vacation.

For hours, the nervous meteorologists on competing channels had been contradicting one another about the duration of the storm. On Canal 6, Eduardo Ganoza, afraid of losing viewers, said it would last just another forty-five minutes, then clear skies and brilliant sunshine for the rest of the week. On Canal 7, the anchor Jorge Gamboa slurred and took shameless gulps from a silver flask. The tempest, he said, would hover over Costa Rica for a hundred years and drown the isthmus, separating North and South America once and for all. He then exploded into a tirade about the president’s corruption and melting Greenlandic icebergs.

In Barrio Ávila, the ruins of La Guaria Railroad became a violent river of rainwater. From the current emerged a cartel of cane toads, gray and bulbous as the clouds. They hopped out of the river as triumphantly as the first organisms to haul themselves out of the sea and made their way beneath the rickety doors of concrete houses. Once inside, they deflated their bodies and scrounged for any unfortunate bugs that might have sought the same sanctuary.

On a windowsill in Cristina’s living room, La Lora Lorca, her elderly macaw, squawked his life story into the studio laughter of rain. He had been doing it since the tempest began. An expert storyteller, La Lora Lorca matched every syllable of his memoir to the drumbeat of the storm, yelping at lightning flashes, stretching his golden wings when the wind brought its own replies from the south. Thunderclaps ruffled his crown’s blue feathers. Mist brought new life to his beak. But like clumsy leaf-cutter ants on the roads, his anecdotes fell into the gutters and washed far away, parallel to La Guaria Railroad’s track.

The crazed parrot’s noise saturated Cristina’s house. She had barely slept; she spent the night pacing the house, cleaning nooks and crannies, clipping flowers to place in vases. The nurse’s words still thick in her head. Cancer, I bet, the nurse said. “She bet,” huffed Cristina.

Cristina didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know if she should even tell Teresa, as it was just a nosy nurse’s idiotic guess. But Cristina believed it—Teresa’s birthday was just a few days away, and she would be sixty. Amarga had died at sixty. Cristina believed in life’s cruel parallels. The numerology alone was enough to give credit to the nurse’s conjecture.

Desiderio shuffled into the kitchen to drink the coffee Cristina had set out on the table. He didn’t speak. Neither to her nor the bird; nor did he grumble as old men do when they awake to rain. He hadn’t spoken in ten years, so nothing out of the ordinary. Hadn’t uttered a word after Carmen jumped, and they’d sent their dear, sweet Juan Julián away.

Cristina wanted to ask Desiderio’s advice about Teresa, wanted to beg him to hold her, to say anything. But he chugged his coffee and left, marched back upstairs to his studio, his daily refuge from her.

Cristina’s home was by far the most beautiful in Barrio Ávila. A fine example of Spanish architecture (excluding its outer walls of pink plaster), decorated with Cristina’s many paintings, Moorish arches and columns, blue tiles imported from Morocco. Her taste came from her artistic background; she was celebrated as a genius in art school, and even had a chance to complete a degree in the United States. But without a second thought, Cristina declined the offer because she had met Desiderio, whose sculpting talents would become internationally renowned. All this time, Cristina clung to the memory of Desiderio sculpting her in the likes of Venus.

“He molded my hips out of marble, you know. It’s been so long since he’s loved me like that,” she would say aloud, half expecting the house to break its silence. Waiting for it to say, Yes, I know. It’s been so long.

When Carmen jumped, Juan Julián disappeared for weeks. They finally found him wandering the Borbón Market naked. Juggling fruit and haggling prices with American tourists. He answered the officers and the subsequent doctors in jumbled words that no one could consider language. Father Silvino arrived shortly afterward and offered to care for him at La Iglesia. Cristina was grossly unequipped to look after Juan Julián, and his illness was deemed too deranged for the government hospitals, so Cristina let him go.

After that, Desiderio smashed every sculpture he had ever made into dust. In his studio, every replica and paperweight succumbed to his hammer and fists. He even tried to destroy his most famous statue, a victorious Juan Santamaría that stood in front of the congress building that he’d modeled after Juan Julián. Desiderio became a lunatic, roaring and digging a paring knife into the joints of Costa Rica’s national hero. With a rusty chisel, he attempted to hack off the arm holding the fabled torch. It took four officers to subdue him.

When Cristina arrived at the jail to take her husband home, Desiderio was sitting quietly, his eyes fixed on a dark corner of the cell, soaking wet and aphasic. Again, Father Silvino appeared behind her, his cassock yet again an encroaching shadow. He offered the same favor with a smile. Son awaited father in La Iglesia, he said. But Cristina refused to hand Desiderio over. With a mute, she could manage. Cristina wouldn’t be left alone in that lovely house in Barrio Ávila.

Since then, Cristina visited Juan Julián at La Iglesia on Tuesdays, driving her ancient pink Pontiac to the convent, the car’s damaged exhaust pipe shooting black plumes high into the air, reminding those who still remembered of the old train on La Guaria Railroad.

Cristina bribed the nuns with small cakes to better care for her son, and once a month she presented Juan Julián with the sweetest blooms from her rose garden and a new bottle of cologne. Cristina found these were the only two gifts that didn’t knock him into feverish laughter. An uncontrollable roaring that said plainly to her, You idiot woman, do you really think this will make it all better? And as he plucked petals and spritzed a pungent cloud into the room, Cristina relayed things his father might have said, or complained about the parrot and other minor instances and annoyances she was tired of telling the walls. In visiting Juan Julián once a week, Cristina found a solace not dissimilar to visiting a loved one’s grave.

She confessed this all to Teresa one afternoon after a few shots of guaro. “Juan Julián is so good at listening,” she said. “You’d think I did something right as a mother. But, alas, that’s as impossible as time travel, isn’t it.”

Ambling about the mess in her kitchen, Cristina and her scattered mind wandered wherever they could. She flipped through musty cookbooks from the shelves, inspected a rack of lamb in the fridge for spoilage, and darted dead roses at the walls. Then Cristina’s mind did something unfortunate. Cruel. It drifted to Carmen and how she had jumped. Then to the thought of Juan Julián, who’d stepped into Love’s steel trap, marrying Carmen before they were even out of high school. And finally to thoughts of Desiderio, whose silence was all she breathed. The gravity of Cristina’s ego pulled everything that had happened into an orbit around her: those tragedies became no one else’s but hers. It was her daughter-in-law who had disintegrated on the pavement. It was her son who would spend his future in La Iglesia. And it was her husband who had been resurrected a mute.

Three birds with one stone.

And at times, against her will as she smoked long cigarettes on the patio, Cristina couldn’t help but blame Carmen for throwing herself out that hospital window like a stone. But this, too, became just another thought Cristina would transmute into smoke and blow out into the rain.

Between puffs, that intrusive realization found her again:

Teresa was turning sixty.

The same age Amarga had been when she died.

For so many years, Cristina had spent Teresa’s birthdays alone with her in her kitchen, the warmth of a small glowing cupcake the only other guest. Before the night Amarga died and José María disappeared, Teresa’s birthdays had been joyous affairs—dancing, and drinks, and a tight-knit, eccentric ensemble of friends. Every person a character who arrived to Barrio Ávila to celebrate their favorite person in the world. Teresa had once held that title: everyone’s favorite person in the world.

With that memory like a flame and Cristina, the moth, she decided to throw her best friend a party for her sixtieth birthday—perhaps the last party—and convince Teresa to attend. Even if she had to tie her up with rope, sling her over her shoulder, and glue her to the couch. Cristina jumped up from her table, almost knocking over her breakfast. La Lora Lorca yelped and shat on the carpet. Cristina ran to her foyer and uncovered a black book of phone numbers. She would call and convince those who had once attended Teresa’s parties, who’d spent decades of friendship with her.

A party was the perfect send-off, Cristina thought. And best of all, Teresa wouldn’t have any prognosis to bog down her thoughts. Just balloons and streamers, pastries and the catharsis of reunion. Cristina armed herself with the telephone and dialed as many numbers as she could decipher from her own handwriting. Many went to answering machines, while others had been disconnected. Some calls were picked up by relatives who informed Cristina of the friend’s passing. Cristina’s house reverberated with condolences and unanswered pleas, and with La Lora Lorca’s continued autobiography.

After an hour of anxious self-deliberation, Cristina phoned the Three Marías, triplets whom Teresa had known since girlhood. They were once Lyra and Carmen’s godmothers, and had been the ones to care for them when Teresa took off to the United States. María Asunta, the youngest, answered gruffly and hung up before Cristina could extend the invitation. On the second try, María Visita, the eldest, took on a tone with Cristina as though cutting off a telemarketer—“We don’t want any”—and hung up. María Conchita, the middle triplet, answered the third call, and to keep her on the line, Cristina blurted out Teresa’s diagnosis. Conchita was the most emotional of the triplets, and she muffled her cries. Cristina took the opportunity to invite her to the party and explain why she was throwing it, but the line went dead before Cristina could ask if they remembered how to get to Barrio Ávila. Even after all this time, Cristina knew they did.

Out of the goodness of her heart, Cristina decided to phone Father Silvino, and his voice smiled at the invitation. “I appreciate it,” he said. “But I’ll be busy. Oh,” he continued, “Lyra is here.”

“¿Where?” Cristina said.

“At La Iglesia. She’s making her rounds right now.”

Cristina was left speechless. The second time in two days.

“And Gabriel is here, too, Cristina. ¿Are you still coming today?”
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Lyra, La Iglesia, 1995



Lyra left Gabriel in the administrative office, hoping to visit the remaining patients before lunch. She’d packed a measly avocado sandwich for herself and a sad, dry chicken salad sandwich for him.

Lyra’s leather heels clacked on the linoleum floors of La Iglesia’s open-air corridors. Rain battered the freshly painted zinc roofs, stripping them like thinner. Green water poured from the grooves and gutters, dyeing the dead grass an unnatural shade: Astroturf-hued, or like a wrapper of lime-flavored candy. From the other side of the convent, Lyra heard a man named Mr. Díaz hollering from his padded room about the End Times and an exciting sequel to the Great Flood. A Chinese butterfly, he yelled, had flapped its wings so hard it angered God. Lyra would make him her last patient.

She glanced down at her clipboard: SUÁREZ VARGAS, ELEANOR.



“DOCTORA,” MRS. SUÁREZ Vargas said in the middle of their session.

“¿Yes, señora?”

“¿When will my daughter come to visit me? ¿Has she said anything?”

Lyra looked awkwardly at the observing nun, who spoke too matter-of-factly for Lyra’s taste. “Señora, Ángela has been dead for three years,” the nun said.

“That’s odd,” Mrs. Suárez Vargas answered. “¿Why wouldn’t she even call to let me know? I know I raised her right … She’s not ungrateful, just a forgetful girl sometimes. ¿Will you call her for me? Just to remind her.”

“Of course I will, señora,” Lyra said before the nun could correct her. “Of course I will.”

Lyra ended the session fifteen minutes early. Disorganized notes from the convent’s attending psychiatrist revealed that there was no precise explanation for Mrs. Suárez’s condition. To Lyra, what Mrs. Suárez said indicated a type of delusional disorder. But the psychiatrist’s chicken scratch asserted dementia. Mrs. Suárez was only forty-five—Lyra knew it was too early for dementia. Yet again, the attending psychiatrist’s scribbles were noticeably half-assed assessments, complete with random mental maladies, as if the psychiatrist had been throwing darts at the DSM—Lyra wondered if the psychiatrist was even licensed, if Father Silvino was so desperate he didn’t care. But such neglect shouldn’t be allowed. Not here, not with such extreme patients. Just this morning Lyra had met a murderer, an arsonist, and a woman who’d fed her second husband to dogs. She’d kept Gabriel in the office under lock and key. She didn’t want him wandering; she didn’t want him being subjected to any patients, least of all Juan Julián.

“Sister,” Lyra said to the nun, “I’ll be right back. I have to go to the bathroom.”

This was the second time in her entire career Lyra had sneaked out to have a cigarette. She crossed the courtyard, her heels digging into the mud and dyed-green grass, and stood beneath the concrete shrine of Father Silvino. Lichen sheathed the statue’s brass plaque, obscured his gilded contributions to humanity. Concrete fingers littered the ground. Lyra looked out at the convent’s disarray. The chapel was in danger of collapsing, and army ants made off with food pillaged from the kitchen.

Lyra began to laugh at the absurdity that such a place was called La Iglesia.

The Church. For whom?

What kind of sick joke was it that these people were at church? What was their Holy Communion? The line for medications? Instead of wafers and wine, Lyra saw a nun dole out soda to wash the pills down. Lithium was the body of Christ here, Coca-Cola his blood.

“The Vatican doesn’t help us,” Father Silvino said. His voice startled Lyra, who turned around to face the statue that he had just used like a ventriloquist’s dummy.

“Even the bishops in Cartago refuse my calls for financial aid. I arrive at their Masses and their offices, but they condemn this place. They say these patients are possessed by the Devil himself, and that I’m guilty of prolonging Evil’s time on this earth.”

“That’s madness,” Lyra said.

Father Silvino sat at the edge of the shrine, allowing his boots to be washed by rain. “It is madness. Let’s lock the archbishop in here, too, why don’t we.”

Lyra laughed nervously.

“¿Have you visited your brother-in-law yet?” Father Silvino asked. “Go see him, Lyra.”

Lyra put out the cigarette with her bare fingers.

“He talks about your sister,” Father Silvino said. “Every day, Carmen is the first word out of his mouth.”

“¿And the second?”

“Gabriel.”

“¿He still remembers him?”

“Of course he does, Lyra. You’d be surprised at the memory of those who are out of their minds. Sometimes Juan Julián stuffs a pillow under his shirt, then pulls it out—delivers it, really—and cradles it. Rocks it, sings to it. Whispers to it.

“Go on, Lyra,” Father Silvino said, pointing to a room across the lawn. “Do it for Carmen.”

Lyra walked back through the rain without answering. Even if Lyra hated the arrogance of priests, and their sly, manipulating nature, Father Silvino had given her the nudge she needed. All day she’d worried that Juan Julián roamed the corridors. But now she could see him on her terms.



“JUAN JULIÁN,” LYRA said. “¿May I come in?” In the shadow of a corner of his single room, Juan Julián picked petals from fresh roses. He spritzed cologne into the stagnant air. More than a hundred bottles were stacked on his dresser, the shelves, and in a pyramid on the floor. They all glittered like a housefly’s eye when Lyra opened the door.

“¿Golondrina?” Juan Julián looked up as if the Virgin Mary herself had appeared to him.

“No, it’s me. It’s Lyra.”

“Oh,” Juan Julián said. “¿What use do I have for Carmen’s sister?”

Lyra wasn’t sure what she was expecting in greeting Juan Julián, in asking him about the weather, about his accommodations, about Cristina. But it was as if Juan Julián could sense that Lyra was pretending, skirting around why he was really here in La Iglesia. His hostile silences convinced her he knew Gabriel was in her care. That she’d somehow stolen him.

When Lyra couldn’t take it anymore, she excused herself, left Juan Julián in his tomb of glass. Thoughts ran circles around her as she marched slowly back to the office. In every passing nun’s face she saw Carmen, so she walked the corridors with her eyes down. And when she reentered the office, and Gabriel sat up, Lyra saw Juan Julián staring back.

“We have to go,” Lyra said. She deposited her notes on the temporary desk, herded Gabriel out, and left without saying goodbye to Father Silvino or the nuns.

Lyra led Gabriel to her cherry-red Peugeot, strapped him in, and was making her way to the driver’s side when a shrill, familiar voice broke through the wind.

“Lyra, you’re going to get soaked without an umbrella.”

“Cristina,” Lyra sighed. “Father Silvino mentioned you lurked here once a week.”

“Yes,” Cristina said. “He also told me you were here today. What a coincidence. You saved me the phone call.” Her pink plastic parasol shielded her from the rain.

“¿What do you have to call me about?” Lyra turned around. She folded her hands into a visor over her eyes.

“You know,” Cristina began, ignoring Lyra’s question. “I don’t blame you. Somehow, I understand why you do it—why you keep Gabriel away from Barrio Ávila, away from us. Sometimes I want to get away too. ¿You don’t think I’ve thought about it? ¿And did you really think your mother wanted to come back?” Cristina shivered. “There’s something that keeps us there, Lyra. Maybe your mother and I have lived in this world long enough to know that no matter where you run, or how fast, the past always catches up. Maybe if you look deeper, child, you’ll understand just how your mother felt the day she left.”

Lyra and Cristina stood frozen in the parking lot, their dark silhouettes as rigid as rams on a hill. Bodies weighed down by their own stubbornness and the brutal pain they shared. But Lyra lowered her head in submission, and for a second, Cristina raised her hand as if she were going to wipe the tears from Lyra’s face.

“I’m throwing a party for your mother,” Cristina said finally.

“¿A party? ¿For what?” Lyra raised her voice. “¿Why do you think I would even go? ¿Have you finally lost your mind too?”

“Your mother’s dying. Cancer,” Cristina said.

“I didn’t think you were one for pranks, Cristina,” Lyra scoffed.

“I’m not joking. I took your mother to the doctor. She’s sick, Lyra. Very sick, and you have to see her before it’s time.”

Lyra didn’t answer. She let the rain saturate her clothes, soak her through down to her bra and underwear.

“We can talk about it more. Come back to Barrio Ávila, let’s sit. Or I can phone you even. Please, we have to talk this through.”

Lyra refused, waved Cristina off angrily, and slammed the car door behind her. For a moment, it looked as if Cristina was satisfied beneath that parasol. She sped off in her ancient pink Pontiac, leaving a thick trail of smoke that reminded a stunned Lyra of the old train on La Guaria Railroad.



THE RIDE HOME was short enough that Lyra didn’t have to think too deeply about what Cristina had just told her. Instead, she asked Gabriel about the day, how far he’d gotten in his video game, if he was excited to have the rest of the week off from school. He answered with a vivid retelling of his daydreams, which level he got to, and fidgeted in his seat with an electrified current of energy.

The wind was picking up when they pulled into the driveway. It howled and whistled through the trees, against the windows and the doorway. The duplex they lived in sat on a hill, a small apartment building owned by a German woman who didn’t live in Costa Rica. Lyra paid rent once a year when the woman arrived from Berlin and stayed long enough for a pastry and tea. Lyra loved this place because it was secluded—the other tenants had moved out months ago; no more being awoken by sex at midnight, the ceiling lamps swinging to a steady, grunting beat. Lyra blasted her music whenever she cooked, and Gabriel could watch TV and play his Sega without worrying about disturbing the neighbors.

Gabriel ran up the stairs to change his clothes, and Lyra sat in the living room. She poured herself a Scotch and sipped until she fell asleep. Carmen arrived to talk.

She took the form of her childhood self this time, regained her balmy and sweet composure. Carmen lay prostrate on the floor like a client in need of psychoanalyzing. But she was the one to ask Lyra how she felt. Lyra said she was fine. Carmen asked if Lyra missed their grandmother Amarga, her petty bitterness that had made them laugh. Lyra said she did. Carmen asked if she would ever give up on solving the mystery of that night. Lyra didn’t answer. Then Carmen mentioned their mother, and Lyra recoiled, as if also in the dream Teresa reached out to touch her. The very mention of her name, regardless of plane or reality, turned Lyra into a child being pricked with a needle.

Let her meet him.

Gabriel shook her awake. She had been groaning and tossing on the couch.

“Gabby, I’m sorry. I’m fine,” Lyra said, looking at his little, frightened face. She sipped from the cup of water he’d brought her. It tasted of chlorine. “Don’t worry, go on and play. I’m going to start dinner.”

Let her meet him. Why? Lyra thought as she righted herself and finished the whisky. Why the Hell would she do that? Because of some offhand comment Cristina had made in the rain? Lyra didn’t know what kind of game Cristina was playing, but that idea of her mother having cancer grew into a pulsing, all-consuming mass. Lyra again felt the guilt society reserves for daughters—eldest daughters especially—for having ignored her mother for a decade. In her mind she’d done the right thing, for years trying to convince friends and therapists that a boundary like that was necessary. Even if depriving Teresa of contact with Gabriel was a bit harsh.

Lyra knew Carmen had entered her dream to persuade reconnection. In their adolescence, Carmen was the mediator between Lyra and Teresa, quelled their fights and dispelled weeks of silent treatments. It turned out Carmen was just as cogent in dreams, even if she’d skirted around the subject. Before heading into the kitchen, Lyra sat at her desk with a piece of paper and a Sharpie. She bolded a vertical line to divide the pros and cons of taking Gabriel back to La Iglesia tomorrow, or if she would leave him with Teresa for a day.

But no sound reasons came, no bullet points that made any real sense. After ten minutes, just two words, both written on the cons side:

Avoid.

Confront.

Shit, Lyra thought. A therapist’s brain, and that was all she could come up with?

Lyra burned the list in the wastebasket. Then she picked up the phone and dialed her mother, who answered on the third ring.

Lyra kept her introduction short, laced no affection in her tone or what she asked of Teresa. “I need someone to watch him,” Lyra said. “Everyone else said no.” A lie.

“Of course I will,” Teresa said. “Of course I will, if you’ll allow it.”

“And, Mother,” Lyra said at the end of the call.

“¿Yes?”

“Don’t tell him about Carmen,” Lyra said. “If you dare mention it, you’ll never see him again.

“¿Mother?”

“Of course, Lyra,” Teresa answered, her submissive tone now exactly what Lyra had wanted. “Whatever you say.”

Lyra hung up and walked to the kitchen. Guilt surrounded her on all sides, as did the boiling steam of her acrimony. Lyra’s heart still raced. She needed to be confident in her decision. She needed to believe that her threat was enough to deter any carelessness from her mother. Lyra snapped open a can of tuna and congratulated herself. She snipped cilantro leaves with scissors, sliced strings of sweet pepper, and licked her fingers. What she had just done, what tomorrow would be, was mercy. Teresa did not deserve this opportunity, but Lyra was benevolent enough to pause Teresa’s sentence and grant her this pardon.

Lyra felt in control again as she served Gabriel his dinner. She smiled to her son and said, “You’re going to have a babysitter tomorrow while I’m at work.”
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Hurricanes and lesser storms bring ghosts from faraway places. They’re swept up by the wind and trapped in the cyclonic eye to be deposited along the path, like seeds scattered by a carefree man. Some ghosts attempt prodigal returns, welcomed by their families in lush graveyards; others, however, set up shop where they land. They hop over fences or concrete walls, climb down fruit-bearing trees, and toss a lime or lemon high into the air as they lurk the grounds. Even in death, one inspects a property like a new homebuyer. Unless trapped outside the house by brick dust, salt, or powdery sulfur, the ghost will make its way in and scratch its back against archways and walls, leaving an ectoplasmic marking identifiable only by pets and children, indicated by obsessive barking or an ominous finger pointed at empty corners.

Then there are the living dead—walking specters, shells of men—who are also scurried by storms of large magnitudes. They’re ejected from their lairs, whether it be a drug den or a lover’s dirty bed, and forced to roam the earth aimlessly. Teresa witnessed one of these men on the second morning of the hurricane—a phantom from her past.

Teresa was preparing the house for Gabriel when she looked out the window, through the solid, undulating wall of rain, and saw Mastodonte, an addict known locally in Barrio Ávila, as he lurched along the swollen river of La Guaria Railroad. He arrived both seldom and like clockwork. His grotesque rarity like that of a corpse flower at a botanical garden, jeered at by audiences who covered their noses. Mastodonte lumbered parallel to the flooded track, his gargantuan frame weighed down by a fur coat that absorbed every last drop of rain. The mink fibers had turned green, coated by algae; and because of his size and his pace, to the untrained eye, Mastodonte was a thawed prehistoric animal.

Teresa had known Mastodonte from childhood, his father a colleague of Teresa’s father. Two lawyers of similar status who worked for the American Fruit Company. The fire that began that night in 1968 had snaked from the AFC plantation along La Guaria Railroad’s line and made it to Barrio Ávila, stopping only when it reached the neighborhood’s limits: Mastodonte’s house, a mansion painted green like a jewel. He was home that night, his mother beside him, because they couldn’t sleep. She played a lullaby on the piano as he hummed along. The visiting flames licked the gardens first, then the façade, ate through the wood-trimmed walls, and finally the parlor where Mastodonte and his mother were trapped in song. For reasons inexplicable to him, his mother did not let him save her—he tried to pry her from the keys, but she wouldn’t budge. Before that night, he had never heard a red-orange voice.

The night drove Mastodonte mad, of course. His father blamed him for not slinging his mother over his shoulder to safety. And over the decades, Mastodonte found new drugs to numb himself. When he did, on occasion, reappear in Barrio Ávila, neighbors commented to no one in particular that it looked as if Mastodonte were making a pilgrimage. And once, before she married Juan Julián and they moved out of Barrio Ávila, Carmen followed Mastodonte’s hypnotic lumbering, having heard tangled thoughts in his head.

In her late teen years, Carmen’s special power of empathy had fully matured, and she took to it with brazen confidence—she stopped hiding it from others, told them how she truly felt or, rather, how they truly felt. She lost many friends, but gained others. Girls from flamenco practice, mothers of high school classmates who claimed to see ghosts, a woman named Eugenia, who was released from La Iglesia for good behavior. They confided in Carmen their deepest desires, confessed their own abilities, and Carmen supported them. A therapist in her own right, just like Lyra was becoming. Carmen took to Teresa with special care, a unique empathy to nullify Lyra’s acrimony. Teresa then became dependent on Carmen, watched her while she slept, and kept the porch light on if she stayed out all night.

That day, Carmen paused her telenovela because she swore she heard Mastodonte’s mind rattling like La Guaria Railroad’s train. Teresa begged her to leave him be, afraid shadowing him would prove fatal. But Carmen shook off her mother’s limp grip, told her she had to get to the bottom of his journeys. She was destined to discover what exactly it was that made his mind race and buckle.

When Carmen arrived home that day from stalking Mastodonte, she told Teresa she’d followed him along the singed track of La Guaria Railroad, hiding behind coffee bushes and sometimes in plain sight. He didn’t notice her; he just yammered to himself and scratched his arms, and took off, then put on, then pulled off the mink coat that had belonged to his mother. The only thing besides himself that had survived the fire.

Mastodonte, then Carmen, arrived at the edge of the old AFC plantation. By then, new banana trees had grown unreasonably high, fed by potassium-rich soil from the fruit or from human ashes, creating an almost impenetrable barrier through which strays—dogs and children—routinely disappeared. Toucans and other tropical birds fed daily on the fruit, which if anyone would dare try, was the sweetest they would ever taste. But it was bad luck to eat bananas grown from human ashes. They said those hands of bananas would taste real.

Mastodonte (and Carmen not far behind) made it to the western end of the plantation, where the AFC’s abandoned locomotive slept. Its metal exterior painted completely green like a jewel. Even the wheels, the boiler, and its steam whistle blended into the forest of fronds. Mastodonte climbed into the cab and stayed there for hours. A few times Carmen stood up to leave—she planned to come back that night with a flashlight and thick boots for the snakes—but then from within the cab came a piano’s melody. The musical notes sat Carmen back down and allowed her to meditate, a state between nostalgia and introspection. The music was cracked, disjointed. Somehow beautiful. Carmen often thought the same of Teresa’s face when she looked at old family portraits or ignored the subject of José María: cracked, disjointed. Yet somehow still beautiful. Even when Teresa whispered Golondrina to Carmen through an aching wince.

After Lyra left Barrio Ávila, Teresa began calling Carmen Golondrina because she said Carmen kept her anchored here—to the world, to this life. Swallows guided lost sailors back to dry land, and when Teresa felt alone, out at sea, she said Carmen reminded her there was something solid to return to. If not for Carmen, she said she would have floated away long ago. Carmen saw Teresa’s dissociative spells, during which she lost all expression except for a peaceful smile, as welcomed escapes from a painful, overwhelming reality. Carmen never snapped Teresa out of them, instead let her wade in them as one does when floating in warm water, legs tired from kicking, and the only salvation left is to stop fighting.

After hours among the banana shoots and gnats, Mastodonte finally left the locomotive’s cab, then the plantation altogether, and Carmen took the opening to slip in. Her eyes grew wide—upon first sight, then when recounting it to Teresa—at a nineteenth-century fainting sofa growing out of one corner of the spacious cab. Battery-connected Christmas lights dangled from the ceiling. And in the center stood a baby grand piano, its finish stripped down to the gray, bleached wood. Keys missing like teeth in a rotten mouth, chords frayed in their middles.

At the time, listening to Carmen, Teresa thought it funny how desperately human beings held on to the past. How cruelly it held on to them back, like Mastodonte’s algae-green coat as he disappeared from Barrio Ávila, shooed along by the immense, inconsiderate hurricane.



LYRA’S THREATS RANG in Teresa’s head, and she knew she’d be unable to bring up Carmen to Gabriel—but if Teresa was lucky, she would be able to hold him: the part of Carmen that remained. So, Teresa practiced lines, innocuous questions and sincere curiosities about Gabriel’s life. In the mirror Teresa donned a doting, comforting face. She had just a few hours to succeed. Teresa would show Lyra that she truly wanted what was left of her family back. If today went well, Lyra’s heart would defrost, and she’d have no choice but to abandon this stubborn punishment.

The phone rang. Teresa thought it was Lyra calling to apologize, to give her the green light to reveal herself as Gabriel’s loving grandmother, but it was Cristina, with her happy, braying voice.

“Teresita,” Cristina sang.

Teresa smothered her disappointment with a smile. “Tina,” she answered.

“¿What are you so happy about?”

“No, nothing. Nothing new. You just make me happy is all.” Teresa twirled the phone cord around her fingers, played cat’s cradle with the slack.

“Wow, Teresita, I can’t believe you’re bullshitting me this early in the day. At least wait until noon.”

“I’m not, Tina.”

“Well, if you’re in such a good mood, I’ll put you in a better one.”

“Try me.”

“I’m throwing you a party.”

“¿A party?”

Cristina must have heard the chair drag across the floor when Teresa jumped up.

“It’s your birthday on Friday. So I’m going to throw you a party.”

“Oh, no, no, no, Tina. That’s not going to happen.” Teresa took on a lawyer’s tone. “¿Are you crazy? ¿Who will even show up?”

“We’ll invite random people from the street, Teresita. I’m just kidding. Friends, silly. Women from my book club. Anyone. You’re turning sixty. We all only get that once.”

“¿What’s so special about sixty?”

Teresa realized what was so special about it. Both women went silent on the line.

“You’re special, Teresita. You’re special to me. Please, let me do this. Just this once.”

“I don’t know, Tina. ¿Give me a couple of days to get used to it?”

“I’ll give you one.”

“I have to go.”

“¿What have you got going on today?”

“Nothing special. I promise.”

Teresa hung up and immediately felt a sharp, caustic pain in her head. She nearly fainted. One of the many headaches over the last few months. She’d almost gotten used to them, rode them out with sheer willpower and ibuprofen. This one continued as she prepared the rice for lunch.

She couldn’t help but feel selfish that she didn’t mention to Cristina that Gabriel was on his way, because she didn’t want his attention divided. Separately, and most definitely without commenting about it to each other, she and Cristina both longed for grandmotherhood, its prospect perhaps the only chance for redemption. They recognized the feeling in the other, but speaking it would make it real, and eventually that would be all they saw, and all they talked about, so it was better to keep it locked away.

Grandchildren offered women like Teresa and Cristina a second chance, because in their minds, they had taken motherhood for granted.

Mothers like Teresa and Cristina hope their child will grow up to become the first woman president, or the country’s premier astronaut, or an incomparable leader who can bring peace. And even if they don’t become the pope, or a lawyer, or a doctor with a summer home, the mother at least assumes she will be loved by her children, regardless of her mistakes.

Mothers like Teresa hope above all else that they’ll be graded on a curve. I was not so bad as, they want to say. At least I …

But that isn’t the case, and has never been the case. Even if a mother does her best, her children will reproach her for some reason or another. They’ll judge, and rebel, and kick and punch and insult everything she did. Or didn’t do. They’ll act like children, even if they’re adults. But there was always another chance with the next generation. Another shot to do it right.

Gabriel was Teresa’s second chance, and she refused to squander it.



ON THE KITCHEN television, Walter Mercado (Astrological Autocrat, Tsar of the Zodiac, Monarch of Mysticism) was in the third hour of a special infomercial. The studio cameras panned out, and next to him stood a Czechoslovakian model in a tacky metallic swimsuit. Her tan lines noticeably uneven. Her smile forced. As Walter helped lower her into a bathtub of murky water and petals, an abnormally long phone number flashed across the screen. Below it, a small, scrolling print read (in English, not Spanish) PHONE CALLS ARE $45 PER MINUTE. IT WILL SHOW UP IN YOUR ACCOUNT STATEMENT AS “LOVE WALTER…”

He dropped love-potion ingredients into the model’s bath: molasses (for the woman who asks, “Where’s my Prince Charming?”), cinnamon oil (a natural aphrodisiac), a little honey (Honey), Walter’s trademarked Florida Water (because who else will celebrate you besides you?), champagne (if you’ve got it; if not, cider; if not that, beer), and lastly, red wine. As the model steeped in her bath—perfumed, sticky, effervescent—Walter turned and asked her (in English, not Spanish) how to say I love you in her language. Apparently, Walter didn’t understand the phrase when the model said it, because repeating it, he said, “‘Mi lucha’ to you as well, my dear … And ‘my struggle’ to all of you out there. When you wish for something to come true, pour all your faith into it. Only faith can set you free.”

Walter’s viewers wondered if there was some hidden meaning behind the struggle he spoke of, what he wanted to be set free from. Some even called to ask. Their forty-five-dollar bank statement would read, LOVE WALTER …

Teresa heard the doorbell and ran to meet Gabriel at the gate. Behind him stood Lyra, who didn’t turn her head to acknowledge her.

“Gabby,” Lyra said. “This is Doña Teresa, an old family acquaintance. She’ll be taking care of you today. Don’t make any trouble for her.”

Teresa opened the gate to let Gabriel through. “Please come in, Lyra,” she said. “Get out of this rain for a moment, have some coffee before work.”

“I had two cups already,” Lyra said. “I’ll be back in the afternoon. Remember what we talked about.”

“¿What did you talk about?” Gabriel said.

“You, baby,” Lyra said. Her smile stretched like a broken limb across her face. “Be good.”

Lyra entered the Peugeot through the passenger side because of the property’s incline. When she had settled in and buckled up, she waved goodbye to Gabriel and sped off.

Teresa locked the gate. She set Gabriel’s backpack filled with toys down in the living room and led him to the kitchen, where the warm aroma of oregano and yellow peppers welcomed them both to sit and start chatting. Gabriel thanked Teresa and began poking at the plate in front of him, picking out whole cilantro leaves and too-big bits of onion. He looked around the kitchen, at first avoiding eye contact with Teresa. On the convex television screen, a fly lay spread-eagle, trapped by static electricity, tasting the glass with sponging mouthparts.

“Doña Teresa,” Gabriel said.

“¿Yes, dear?”

“¿How do you know my mother?” Gabriel ate every bean individually, frowned at those that were undercooked.

“Oh … well, I’ve known her for many years. Lyra and I were very close.”

“¿What happened?” Gabriel asked.

“Oh, you know … life happened. It always does. It always has a way of going in a different direction without your permission.” Teresa felt she was giving too much away. Gabriel’s curiosity was like nectar to her buzzing anxiety. “¿How do you like the food?” she asked.

“It’s good. It reminds me of my mom’s.”

“That’s a compliment. Golondrina loved to cook.”

“¿Golondrina?”

“I—I … That’s what I used to call your mother,” Teresa said, standing to pour Gabriel more juice.

“That name fits, I guess,” Gabriel said philosophically. “She’s strict sometimes, but she sings sometimes too. A swallow’s song, ¿right? When she’s cleaning the house or when she’s in the shower…”

“Yes, she was very special—” Gabriel raised his eyebrow. “Is—your mother is very special,” she said.

“¿Who’s that guy in the robes?” Gabriel asked. He pointed to the television, where the most famous fortune-teller of them all threw his hands up in self-adulation, receiving a psychic applause from the rain.

“Walter Mercado,” Teresa said.

“He looks like a Christmas tree. ¿What’s he talking about?”

“He says that he can see into the future,” Teresa answered sarcastically.

“¿Can he really?”

“I doubt it,” Teresa said.

This Walter Mercado character was a fraud. Teresa had never seen a grifter with such a cheery disposition. His predictions always ended too optimistically, and his sappy one-liners gave him away. If he were sitting here right now, he’d cite some constellation in the shape of a bug or a blindfolded woman, and predict what would happen next. Resolution is in the cards. Your horoscope promises healing. God wills it, Teresita. All will be forgiven.

Teresa remembered her grandmother, and tagging along with her as a girl to distribute remedies and deliver the most crushing news. Teresa reconsidered Gabriel’s question—could Walter Mercado see into the future? Absolutely not. But whether the ability existed? Yes, she had to admit. That indeed was very real.

“Cada loco con su tema,” Teresa laughed to herself. To each fool his own affairs.

Gabriel smiled. “I like that.”

In a tender reflex, Teresa began telling him stories, of ghosts and monsters, things that had excited her when she was a girl. His ooohs and ahhs loosened the noose that had been looped around her heart. But suddenly that pain bubbled to the tip of Teresa’s skull again, tickling the inside of her like a creature desperate to escape. She tried to finish the tale, but the pulsing in her head nauseated her. Teresa served Gabriel another plate and excused herself from the kitchen. She needed to lie down for a few minutes.



WALTER MERCADO’S COHOST quieted down the studio audience. She sat with him and held his hands. Tell me, ¿how does your psychic hotline work? ¿Are you on the other end of the line?

Walter stood, walked center stage, and flapped open his cape like a quetzal’s wings.

“Sometimes it’s me,” he said with his famous cabalistic tone. “Sometimes it’s one of my psychics. Visualize a tree, one with deep roots, a tree that pleads and speaks. I’m on a mission from God to help anyone in my path. Every day the tree’s roots grow deeper, because I mediate with Him, and Christ, and the Virgin, and the angels. Every branch, and leaf, and fruit of this tree are like a part of me. When someone calls, if I’m unavailable, they’ll talk to one of my psychics, who have eaten from that fruit, and will impart to the caller my wisdom. My internal light.”

Gabriel tuned out the infomercial. Rain slapped the windows, and cold wind came howling through the screen door. Gabriel left the kitchen and began exploring the hallways and rooms they led to. On the walls hung paintings with elaborate frames, photographs flecked with water stains and burns, and in one room, a crucifix painted blue. Silver powder fell from the Fibrolite ceilings. Moth larvae littered the linoleum floors, encased in their own spit and the plaster they had eaten. Gabriel had never been in a home in such a state of disrepair. Last night Lyra told him not to trust Teresa or anything she said, that she was generous but was also mad. Gabriel felt pity for her. Ambling about this carcass of a house, he wondered what old women do with their days. His mother said Teresa possessed no family, no friends. What was the point then? Gabriel wondered. What was the point of going on with no one else?

Gabriel thought of his own life, how his playmates had dwindled this past year or so. He wondered if he and Teresa were similar in that way. Had she frightened her friends away too? Gabriel didn’t know why, but a hyperactivity had been slowly taking over his sensitive mind, and many of his classmates found him too erratic to play with. Some were frightened because these surges of energy fueled his sprawling imagination, and often he terrorized the other students as a T. rex or a Transformer would: gnarling his teeth, perfecting his roar, or shooting lasers from his eyes, and chest, and palms. He challenged weaker children to games of chicken on the monkey bars or swinging competitions to see who could go the highest. Gabriel knew that deep down, the other children hated him. He was too intelligent not to know. Even the idea of him made them shudder. They averted their eyes as one does to a feral dog in an alleyway. So, Gabriel had begun throwing himself down stairs or from the top of the slide for attention. If Teresa was as alone as his mother said, what would she be willing to do to make people care about her again?

Gabriel looked to the top of the stairs, where a toad sat and croaked. Its body looked soft and smashable. Gabriel grabbed a tinfoil-wrapped brick, a clumsy weapon that had been keeping the kitchen’s screen door open. He would toss it, watch it crash onto the toad like an asteroid.

But by the time Gabriel reached the top of the stairs, the toad had disappeared, and in place of its croaking he heard moaning. Teresa’s animal, suffering voice.



THE FIRST ECSTASY OF TERESA

Teresa does not recognize the landscape at first. There is no sound here. She balances on rocks piled like a burial mound, surrounded by a turquoise pool. Lime-green moss and grass-blanketed slopes, boulders, riverbanks, and that which lies beneath the powerful, rushing waterfall. Clouds break apart—a bored child’s puzzle—and the warm sun spotlights Teresa’s mother, her father, and her grandmother, all unpacking food, chairs, and towels. Teresa is at the Río Celeste, and the dead are somehow still alive.

Teresa’s father, Tácito, does not sport his usual three-piece suit, but a guayabera and a blue Speedo. He is handsome with dark skin, a sloped brow, and long, elegant limbs. He stretches with the concentration of an Olympic swimmer. He catches sight of his daughter and winks. Teresita, she sees him mouthing. Inaudible, joyful.

Amarga cowers from the emerging sun and massages herself with zinc oxide paste. She paints herself as white as a mime, and her moving lips bear no sound, so Teresa is fooled into thinking she is one. Amarga kisses her husband, leaving his lips chalk white. He does not wipe it off. To Teresa, it looks as though he savors it.

Teresa turns and moves toward the water involuntarily, as if it is memory guiding her limbs and body to dive. With a plunge she can hear again, swirling bubbles popping in her ears, river stones echoing the current. The mechanical impetus drives Teresa deeper toward the bottom, where she sees a rosary and a pistol tucked beneath a moss-eaten rock. But Teresa does not reach for them, because they are not hers. Their owners are on the bank, unwrapping sandwiches and singing a song together that Teresa can hear in the water. She breaks the surface and takes a deep breath of fresh air and mist. Amor, her grandmother’s voice breaks through the world’s silence. From the shore, she outstretches her hand to lead Teresa to the soft, smooth rocks. You remember, ¿don’t you? This is the day you first witnessed death.

It is indeed that day. And Teresa prepares herself for the magnetic pull toward her mother, who needs company to piss in the forest, fearful as she is of snakes and scorpions. Amarga complains as they trek up the path Tácito cleared with his trusty machete. Teresa cannot hear Amarga, but her memory is enough to tell her what her mother is saying. It is a mixture of castigation, advice, confession, hatred, self-hatred, bile, and kind words in the smallest portions. Amarga stops Teresa beneath a Queen of the Night tree, its dozens of trumpets ringing perfume into the underbrush. Teresa knows it is her mother’s favorite flower, because it is the only good memory from her childhood. Amarga mouths that she used to lie with a pillow beneath the tree at night, dreaming of escaping the cruel latifundio she had been raised on. Your father saved me, Amarga mouths.

It is then that an oropendola crashes to the forest floor, just a meter from Teresa and her squatting mother. Its red-tipped beak hangs open with death, its burgundy wings outstretch with it, its soft blue eyes widen with its invitation. It frightens Teresa more than anything else has before. She sprints away, hurtles into the forest’s wall of sharp foliage. She cannot and will not witness a dead thing. It activates an ancient need within her to run, no matter how painful the path away from death is.

You cannot escape it, her grandmother’s voice whispers in her head.



GABRIEL HUNCHED OVER her, pressing down on her shoulders and making large O’s with his mouth. Panic contorted his young face. Gradually, the world’s volume returned, and Teresa felt her muscles restitch themselves. Wind and thunder, Gabriel’s hollering, and her own gasping flooded her ears. Teresa’s limbs and face still twitched. Every nerve in her body had been firing violent bolts of electricity. Tendons were tight, and her flesh felt so taut it might as well have been made of stone. Her toes uncurled as she sat up.

Neither grandmother nor grandson knew what had just happened. Teresa pulled Gabriel toward her and held him tightly. You cannot escape it, Teresa heard again.

Gabriel clutched Teresa as if trying to weigh her down, to reattach her to the physical world. She looked down at his feathered black hair and inhaled the painful memory of Carmen.



IN THE FINAL hour of the infomercial, Walter Mercado decided to read an audience member’s tarot. Shuffling through the cards, presenting only the ones he knew he could really sell to his viewers. He pulled the World arcanum, numbered XXI.

He winked. “When you have love and dedication, responsibility and passion, your future is guaranteed.”

The studio audience applauded fanatically. Walter bowed, a demure geisha in Liberace’s robes. But when he pulled number XIII, the Death arcanum (accidentally), his guest jumped out of her seat. Walter laughed nervously, probably at his producer, who gestured something like the skeleton on the card.

“Death,” began Walter, that master of improvisation, as all fortune-tellers are. Raising his manicured hands, he said, “Death is the ending we need so that a new story can begin. Just as spring dulls into summer and then to autumn and then winter, Death is merely a moment. A hiccup. We were taught to believe that Death is the finale, ¡but I’m here to tell you all that Death ends nothing absolutely!”



LYRA ARRIVED AT Barrio Ávila at dusk. The water level had risen so high, it touched the Peugeot’s bumper. She’d spent the entire day at La Iglesia completely idle, ignoring her duties and avoiding Father Silvino. She sat at her temporary desk and watched the wind flutter files against each other like butterfly wings. Most of all, she’d agonized about her decision to let Teresa watch Gabriel. Lyra parked close to the black iron gate. This place is as impenetrable as a fortress, she thought. Or a prison.

Lyra again avoided Teresa’s eyes as she grabbed Gabriel’s backpack. Teresa avoided saying anything too. Gabriel sulked through the door, and Lyra could immediately tell there was something off. He held the particular look of someone who had just discovered a connection and lost it in the same day. Teresa had it too. And in the rearview mirror as she pulled off, Lyra could no longer ignore it on her own face.

Lyra chose San José’s flooded side streets instead of the highway, the car splashing tsunami-sized waves in all directions. Stragglers who jumped out of the way cursed her for turning their evening into a disaster movie. On the dangerously slender, serpentine roadway leading up to their house in Aserrí, the swerves and dodges distracted Lyra from the intrusive thoughts insisting that her mother had revealed something, had detonated the careful reality Lyra had built; that the lie of Gabriel’s life had just been razed, after Lyra okayed the demolition.

Her therapist instinct kicked in. “¿Gabby?” Lyra said. “You’re awfully quiet … ¿Are you going to tell me how it went at Doña Teresa’s?”

“Fine. She was nice.”

“Uh-huh … ¿Anything else?”

“Mamá, ¿who’s Golondrina?”

Lyra’s hands tightened around the steering wheel. Something that tasted of rage numbed her teeth.

“¿What do you mean, Gabby?” she said.

“Well, Doña Teresa said she used to call you that: Golondrina … But I didn’t believe her.”

Did Gabriel know he was asking about his real mother? Lyra considered her options.

Would she continue to lie for the rest of their lives?

How long could she keep up this charade?

How long could the past just stand there? A sweaty, persistent salesman presenting his pitch—the greatest pitch he’ll ever pitch—even after the door is slammed in his face.

Before Lyra could lie, or tell the truth this time, or turn the radio louder, Gabriel spoke again. “It’s a really pretty name. And whomever it belonged to … she must’ve been really pretty too.”

“Yes…,” Lyra answered, relieved. Devastated. “She was.”

Lyra began to cry. Gabriel pushed his body forward against the seat belt to touch her arm. Lyra breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth (a technique she taught her clients).

Lightning carved the mountains out from the dark. Jagged lines on a heart monitor.



THE MOMENT THEY stepped through the door, Gabriel excused himself to his bedroom, and Lyra let him. She needed to shower, and change, and lie prostrate for a few hours. With a mug of mint tea to calm her stomach and her nerves, Lyra lay on her back, replaying the day, and the past ten years, then the past twenty-seven. How quickly the mind shuffles through the past. The brain merely a filing cabinet operated by an overeager secretary, determined to get that promotion. The efficiency with which Lyra extracted, analyzed, and reshuffled memories made her a skilled therapist. Inversely, however, it tortured her own personal life. Often Lyra would spend hours or days piecing together situations too long gone to do anything about and fretting over what she didn’t do, or was not able to do. If these recollections weren’t frivolous—a lost parking spot, the supermarket attendant speaking rudely, truths Lyra would have told clients if her license weren’t on the line—they all led back to that night in 1968.

Lyra couldn’t have stopped her grandmother’s death; she knew that. Teresa couldn’t have stopped it either. But what Lyra could blame Teresa for, what she had never let go of, was that instead of holding Lyra and Carmen closer the next day, comforting them as Amarga was stuffed into that cold cemetery vault, Teresa kept them at arm’s length. And after it was done, after those ashes were returned to ashes, and dust to dust, Teresa pawned Lyra and Carmen off on the Three Marías, their godmothers, and abandoned them for six years to live in the United States.

Six years without their mother to explain why their grandmother was dead and why their father had disappeared. Six years without Teresa teaching them to dance, or how to manage their first bloods, or to stand up for themselves. Yes, the Three Marías provided that and much more, but it wasn’t the same, and everyone knew it.

Carmen appeared to adapt well—she was younger and more empathetic—but Lyra knew better. Carmen never recovered. And when Teresa finally came back, she ripped them away from the Three Marías and forced them back into the house in Barrio Ávila. Lyra never forgave her mother for putting her little sister through that.

Lyra’s tea went cold. She eyed the red telephone on her nightstand. She wondered if the Three Marías knew Teresa was dying. If they’d been invited to the party Cristina was throwing in two days. For many years they had skirted long conversations with Lyra, unable to forgive Teresa for her handling of the situation. Lyra and Carmen the collateral.

Would they even show up, those triplets who lived north, in Liberia? Would they even care that cancer was eating away at Teresa just as the past had eaten away at her? Just as it had eaten away at Lyra. At everyone else too.
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The Three Marías, Liberia, 1995



Far north of San José, and even farther from the house in Barrio Ávila, rested Liberia, once known as the White City for its blanched dirt roads and adobe houses, and its residents who staved off heat with ivory linen. Guanacaste trees provided shade from the sun and, now, necessary cover from the cannonade of rain. In a sun-bleached adobe house on the outskirts of Liberia lived the Three Marías. The second morning of the storm promised to disturb their day with memories.

María Asunta, the youngest of the triplets, punted rotten mangoes through the rain into the yard next door (the neighbor now six months dead). She tired herself out much sooner than expected—kicking had become increasingly difficult because of the rising water melting the dirt beneath her feet. It created a thick soup seasoned with the mushy orange fruit.

A three-meter-tall cinder block wall dividing the two properties protected the colossal mango tree that hung its head over Asunta and her sisters’ yard. Daily it discarded swollen fruit onto Asunta’s flower beds, crushing dainty begonias. Squashing ripe chayotes. Filling their outdoor washroom with an acrid smell and thousands of gnats. If, at sixty-two, Asunta could scale the wall, she would bring the tree down herself with a butcher knife. But this morning (because of the barometric pressure on her joints) she had only the strength to propel a few mangoes into the adjacent yard.

Punt—into a flimsy branch, knocking even more mangoes onto the poinsettias.

Punt—whirling past the head of a frightened yigüirro bird.

Punt—a sharp, frustrated pain erupted in her kicking leg.

The game’s first quarter ended lukewarmly. Four-all.

Defeated, soaking wet, Asunta hobbled through the muddy mango broth, muttering curses so scandalous that rafting fire ants blushed. Inside, she wasted no time in changing her dress. Her sisters had brewed their morning coffee. Maybe caffeine would give her enough strength for the second quarter in the afternoon.

On the living room sofa, María Visita and María Conchita competed to guess the letters on the new episode of Wheel of Fortune (not yet dubbed in Spanish). Despite knowing only ten words in English between them, they yelled out answers to the puzzles anyway. By the time the show ended, they were tied. Zero to zero. It was a morning of frustrated contests.

“Tomorrow’s a new day,” they croaked to each other.

“I was close—I almost had the last one,” Visita said, pursing her lips.

“In your dreams. You’re closer to a heart attack than you are to getting one of them right,” Conchita said, trying to get a rise out of her older sister.

“¿That so? Well, when I do die, I’m going to haunt you good,” Visita said, as serious as the aforementioned infarction.

“¡You’re already as pale as a ghost!” Conchita said after a long, pensive pause. “¿You sure you’re not already dead?”

“¿Will you both please shut up?” Asunta huffed as she walked in. “¿Did you two finish all the coffee?”

“We waited for you. It’s on the stove,” Visita said.

“¿How many did you get into the yard this time?” Conchita asked.

“Four … and a half,” Asunta said. Her lazy eye glared at a Coca-Cola commercial.

“You’re fighting a losing battle against that tree, Asunta,” Conchita said.

“Girl, go get her a mug. She looks like she’s about to die from exhaustion,” Visita said before she paused. “¡I bet she’ll turn into a ghost before either of us do! ¡Then she’ll finally be white!”

The triplets, named after the Marian dogmas—Visita (Visitación), Conchita (Concepción), and Asunta (Asunción)—wobbled into the kitchen and sat at the creaky dinette table to prepare their coffees. Both Conchita and Asunta joked that their older sister drank leche con café, seeing as how Visita added only a thimble of coffee into a steaming mug of milk. Conchita, on the other hand, took hers in perfect balance: equal parts coffee, milk, and pure sugarcane, which she let sit for a few minutes to cool. Asunta, on the third hand, would only drink her coffee black, with crackling ice cubes that clinked against her cup when she laughed. The triplets still prepared their coffees the same way their mother had when they were girls: each coffee made to match the skin of the appropriate María. Born three minutes and three shades apart.

The triplets sat quietly for a while, trapped in their own heads. Yesterday’s call from Cristina reverberated in the house. After the call, they didn’t console one another. Instead, they spent the night in separate rooms, hiding their thoughts from each other.

Today was more or less the same. A knot writhed in Visita’s belly. Her stomach grew knuckles, readied a strike. She excused herself from the table without a word. Three eyes watched her leave. One eye still watched her mug of steamed milk. A rage overtook Asunta, and she hurled the three half-finished coffees into the sink. Then she whisked herself outside, fuming and ready to start the second quarter against the mango tree. Alone in the kitchen, Conchita sank into the chair and stared at the zinc ceiling. The tightness between her ribs softened. She wondered how Teresa was after all these years. Was age as cruel to songbirds as it was to the girls who loved them?

 

AS GIRLS, THE Three Marías had been as famous in Liberia for their beauty as they were for their bickering. They spent hours at the mirror and at one another’s throats. Applying rouge. Curling eyelashes. Practicing jabs. Three pageant queens whose talent portion was street fighting.

At primary school, they were harassed by boys who hadn’t yet read the intricate manual of Courting. Who hadn’t yet used their fathers’ smelly pomade or picked flowers with thorns. Who didn’t know that Love and War are separate (sometimes). Rocks and marbles were hurled, hair in ponytails was pulled, but the taunting was the worst of it by far.


Las Tres Marías

Y los tres corazones

La que está en el centro

No lleva calzones



For years, the triplets cursed their mother’s lack of foresight. How could she have named all three of them María? It was asking for children’s creative cruelty. They were almost sure the Mother of God herself had never faced these types of perversions. That rhyme followed the Three Marías everywhere, like a cloud raining frogs.

The Three Marías, the boys would ribbit.

And the three beating hearts, others joined in, crossing their chests. Then all together, with the precision of a Broadway chorus, they shouted the last two lines, pulling down their pants and sticking out their tongues. ¡Whoever’s in the middle isn’t wearing panties!

Soon, the saying spread throughout the country, a biblical plague that for many years haunted trios of young girls whose mothers may or may not have named them all María.

To the jeering, however, the Three Marías adapted quickly and efficiently. Well, more or less. At night, between spitting out toothpaste and swatting mosquitoes as they lay awake, they discussed war strategies: evasive maneuvers, shortcuts, comebacks, tattling, state-of-the-art camouflage techniques. But each new day brought more failed battle plans, and ultimately the short-lived alliance of the Three Marías buckled. Like tired, forlorn generals fighting against the unforeseen of Love and War, they schemed individually. A trio of hostile Virgin Marys. Three minutes and three shades apart.

Visita (convinced that ignoring them was the best policy) tried to lead her sisters by example. Upon any resemblance of a rhyme curling around street corners, she would stand completely and unnaturally erect, marching straight home. A duchess with more important matters to attend to. Worried that their song was going unheard, the boys hurled pieces of smashed brick, rainbow candies, or shards of dull glass at her back as she quickened her pace. It wasn’t an absolute victory, but a victory nonetheless.

Conchita handled it shyly and gracefully, excusing herself with awkward smiles of even teeth. To her misfortune and to the tepid envy of her sisters, she was said to be the most beautiful of the three. So, those boys, whose acne formed bright red constellations on their cheeks, sang the rhyme to the rhythm of a short, rude bolero. As if—had they been given a choice in the matter—out of her, the other two Marías, and the three beating hearts, she was the one they wanted caught in the middle. Panty-less. The way God had first seen Mary in all her glory.

It was during this era that Asunta became renowned as the most violent of the Marías. Boys were careful not to breathe the rhyme in her proximity, for fear of witnessing the flash of one blue eye (that would laze in due time) before the horrendous pain of a broken nose knocked them to the dirt. Even after they were beaten by their fathers for soiling their perfectly good pants, they refused to admit it was a girl who had sent them home, wet with tears and piss.

The rhyme slowly disappeared upon the arrival of the fourth María. It was the year the rains pierced the sanctity of the dry season. The year the Three Marías checked their panties and found blood. The girl came from the capital with her mother. And she hummed a song of an uncaged bird. Her skin brown like a yigüirro’s feathers, her smile irresistible. Teresa’s song set the Three Marías free from each other, if only for the summers she was there in Liberia.



CONCHITA LEFT THE kitchen and slipped out the front door, walked east three hundred meters, turned south at the corner where the dilapidated fortress of the Salamandra Ballroom stood, and continued downhill to the old river. She had to escape the tension in the house. Visita had locked herself in her room. Asunta was punting mangoes out back. For months now, Conchita had considered asking the municipality to wrench the mango tree from the ground, but on days like these, when the electric blue of Asunta’s lazy eye flared like a flame, Conchita thought it best if she had an outlet for her frustrations.

Despite the hurricane, the old river—or what was left of it—dribbled languidly like urine from a man with cirrhosis. A pitiful incarnate of its former self, fed by scattered puddles of silt and cadmium, snaking through a bed embedded with prehistoric rocks, red cans, and bottles filled with the carcasses of silver fish, their still-bulging eyes and gills not listed as ingredients on the labels.

Conchita stood beneath a guanacaste tree to wait for it. For the sensation that she called nothingness to find her in the rain. When the nothingness finally came, it embraced her. It drowned out her sisters’ snide remarks, her heart’s feeble beating, the numerous nostalgic echoes. Conchita listened to its glorious drumbeat—a savage, affectionate white noise—and she felt as if the rain had washed every thought from her head. But a yigüirro bird began to sing. Whistling with a schoolgirl’s joy. Conchita caught a glimpse of it as it flew away. It was Teresa.



THE DAY THEY first met Teresa, Visita had slapped Conchita for having pointed out the differing sizes of her breasts. Conchita shot down the road toward the river but was stopped by a precipitous downpour that turned the gravel silty and cooled her cheek’s throbbing. She hurried to the shade of a guanacaste tree, and there, for the first time, nothingness found her. Conchita closed her eyes and bit her lip. Everything inside and beyond her was smothered. But the silence was broken by a yigüirro’s song. It yanked her from the cool arms of her solitude. She looked up to the tree branches but saw no singing bird. In a frenzy, she sprinted into the rain, intent on stoning the creature for having broken her peace. She followed the song to the gate of a newly constructed house. Its walls painted indigo, with bird-of-paradise flowers throwing their heads over the fence. Still frantic, Conchita darted her head, looking for the yigüirro.

“¡Loca! ¡Hey, loca!” heard Conchita. She hadn’t expected a human’s voice. It came from the patio swing. Conchita held her purse over her head to see clearly. Waving from the swing was a girl, maybe the same age as she was, shouting for her to come closer.

“You’re crazy for running in the rain. ¿Are you a maniac?” the girl said, then continued whistling.

“¿That was you?” Conchita said, wringing her hair.

“It’s a pretty song, ¿right? My grandmother taught it to me.”

Conchita, confused, then fascinated, interrogated the girl. “¿Your name?”

“Teresa María.”

“¿A María?” Conchita said excitedly. “You make four.”

“¿Four Marías?”

“That’s right,” Conchita said.

From then on, Teresa donned her new title as the fourth María and tagged along wherever the triplets went. To the Salamandra Ballroom, where they danced by moonlight; to the only ice cream shop in all of Guanacaste; to Coco Beach, Tamarindo Beach, and Hermosa’s pearl-white sands. Teresa taught them to dance bolero, tried on the Three Marías’ bras, and even envied their tussles. Their hair-pulling, name-calling, fat-pinching, all-out cursing matches and unavoidable fistfights. Teresa loved the Three Marías, and the Three Marías loved her back. But Conchita loved her most of all. Almost as much as she did her sisters.

One night on a rainy beach, she and Teresa swung together in a bright hammock. Teresa’s feet by Conchita’s head and Conchita’s by Teresa’s, still gossiping about the cute boys they had met at the Salamandra two nights before. Asunta lay drunk and snoring in the sand, Visita enveloped in a cocoon of mosquito netting. They asked each other about their fathers, how special and stern they had been. How kind Amarga seemed, how unkind she actually was. When they were too tired to ask any more, Conchita stared listlessly into the lantern light, watching moths burn up in the kerosene flame. The rain rustled palm fronds and fell heavily on the zinc roof.

Just as it had before, the nothingness invited Conchita to sleep. To let it slip into her like a cool knife into soft flesh, and take over her body for a bit. But Teresa began humming. Her song brought Conchita right back; she was aware again of every individual sound and the melody they made together—the inescapability of life.



BY THE AFTERNOON, Asunta was sitting in a pool of her own frustration. With her back to the concrete wall, she tossed off her ruined shoes and inspected her broken glasses. The mango tree and hurricane had laid waste to her garden. It is all unsalvageable, she thought. Not just her plants but her life. She wondered how she had ended up a María. Here, chained to two others who shared her every thought and characteristic, but who were somehow undeniably different from her. An imperfect third half to an already completed whole. Attached, she was convinced, as an afterthought.

The yigüirro she’d startled earlier landed on a floating mango and began picking at the jetsam. One of Asunta’s eyes watched its movements closely. The other noticed Conchita trudge back into the house.



TO SAY ASUNTA had been jealous of Teresa in their teenage years would have been an understatement. The day Conchita brought her home like a prize from a carnival, Asunta marveled, not at her hair, or her dress, or her collarbones, but at her own sisters’ obsession with this girl they had just met, but whom they instantly loved more than they loved her. She felt in that moment that she had become a backup María. A runner-up. The understudy in her own life’s play.

Asunta approached this new sisterhood with mild distrust and a vehement lack of manners, commenting on Teresa’s body or the missing molar visible only when she hung her head back in laughter. Visita and Conchita were used to this passive-aggression, and Teresa accepted it as an unavoidable personality flaw—nothing outside the realm of her own mother’s bitterness—and quietly tolerated it. To Asunta, this was a declaration of cold war. As the Americans panicked over Communism’s influence over the rest of the world, so, too, did Asunta fret over Teresa’s influence over her sisters. Her congeniality, charm, and poise threatened what scant amount of love Asunta could potentially receive, as if love were a finite resource. As if it could be mined, lumbered, traded, or pilfered. Boys flocked to Teresa, and especially to them, Asunta would whisper horrible things: ¿Did you know her own mother hates her? Her breath smells like beans that have been left out in the sun. I heard she hasn’t been a virgin for four years. But those boys, addicted to Teresa’s expensive oils and her stories from the capital, waved Asunta off.

One night at the Salamandra, Asunta watched as Teresa danced with a boy Asunta had been in love with since childhood. The one who originated the Three Marías rhyme and whom she had sent plummeting to the earth on several occasions. She watched them from the bar, a seething kettle, taking shot after shot of guaro. After the dance was over, Asunta clutched the boy’s biceps and led him from the ballroom into a nearby thicket to confess her love to him. But he only wanted to know about Teresa, what kind of boy she wanted. Asunta’s blue eye flared. She leaned closer and reached for his hand. He jerked it away. She grabbed it again. He jerked it away again. Then Asunta reeled her fist back and punched him in his gut. But he punched her back, square in her blue eye, so hard she fell backward onto a bed of aloe plants. Their spikes punctured her neck and shoulders. The boy laughed, saying life comes full circle, or something like that.

Asunta recovered, except for her blue eye that had lazed from the impact of the boy’s fist, a severed nerve that would never heal. From then on, that eye watched a separate world, darting without control. It revealed life’s secrets. The small, horrible details that divulge the truth of it all: a still-twitching mouse overrun by ants, Visita ripping out her own hair, Conchita fawning over Teresa, loving her more than she loved her own sisters. Asunta had no choice but to witness it, to accept the inescapability of it all. But she still fought against it. In a bitter, lifelong cold war.



IN HER ROOM darkened by the storm and by old, pricking thoughts, Visita combed hair over a growing bald spot. A Dior cardigan rested on her shoulders, and saffron cat-eye glasses quivered as they dangled from the loose chain around her neck, the same ones she had worn for over forty years. Visita had once been a librarian, but it was decided she was too loud answering the phone and too rude to library-goers for the job. Fired, but still fond of the uniform.

Under the night table’s glass top, photographs of the dead smiled up at her. They observed her battle against aging with quiet condemnation. Visita plucked a gray from her scalp with a pair of tweezers. Two would grow back in its place the next day. “Mala hierba nunca muere,” she said, eyeing a photograph underneath the glass. The one of Teresa holding a six-year-old Carmen, who clutched her mother’s ribs like a frightened koala. Visita had taken that picture of them down by the crystalline river with a brand-new Polacolor camera. The sun shone in their eyes, and they were happy. “Weeds never die,” Visita repeated as she plucked a particularly stubborn gray, leaving a tiny coin of blood.

 

AFTER AMARGA’S FUNERAL, Teresa fled to the United States and remained there, without contact, for six years. Visita and the other two Marías agreed unanimously to take Lyra and Carmen in when Teresa asked. At the time, Visita sympathized with Teresa. Only a desperate woman could abandon her daughters like that. A woman drowned by grief, beaten down by shame. The day Teresa left, Lyra and Carmen clung to Visita’s hips as Teresa climbed the flimsy metal steps to the plane. Teresa’s thick black sunglasses hid her tears.

The Three Marías slipped into motherhood much more easily than they had sisterhood. To combat the prospect of jeering boys, Conchita coached them in her charming evasive maneuvers, and Asunta taught them haymakers. At night they slipped Lyra and Carmen candy, and kissed them good night on each eye. But Visita was the one who really took charge of raising Lyra and Carmen. Motherhood gave her superhuman energy, an ineluctable sympathy, and an even lower tolerance for bullshit. She was the strictest, but also the most nurturing, and she protected them fiercely from the sons of the boys from her youth. And the two girls took to Visita as if she were Teresa. Carmen told her fantastical stories before bed, wondered why she was thinking what she was thinking, and hugged her the tightest. Lyra spoke to Visita in languages she had learned from books, cuddled closely, and drank a steaming mug of milk with a thimble of coffee in the mornings.

Lyra and Carmen loved the Three Marías, and the Three Marías loved them back. But the Marías’ conjoined motherhood would last only those six years. On Carmen’s fourteenth birthday, there was a knock at the door that disturbed the party. Visita opened it to find Cristina and Desiderio. They entered like two police agents without a warrant, their faces severe, yet saddened by their mission. Visita had known in her heart this day would come.

The Three Marías tried to stop them, blocked doorways, argued against it, but Desiderio packed Carmen’s things, and Cristina Lyra’s. The makeup Conchita had bought them, the rainbow of unopened presents. Teresa had ended her exile and returned to Costa Rica, was waiting for Lyra and Carmen back in Barrio Ávila. Visita interrogated Cristina and Desiderio with shouts: ¿Why hadn’t Teresa come herself? ¿Was she that much of a coward? ¿Had their efforts gone unnoticed and unappreciated? Cristina and Desiderio remained silent as they stowed Lyra and Carmen in the car. Cristina left an envelope with US$4,000 inside. The pink Pontiac sped away, leaving a cruel fang of black smoke. The ice cream cake melted into a light bluish puddle on the kitchen table. The Three Marías collapsed and wondered why the fourth had forsaken them.



NIGHT CAME, AND the triplets still hadn’t broached the topic of Teresa. They signed a psychic pact to save it for the morning. Visita wobbled into the living room, where Conchita pointed a blow-dryer at Asunta’s head like a ray gun. The Three Marías (three minutes and three shades apart) sat together in an acute triangle to watch a rerun of Wheel of Fortune. In shrill, rising voices they yelled out answers to the puzzles (every single one of them wrong). During a commercial break, Asunta’s lazy eye observed the new beige curtains Conchita had sewn. Asunta complimented Conchita on her craft, and Visita readily agreed. Conchita tilted her head back and smiled a weak, lovely smile. Outside, the storm knocked more mangoes onto the flooded garden. They floated like corked bottles at sea, with lost, tender secrets inside.
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Teresa, Washington, DC, 1968



Teresa had only spotty memories of those six years in DC. Six years of exile and nightmares, of daughter-shaped voids and her own reflection, as tattered and worn as the portrait of her mother she had left behind in Barrio Ávila.

Cristina organized and held Amarga’s funeral service the morning after José María murdered her. A Holy Saturday as quiet and somber as it was intended. Just as Jesus’s disciples prayed at the foot of his tomb two millennia ago, so too did esteemed politicians and important businesspeople arrive to pay their respects. Many attended just to witness Amarga slammed into the family vault. Gossips came to speculate as to why José María had committed his crime and to where he had disappeared. Others showed up out of genuine sadness. They had come to find Amarga’s bitterness an endearing quality, comical in its execution. Even a few tears were shed, though whether from grief or the smoke from the burning AFC plantation was unclear.

The Costa Rican ambassador to the United States flew in for the burial on his private jet. His wife, an Italian socialite with a beak nose and shoddily tweezed eyebrows, was an old friend of Amarga’s. After the young priest rushed through the service (he’d been running late for sundown’s Easter Vigil), Doña Vicenza approached Teresa, fanned smoke from her face, and in her Genoese accent, offered Teresa a job at the embassy in Washington, DC, where she and her daughters could take a break from Costa Rica. Leave long enough to heal. But Teresa looked at her daughters’ faces—Lyra’s bruised, Carmen’s blank—and decided she couldn’t take them with her. When they regained themselves, they’d ask what she had no idea how to answer—explanations for things that once seemed impossible. Things that would never have crossed their minds, not even in nightmares.

For nine whole days, Teresa fought the urge to run, holding out for the entirety of the novenario to put her affairs in order before she left Lyra and Carmen with the Three Marías. Cristina never left Teresa’s side, and offered her and her daughters a room in which to stay. Every morning, Teresa awoke to the sight of her own house across the railroad. It was still a soft, beautiful structure, with the manicured gardens swaying in the hot breeze, carrying on as if nothing had happened.

Teresa left Lyra and Carmen with the Three Marías because she wanted them as far away from Barrio Ávila as possible. At first Cristina objected, but she soon accepted that Teresa was right: any reminder of that night would overwhelm them. This had all happened, Teresa reasoned, because she had let it happen. She should have rejected Desiderio’s advances, or should have run from José María when she had the chance. And she herself was a reminder too. Her exile would be her self-punishment.



AT THE DULLES Airport, Teresa saw sprawling trees of smoke on the horizon, growing around Washington, DC, like a black forest, swaying in a westward wind that filled the noon air with a charred-brick smell. She had left one fire for another.

A handsome Costa Rican greeted her on the tarmac and escorted her to a limousine. In a matter of hours, Teresa’s world had collapsed into itself, and she had imploded along with it, like the razed buildings here in DC they passed in the limousine—eaten alive from the inside out by vengeful blazes. Ignited by hurt and hearts that had been pushed to their limit. The handsome driver asked Teresa if anything was the matter. She said there wasn’t. At some point, she politely asked his name, but couldn’t remember it later. After he dropped her off, she never saw him again.

Doña Vicenza greeted Teresa at the gate and led her by the arm around the embassy to the back. While she’d been sweet and understanding at Amarga’s funeral, Doña Vicenza’s tone shifted—her smile, her demeanor, twisting.

“There aren’t many of us around,” Doña Vicenza said. “The whites here will treat you badly, though I’m sure you’re not unaccustomed to that. And the Blacks will hate you too. Although, I’ve always thought you looked like one. Your mother too.” Doña Vicenza laughed. “That might be to your benefit.

“I’m doing you a favor,” Doña Vicenza said before Teresa could speak. “I’ll treat you better than your mother treated me.” She pointed at the back entrance. “This is where you’ll enter the house. You’ll be cleaning and cooking for us,” she said. “¿Have you ever done either? I know sometimes you rich girls have been spoiled.”

Teresa knew then that she’d been led into a trap, but she couldn’t bring herself to go back to Costa Rica. Anything was better than that. She answered weakly that she knew how to scrub a toilet and bake a chicken.

“Good, good. Well, this will be your quarters.” Doña Vicenza pointed down to the basement with her lips. “Just be grateful I pulled those strings to get you here, girl. And again, I’m so very sorry about your mother.”

Teresa would share the embassy’s musty, dimly lit basement with another woman and her child from Costa Rica. Faqueza, Teresa noticed early on, organized her life by a series of debilitating neuroses, strung preciously like a pearl necklace tightening around her throat. She had many nervous outbursts, but Teresa found her pleasant. On the quiet side, but an excellent listener.

That first day, Faqueza’s easy voice brought Teresa out of her fractured mind.

“I’m going to call you Teresita, if you don’t mind,” Faqueza said.

Teresa didn’t.

“And I’ll help you until you get the hang of things. Doña Vicenza can be difficult,” she said.

Half listening, Teresa watched Faqueza’s son, Ricky, crash toy trucks into each other.

“¿Do you have any children?” Faqueza asked.

Just her Lyra with a black eye and swollen lip. And her little Carmen, unwittingly reading Teresa’s thoughts like a confession. Two young girls as broken as their mother. Unable to hold themselves up without trembling. She had left them there on the tarmac. Grandmotherless. Fatherless. Their less-than-a-mother too confused and embarrassed to explain how it all could have ended this way.

“No,” Teresa answered.

“That’s all right. You’re still young. There will be plenty of chances to reap motherhood’s rewards.”



THAT FIRST WEEK, the muggy air still hissed with embers. After helping Faqueza with a slew of errands, Teresa sat with her underneath the shade of an oak tree in Kalorama Park, the concrete bench radiating volcanic heat. Behind the trees, the sun marched down into the horizon, dyeing the sky and its canopy of haze an almost-beautiful color.

“Those fires everywhere, ¿they were all from the riots?” Teresa asked.

Faqueza nodded. Her hands quivered more than usual. “After they killed King.”

“¿What were you doing when they were happening?” Teresa said. “¿Did they reach the embassy?”

Faqueza took in a deep breath. She said she had woken up that first night of the fires to the slamming of doors. She had been dreaming of her village tucked in a mountain ridge. Doña Vicenza bolted down to the basement and locked herself in the closet. She screamed hysterically for Faqueza to leave—she would give away her hiding place. ¡Sacrifice yourself! she yelled through the door. ¡For your country!

Faqueza left Ricky in the safety of the bathtub and wandered into the street, where a dense procession of Black men strode, torches in one hand and their broken hearts in the other. Faqueza slipped into the running river of flames, following it through the streets. Its current swept up more mourners with more weapons—army guns, Molotov cocktails, bread knives, rocks, crowbars, sticks. The river sang songs Faqueza couldn’t understand. She watched as torch after torch was hurled at storefronts and well-lit houses. Still the river sang its harmonic, hallucinatory tune, and still she trooped as if she were one of them. On H Street, a good-looking man almost twice her size handed her a bottle of fire and nodded grimly. She couldn’t tell if it was sweat or tears dripping from his chin.

All around Faqueza there was burning, and finally, a fire within her kindled, and she pitched the bottle at the giant glass pane of a flower shop, and the hundred-proof alcohol exploded. Hydrangeas ignited, roses wilted, and their petals fell softly to the wildfire on the floor, spreading the blaze. Faqueza had destroyed something for the first time. She knew then how life had felt all this time. How it savored the addiction of being able to destroy her over and over again.

Faqueza shifted on the concrete bench and smoked the cigarette down to the filter. She said to Teresa, “If that negro had handed me the bottle in front of the embassy, I’d have thrown it twice as hard—straight at Doña Vicenza’s window. I’d have heard her screams and liked it. But then again, you wouldn’t have had a place to come to. And it seems like that was what you needed most. So I’m glad it didn’t play out that way.”

That summer descended upon Washington like a waxy burial sheet, blocking the city’s airways, sticking to buildings and maples. Mosquitoes of every size droned throughout the city, a horde of pesky, incorrigible nurses administering anesthesia, waking their patients for blood samples. Trees, flowers, grass, shrubs, and weeds all ejaculated a toxic cloud into the air; pollen coated everything in a thick, bright yellow. The humidity was perhaps the most unbearable. Teresa exited her ice showers already dripping with sweat. Some nights, dry lightning cracked the sky with hairline fractures and came crashing down on lampposts and newly constructed buildings. As far as Teresa was concerned, Washington was a swampy, thinly veiled circle of Hell. Where politicians and their servants checked in to pay handsomely for their sins.



THREE YEARS INTO Teresa’s tenure at the embassy, Doña Vicenza became increasingly irritable and increasingly violent. With Don Pepe Figueres’s new presidency, the Costa Rican government became more transparent, and the spending habits she and her husband were known for had come under heavy scrutiny. No more gallant galas or leather goods imported from Florence. To cut expenses, Doña Vicenza fired Faqueza, deported her and Ricky back to Costa Rica without a final payment. Teresa comforted Faqueza as they waited for the bus to the airport. Ricky rested his head against his mother’s hips, shivering.

“Teresita,” Faqueza said as the bus pulled up. “I know you are running from something, but even so, you can’t stay here. Nothing could be as bad as this place.”

Doña Vicenza brought a sixteen-year-old Guatemalan girl named Fátima to the embassy to help Teresa with her duties. Doña Vicenza provided her room and board, and nothing else. Teresa had never seen hair so straight, long, and luminous. Thick enough to hide the scars and bruises from Doña Vicenza’s beatings, which Teresa would find later. Doña Vicenza found Fátima, who spoke no English and little Spanish, an easy target.

To counterbalance Doña Vicenza’s abuse, Teresa doted upon Fátima, bought her a few pretty dresses from the discount store on U Street, baked cakes with walnuts and cinnamon, and combed her hair, being careful not to graze any scabs. But Fátima kept Teresa at arm’s length. Teresa found Fátima’s shyness soothing, her seeming inability to converse an invitation to monologue. She spoke of Lyra and Carmen, how she would brush their own hair and bake treats on cloudy days. The more she talked, the more she wanted to return to them, sweep them into a new house with no memories. A blank slate, a second chance. But when these thoughts caught hold, the image of Amarga’s body slumped on the floor resurfaced and wouldn’t leave.

One night, Teresa finished cleaning the back porch of glitter, after an anniversary celebration Doña Vicenza had spent alone, because the ambassador was away on business. Teresa soaked champagne flutes in the sink and made her way to the bathroom, where she found Fátima in the tub unconscious. Silver sparkles and flecks of blood in her hair. In that fluorescent light, Fátima looked like Lyra that April night.

It was all Teresa could take. She began planning their escape. Even though Teresa had nowhere for them to go, and little English to guide them both, she couldn’t sit and watch anymore as Doña Vicenza beat the poor girl to death.

 

“I HAVE NOWHERE else to go,” Fátima said later, pulling her arm away from Teresa’s grasp. “My family is gone, and this is the only opportunity I have to live on. ¿Where can you take me, Doña Teresa? ¿How can you save us?”

It was as if Fátima had seen deep into Teresa’s heart, her guilt.

If Teresa couldn’t save the girl, she could at least save herself. One humid dawn, Teresa left the embassy, proud that she had found the strength to finally wrench herself out of its grip—but standing at the entrance of the property was Doña Vicenza, a thin slit of a smile cutting across her face like a wound.

“Even if you can push past me, girl, you’ll return here, to me. ¿Because how else will you get back to them?”

 

FOR A WEEK Teresa roamed Washington like a ghost. A mirage of a woman sobbing, she floated from corner stores to the great marble monuments, where she bathed in their limpid fountains, taking quick naps on benches to recharge. Police officers shooed her along, and junkies left her alone, thinking she was just another hallucination. Teresa made it to the Lincoln Memorial one night and fell onto its steps, collapsing from an exhaustion three years in the making.

The next day Teresa walked miles along Pennsylvania Avenue, checking phone booth after phone booth for a dial tone. She wanted to call Liberia. Even if she still didn’t feel worthy, she wanted to speak to her daughters. Their mother might have been a ghost, but she still had a voice. She still had I love yous and I’m sorrys in her heart. But no change glittered on the sidewalk or on the floors of the booths, so she continued wandering. Across the Sousa Bridge, Teresa begged for bus fare. She couldn’t take it anymore; she would go back and swallow her fate with Doña Vicenza, her only chance of getting back to Costa Rica to see her girls. Passengers avoided eye contact, and bus drivers waved her off like a fly. When Teresa had all but given up, a young Black woman approached her, introduced herself as Alice, and spoke to her in familiar Spanish. Teresa recognized it as a Limonese accent, one she hadn’t heard since she was a girl.

“You look like you need a hand,” Alice said. She brought out Teresa’s smile with her own.

“I need to get back to Northwest,” Teresa said. Unconvincingly, because Alice interrupted her.

“You can get there any old time,” Alice said. “Come back with me, I can hear your stomach rumbling.”

“I must get there,” Teresa insisted.

“Trust me,” Alice said. “It will be there when we get some food in you.”

Alice brought Teresa to her mother’s house down the avenue. Doña Eralia took a good look at Teresa and sent her upstairs to shower. Teresa washed her hair, in between her toes, lotioned up with the luxurious creams crowded on the toilet lid.

“There,” Doña Eralia said when Teresa arrived in the kitchen in one of Alice’s dresses. “Now you can eat at my table, child.”

“I must get back uptown,” Teresa said.

Doña Eralia raised her eyebrow and smiled. “First, we must feed you. And then you must tell me your story. I like stories,” she said.



THREE YEARS LATER, Teresa collected bitter tomatoes and bundles of fresh thyme from the vendors at the Florida Avenue market. Crates of chickens sat next to cartons upon cartons of their eggs. Some medium, others jumbo. Half of them cracked. The market’s chaos reminded her of Costa Rica’s—vendors yelled to each other for change; old women haggled down prices as confidently as veterans on The Price Is Right; flies crowded around ripe bananas and day-old steaks. Teresa stopped to watch Frank, the oldest vendor, weigh pomegranates on a Chatillon scale.

“Back in the day, they used to weigh opposites against each other,” Frank said to Teresa. His usual mystical revelations. “In one of these dishes would sit Life, and in the other, Death. You see, Man was trying to find harmony between the two, trying to figure out the time he had left. And next to Life sat Good, and Evil sat its ass right next to Death. And only on the scales could Good and Evil ever sit across from each other civilly. But, like I said, that was in the past. Now, a scale only has one dish. So we got to weigh Good and Evil, Life and Death, as one. If you ask me, that seems a little crowded. That just makes things more complicated, don’t you think?”

Teresa picked a pomegranate from its pile.

“How much, Mr. Frank?” she asked in almost-perfect English.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Just tell Eralia I said hello. I know her legs don’t work great, but look at me. Ninety-four, and I’m still here. Tell her to buck up,” he said, laughing.

“I will,” Teresa said. “See you next week, Mr. Frank.”

Teresa balanced full bags of groceries onto the bus back to Southeast, to Doña Eralia’s. She didn’t get a chance to dust this morning, and still needed to take out the trash. Alice would be coming over for dinner, so Teresa would need to get the chicken into the oven by two o’clock. All around Doña Eralia’s neighborhood, FOR SALE signs sprouted from lawns, gathering dust and pollen. The whites, she explained, refused to live within a one-mile radius of any Black household. After the riots, they got spooked, Teresita. You should’ve seen their faces. I didn’t know they could get any whiter.

Doña Eralia had moved to this neighborhood after her apartment complex burned down during the riots, and ever since, house after house and business after business was packed up and sold at whatever price they could get. “Good riddance.” Doña Eralia laughed. “They’ve got no taste anyway. In food, in decoration, or in music.”

Teresa arrived at the house, a two-story brick structure painted from top to bottom in a gaudy, bright turquoise. It was, Alice liked to joke, a gumdrop eyesore. “No wonder the whites are moving out,” she said. “¿Who the Hell wants to live next to Candy Land?”

Doña Eralia was in the kitchen cooking. Teresa kissed her on the cheek from behind and watched her add a can of coconut milk to rice.

“My favorite,” Teresa said. She presented Doña Eralia the pomegranate.

“My favorite.” Doña Eralia smiled. “Come, let’s have a drink.”

Doña Eralia clutched her cane and made her way to the dining room table. Her silver locks were tied into two horns that rested on her shoulders. She cut into the fruit and sucked out its bloody seeds while Teresa unscrewed a bottle of expensive gin. Teresa was quiet as she poured, expecting one of Doña Eralia’s many stories from the anthology of her exciting life.

Doña Eralia was born in Limón in 1899, the same year the United Fruit Company lodged its claws in Costa Rica. She’d fed on so many bananas as a girl, she hadn’t touched one since her twenties and didn’t allow them in her house. (Alice still had no idea how they tasted.) Eralia’s parents were born in Jamaica, and immigrated to Costa Rica to work for the Company, her father a foreman overseeing mestizo workers who cursed him and her mother a bar maiden at the cantina. They taught Eralia to read early, and before long, she put on Shakespeare plays for the laborers, acting out Romeo and Juliet by herself. Her favorite character to play was Othello, and she donned a fake mustache and a crown made of dull coins. The audience applauded, and she had loved it, she told Teresa. “It was as if each clap made my heart beat.”

Before long, Eralia met a man named Marcus Garvey, who found her literacy and ability to pull in crowds invaluable. They toured the Americas together, often leaving Limón for months at a time. At one of Garvey’s meetings, Eralia found the man she would love, a syndicate head who had fought against the American Fruit Company for years—Jack Pemberton was his name.

“He was so handsome, I yelped,” Eralia told Teresa. “Like I’d seen a ghost. He was what I imagined Othello to be. And in that moment, I was Desdemona at last.”

Eralia said Jack was killed in a land dispute instigated by the Company. They found his body tossed onto a pile like just another bushel of fruit. Teresa never mentioned that Tácito and José María had worked for the AFC. She didn’t want Doña Eralia to draw any connection between Teresa’s family and Doña Eralia’s murdered husband.

After Jack’s death, Eralia knew she had to flee, as Garvey himself told her the Company found her just as dangerous. Eralia swaddled Alice and came to DC, where she had a network and community. Activists and extended family with whom to celebrate life and ponder its inner workings. “But that was long ago,” Doña Eralia sighed. “I’m the last one, and I’m too old to fight anymore.”

Doña Eralia never repeated stories. She had so many, Teresa thought she had lived too many lives for one woman. What delighted Teresa most was the way in which she told them—flailing her arms about, closing her eyes to reminisce, changing her voice with every character. There was something nostalgic about being around Doña Eralia, as if Teresa had heard all these stories before and wanted nothing more than to hear them again.

Teresa finished the cocktails. They clinked their glasses and sat in silence for a while.

“You know, Teresita, I’ve watched you all these years, but I’ve never figured you out. I think that’s why I’ve kept you around so long. You know how many girls I fired before you came along?”

“Four and a half,” Teresa said with a smirk.

“That’s right—that fifth ungrateful bitch quit before I could fire her. And all these years I’ve told you about my life and my adventures, and never once have you revealed anything about yourself. Hell, I don’t know about your family or your friends. I don’t know who you’ve ever loved or what you want out of life.”

“I guess I’ve always been quiet.”

Doña Eralia poured straight gin into their glasses. She wouldn’t speak until Teresa had finished hers. Teresa saw her grandmother staring back at her. When Doña Eralia laughed or scolded, Teresa could have sworn she was back home in Barrio Ávila.

“Look, Teresita, I know you’re lying to me. I can see it in your eyes. You were once happy and vibrant—pretty girls like you always are. No, you’ve known tragedy like it was your relative. But you’ve got to let it out. It’s obvious that it’s drowning you.”

“My daughters are still there,” Teresa said. The gin had loosened her tongue, her sadness. “I left them in Costa Rica.”

“Oh, child. We’ve all had to make sacrifices. You left them to seek out a better life for yourself here, and to give them a better life over there.”

“No, you don’t understand. I didn’t need to come here, I never meant for any of this to happen. I’m not selfless like you think. I ran. I ran away from all of it and left them there.”

Doña Eralia motioned for Teresa to come. Teresa rested her head on Doña Eralia’s bosom. Beneath her flesh, Teresa felt a thunderous heartbeat. Its rhythm gave order to the thoughts in her head.

“What is it you want from this life?” Doña Eralia finally said.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s the problem, Teresita. I watch you. I see you float about this house and this world like a damn phantom. Sometimes I doubt you’re even alive. You’re out of balance—you’ve let death overpower you. I see how it weighs you down. I can feel the corpses strapped to your back. And to me, it sounds like you were a damned silly fool to have left the only two creatures in the whole world who could love you unconditionally. Go back, Teresita,” Doña Eralia said. “Go back to them.”
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Lyra, Aserrí, 1995



Lyra decided to dance in the dark. She’d slough off the anxiety of her day at La Iglesia, shake it out through her limbs. She locked herself in the master bedroom and stuffed CDs into the stereo system like coins into a vending machine, twirling in its cyan glow. She threw her knees high like Jennifer Beals, whipped her head like Tina Turner with an invisible mic. Static electricity built up beneath her bare feet on the rug, tiny shocks synching to the songs and to the lightning bolts outside. She danced as she and Carmen had when they lived with the Three Marías, abandoning the traditional boleros and cha-cha-chas for disco and funk. Those long, unforgettable nights at the Salamandra Ballroom with her little sister. Lyra danced in the dark, and for a moment, she was back there.

But her heel caught the cord-button of the corner lamp, and she was back again. She was home, and she needed to check on Gabriel.

He was on his bed, fixated on his Game Boy, and he barely acknowledged her when she tapped on his open door. He was in a mood, and when she asked him about how it went at Teresa’s, all she got was a stiff shrug.

Lyra wasn’t used to him being so curt.

“Chatty or not, go wash your face and your hands for dinner,” Lyra said.

Gabriel didn’t answer. Something had shaken him. Lyra shut the door and walked downstairs to the kitchen. The question of what happened to Gabriel at Teresa’s troubled her. Why did he ask about Golondrina, and why was he now so sullen? But she fought against psychoanalyzing him. He was her son, and she wasn’t his therapist.

By Lyra’s own deduction, psychoanalyzing those she shouldn’t was a lifelong habit, used to create distance between herself and those she could potentially love, and therefore, potentially lose. Lyra would often probe the brains of her friends, sneaking diagnoses into conversation, scribbling long prescriptions in her mind. It made her, one girlfriend put it very frankly, “no fun at parties.” Conversely, Lyra had to deactivate her maternal instincts when speaking with younger clients, those in their late teens or those who reminded her of Carmen—getting emotionally involved in a client’s life was a threat to one’s own sanity.

Her therapist and former mentor described their own therapy sessions as spelunking expeditions. Together, they were exploring the crevices of Lyra’s mind, its dimensions, shadows, and echoes. “You’re the adventurer,” she said to Lyra during their first session her freshman year at university. “Even if you don’t remember the caves and nooks exactly, you carved them. Subconsciously you know where the tunnels lead. I’m merely here to follow you. I’m your partner and your lifeline. I hold the rope tied around your waist if you happen to fall. But you must have the will to descend deeper, no matter how cramped and terrifying it might get.”

Lyra now used this metaphor with all her patients. It gave them control and sessions flowed more smoothly. “But most important,” her mentor had also told her, “the therapist must always remember the escape route. If not, you’ll both plummet into the void.”

The void, Lyra thought as she set the pot to boil. How many voids did she know? The one she knew most intimately was that which lay between her mother and herself, into which all words and affections had fallen.

 

THE DAY LYRA and Carmen were returned to Teresa, their four-hour car ride from Liberia back to San José echoed with the Three Marías’ cries. Cristina attempted conversation through the rearview mirror, but only Carmen answered. Lyra merely eyed Cristina from the back seat, as if she’d strangle her with her own seat belt. The pink Pontiac hummed cheerfully on the newly paved highways, its leather interior damp even with all the windows down.

Teresa greeted them at the door of the newly painted house in Barrio Ávila. She’d lost weight, was paler from so many winters in the United States. White hairs sprang from her temples like weeds. But she was undeniably as beautiful as the day she’d taken off.

Lyra walked past Teresa to their old room and was surprised to find everything the same. Her favorite soccer ball deflated on the window ledge, Carmen’s Barbie sun-bleached on the dresser. Lyra still remembered the heat, the moonlight. Her memory of that night wouldn’t leave her, even when she left a year later at eighteen to attend the university.

Teresa squeezed in six years’ worth of questions during that first afternoon together. Carmen, resting her head on their mother’s lap, spoke for herself and Lyra, describing in detail the adoration they felt for the Three Marías, the starlit nights of dancing, stuffy church services, the midnight fantasies that their mother would one day return. “And now you’re back.” Carmen smiled. “¿What were you doing there, Mamá?”

Carmen asked this several times, to which Teresa never answered directly. Working. Saving. Missing you two.

Lyra couldn’t take it anymore. She stamped her foot and asked about their father, about their grandmother, and Teresa immediately left the room. Carmen tried to stop Lyra, but she followed their mother through the kitchen, the washroom, and out to the gardens of rosebushes and pomegranate trees, where she looked upon the empty lot where the guesthouse should have been. The sight knocked all the air out of her, and Lyra turned to Teresa for help. But Teresa was leaning against the concrete property wall, sucking down a cigarette. “We’ll be happy now,” Teresa said, emotionless. “Everything will be all right.” From that moment on, whenever Teresa reached out to touch Lyra, Lyra winced and dodged her.

Lyra and Carmen were enrolled in a new American school in the center of San José. Lyra made no friends. She missed the ones she had made in Liberia. The girls who taught her folk dances and how to drink coyol wine without falling unconscious in the sun. She wrote them letters but she never heard back. She phoned the Three Marías but they hurried her off the phone. “It’s not your fault,” they said. “We still love you.”

Teresa tried to force herself back into motherhood, but she and Lyra knew it no longer fit. The love Teresa once shared with her daughters had spoiled. Frustration straightened Teresa’s palms and sharpened her voice. Carmen became the one who kept the house in balance. Feeling both her mother’s and her sister’s emotions before they did, she could sway conversations away from the innumerable, shallowly buried land mines in the field of what they couldn’t say to each other.

Until Lyra left Barrio Ávila, Carmen combed her hair every night as they watched badly written telenovelas. After six years, they didn’t look like twins anymore. While Carmen had become exceptionally beautiful, Lyra’s hostility had dulled her looks. Once a week, Lyra visited Amarga’s grave on the other side of town. With a bottle of dark rum in one hand and a fat pack of cigarettes in the other, she sat next to the family vault, cross-legged in the dirt, while Amarga’s ghost patted her condescendingly on the head. The vault, human height, held four drawers meant for the Cepeda Valverde women. “You must be lonely,” Lyra said to her grandmother’s drawer. “Let me know if you want any company, Tita.” She giggled and took another swig from the rum.

Many nights, Lyra dreamed of their father—his face warped by red light. If she didn’t wake herself up shrieking, she sleepwalked to the front door to open and slam it, over and over, until Teresa or Carmen shook her awake.

With her irate, unpredictable behavior, both at home and at school, no one thought Lyra would graduate, let alone be accepted by the university. But the moment she read the letter of congratulations, she flipped off her doubtful teachers, packed a few belongings, and went to live with a friend’s brother in an apartment close to campus. Even though she left Barrio Ávila, she never let Carmen go more than twelve hours without hearing her voice. Teresa had been so good at erasing the past that Lyra wouldn’t give her a chance to scrub her from Carmen’s memory too.

When Carmen was old enough, Lyra took her for her first drink at a dive bar by the university. A first, then a second, then maybe a third. Warmed in their clutched fingers, the pilsner splashed in waves against the chipped rims of the glasses. The dimly lit bar vibrated with muffled British Invasion, and oblivious to the throng of leering men, the sisters danced just as Teresa had so many years ago, without their ever knowing it. While their mother had been an unmatched soloist, the sisters formed a duet of that same soul, split like a cloth of divine swaying silk.

After last call, Lyra and Carmen grabbed a space toward the back of the bar, next to the ratty pool tables, the dartboard, and the rainbow of Playboy posters pinned to the wall. Lyra began by saying she couldn’t fully remember that night in 1968. The night so hot it was hard to breathe.

Red light, Lyra said, still wiping her face of sweat (whether from dancing or from remembering). And a croaking sound that Carmen confirmed had been coming from inside their father’s head. Since returning, Carmen had played along with Teresa’s version of reality, the one in which their father never existed and that night never happened. But watching the burly men smack billiards against one another, Carmen sipped her beer and told Lyra she remembered everything. As if that night were a rerun that wouldn’t turn off.

There had been a sound as loud as a car crashing and a metal clanging. When Lyra and Carmen heard their mother’s footfalls, they both sat up in the bed. Sweating, as slick as newborns. Lyra was the first to her feet. She told Carmen not to be scared. But Lyra was just as afraid. Carmen didn’t need to read her mind to know that.

Lyra begged Carmen to wake their grandmother in the guesthouse. She will know what to do.

Carmen’s first thought was a wish that their father were there when they heard the crash, she confessed. To show up and save the day. Lyra sniffled, wiped her eyes, and blew the white beer foam against the glass. With that meager, childish hope, Carmen said, she held her back to walls and descended the back stairs to the guesthouse. She hadn’t known they needed to be saved from him.

“I’m the one who led Tita to the house,” Carmen said, biting her lip. “It was my fault.”

“It’s none of our faults,” Lyra said, reaching her palms to Carmen’s flat on the table, trembling. “No one could have guessed that would happen.”

“I wonder if he’s still out there,” Carmen sighed, her eyes glassy and reflective.

Lyra changed the subject. She asked Carmen about her first year at college, her girlfriends in the weekly flamenco class. Juan Julián came up, and so did some of Lyra’s romantic prospects. Then miraculously Lyra asked about Teresa, and before she could be stopped, Carmen narrated their days, sprinkling in advice to mend their relationship. Lyra half listened. When Carmen was done, Lyra walked over to a muscular man who had just slammed the eight ball into the corner pocket. He celebrated like he’d won, but he had actually lost. Lyra arrived to console him when he finally figured it out. He winked, and Lyra winked back. Carmen, reading both her sister’s thoughts and the man’s, chugged her hot beer and left.
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Lyra, Aserrí, 1995



The next morning brought even more rain. Bored of weather reports, Lyra flipped to the channel that broadcast prayers throughout the day. Lyra wasn’t at all religious, but she enjoyed the woman’s voice and the steady, comforting drone of verses and avemarías. Lyra wanted to take her out for a drink. Not to pray or anything, but just to sit next to her at a bar and listen to her order every cocktail on the menu.

It was as if Gabriel had forgotten yesterday completely. He didn’t mention Golondrina or what happened at Teresa’s. It was some sort of voluntary amnesia or an impressive consideration of Lyra’s feelings. But it had to be left for another day. Her own feelings around seeing her mother had to be left for another day too. Lyra studied the directions the man Osvaldo had given her. Today she would venture to his home to scour the documents that had cursed him all these years.

Lyra rummaged through her overstuffed closet for rain boots. She unearthed a poncho, a windbreaker, and a bucket hat to protect her from the storm. Lyra looked as ridiculous as an American tourist. As she prepared Gabriel’s breakfast, he, too, poked fun at her, said all she was missing was a fanny pack. A disposable camera, Lyra added. A map, Gabriel said. And one of those little plastic tubes for loose coins.

¿Where are you going?” he asked.

“To work,” Lyra lied. She was in a rush.

“¿Am I going back to Doña Teresa’s?” Gabriel asked.

“No, she’s busy today.” Another lie. “La Iglesia’s not too far, so I’ll be back in a few hours. I left some tapes by the VCR. Your favorites.”

Lyra drove slowly at first, her head pressed close to the steering wheel to see through the condensation and sheets of rain. It would be about an hour and a half to the man Osvaldo’s house.

 

LYRA COULDN’T COUNT how many days she’d spent at the American Fruit Company plantation as a girl, watching her father hew banana bushels with all types of blades. Despite her grandmother Amarga’s protests, Lyra and Carmen bathed in the fiery sun until their skin resembled that of the laborers—the sinewy men hacking, washing, spraying, lugging, panting, hollering, loading, and wiping their faces of acrid sweat. Lyra and Carmen would watch the workers, cheeks full of the delicious fruit that had ripened too quickly.

When his daughters didn’t have school, José María would pat their heads softly until they were awake, brush their teeth for them, and take them to the plantation. He often spoke of his childhood, but never his family. Lyra and Carmen were under the impression that he’d grown up alone; not an orphan per se, but from the way he described it, it was as if he had appeared out of thin air one day and begun working at another plantation in a part of the country they’d never heard of. His weren’t happy memories, nor, admittedly, particularly interesting ones, but the way he told them—the tamales he ate, the creeks he dived into, the tree from which he swung and broke his arm—Lyra and Carmen couldn’t help but be hypnotized.

The girls grew to love the other laborers, though they showed it in their own ways. Lyra challenged grown men to tournaments: who could hack fastest, how long they could balance bushels on their backs as Atlas balanced the world, and, to Teresa’s horror, spitting contests. At first the men went easy on Lyra, said to one another, She’s just a girl, she couldn’t win if she tried. But Lyra did try, and succeeded so often they became serious and were secretly vexed when they lost fair and square.

Carmen, for her part, showed the other laborers affection normally reserved for a father, which made José María jealous and resentful. She presented them with canteens of cold water, handkerchiefs to wipe away stench, and cigarettes to suck before the violent overseer arrived to dock pays. And while the men treated Lyra like one of them, they curtsied and stretched out their giant hands to lead Carmen over trenches of mosquito-packed water. Eventually, though, Carmen unnerved the men. Her gifts became too specific. Men would crave a sandwich, and there Carmen was with one in her clean palm, or they’d think of their wives, and there Carmen was holding the photograph of their sweetheart from stashed-away wallets. The workers began gossiping about witchcraft, how the little girl could read their minds. They guarded their thoughts and avoided Lyra and Carmen, and eventually José María, completely.

And José María, too, grew suspicious and unnerved. He would bring it up to Teresa as she washed dishes, their girls out of earshot. Teresa believed they were merely coincidences. My grandmother was a witch, Teresa said, but even she couldn’t read minds.

Upstairs, Carmen admitted to Lyra that she could feel others’ emotions. Their cravings, their worries that appeared in her mind as muffled colors. Carmen couldn’t control it, she confessed to her older sister. But her generosity was what got her into trouble, not her newfound ability. As she was listening, Lyra didn’t judge her little sister; instead she celebrated her blessing. But Lyra knew, so deep down it troubled her to think about, that it would be a curse.

A few weeks later, Carmen accompanied her father to the plantation alone because Lyra was running errands with Teresa in San José. Carmen rested quietly with her haunches in the dirt, watching her father sharpen his machete with a special stone. She knew that he would start harvesting only once he could see his face reflected in the blade. But instead of the love songs she normally heard, that day a rhythmic croaking played beneath his thoughts. He was trying to keep it hidden, perhaps from her, and possibly from himself. Carmen asked about the woman she saw in his head, with her two ring fingers bent so far back, they touched the knuckles. She saw the woman clearly in his mind, her green robes disguising something hideous and haunting. His eyes flashed, and José María crouched down to Carmen’s level, a tight grip around the hilt of his machete, and said, You’re not allowed to do that, girl. Stay out of things you don’t understand.

She stopped going to the plantation after that, and in solidarity, Lyra stopped going too.



LYRA’S CHERRY-RED PEUGEOT 405 darted through mountain roads like light from a laser pointer. She tried her best to drive quickly without actually dying, but more than once found herself in slalom matches with trucks—she beat one packed with chicken cages, but lost to another hauling goats. Osvaldo’s neighborhood might as well have been a water park; shrieking children slid down the sloped, ancillary road in inner tubes. As Lyra’s car floated along, searching for the house, smiling mothers in housedresses waved ¡Adios!, as they mistook Lyra’s wiping the windshield of fog for a greeting.

The gate to Osvaldo’s property was wide open, so Lyra pulled into the tiled driveway. The front lawn was so verdant it looked synthetic, like an ad torn from one of those American home magazines she kept in her waiting room. Lyra was admittedly impressed, entranced by the lime trees and hibiscus bushes. Then she noticed there was no car in the garage, and no lights smiling from within the house. Osvaldo and his wife, Patricia, had likely abandoned their home to weather the storm in a plush hotel room in the capital.

Lyra looked around and saw the bodega. The tin walls slapped by a curtain of water, its lock and chain hanging in a bow from the aluminum door handles. It rattled and creaked in the rain, but there was something else sounding as Lyra approached. Something familiar. A steady, musical tap, like the Devil’s impatient nails. Croaking. That’s what it was. Lyra heard croaking. She grabbed a crowbar from her trunk, slid it between two weak points, and cracked the chain. Lyra ran her flashlight across the dark room, hoping to scare off whatever was croaking inside. But she saw no amphibian. No terrifying, inflating thing. Just a worn cardboard box with hundreds of American Fruit Company memos. Eaten away by water, but thankfully, not by fire.
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The American Fruit Company, 1968



It had a villain’s name, the poison. From the very beginning, they should have known it was villainous. Or, rather, they should have admitted it, because of course they’d known: the American Fruit Company’s board, harvesting millions of dollars with the help of a fruit. They say money doesn’t grow on trees, but it does when one’s talking about bananas.

The poison named Nemagon flowed into the American Fruit Company’s plantations like blood, La Guaria Railroad its main artery. And the AFC’s four banana plantations drank in Nemagon and pumped out millions of bananas. The delicious golden fruit that toppled governments, that sparkled in tutti-frutti hats, that bruised like fingers in a car door, that comedians slipped on, that enticed bored housewives in their suburban homes, that radiated like plutonium, that was a part of a well-balanced breakfast, that burned like kindling.

Who knew that a mere fruit could take over the world?

But the banana had many enemies: fungi, nematodes, socialists. And the Americans who worshipped the banana battled these forces of evil with their fungicides, and nematicides, and their agents of central intelligence. They won every time. How very secretive the gringos were about these victories, though. It was surprisingly un-American not to brag after a fight.

The American Fruit Company employed one of these secret agents, the nematicide Nemagon (which flowed like blood with its villain’s name) to outperform its competition in Costa Rica. United Fruit (later Chiquita, as in “a little girl”) and Standard Fruit (later Dole, as in “to dole out punishment”) couldn’t keep up until the main and most lucrative AFC plantation burned to the ground. Kilometers of bananas and millions of dollars pulverized by a vengeful, raging fire.

The consensus was that the fire started just after 1:00 a.m., from the careless cigar of the AFC’s attending physician, Dr. Vincent R. Smith. He was a Yale man, sent from DC by his uncle on the board and put up in a bungalow in the center of the plantation—in the neighborhood they called the White Zone, for whites only.

After burning Smith and his wife alive, the inferno spread to the plantation factory, where sluggish workers—reduced to ashes, too—separated bananas from their bushels by day. Gigantic flames devoured Smith’s adjacent office. The shed where the Nemagon was kept exploded, raining down bullets of molten chemical that punctured kilometers of fronds and the shoddy zinc roofs where the indentured laborers slept. And because of the intensity of that night’s heat, the blaze swallowed the entire plantation in just under an hour. Then it swallowed the company-owned general store, the company-owned liquor store and its next-door cantina, the company-owned surrounding forests, and even the surface of a nearby river (company-owned).

Because the fire had technically spanned two different municipalities, the next morning, bureaucrats from each were ripped from their Holy Saturday rest, and argued that responding to it was the responsibility of the other.

“It just isn’t in the budget,” they complained to their superiors. “Transporting that much water and manpower will cost us a fortune. We’ll have to cut spending in other areas.” And their superiors, eyeing their newly imported ’67 Chevrolets, readily agreed.

Easter celebrations were postponed—by government decree, Christ’s resurrection had to wait. Until a compromise between the two municipalities could be reached, all legislative efforts to extinguish the fire halted. Representatives ran to speak with lawyers, who spoke with judges, who sent other lawyers to run and speak to the other district’s representatives.

They all took breaks for lunch, of course.

And asked each other about their families.

Oh, they’re fine. Of course.

And truth be told, the municipalities never did reach a compromise. If it weren’t for a rainstorm that began Easter Monday, the entire capital might have been razed to ashes.

According to the National Registry, forty-nine Costa Ricans perished. The American embassy followed with a statement that six nationals had fallen victim to an avoidable demise. But the American Fruit Company never made an official statement. It never had to. As far as the board was concerned, no physical documentation of any employees existed. As far as they were concerned, Dr. Vincent R. Smith and his wife had gone to Costa Rica on their second honeymoon.

Ashes cannot testify on the witness stand.

Months later, when the governments of the United States and Costa Rica finally mounted a proper investigation into the AFC, the Arenal Volcano in the center of Costa Rica erupted for the first time in four hundred years. Lava paraded into main streets, and flaming rocks and a blanket of ash buried seventy-eight people in three villages.

The AFC sent $1 million in aid.

The two governments dropped their investigation.

The Costa Rican consulate produced six exit visas, and the American embassy signed them. Records showed that Dr. Vincent R. Smith and his wife flew first class to Colombia. No return ticket was ever purchased. Official records claimed they lived happily ever after.

The National Institute of Insurances paid off forty-nine grieving Costa Rican families who needed the money. And the AFC footed the bill. Then it packed up all other operations in Costa Rica, flipped its entire board of directors, and sold itself to United Fruit. Or Standard Fruit. They knew it didn’t really matter.



 

AMERICAN FRUIT COMPANY

GENERAL OFFICES, 588 20TH STREET NW, WASHINGTON, D.C.

CABLE ADDRESS

AMERIFRUITCO { SAN JOSÉ D.C.

VINCENT RICHARD SMITH, M.D.

ATTENDING PHYSICIAN

JOHN AUGUSTUS SMITH JR.

CHAIRMAN OF THE BOARD

COSTA RICA DIVISION

SAN JOSÉ, COSTA RICA

January 26, 1968.

Dear sir:

I refer to your letter on January 20. As per your request, I am sending, by confidential courier, copies of my findings so far, totaling 85 pages of 23 male patient files. I have been assured they will arrive in 2 days’ time, for your review over the weekend. Please send Aunt Cheryl my regards, as I know it will be her birthday.

As I was told before my arrival, these Costa Ricans are a difficult breed. It must be the tropics, humidity, the mosquitoes, or the monotonous diet of rice and beans. They are docile, but at the same time cunning, and it is difficult to trust them, let alone have them trust me. I have never met a people warier of Americans, “gringos” as they call us. Interviewing them during exams has proved most difficult. Luckily, bodies have their own way of talking.

As you will see in the medical reports, there are many laborers who have extensive testicular tissue damage, leading me to believe they have an elevated presence of the hormone FSH. Of course, these men would never admit to having only one testicle or just half of one left, but as I said, their bodies speak even when they don’t want to.

Of the 23 male patients, 6 have oligospermia: abnormal sperm counts. Low, quite low. A remaining 14 have no sperm at all, or azoospermia. Medical jargon aside, this means that 20 of the 23 patients are sterile, or close to, which corroborates DOW Chemical’s findings. The percentages are eerily similar, so in my professional opinion, early as it may be to say definitively, the chemical DBCP, or Nemagon as it is called here, is likely the cause.

I am told there are sprayers; that is, laborers who spray the chemical onto the banana tree roots to inoculate them against nematodes. Vile, nasty little organisms. Of the sprayers who spoke during my exams, they say the chemical has a pungent odor, and from what they described, the smell is present even here in the White Zone. I have recommended that the managers here and Americans wear masks while inspecting the plantation, or handkerchiefs at the very least.

I imagine that the nematicide, since being sprayed so close to the trenches, has made its way into the water supply as well, so I am formally asking that bottled water be imported into the White Zone. Since developing my theory, I have begun collecting rainwater to drink and bathe.

Please confirm receipt. I shall continue exams and will await your word, and that of the board.

Sincerely,

[image: ]
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Teresa, Cartago, 1995



Teresa found herself watching the channel broadcasting prayers. It distracted her from thinking about Gabriel. Teresa was a lukewarm believer, at best, her Catholicism a mug of coffee left out for a little too long on the table. Whenever she needed a spiritual boost, she sipped from it, regained a bit of energy to keep going. Her grandmother bestowed upon her this habit—she hadn’t believed in organized religion, but God was forever present in her life and guided her hands as she concocted elixirs for housewives. Fanatics could say that type of belief was convenient, a selfish extraction. Drawing from the well without replenishing it. But her grandmother always said, ¿Who is arrogant enough to believe they can replenish God’s Will?

Why could one not simply do as they pleased, please God in the way He wanted, and not in the way priests commanded? Bishops, nuns, popes—the hierarchical ecosystem of the church; fish eating smaller fish. And at the bottom of the food chain: money from believers’ pockets. Oh yes, gold-encrusted altars were indeed the fruit of faith.

Cartago, Teresa thought. The basilica and its gold-encrusted altar to the Virgin Mary. Perhaps a small communion with Her could answer yesterday’s overwhelming question: Why the vision of the Río Celeste, her parents and grandmother, and her reliving the first time she’d faced death and run?

Cartago, the holy city, was just a train ride away—if anything, it would get her out of the house, even if she had to venture through a hurricane. After forcing on her too-tight rain boots and periwinkle windbreaker, Teresa set out into the rain. At the Atlantic Station wayfarers, bent on making it to Cartago’s famous basilica for perhaps the last time, sat in files along the station’s steps, their umbrellas black mushroom tops in the rain. A quivering, fungal mass of believers desperate to perform the sacraments they had left: children for Communions, couples for marriage, elderly widows preparing to collapse dead in the middle of the aisle. Teresa leaned her shoulder against a stone pillar, listening to their prayers waft over the wind. At this angle, she felt envy.

The train finally pushed through the waterfall crashing from the station’s roof, and Teresa paid the ornery ticket vendor and grabbed a window seat toward the back. A young man, no older than Juan Julián had once been, took up the aisle seat next to her and immediately turned on his portable television to catch the second half of a fútbol game. Teresa had never seen one before: the device had the appearance of a walkie-talkie, antenna and all. Unable to look away, Teresa watched it from the side of her eye. Two teams were playing in an open field, its grass transforming slowly into an archipelago (their contracts didn’t exclude hurricanes). The young man tensed his body with every attempted goal and sucked his teeth at each one missed. Teresa saw him cross his chest once; she, too, noticed that the players appeared to be walking on water.



INSIDE THE BASILICA of Cartago, down the marble aisle flanked by dozens of rows of chestnut pews made soft by pilgrims’ behinds, past the red pulpit, and on a splendid golden altar that reached up to the octagonal dome, the statuette of the Virgin of Los Ángeles peered out from her prison, finding this whole arrangement a little ironic. For almost two centuries, the Mother of God had been enclosed in this tight-fitting sarcophagus, unable to scratch her nose or fix the hem of her dress. This had all really gone a bit too far. While, yes, La Virgen did appear to that young Indigenous girl three hundred years ago, it was merely as a suggestion for the correct site for the basilica’s construction (all others would crumble because of earthquakes—divine, random, or otherwise). So, La Virgen materialized as a stone statuette to the girl, who in turn brought an interpreting priest in a panic, all the while hoping the fools would take the hint. But basilica after basilica fell, and when they finally followed the obvious clues La Virgen had laid out, they built it on the correct spot and opened it to the public. But then, without warning—or logic, as far as La Virgen could tell—they locked her away in a coffin. An iron maiden made of gold.

That wasn’t—and had never been—the plan.

Daily, palmers crawled from the basilica’s portal to the foot of her encased mannequin. Sometimes on their knees. Sometimes not. Women who had buried firstborns, men who were cheating on their wives, the best friends of said wives, priests, divorcees, nuns, reprobates, government contractors, and one time a man who crawled after losing his legs to a mining accident.

The holy and the unholy.

The blithering masses who looked to her for forgiveness.

But until these fanatics released her, La Virgen would forgive not a damned thing. Not a wish, or a miracle, or any sort of blessing (not even in disguise). Until the day of her release, she would sit, petulant and bored inside her compact, jewel-encrusted box. This fate was, without a doubt, the closest the Virgin Mary had ever been to Hell.

Teresa did not arrive at the basilica on her knees. Instead, she slipped into the eastern side entrance, almost tripped on a bicycle, and followed the flower tiles to the very last pew in the back. As she got comfortable, a steady procession of pilgrims and charlatans entered on all fours. Their taut, penitent faces soaking wet and grumbling from the pain, all in hopes that La Virgen would take notice and answer their pleas: a cure for emphysema, a convenient death for an uncle with a large inheritance. But most of all, an end to this godforsaken storm. One by one they passed Teresa as she mouthed the words the priest howled over the footsteps. Sparrows constructed flimsy nests in the upper parts of the dome. The tempest beat the windows, rattling the birds. A chick fell into a basin of holy water. Baptized, at least, before drowning.

“Teresita,” an almost-forgotten voice said, “¿is that you?”

“¿Alice?” Teresa said without turning around. “It can’t be.”

“Oh my Lord.”

Alice cupped Teresa’s cheeks. Her scent, coconut mixed with the salt of a sea breeze, brought her back to the day they’d first met in DC: Teresa roaming like a phantom, crying for change and a chance to get back to her daughters; Alice saving her, delivering her to the warm embrace of Doña Eralia. It really was her. People on the pews turned to Shhh them; they hissed and pointed to the door with their lips. Alice stuck out her tongue and forbade Teresa from apologizing. “What just happened was miraculous,” Alice said to a squinting old man. “What you just witnessed was an act of God.”

They linked arms and Alice guided her through the rain to a café across the way. She chose a corner table toward the back, beneath a COORS LIGHT sign. “It used to be a bar,” Alice laughed. “I asked the owner once, and he said we must honor the past by keeping at least one thing as it was.” Alice motioned for the barista to bring two coffees.

“I live just a kilometer away. I come here when I need to think and study lines.”

“¿Lines? ¿Like a script?”

Alice nodded, thanked the young man, and ordered two pineapple jelly empanadas.

“So you’re an actress. Just like your mother was when she was a girl.”

“I started after she died.”

“¿When was that?” Teresa asked solemnly. She wished to say a prayer but felt foolish.

“She lasted another five years after you left. I buried her, sold the house, and rented an apartment uptown. My neighbors were all actors and directors, and when I told them my mother had been one, too, they convinced me to try it out. My first role was Yerma.”

“The lead,” Teresa smiled. “You must have been so proud, the lead in a García Lorca play.”

“We even built a theater company—the first bilingual one in DC. It was a beautiful undertaking, but I had a falling-out with one of the organizers.”

“¿What happened?”

“He hit on me, and I slapped him.” Alice laughed. “I’m my mother’s daughter—he didn’t know.”

“¿When did you move here to Costa Rica?” Teresa asked into her cup of coffee.

“Five years ago. I decided to open my own theater company in San José. We’ve put on ten plays. Some original, some adaptations.”

“¿Shakespeare?” Teresa asked.

“You remembered. You remembered how much my mother loved those tragedies.”

Again, the mention of Doña Eralia made Teresa melancholic.

“It’s all right, Teresita,” Alice said. She touched Teresa’s hand. “She loved you. She never stopped talking about you.”

“¿What did she say?”

“Only that you were the quietest girl she ever met.” Alice brought out Teresa’s smile with her own. “She said you were a well, but instead of water you cradled secrets deep down in you. She told me about your daughters. Well, what you had mentioned of them. ¿Are they all right?”

“I lost one,” Teresa said.

“I’m so sorry. ¿And the other?”

“I haven’t seen her in a long time.”

“My daughter’s distant, too, Teresita. Nothing out of the ordinary for girls to be that way. My Charlotte stayed in DC to study. Anthropology at Howard University. She’s such a smart girl. I miss her.”

“Mine too. Lyra is her name.”

“A beautiful one. A song of a girl, I bet.”

“¿How do we get them back?”

“Shit, Teresita. If I knew, I’d never have let Charlotte leave the house. I tried everything: being nice, keeping my tongue in my mouth, driving her friends everywhere, cooking her favorite food, letting her have a boyfriend. Everything in my arsenal, but not a budge. I’m sure you went through the same thing too.”

“Something like that.”

“¿And their father, Teresita? My mother never brought him up.”

“José María,” Teresa said. “Gone.”

His name. That well Alice had spoken of trembled, the water within Teresa rippling. The bucket had been dropped; the mention of José María, the idea of him, the memory that he had indeed existed, yanked up to the surface, pulled with a burning, painful thirst.

“He’s probably still out there,” Teresa said halfheartedly.

“Mine ran out on me too,” Alice said nonchalantly. “Left me for one of the other actresses. Younger, bigger tits,” she said. “They’re all the same. Devils, the sons of bitches.”

“That’s true.” Can he still be out there?

“¿And what?” Alice said. “¿We’re supposed to float around like the Virgin Mary? Reserved, and merciful, and perfect. They’re the devils, ¿and we have to take the high ground? Fuck that, Teresita. I’m no saint. I’m not forgiving a damn thing. And you shouldn’t either. They left, and it’s their loss.”

“¿What do we do then?”

Alice fiddled around with the leftover empanada crust, breaking it apart with little cracks until the dry dough became dust. “We keep going, keep trying to win back our daughters. Charlotte will come around, and so will Lyra. We just need to be patient.” Alice winked. “You and I are stubborn, like my mother. So of course our girls took after us. After her. I wouldn’t have it any other way, to be quite honest.”

“I owe you and your mother everything,” Teresa said. The nostalgia of Doña Eralia in her kitchen, yelling at the milkman, singing at the church services down the street, the cane she wielded like a sword, centered Teresa like a deep breath.

Alice sucked her teeth. “You don’t owe us anything, Teresita.”

“¿What are you doing on Friday?” Teresa asked.

“¿You mean tomorrow? Who knows if we’ll make it till then, Teresita. They say the storm is only going to get worse. But now I’m curious. ¿Why do you ask?”

“There’s a party. For my birthday.”

“¿Your birthday?” Alice shrieked, clasping her hand as if catching a fly. “I don’t think I can miss that, Teresita. We never threw you a birthday, because you never told us the date. We tried for years to shake it out of you.”

“Now you know,” Teresa said.

“So, you’re an Aquarius,” Alice said suspiciously. She looked to the barista, made the sign for the check. “¡That makes so much sense! Now I get it,” she said, looking back at Teresa. “Now I get it. Write down the address, Teresita. I’m there, even if I have to build an ark.”

“They call this serendipity,” Teresa said. She jotted down the directions to Cristina’s house in Barrio Ávila as Alice paid the bill.

“Just like an Aquarius to say that. ¿Will your daughter be there, Teresita?”

“I don’t know,” Teresa said. “One can only hope, ¿right?” She put on her windbreaker and cocked her umbrella like a shotgun. “Friday afternoon,” she said. She and Alice kissed each other on both cheeks, embraced each other long enough for the barista to make three cappuccinos for other customers.

“Tomorrow afternoon,” Alice said.

Teresa set out into the solid wall of rain. It had indeed been serendipitous—this encounter with Alice after so long. What a treat after so many years of sorrow. What a welcome gift on a Thursday. A sympathetic party would now be arriving at her birthday—at least one guest who held no ill will toward her. Someone in her corner in case this party turned into what Teresa was suspecting since Cristina proposed it: an intervention. One of her fantastical inventions of healing, reconciliation, et cetera. The drama that Cristina filled her days with, because Desiderio couldn’t keep her occupied.

Teresa had always kept what happened in DC secret, but Alice represented those radiant moments with Doña Eralia. That gumdrop eyesore of a house off Pennsylvania Avenue. Perhaps it was time to share in that delight again, reconnect those years of her life with the rest of it. If Lyra miraculously showed up at the party, perhaps Alice could win her over, convey to her that Teresa had missed her and Carmen. That she hadn’t forgotten about them, even if she’d abandoned them. It was her own choice, yes, but not because she liked it. She had to. Alice would convince Lyra of that. Teresa needed her to.

Teresa found herself at the basilica’s portal. Its gargantuan structure gray and white, reaching high enough that it almost blended into the swirling clouds. Instead of entering, Teresa walked to its southern ramp, which led to the original site of La Virgen’s statuette, the same rock on which she had appeared to the young Indigenous girl, where fresh, drinkable water flowed out of rusted pipes, filtered and purified, scientists speculated, by the nearby volcano. Teresa descended the spiral path to the rock and its holy water. Above, Psalm 42:1 read in gilded letters,


As the deer pants for streams of water,

So, too, my soul pants for you …



Teresa washed her face of mascara and foundation. She pressed the holy water to her temples, chin, forehead.

So, too, her soul panted for him …

For the first time in many years, Teresa considered José María’s whereabouts. The hopeful question she had so desperately submerged in that deep well of water within her surfaced for air.
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Dear Board:

I have just received a preliminary medical report from Dr. Vincent R. Smith, and his findings are very similar to DOW’s. There is much room for argument in future court proceedings, and we must pressure Legal to continue casting doubt regarding the nature of Nemagon in Costa Rica. I believe Vincent’s initial conclusions to be mere coincidence. I don’t trust DOW, H. D. Doan or his cronies, and especially his phony medical examiners. Shame on them for baiting us with a miracle chemical and switching it at the exact moment the Company is doing well. It would not be surprising if UFC has a hand in this sudden study of Nemagon.

And what if Vincent’s findings are true? I do not personally see any problem with the situation. While involuntary sterility caused by a manufactured chemical may be bad, it is not necessarily so. After all, there are many people in the United States who are now paying to have themselves sterilized to assure they will no longer be able to become parents. Why not extend that same option to the Costa Ricans? How many of the workers who have become sterile were of an age that they would have been likely to have children anyway? How many were past the age when they would even want to? These, too, are important questions. If sterility is such a big concern, couldn’t workers who were old enough that they no longer wanted children accept such positions voluntarily? They would know the situation and it wouldn’t matter. Or could workers be advised of the situation, and some might volunteer for such work posts as an alternative to planned surgery for a vasectomy or tubal ligation, or as a means of getting around religious bans on birth control? There are pros and cons to every situation.

I propose a vote in two weeks’ time as to the continued use of Nemagon. This will give you all enough time to review my nephew’s reports to properly inform a decision. Please confirm receipt, and we will convene on February 16.

Very respectfully,
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Teresa & José María, Puntarenas, 1956



The night before José María killed Amarga and disappeared into the dark, he sat between his two girls on Lyra’s bed and sang a few songs and told a few stories. Teresa lay on the floorboards, cooling her back, as the humidity steadily rose. José María could sing, surprisingly, and Teresa closed her eyes and followed his notes. The girls, on either side of him, pulled at his arm hair and at his mustache. His fingers stroked their scalps and unpinned the barrettes clipped into their hair like bubble gum.

“¿Should I tell it? ¿Or do you want to?”

“¿Tell what, José?”

“The story of how we met.”

“¿Is that the only story you know?” Lyra asked sarcastically.

“You only know half of it,” José María replied mysteriously. There was nothing mysterious about it, but mystery is the only way to get a child’s attention.



JOSÉ MARÍA AND Teresa met at some snobby cousin’s wedding in 1956. A twenty-two-year-old twice-removed cousin, whom Amarga had never met. But the prospect of men in expensive suits was enough to accept the invitation, with Teresa as her plus-one. The reception was out in the northern part of Puntarenas, in a small beach town so far from San José that Teresa and her mother had to take a bus, a mule, and a ferry to arrive after two days of travel.

Amarga could have booked them a small plane, but their savings had almost dried up. Tácito’s small fortune from years at the American Fruit Company was practically gone. Amarga had just pennies from her father’s inheritance—it had slipped through his hands like water—which is why, though Teresa didn’t know it, Amarga had an ulterior motive: finding Teresa a suitable husband.

At the wedding, Teresa and her mother wore matching purple velvet dresses. Amarga refused to dance at the reception. It is too hot, and besides, women my age don’t dance. Period. ¿You know what I would look like dancing? Like a cow with broken legs.

Amarga waded close to the walls, skulking and gossiping with her elderly aunts and vapid cousins. Their fortunes hadn’t slipped through their own fathers’ hands. They’d been passed down as inheritances often are: to undeserving snobs who threw tacky weddings. While Amarga’s eyes dilated at the prospect of family gossip, Teresa expressed no interest in her clan’s politics, even when her mother whispered in her ear, as insistent as a conscience with a moral compass pointing south.

“Look at that boy,” Amarga said. “He is handsome, ¿no? Look at his shoes. They are European, and so are his cuff links.” Teresa calmly brought to her mother’s attention that they were, in fact, talking about and ogling her cousin. “¡But your third cousin!” Amarga qualified emphatically. “You can’t be so picky. We are not in a position where you can be picky.”

It went on like that the entire night: Teresa kept to herself and ignored the men who danced clumsily about her, while her mother periodically floated over to her like a hummingbird matchmaker.

Toward the end of the reception, Amarga lost sight of Teresa. She shook off any thought of panic but couldn’t help hovering around the remaining guests, eavesdropping to see if anyone had seen her daughter. Gossip from four fat sisters slapped her hard in the face. Teresa had run out with a waiter, one cackled. They turned around just in time to see a shadow disappear toward the beach, a trickle of starlight spotlighting Amarga’s anger as she stormed across the sand.

Teresa and José María would often say the moment they met was something right out of a movie—Teresa avoiding her overbearing mother, dancing on her own, with a buzzing cloud of gallant men begging to join; José María, serving finger food, couldn’t and didn’t take his eyes off her. Maracas crackled, as did fireworks overhead. Teresa flicked boleros from her fingers, even knew how to clack her heels to flamenco. She emitted a natural, electric sensuality. José María tripped over himself and dropped a champagne flute. It splashed like a wave on the open-air dance floor, stopping Teresa, opening her eyes for the first time since the music had begun.

Her smile disarmed José María and sent him into an effusive apology for interrupting something so beautiful. Teresa stayed quiet as he mopped the dance floor with an expensive cloth napkin, and smirked because José María was the clumsiest, handsomest boy she’d ever seen. His innocence attracted her immediately, a clichéd crack of lightning in every nerve.

“Dance with me,” Teresa said.

“I can’t,” José María stuttered. “I’m working. I can’t get fired.”

“Suit yourself,” Teresa said. She turned around and knew she had won. José María threw down the napkin, the tray, unbuttoned his shirt and tossed his bow tie into a bowl of dip. He matched her rhythm, caressed the small of her back with one hand, and cradled her hand with the other. The bolero finished, and Teresa bowed. José María stood frozen with a stupid grin on his face.

Teresa smiled. “Let’s get out of here.”



TERESA AND JOSÉ María lay together on the sand, the sound of the party tinny behind them, the tide creeping closer. She felt his hands fidget behind her back, and he pulled a shark’s tooth from the sand.

“This is good luck,” José María said, smiling. “With this luck, ¿will I be able to find you again?”

“I live with my mother outside San José,” she said. “It’s a cream house in Barrio Ávila.”

“I’m not a rich man,” José María said, slipping the shark’s tooth into his pocket like a treasure. He’d heard of Barrio Ávila’s wealth.

“I didn’t say you had to be,” Teresa said.

José María kissed her again. He asked if her house had a garden. He promised to grow flowers to put in her hair. He asked her to marry him.

“My mother will kill me,” she said.

“She will have to kill us both,” he said.

“She’s terrifying when she wants to be.”

“My family was full of monsters. ¿What kind of man would I be if I were still afraid of them?”

Teresa considered José María’s impulsive proposal. She had never before felt this weightlessness in her bones. She felt as if she would float away if he weren’t holding on to her. Teresa kissed him on his forehead, his nose, on each eye.

“¿What’s your last name?” Teresa asked.

“Sánchez. I know it’s common, but—”

“I don’t care about those things. The problem with coming from a family like mine is you realize how unhappy they are. When you’re obsessed with pedigrees and inheritances, there’s only stress and anxiety. I want to be done with the whole thing.”

The last name Sánchez felt strong and brave to Teresa. Names influenced a person’s nature, and a last name brought about a patrimony of expectations—she saw that Sánchez spread throughout the sinews of his shoulders, the lean muscles that supported his arms that in turn supported her.

“I propose a toast,” Teresa said.

“I don’t like to drink guaro straight. It burns my throat.”

“We’ll chase it with the salt in the air, Mr. Sánchez.”

“You’re something of a poet, ¿no?”



AMARGA HID BEHIND a palm tree that also craned its head to listen to the lovers. If she’d had any more champagne, she would have retched right then and there. A bitterness spread through her and tickled the ends of her limbs, itching her face and torso with hives. Back in Barrio Ávila, she would forbid Teresa from ever seeing him again. She would take a serrated knife to her own throat before entertaining the thought of that waiter on the beach with her daughter. What kind of mongrels would they raise? How could I ever show my face in society again?

Amarga considered confronting them both, grabbing Teresa by the ear and slapping the boy across his face. But she couldn’t run the risk of further ruining her last pair of good heels in the sand. Vanity won. Amarga stomped back to the inn.

The more swigs of guaro that Teresa and José María took, the higher the tide rose. It caressed the soles of their naked feet and nudged Teresa into José María’s embrace. He asked her many questions—who her father was, her favorite color and if it had changed since she was a girl, if she had ever ridden a horse. She answered honestly, but by the time the moon lowered into the horizon, she realized she knew nothing about him.

“¿What about your father? ¿What was he like?” Teresa asked.

“He’s gone.”

“¿And your mother?”

José María winced. “I don’t know,” he said. “I assume she’s gone too.”

Never before had Teresa met someone so secretive, so mysterious about his past and emotions. She took the hint. Teresa wouldn’t insist any further on unearthing his truth. At least not yet.

The moon dropped below the horizon. A gold coin into a pocket.

“Teresa, we’ll have two daughters,” José María said triumphantly.

“¿Is that so?”

“Yes. Two. Beautiful girls with your eyes. And they will dance just as I saw you dance tonight. Gracefully … and all the boys will follow them like fools. Like how I followed you.”

“But I don’t want them to be as dark as me,” Teresa said, her insecurities lubricated by guaro. “I hate my skin. At least in that way they’ll be beautiful.”

José María pinched Teresa’s shoulder before drinking from the bottle again. “That’s a stupid thing to say,” he said. “You have the most beautiful skin I have ever seen. They will be as brown and as beautiful as their mother.”

Teresa stayed silent awhile. She imagined two daughters with her skin. She feared what her mother would say. How Amarga would nag her to keep them out of the sun. To never let them wear pastel dresses for fear of darkening their faces with contrast. Teresa began to weep.

“I’m sorry,” José María said. “I’m a drunken idiot sometimes. Forgive my tone.”

“It wasn’t your tone,” Teresa said, smiling.

José María lifted her body from the sand and carried her into the water. The waking sun’s rays sneaked through the treetops. Giggling, ecstatic, Teresa and José María tossed themselves into the surf, their lips locked, breathing in each other’s breaths until their bodies and the sea became one.






15
José María, Ojo de Tigre, 1956



Their love story put the girls right to sleep. José María and Teresa went back to their bedroom and made love. The memory of the cold seawater on their flesh tightened their muscles, and their bodies interlocked once again, warming each other, until their slow moans turned to mutual release.

José María lay on his back, sweating a lagoon onto the sheets, while Teresa snored. Other stories shoved their way into him, ones that José María would never admit. Evil always balancing the good. Tales of beasts. Panic bubbled to his surface. He was convinced he would lose all of this. His wife, his children. His fingernails clutched the sheets, and paralysis set in his veins. Teresa’s snores became the growls of pigs. Boars with tusks as sharp as metal and fur like murderous spines.



WHEN TERESA LEFT the beach town in Puntarenas, José María wandered the province, looking for work. He had promised Teresa he would make enough money to properly ask for her hand in marriage. He would prove to her ornery, judgmental mother that he was worthy of her love.

After weeks of failed attempts, José María found brothers at a cantina on a Saturday night. In the town of Buenos Aires, where cool zephyrs lifted the skirts of women, like Marilyn Monroe.

The brothers were from a farm named Ojo de Tigre. On Saturday nights, they ventured from its humid grasslands to the valley town of Buenos Aires. At the cantinas, away from their father’s pigheadedness, guaro loosened the brothers’ shirts, their tongues, and their belts. Magón, the middle brother, prone to bouts of crying, howled at the splendid whores who broke his heart in brothels. The younger, Asdrúbal, couldn’t be trusted after losing a game of burro. And Aníbal, the eldest and most talented of the brothers with a machete, was banned from cantinas even before their construction.

On the night José María met them, Aníbal, Magón, and Asdrúbal were escorting their youngest brother, Héctor, to an antediluvian bar, where prostitutes with biblical names would ensure an unforgettable eighteenth birthday. They arrived at La Capilla, a cantina as run-down as it was illustrious, its new electric lighting revealing a gloss of grime and sticky alcohol on the floors. The owner, a pregnant-bellied man by the name of Zeledón, threw a violent fit—he knew exactly who these brothers were and what type of trouble they promised. He cursed their father’s mother and slammed his fists on the bar until his knuckles bruised. But the prostitutes who worked for Zeledón were eager to take advantage of Magón’s renowned sentimentality, and they purred at Zeledón to give the brothers a break.

Aníbal slipped a few bills across the bar and Zeledón agreed to let them stay, but he refused to serve Héctor alcohol. He reasoned that the kid was too skinny to be anywhere close to eighteen, and too shy, and therefore dangerous. Because everyone knows the shy ones break stools over your head when their drinks are cut off.

Héctor (admittedly skinny, though stronger than most oxen at Ojo de Tigre) feigned disappointment. The prospect of sobriety relieved his nerves—if he were to drink too much, he might have consented to losing his virginity to a prostitute, and no mythical ecstasy was worth that. While his brothers drank and became increasingly rowdy, Héctor inched closer to the exit. For a quick, efficient escape, just in case the stories about his brothers were true.

Around midnight, José María entered the bar. His fingernails dirty, but his hair immaculately quaffed with pomade. A perfect curl fell down his forehead. Forgetting Magón completely, the half dozen women flocked to José María as giddily as condors pouncing on a fresh cadaver. They cooed at him, blew wet kisses, stroked his ears. Uninterested, he apologized. There was already someone, José María said humbly. A girl, somewhere on a beach, waiting for him on the sand. José María arrived only to ask Zeledón for work. He wasn’t looking for love tonight.

Zeledón, gravely offended, refused to give José María anything. Not a whore, not a drink, and least of all a job. “I don’t hire puritanical pricks,” Zeledón spat. “Now, if you haven’t got any cash, ¡scram! ¡Go on! ¡I’ve got no use for a priest on a Saturday night!”

José María turned and left the cantina without arguing. Héctor stared at his three brothers, who looked as if they had seen a ghost from a story, from a dream they didn’t know they’d had. Héctor ran out into the dry dirt road to catch José María. A breeze stirred the dust around his ankles.

“Hey,” José María said to Héctor. “¿You looking for me?” José María leaned against the cantina wall, taking drags from a crumpled cigarette. “People are not too welcoming around here, are they.”

Héctor introduced himself. “¿What are you doing way down here in Buenos Aires?” he asked.

“I’m looking for work. I’ve been here a week, and no one is hiring. Or, probably, no one wants to hire me.”

“It is hard down here in the towns. Especially if you are a stranger. They say nothing good comes from newcomers,” Héctor said. “But my father has been looking for someone to come work on our farm. Up in the mountains, not too far on horseback. ¿You ever worked on a farm?”

“I have worked banana plantations my whole life.”

“That is good enough,” said a drunken Aníbal as he stumbled out of the cantina. He patted Héctor’s tawny hair and hiccuped. “We will take you with us. You can start tomorrow.”

“If we can convince Father,” Héctor said.



THEY ARRIVED AT Ojo de Tigre on horseback. José María had never seen such a splendid farm. Even in the overwhelming darkness, it glowed green, and nocturnal life teemed ecstatically. Ojo de Tigre lay nestled between two low peaks in the southern Talamanca mountain range, an ancient dragon’s spine slithering from the western province of Puntarenas down to the border touching Panamá. Don Amable, the patriarch at Ojo de Tigre, had purchased the land from a former president in 1926. He had originally planned to turn the valley of rain forest into a thriving ranch to raise cattle for meat and leather, but after the purchase, his pockets were empty, and his only worldly possession left was his grandfather’s sterling silver ring. With no money left to hire workers, Don proposed to the woman he had befriended as a child: Lucía, the daughter of his father’s right-hand man, an old Brunka man with gray eyes named Moisés. Lucía would bear Don Amable seven daughters with skin like balsa wood and six sons whose arms grew powerful enough to transform the discord of jungle into prosperous farmland.

The brothers escorted José María into the cabin, where Don Amable sat at a desk, reading Bible verses. Doña Lucía lay asleep, so the men whispered. Don Amable interviewed José María, asked his origins, seemingly ignored their murkiness. José María reminded Don Amable of someone, he said. The brothers, still very drunk, nodded their heads solemnly. He hired José María on the spot and set him up in Héctor’s cabin.



AFTER SEVERAL WEEKS, Doña Lucía began commenting that José María was like another son. She spoke with an adoration unfamiliar to him. Perhaps she believed him to be the reincarnation of the boy she had lost in childbirth. It would have been her first, but her hips hadn’t anticipated the size of his body. For two days Doña Lucía had labored, losing blood that ran cold in a pool on the dirt floor. Don Amable begged his wife to give up, to forget the child. To save her, the Brunka midwife performed a cesarean that left a permanent moon across her belly, but it left the baby cool and still. Even days afterward, bouts of fainting overcame Doña Lucía, and with the exception of a blur of slick blue flesh, her only memory of the baby was a perfect black curl on its forehead.

Ojo de Tigre performed the novenario for the baby in complete silence. Doña Lucía and Don Amable could muster no strength to utter the rosary. Eventually, in their lovemaking, they surrendered the memory, vowing never to mention the baby again. They poured their anguish into each other, as water is poured from one cup into another, back and forth until the quantities are equal. They went about pretending the crescent moon that cut across Doña Lucía’s stomach had always been there. A birthmark, a childhood burn. And they suppressed the memory as one suppresses a nightmare: burying it deep within the folds of their shoulders, where it would be easier to carry, and even the deepest sleep would have trouble unearthing it.

Everyone at Ojo de Tigre looked at José María’s black curls and convinced themselves he was the baby from Doña Lucía’s tale.



JOSÉ MARÍA LAY awake in Héctor’s room. Outside, small dogs barked at the shadows of the coyotes stalking the chicken coops. Above José María in the darkness, a hundred fireflies fluttered about like stars in a galaxy. He followed their movements closely; eyes wide like an astronomer, looking for meaning in their light. What illuminated Teresa in her bedroom? Maybe a candle carved the curves of her breasts out from other dark shapes. Maybe sweet starlight from Orion tickled her nape.

Next to him, Héctor stirred. For the past seven weeks, José María had shared Héctor’s bed, and every night, the space separating their bodies shrank. Tonight, José María’s chest touched Héctor’s back. Héctor reached for José María’s hand, and in the disarming delirium of sleep, José María let him. Their fingers interlocked and Héctor brought them to his abdomen. Rain thrummed on the tin roof. The fireflies, one by one, extinguished themselves. The two slept undisturbed until morning.

Life at Ojo de Tigre provided José María a necessary comfort. Besides the grueling work of razing the obstinate forest, Don Amable’s family accepted him as one of their own. The seven daughters—Thalía, Ángela, Eugenia, Urania, Consuela, Consuelo, and Rocío—flirted with him, washed his clothes, cooked his meals, massaged his feet, and even kissed him good night, one after the other. The six sons—Aníbal, Magón, Asdrúbal, Áyax, Paris, and Héctor—rumpled his hair, drank him under the table, told him tall tales, and hugged him good night, one after the other.

Héctor’s grandfather, Moisés, remained the only one wary of José María’s presence. Moisés came from a long line of caciques: proud, feather-crowned leaders of the Brunka tribe. For centuries they resisted the Spanish and their guns and murder, crosses and conversion. Moisés had been groomed to be the next, but his father was disgraced after selling land to criollo coffee barons, who forced his people off. A new cacique was anointed, and earlier this year, the tribe moved to a protected baldío, barring Moisés and his mestizo family from entering.

José María reminded Moisés of his treacherous father. He predicted betrayal somewhere deep in his heart. Moisés would walk by, his staff taller than himself, without acknowledging José María’s presence, whistling to himself a tune José María had never heard before.

“Do not mind him,” Héctor said one day.

“¿You noticed it too?”

“Of course. Have patience. When he is convinced of something, it just takes time for his mind to change. Most of us grew up thinking that nothing good comes from newcomers, especially his generation. His people.

“But you’re different,” Héctor corrected himself. “Even if my grandfather doesn’t accept you because you’re new here, the rest of us love you.”

José María did as Héctor suggested and waited. They became inseparable. José María and Héctor ate together, rode their horses side by side, slept in the same bed. Moisés found the latter especially troubling. He watched his grandson’s eyes brighten whenever José María came to him with new machete techniques or slang from up north. He watched Héctor’s stance change—slowly, he put more weight on one hip, and his hands spent far too long at his waist. A dangerous thing was awakening inside him.

The new boy, Moisés decided, could not stay.



THE PENULTIMATE DAY of 1956 brought with it an ancient ritual. An orange gibbous moon rose in the afternoon. José María descended a steep hill through the rain forest, following Aníbal, Magón, and Asdrúbal, who in turn followed Moisés as he led a gargantuan hog to a clearing. The pig weighed no less than seventy kilos and was ready for slaughter.

“We are not allowed to kill it close to the house. My mother cannot stand the screams,” Magón whispered to José María.

The hog remained abnormally calm. A pig’s intelligence is like that of a man, José María once heard, and it knows perfectly well when it’s going to die. How rare that an animal accepts its fate.

At the clearing, Aníbal practiced sledgehammer swings, leaving deep dents in thick-trunked trees. The pig stoic beside Moisés, who leered at José María. His gray eyes almost completely white this evening. Asdrúbal sharpened a long knife with a spherical rock. Magón and José María chatted, pondered the existence of Man and of pigs, how similarly they are set up to be butchered.

When the time came, Asdrúbal held the pig’s head in place by its jowls. Several small children came out from the forest in every direction. Their arms dangled from their shoulders like broken branches. They attempted to disguise their mouths, already gobbling in anticipation. Aníbal readied his hammer and swung down, cracking the pig’s skull, sending its body limp to the grass. Asdrúbal drove the knife into its jugular, and a geyser of blood erupted, frothing like soap. As the brothers carved its body open, the children tossed rocks at the intestines, which exploded with excrement and bile. The children tugged the ears from the dogs and wore them as their own. Magón retched onto the roots of a large tree. He had taken after his mother.

As dusk settled on the horizon, Moisés led everyone back up the hill. He carried the ribs folded in banana leaves. Between the three brothers and José María went the chops, the pig’s feet, its fatty belly and jowls. At the top of the hill, José María noticed a tall, dead tree. Dozens of vultures crowded its branches like upright fruit. Their feathers black and lustrous. Obsidian blades on their wings.

That night, the locals from the Brunka tribe put on their famous dance of the Diablitos. Moisés sacrificed the hog in honor of the ceremony, and the dancers chewed mouthfuls of pork behind their balsa-wood masks, painted every color one finds in the forest; the dyed wood shimmering in the aura of the bonfire around which everyone crowded to watch.

First, a horde of men dressed in gangoche cloth and dried banana leaves filed onto the stage—their masks of jaguars, mongooses, parrots, and other spiritual protectors. Flutes whistled into the night, harmonizing with the crackling fire. Drums and the players’ stomping decided heartbeats tonight.

The Brunka people had come to this land almost a millennium ago, hunting a sounder of giant boars over hundreds of kilometers of rain forest, sharp arrows and spears in hand. Eventually they ended up here in Boruca in the Talamanca mountain range. The conquistadors found them five hundred years ago. When they stumbled upon the tribe’s worship and dances, they called them devils.

Over the drumming, a player dressed as a bull charged into the group of dancers, ramming its horns into the jaguar, knocking the mongooses to the ground. A bestial Spaniard conquering the Indians, feeling their fresh blood on its fur and liking it. Moisés, the leader of the group, clad in an extravagant feathered jaguar mask, entered the dance and began to shriek. He blew into a conch, calling ancestors and the animals of the forest to vanquish the Spanish bull and its lust for conquest. Moisés’s gray eyes fixed on José María, who sat in the front row next to Héctor. The boys, in awe of the performance, scooched closer to each other, their terrified mouths wide open with fibers of pork strung from their teeth. This sent Moisés’s rage spraying in all directions, and the audience cheered, mistaking it for a dedicated performance.

Doña Lucía smoked the rest of the pork, and after five hours of merriment and congratulations to the dancers, everyone headed to their respective bungalows to sleep.

José María and Héctor lay down quietly together. There was enough space between them to fit another person. In the silence, José María admired the fireflies, while the performance of the Little Devils replayed in his mind.

“José María,” Héctor said, shifting to face him. “¿What is the matter?”

“Nothing. Just ate too much, I guess.”

“Yeah, me too. I feel heavy.”

José María laughed and stared up at the dark. A firefly landed on his lips. Héctor brought his hand to José María’s face and caressed his jaw. The firefly danced away.

“Héctor,” José María said. “¿What are you doing?”

“I do not know…”

José María felt Héctor’s cool breath on his chin. José María sprang up.

“¿What the fuck are you doing, Héctor?”

Héctor trembled and stood up from the bed. The darkness that had at first brought them closer now pushed them apart. Both their bodies shook with rage, confusion. Something warm spread throughout their leg muscles and lower parts. Héctor ran out of the cabin, leaving José María alone and fuming, his jaws and teeth clenched like a trap.

From outside the compound came whistling, both familiar and unfamiliar. José María left the cabin and followed it down the path that connected all the houses at Ojo de Tigre. Every structure stood on stilts, designed specifically for mudslides and snakes. Their gabled tin roofs sparkled in the orange moonlight. It must have been four in the morning, and there was no sign of Héctor anywhere.

When José María turned to go back to his cabin, he heard an oncoming flood. The rain forest surrounding Ojo de Tigre rustled as if a powerful river rushed through it. The sound woke everyone, and they came out of their sleeping quarters with torches and lanterns, their eyes still sticky with dreams. From the sloping eastern hill, a stampede of wild boars—the size of oxen, their bristles long, protruding needles—hurtled through Ojo de Tigre, ramming their tusks into the houses’ stilts, attacking its residents with their white, gnarled mouths.

Screams shook the night, echoing the dance of the Little Devils. Hooves clacked, tusks percussed into wood, and the dark was alive with frantic footsteps. Dancers who’d stayed awake celebrating around the bonfire backed away from the boars, so close to the flames their shirts singed. But the beasts ignored them—avoided all the Brunka residents, for that matter. The animals only attacked Don Amable’s family and workers with light skin.

Aníbal, Magón, and Asdrúbal each took on a boar, swinging their machetes with swordsmen’s strokes. The younger brothers ran to protect their mother and sisters, who in turn threw pots at the herd. Doña Lucía aimed knives into hides, covering Don Amable, who led his sons in battle. He flailed the sledgehammer about, breaking legs, smashing hooves.

Alone on the path, José María stood motionless, urine trickling down his leg. He watched helplessly as a monstrous boar with white eyes, the largest of the herd and with tusks as long as an elephant’s, charged at him. In that moment, José María resigned himself to death. He’d been powerless throughout this life. He’d cowered with his siblings underneath the bed as his father’s shadow beat their mother’s every night. He’d run away from his home. He’d not been living but rather floating through this life, clinging to survival, with no happiness in sight. Only Teresa on that beach promised him hope, but before the giant boar, that seemed so far away. A future snatched from him yet again. Everything in his life, including this final moment, was rife with defeat. Life had defeated him, and he would face that defeat with dignity, as a real man does.

But before the boar could reach José María, Héctor appeared, pushing him out of its path. He gave José María a faint smile before the tusks ran through his chest and his left arm. They sank into his flesh as effortlessly as nails into wood, and José María heard his friend’s bones crumble. The boar, its white mouth stained crimson, looked on as if frightened, as if contrite, at José María; it shook Héctor from its tusks. The three elder brothers arrived and chased it off with their machetes, while Don Amable and Doña Lucía howled into the dawn, cradling what was left of their boy.

José María couldn’t stand the sight and ran away as fast as he had ever run, lunging through kilometers of jungle until he found a road. He was never sure if he had run all the way to Barrio Ávila. That night’s color, its smell of embers and liquid iron, and the feeling of warm blood on his face, would stay in his memory forever.
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Amarga, Barrio Ávila, 1957



Teresa arrived home from Cartago still high from having seen Alice after so long. She looked out to the empty lot where the guesthouse once moped like an afterthought from which grew a small forest of Queens of the Night, Amarga’s favorite flowering tree. Perfume curled into the air like smoke from the hanging trumpets, the unmistakable aroma of roses dipped in honey. An expensive, sensual, rapturous cloud Amarga had always wished she could bottle. She’d tried many times to extract its essence: boiling the flowers, reducing them until the petals disintegrated, and all that was left was burnt sap (a failure); skinning the plant’s tender bark to dry in the sun, then pickling the bark in alcohol (another failure); and finally, her last attempt, crushing the fruit into a paste to splotch onto the sides of her neck (the biggest failure of all, because the psychedelic properties of the Queen of the Night seeped into her skin, spread throughout her bloodstream, and she was later found on a nearby roof, crowing at dawn like a rooster). The plants were heavy drinkers, and this hurricane would make them flourish. A pageant of parched beauty queens right in her backyard.

Amarga’s portrait, next to the vanity mirror, stirred and brayed like an attention-starved child.

“Look at me. ¿Will you listen to me?”

Except for this portrait, Teresa had entirely erased Amarga’s material existence from the house. The religious paraphernalia she hoarded over the years lost in the demolition, the gold watch set fifteen minutes ahead pawned to pay the gardener, Amarga’s favorite coffee mug, her father’s cigar cutter, hairpins, coin purse, and Tácito’s letter: all bulldozed, pulverized, and hauled off. Teresa had destroyed José María’s existence too. That was easier. He had never owned much—just shirts and other ratty articles of clothing, a comb, and a jar of hair product. Erasing the existence of a poor man was unsettlingly easy. His smell she bleached out, his touch she exfoliated with soap and her fingernails. His voice was the most difficult to forget—those years in DC. Teresa had cupped the ears of her heart, until it was only every once in a while that she heard José María’s echo as she cleaned or shopped at the supermarket. By the time Teresa returned to Barrio Ávila and razed the guesthouse and burned José María’s things, she’d almost forgotten him entirely. Almost.



TERESA REMEMBERED THE day José María first arrived on her doorstep in Barrio Ávila. He stank of pig flesh and sweat. He hadn’t the smoky cologne from the beach wedding or the glossy pomade of a young bachelor. Mud, cuts, and green paste splotched his olive-toned skin. Teresa hadn’t known until much later that he’d run the whole way from Puntarenas without stopping for breath or water, though he’d never tell her what he had been running from. Teresa couldn’t help but guess an ex-girlfriend. Amarga swept where he’d walked throughout the house, proclaiming that low-level workers only ran that fast from debts.

“He’s a devil,” Amarga said to Teresa while he slept those first few days. “I can tell from here.”

When he was half awake, Teresa bathed José María herself and slicked his skin with orange blossom water and petroleum jelly. The louder Amarga repeated her theory, the more insistent her grandmother’s voice became in Teresa’s head. The machete in your heart, cut off his tail. But it was a ritual Teresa hadn’t any idea how to perform. She wondered if there existed a special candle with a special color or special scent, or perhaps an herb her grandmother had planted in the garden before she died. Nothing came to mind, and Teresa pleaded with her mother for a clue, any clue at all, because Teresa believed that Amarga must have picked up at least some techniques or secrets from her mother-in-law after so many years.

“It’s love, silly,” Amarga said one night as she cradled a sturdy bottle of sweet aguardiente. Alcohol sweetened her. “Love removes the tail, locks it away, as your grandmother used to say. Sure, she taught me. ¿How do you think your father got so lovely? ¿Why do you think he would look at me the way that he did?” Amarga wept, for perhaps the first time Teresa had ever seen. Teresa tried to comfort her, but Amarga shooed her away. “They’re all born devils, she was right about that. Oh, Dolores, how right you were.”

The mention of her grandmother reminded Teresa how much she truly missed her. The morning she died, Teresa was sprinting to her room, wanting to recount to her a fabulous dream of flying. She’d crept in and found her lying on the bed, her face relaxed except for her mouth, which was agape, as if she had been singing in her sleep. An odd scent hung in the air. Jasmine, rain, dirt.

When Teresa ran to Amarga for consolation, and Amarga saw the despair on Teresa’s face, she knew that Dolores was dead, and she and Teresa would now face the torturous fate of being stuck with only each other. But Amarga did not blame Dolores or even Teresa for this fate; she blamed her husband, for whom she’d waited all those years with candles. When a man leaves, everyone else dies.

As Teresa hovered over José María’s sleeping body, strategizing about what sort of love it might take to separate a man from his tail, she took solace in the memory of her grandmother’s funeral. Teresa had never seen so many people at one time. Mourners of all races and classes, washerwomen, fishmongers, cobblers, thieves, bishops, spinsters, widowers, a president or two, all crowded into the church to touch the forehead of the woman who’d blessed their lives, and others who’d been cursed by her but wanted to pay their respects anyway. Nothing was more beautiful than realizing the person she loved was also loved by others. That the person she would always remember would be remembered by them too. Teresa spoke to José María’s sleeping body, retelling stories of her grandmother until he woke, rested and as handsome as when she’d met him.



THE FIRST TIME Amarga saw Teresa kiss José María, she bundled her things and whisked herself away into the guesthouse and never returned. Her daughter’s future would be easier to tolerate if she didn’t have to witness it up close every day. Amarga had spent her whole life perfecting this tolerance. Not acceptance, because acceptance brought peace to the soul, balance to the mind. No, Amarga preferred to tolerate undesirable things because it allowed her the necessary room to resent. She’d tolerated her childhood, for example.

Amarga was the daughter of a wealthy coffee baron and an Indigenous woman whom he cornered one night in the washroom. To many coffee barons in Costa Rica, siring a child out of wedlock didn’t present any real moral dilemma. They felt it was their birthright—if their great-great-grandfathers could do so, why couldn’t they? In fact, the church encouraged this phenomenon—more children, more patrons—so it became a pastime for Costa Rica’s white oligarchy, blessed by the clergy. But marrying the mother, toting her around at galas? Dressing her in gowns and drowning her in diamonds? Absolutely not. Marriage was a sacred thing to them, not to be performed outside their race.

Amarga was born as crows cawed into the dawn light, and the coffee baron arrived to ship her and her mother away. But he was a capricious man, and changed his mind when he saw the bright, giggling newborn. She wasn’t as dark as she would become, and he had no heir to speak of, and his first wife had died of malaria the year before. He adopted Amarga that day—not out of benevolence, or any semblance or prospect of love—but did so because he was bored and alone there on his vast coffee plantation.

“You’re a good Christian to raise the bastard,” the priest replied to the baron’s confession the following Sunday. “To right the sin, sir. You are doing God’s work.” But the baron had no use for Amarga’s mother anymore; he never repeated what he described as his conquests. So he shipped Amarga’s mother off like a sack of beans. She would never meet her. Her name was Teresa.

Amarga’s father was cartoonish—he wore a panama hat to hide his baldness, balanced cigars from his lips at a forty-five-degree angle, displayed silver-capped teeth like artifacts in a museum—and like all caricatures of men, he was a monster. He would often comment on Amarga’s complexion at random. We should lock you inside until I can pawn you off on someone else, or, Look how your mother’s pussy burned you on the way out. Cruel, unimaginable insults at all hours of the day. But Amarga tolerated it, because when the coffee baron drank, he became warmhearted, showered her with compliments, gifts, and promises to leave her as sole inheritor. She even stomached the baron’s relatives who turned up their noses at her and the governesses who tried to scrub off her skin with a scouring pad. And eventually she would tolerate her husband’s long work hours, and the extravagant parties they attended with vicious mestiza socialites, and her mother-in-law the witch, who saw right through her. But what Amarga never truly tolerated, had not yet mastered, and would not until the moment right before her death, was her daughter. She looked upon Teresa with such contempt that sometimes it would drive her mad, trembling her limbs, giving meaning to her name. Amarga looked upon Teresa, and her father’s ghost would creep into her mouth like a gun, take aim, and fire.



JOSÉ MARÍA HADN’T known the extent of Amarga’s bitterness until he began living in the house in Barrio Ávila, and she exiled herself to the guesthouse without a second thought. José María would bite his tongue whenever Amarga shot snide comments at him or Teresa. But as Teresa readied herself for bed, José María would say his piece, wring his hands in frustration and anxiety, and implore Teresa to stand up for herself. But, Teresa admitted, when she wasn’t affected by her mother’s treatment, she found Amarga comical. No, sad. An absurd pathos, Teresa decided.

Teresa told José María of her experiences on American Fruit Company’s plantation with her mother. How, when they parked her father’s Chrysler outside the White Zone before entering, the white laborers hauling bushels would dulcetly call Amarga Negra, while the Black laborers hacking sang out, ¡Mamá!—both terms humiliated her, and Teresa would watch Amarga sulk as Tácito drove them home along La Guaria Railroad, weighing which term offended her more. Often Amarga yelled back to these workers that she’d have them fired—because how dare they talk like that to the wife of the Company’s head corporate lawyer. But the workers ignored her, and so did Tácito, who thought that she was overreacting.

Teresa’s skin was tougher, she said, though sometimes her mother’s words lodged in her mind like a virus. Teresa had found it funny being around the banana laborers as a girl, as they tried to guess her race. Each worker wanting to claim her and even Amarga. Brunka, the Brunka workers said. (Or at the very least Bribri.) The Jamaican men smiled, certain that Teresa’s family was from their island’s northern coast—Ocho Rios or Port Antonio, they bet. The white workers also put in bids, though they would begrudgingly acknowledge that she was mixed; mestiza or mulatta, but with powerful Spanish blood present in her veins nonetheless.

Teresa, for her part, couldn’t deny that Amarga’s incessant remarks affected José María, each mumbled insult a spore that began covering the walls around his heart. Teresa could do nothing about it, because one can never do anything about one’s own mother. Amarga had fallen from grace, Teresa tried to explain to José María. She had grown up rich (hated by her own father, but wealthy nonetheless), and the AFC had paid Tácito well enough that they could afford a house in Barrio Ávila and attend galas and benefits as nobility did. Teresa remembered that when her mother entered any store in San José, the workers would attend to her as if her skin were white.

That’s what had inoculated Amarga for so many years, had provided her the energy to tolerate her circumstances: money. But when Tácito disappeared, that changed, or rather, in Amarga’s mind, it reverted her. She watched as her friends’ noses steadily turned upward, and more than once, strangers asked her to wipe up spills at fundraisers.

When their savings had eventually all but dried up, Amarga was dethroned as the heir to an opulent white baron and rechristened as the offspring of that nameless washerwoman, shipped off like a sack of beans. Disposable, Amarga knew, because of her color. When José María arrived to marry Teresa, a boy with white skin but no money to unlock its potential, it only added insult to Amarga’s injury. The irony of her life to eat from the salary of a laborer on the plantation her husband once ran.

A fall from grace that hard, Teresa said to José María, makes one bitter.

When Lyra was born, then Carmen, Teresa tried her best to shield them from Amarga’s venom. Teresa used herself as a lightning rod, sparing her daughters. During the rainy season, the girls’ skin would lighten to their father’s complexion, while the dry season provided enough sun to bronze the girls to a gorgeous shade of cocobolo. Amarga’s treatment of the girls became seasonal. But Teresa could see that her mother fought with herself, tried her best to control the poison she produced unconsciously. Amarga doted on her granddaughters, pawned her jewelry to buy them Christmas gifts, strolled them through town in their baby carriages, told them legends before bed. Some scary, some marvelous. And if Amarga meandered enough in her stories, they would all lead to her husband, their missing grandfather, Tácito. His dark, angular face; full, vulture-black hair; delicate digits and fingernails. He could have played piano, Amarga said many times. If only he had learned, because music has a way of staying with you.

Despite the many who might have objected, or contradicted, or scoffed, Amarga considered herself a saint. Brushing her granddaughters’ thick hair or rubbing their dark skin with oil, Amarga fended off her father’s possessing ghost and its glossary of bane, and that in itself was undeniably saintly. Worthy of canonization, if she were given the chance to plead her case to the Vatican.

And in that argument, Amarga would emphasize how she suffered. Alone. Abandoned by the man she worshipped. How Tácito vanished one night. How those idiot gringos had sent him to his fate and left her with no condolences. How her life reeked of wax. And longing. And a hope so desperate, the pope wouldn’t have a choice but to sanctify Amarga for withstanding it.



 

AMERICAN FRUIT COMPANY
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CIRCULAR NO. B-34

August 18, 1948.

TO COSTA RICA BANANA DIVISION MANAGERS

It has been decided, by unanimous vote, that Tácito Cepeda Mora, Chief Legal Officer of the Costa Rica Division, is to be dealt with in a swift and efficient manner. After reading, this memo is to be destroyed. It must be done seamlessly, with no connection to the Company.

Based on witness testimony of Cepeda Mora’s personal conduct, compounded with his past history, it has been determined his Communist sympathies have resurfaced, and with his intimate knowledge of the Company, he must be dealt with.

The Banana Division Managers are to carry on business as usual after Cepeda Mora’s absence. You need not concern yourselves with the details.

His replacement will be sent after confirmation. Cepeda Mora’s office is to be emptied out, documents compiled for inspection, and prepared for the new CLO’s arrival.

Roberto Espinoza Gallo is to assume Cepeda Mora’s surveillance of agitators in the meantime. Any business or complaints are now to be sent through him. He is a loyal man, with no Bolshevist ties or Red leanings. He will visit all the plantations next month to interview you. Please organize information on potential subversives to hand over to him.

Very respectfully,
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Tácito, Guanacaste, 1948



Many men who worked for the American Fruit Company lived dual lives, especially those with larger salaries. No one made more than the Americans who arrived in Costa Rica to oversee operations, or trim fat, or doctor medical documents, but Tácito Cepeda Mora came very close. He’d been hired by the AFC not only as their head corporate lawyer but as a surreptitious queller of revolts. As weeds reproduce and threaten crops, so, too, did agitators and socialists put the AFC’s banana operations in peril. Having once been a Communist syndicate head against the AFC himself, Tácito was quickly recruited to their side. With the almighty dollar, and a new family to care for, he was easily lured to the AFC’s payroll.

In his younger days, Tácito positioned himself as a dangerous rabble-rouser on the AFC’s Golfito plantation. He had returned to Costa Rica from Washington, DC, with a fresh law degree in 1925, and made labor rights his prerogative. He homed in on the AFC, disgusted by tales of its plantations’ horrid living conditions, slave labor, and its ubiquitous government meddling. Not often did tales of a single man make it into AFC board meetings, but the members decided Tácito’s education made him dangerous; his ability to speak both English to the Jamaican laborers and Spanish to the mestizo ones would unquestionably overwhelm the Banana Division Managers. While the AFC had tried for decades to turn the races against one another by means of preferential treatment and the exploitation of deep-rooted anti-immigrant sentiments, Tácito was able to bring them together to reject the AFC and its ungovernable influence. He led consecutive revolts in the early 1930s, attacking machinery with water, La Guaria Railroad with sticks and sharp stones. He traveled to the other plantations, fomenting laborers to turn their machetes from the fruit to the Americans and their soft white flesh. But when Tácito met Amarga at a party on her father’s coffee latifundio and courted her for a few months, he wanted to give her the world. And when Teresa was born, he wanted to give her the world too. He realized his calling as a Communist agitator would provide his new family no peace and no comfort.

Shortly after Teresa’s birth, he was approached by his predecessor at the AFC. A man who brought a loaded revolver to Tácito’s kitchen table, and instead of unloading its cylinders into his wife, newborn, and his mother, who eyed the exit, the man offered Tácito a generous contract. With stipulations, of course, but with enough security to live the life all activists secretly dream of.

The AFC proceeded to use Tácito for his knowledge and experience—Know thine enemy might as well have been printed on the dollar bills that lined Tácito’s pockets. And during his career at the AFC, he’d been successful in extinguishing half a dozen uprisings. Tácito organized assassinations, disappeared organizers, obliterated organizations before they could spread Bolshevist propaganda like blood. The night he disappeared from Teresa’s world, he’d been sent on a mission to eliminate a Jamaican syndicate head by the name of Jack Pemberton, who the Company determined proved most troublesome. But the memo he’d received from the Company about his adversary was laced with contradictions and inaccuracies. Tácito didn’t know they had tipped off Pemberton and provided him with the same memo Tácito had received.

Tácito left Amarga a letter that night instead of saying goodbye. Scribbled it quickly at his desk, unable to properly convey his sentiments. How important she had been in his life. He promised he would return to her. He touched Teresa on her cheek, caressed her cheekbone with his thumb. She was sleeping so peacefully, he couldn’t bring himself to wake her. Before he left Barrio Ávila, he balanced on the steel of La Guaria Railroad like a tightrope, inhaling the cool midnight air. He felt something odd in his bones, an instinct he later realized had been fear. Men must eventually pay for their sins, and Tácito knew life was ready to balance its books. A man who kills knows when he’s going to be killed. And a man like Tácito, who’d done unspeakable things, knew that fact well enough to flee from his wife and teenage daughter, whom he was sure either the Company or the Communists would hunt down.



A WEEK AFTER Tácito’s disappearance, Amarga watched her daughter and her mother-in-law flutter about the garden, picking flowers, and seeds from their pods. The letter Tácito left lay over her breast. Wait for me, it said. Amarga lit a seventh candle and waited. The green wax pooled and dripped onto the floor.

Belligerent insects congregated in thick clouds, toads of all species performed in a guttural choir, and even the trees rustled their own discordant rhythm. White bats with blond noses, unable to navigate through the cacophony, crashed into windows like fleshy pebbles, tearing their wings on the glass. Teresa watched as one took refuge within a Queen of the Night’s trumpet flower. It ignored the buffet of nocturnal bugs and slipped swiftly into a dream. Teresa could hear its whistling snores as she picked seeds from mustard flowers with her grandmother.

“Tita, ¿why are we doing this? It’s so late,” she said.

“It’s to keep our minds clear.”

Her grandmother’s stocky frame moved nimbly from plant to plant, collecting the tiny seeds like coins. In an hour, Teresa had gathered just a handful, while her grandmother had filled the pockets of her apron. As the lantern light flickered, her grandmother’s body seemed to flicker, too, teleporting from the royal-yellow mustard flowers to the rosebushes, from which she clipped unopened snow-white blooms.

“Flores para los muertos,” she mumbled. She grabbed the flowers by their thorny stems, but her hands didn’t bleed.

“¿Are you picking those for my father?” Teresa asked. Her grandmother froze. The firelight shifted the angles of her face, revealing all her anger, anxiety, and heartbreak in a matter of seconds.

“No,” she answered solemnly. “As far as I know, I can still feel his heartbeat. You must have faith.”

“I miss him,” Teresa said after a long pause exacerbated by the night’s chaotic sounds.

“I miss him too. We are lucky because we can miss him together.”

“I don’t want to be left alone with my mother, Tita,” Teresa confided. “I wish it were her who had left instead.”

“You cannot say such awful things. You are but thirteen years old. You cannot possibly understand the inner workings of your mother’s mind. She does everything for a reason. We mothers, we do everything for reasons that go far beyond anyone else’s understanding. You will learn that lesson well, child. Just wait.”

“But I—”

“¡But nothing!” Teresa’s grandmother sat cross-legged in the grass. She turned and motioned for Teresa to sit in front of her. Teresa did. “¿Do you want to end up like La Cegua?” she asked, staring directly into Teresa’s glassy eyes. “¿Well?

“Heed this story,” her grandmother said, grabbing a handful of mustard seeds from her pocket to pass between her hands like sand in an hourglass.

La Cegua was once a gorgeous young girl, not too much older than Teresa was now, her grandmother explained. All of Cartago knew of her beauty, and the men who had heard the rumors came from every corner of the country, searching the city for her face. They strutted through the streets like colorful roosters, bouquets in hand, their finest clothes on their backs. Once they reached her house, the girl’s mother (somewhat jealous) and the girl’s father (somewhat protective) turned them away politely. If the horny men insisted, however, the father would brandish a machete as long as his arm and swing indiscriminately. Suitors lost ears, nipples, thumbs, and the city’s homelier ladies rushed to pick up their pieces scattered in the dirt, promising to sew them back in exchange for marriage.

This isolation filled the girl with an acidic, unmitigated anger that washed over her in a daily bath. She began to insult her father and curse her mother. It was said her screams could be heard from kilometers away. As the months passed, her anger metamorphosed into pride, and her insults became honed scalpels, slicing to the marrow of their bones. She bragged to herself in the mirror and picked apart her parents’ insecurities the way a child dismembers an insect.

One night, the girl was invited by a handsome young man to a ball. He was the descendant of a famous conquistador and the most eligible bachelor in all of Cartago. Along with the handwritten invitation, he sent the girl a stunning, tight white dress. Her mother, finally able to repay her daughter’s cruelty, forbade it. And in a fit of rage, the girl raised her hand to strike her mother across the face. But before she could, a disembodied hand, as black as an evening shadow, materialized and clutched her wrist. The black hand with sharp nails twisted her arm violently behind her back.

“Evil girl,” a voice beyond the hand said. “I curse you for being so ungrateful as to raise your hand against she who gave you life. Now and until the end of days, those men who search for your beauty will instead be repulsed by your hideousness. Your face will be replaced by the malevolence that rules your heart.”

“And that,” Teresa’s grandmother said, “is the ultimate lesson. You may not love your mother, but you must always respect her. She is, after all, the one who brought you into this world, just as I brought your father into it.”

Frozen in awe, Teresa didn’t notice the fruit bat plop dead from the trumpet flower, suffocated by the delicious fog of the refuge, its translucent, veiny wings still twitching in ecstasy.



THAT NIGHT, OVER the lonely mountain ridges of Guanacaste, a baleful moon twirled on her heels. Quivering with excitement, ready for a show, illuminating the path of a man on horseback who was following the constellation Orion north. A revolver tucked in the man’s belt, a sword in Orion’s. The celestial warrior guided Tácito Cepeda Mora to the Nicaraguan border, where he’d decided to flee. He’d left his Chrysler at the San José AFC plantation as a feint, thinking those who wished to betray him would scour the surrounding areas and nowhere farther. No one knew he’d taken a horse from a nearby ranch to amble about slowly. Tácito was a careful man. A tortoise in races, the winner of contests.

But snaking behind him, about a kilometer or so on foot, Jack Pemberton had been stalking Tácito for two days. His two syndicate lieutenants marched alongside him, anxiously shining their pistols in the moonlight. Even if it was three on one, Tácito was a terrifying opponent. All four men would rendezvous at the horizon, promising the moon a truly unforgettable performance.

Tácito, bored and starving, struggled to stay awake atop his horse. Howler monkeys called back to his stomach’s grumbling, thinking it was one of their own. His father’s Ladysmith revolver pressed farther into his ribs with the horse’s every clop. The pain, he promised himself, would keep him awake.

In his bones, Tácito could feel he was being stalked. By a jaguar or a murderer. Or maybe his new replacement. To the rhythm of a slow clop, Tácito looked like Death atop its horse, skeletal from hunger, cold and weary. His patience convinced him he would stumble upon a village with food and water, somehow survive this, and eventually go back to his wife, his mother, and Teresa with her darling smile. To pass the time, Tácito filed through his memories carefully, isolating the moments in which he had felt proudest.

The first was from when he was fourteen, and he’d shot a viper at fifty meters, saving his sister from its bite. His elated father lifted him into the air and declared, “¡This is my son! ¡The best shot in all of Costa Rica!” The lustrous Ladysmith revolver was his reward. Its eight chambers filled with seven bullets. “For good luck,” his father had said. “Not that you will ever need it.”

The second memory was from when Tácito was the head of a labor union in Golfito. In 1927, he had rallied workers from three separate banana plantations owned by the different fruit companies and staged a five-hundred-man protest. After returning to Costa Rica with his law degree, Tácito witnessed men blister their hands with blunt machetes to meet overseers’ impossible demands. He watched as peons wasted their measly salaries on watered-down guaro sold by the Company’s liquor store—essentially feeding the beast that fed upon them. He fomented the workers, led them in protest, destroying equipment and halting operations for a month. While he’d wallowed in shame these past thirteen years, those episodes of his bravery, his long-lost instinct to stand up for what was right, became seeds of joy and pride in his heart, even if they’d never germinate again.

This led Tácito to his third memory—the day Teresa was born.

To Amarga’s dismay, Tácito’s mother had been her midwife. “Do not be so uptight, Amarga,” his mother said. “When you have delivered as many babies as I have, women’s private parts all end up looking the same.”

Amarga fainted not from the pain but from sheer embarrassment. Tácito’s mother coaxed his child out of his unconscious wife effortlessly, and when the cord was severed and the child bundled tightly in a blanket, Dolores handed the wide-eyed baby to Tácito. He paced the morning bedroom and watched her pupils dilate with each new thing she saw. He wanted to show the newborn her mother and her grandmother, the sun, the moon, the stars, the trees he had climbed as a child, her own ten perfect fingers. He wanted to give her the universe all at once. His mother, sensing Amarga stirring, led Tácito to his wife’s side. The three crowded around the tranquil baby girl and wept.

Delirium rode alongside Tácito like a chevalier. Fifty meters ahead, there was a rustle of leaves. Tácito drew the Ladysmith from his belt, closed his right eye, and aimed. But it was a girl who emerged from a thicket of ferns—she had to be just a few years older than Teresa—dressed in a tight, sheer corn silk dress that followed her in an undulating train. Not until she reached the horse did Tácito see how beautiful she was. In all his life, he had never seen a girl with skin so brown and vibrant. With his luck, he had just discovered a princess in the middle of the jungle. He wondered briefly if he could slip off his wedding ring.

“Señor,” the girl cooed. “¿Where are you going? Please, I need your help.”

Tácito’s eyes followed the beads of sweat that ran from her collarbones down into the space between her breasts.

“Señorita,” he said. “I myself need help. I am searching for the nearest town.”

“¡My village is not too far down this same road! Oh please, señor, ¿will you take me with you?”

“¿How will I take you? I have no other horse to offer.”

The girl placed her hand lightly on Tácito’s thigh. “There seems to be enough space for both of us,” she said. “Please, señor, I must arrive there before dawn.”

Tácito jumped down from his horse and tucked the Ladysmith back into his belt. A perfume radiated from the girl, filling the night with gardenias. She mounted the horse expertly. “Well,” she said, “¿are you not going to get on?”

As they rode, the girl hummed a familiar song. A breeze disheveled her black mane.

“¿Why must you get to the town, señorita?” Tácito asked.

“I must get to my mother. She is very sick.”

“I see … ¿and your father? ¿Where is he?”

“I have not seen him in many years. ¿And you, señor? ¿What of your family?”

“They are back in the capital. I have left them for a short while.”

“Yes, I am sure your daughter misses you very much.”

“¿How did you know I have a daughter?”

“It is in your eyes. There is a peculiar kindness in the eyes of men who have daughters. Sometimes it is as if they can see a woman for who she truly is, not for what they can take from her.”

Tácito questioned the girl’s logic. With this beautiful creature sitting so close to his erection, Tácito would argue that men are driven by selfish desire.

Tácito thought of his mother’s theory: men and their devilish tails. He wondered if on her wedding day, Teresa might find his hand acceptable to guide her down the aisle. He imagined the face of the potential groom, who could cause her as much pain as Tácito had caused those around him. If Tácito could escape this Hell alive, he would drop to his knees and beg their forgiveness—his mother’s, for having abandoned her when his father died; Amarga’s, for having remembered the faces of all the men he had killed as they made love; Teresa’s, for missing out on the years she had left.

Tácito felt the night air chill. He tapped the girl on her shoulder to offer her the blanket strapped to the saddle. The stench of rotten eggs filled the air. The sleek wings of a vulture eclipsed the moon as it circled overhead.

“Señorita,” he said. “¿Is there a volcano close by? ¿Can you not smell the sulfur?”

The girl didn’t answer. Her body straightened. Her spine like rope pulled taut. Again, the vulture eclipsed the moon.

“¿Señorita? We have been riding for as long as you said we would, and I have seen no signs of any town,” Tácito said as he reached for the revolver. “Señorita, turn around and tell me what is going on.”

The girl began to sob. Her shoulders hunched in grief. “Very well,” she said.

What Tácito saw next made his heart stutter. When the girl turned to him, a horse’s skull materialized where her face had been. From the skull’s empty eye sockets, flickering tongues of fire were ignited. Tácito saw his terrified reflection in its every sharp yellow tooth. He fell sideways to the hard earth and heard his ribs snap. His horse galloped away, and Tácito crawled backward in the mud to a boulder. The thing with a horse’s skull crept closer, so close its dress caressed his boots. Tácito drew his father’s Ladysmith and aimed.

Across the road, Jack Pemberton and his lieutenants watched as Tácito dropped suddenly from his horse. They saw him crawl backward like a worm until he reached a giant boulder. They had no idea what was happening, but unable to stand, he made an easy target. As they emerged from the brambles to attack, Jack Pemberton heard seven shots, but felt only two: one that erupted in his kneecap and the other in his left hand. A bullet missed his head by a centimeter and pierced the bark of a tree behind him. The bodies of his two lieutenants collapsed to the earth, perfect bullet holes adorning their foreheads and their hearts. Rivulets of blood trickled from the wounds. Jack Pemberton limped over to Tácito Cepeda Mora, who had stopped moving completely. Sulfur emanated from his corpse; it looked like he was frozen midscream, cheeks almost torn open. The moon’s hushed applause fell on the still-standing man. Jack Pemberton, claiming the revolver from Tácito’s stiff fingers, hobbled north in search of the nearest town.



THE NIGHT’S NOISE quieted down—the clouds of insects dispersed, the choir of toads exhausted. The fruit bats collected their dead. Hanging upside down from kapok tree branches, they recited dour rosaries and crossed their chests with their wings. Teresa lay awake in her bed, staring through a window at the moon dancing playful pirouettes on the horizon’s stage.

Amarga unlatched the guesthouse’s door to find her mother-in-law holding a blossomed white rose. She invited Dolores in to rest on the fainting sofa. Waning candlelight joined their shadows together in a thin, wavering bridge.

“Dolores, ¿what can you feel?” Amarga said.

“¿What do you mean? ¿In my heart?”

“Yes. Wherever you feel these things, or wherever those visions of yours come from.”

Amarga focused on the lines around her mother-in-law’s mouth, wanting in that moment to manipulate the next answer. “I want to know what you see,” Amarga said.

“You already know the answer, Amarga. You have already felt it too.”

“¿But how could I possibly know? I am not like you. I am not a witch.”

“You do not need to be a witch. Tácito has been inside us both, child. From where he left me, he entered you—that connection is absolute. We can feel his heartbeat in our own, and you felt it, too, I know you did. You felt it stop.”

With a dry, muffled scream, Amarga fell to her knees and grabbed her mother-in-law’s apron, ripping the pockets. Hundreds of tiny mustard seeds spilled onto the floor, surrounding Amarga in a spiraling halo.

“Come, child,” Dolores whispered. “Help me pick these up.”
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Cristina & Desiderio, Barrio Ávila, 1995



The hurricane gorged itself on warm Caribbean waters boiled by that hole in the sky. Still it found no reason to check out of Costa Rica. For something as large as a storm, whole countries are merely resorts. Juan Santamaría Airport grounded all flights, checked the sunburned gringo passengers into a hotel and casino down the highway. They played blackjack and pulled slots like veteran machinists. The ding-ding-ding of gambling drowned out the deluge. Just a few kilometers away from the airport, in the neighborhood of La Carpio, Nicaraguan refugees stood ankle-deep in the floors of their homes. The polluted Río Torres and Río Virilla overflowed with such enthusiasm, the dirt floors of corrugated tin houses were transformed into a muddy, clay-soft slop. Chased away by the horrors of the Nicaraguan Civil War and now neglected by the Costa Rican government, the residents of La Carpio would be left to their own rebuilding. The vulnerable are made only more so by the weather.

In Barrio Ávila, Desiderio watched from his studio window as Teresa reentered her house. She had returned from somewhere. An agonizing butterfly flew to the opening of his trachea, tickling his voice box with its feelers. Dust from its wings coated his throat in an analgesic film, calming any sounds that might disturb it. A whimper, a moan. A whispered I love you.

But for the pounding rain, the house remained quiet. La Lora Lorca asleep in his cage, the televisions muted. Cristina had gone out, but Desiderio didn’t wonder where she was or even if she was coming back. He watched as one by one the lights in Teresa’s home brought it back to life.

Bits of the statues Desiderio had smashed ten years ago lay in a pile in one corner of the studio. Hands and hips and lips and eyes belonging to Venus, Abraham Lincoln, David, and the Sphinx at Giza collecting dust and becoming dust. The only sculpture left whole and untouched was Desiderio’s exact replica of Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint Teresa, which stood in the center of the studio underneath a giant tarpaulin. He pulled the fabric away. And where the saint’s face should have been, there was Teresa, her mouth hung open in rapture, unsure of what pleasured her so deeply. Desiderio had spent decades carving the life-size statue out of pure black limestone. Every wrinkle of her gown and curvature of her body expertly rendered. It was his masterpiece, but also his most stinging failure.

Desiderio had banned Cristina from ever entering his studio, so he had managed to keep the sculpture secret. It was the only thing keeping Desiderio alive all this time. If not for the statue, he would have joined Carmen after they sent Juan Julián to La Iglesia. He would have climbed the tallest building in San José and jumped. But that is not what craven men do, he thought. Only the brave ones jump. Cowards destroy their life’s work and sit in its ruins, allowing the past to keep them alive like an intravenous drip.



ACROSS TOWN, CRISTINA left the gourmet supermarket in an irked mood. It was owned by an old friend, and when Cristina called this morning, he’d said he had everything Cristina needed to make the party perfect: cumin and mint for the lamb, Argentine wine for the guests, a tres leches cake made from the finest milks in Europe. He repeated these items back to her, promised Cristina he’d be there waiting. But Cristina arrived to a CLOSED sign and almost tore the handles off the door when the owner didn’t answer. If the storm hadn’t killed him, she would.

Cristina returned to the pink Pontiac, and a guachimán with a glass eye was waiting, with a grin at first, and then a scowl as Cristina checked her hood for dents, her tires for slashes.

“With guards like you,” she said, “¿who needs thieves?”

The guachimán held out an impatient palm. He was a part of a mafia of human parking meters, watching cars even though no one had asked them to. Cristina was yet another client, had hired him against her own will. A conspicuous revolver winked coquettishly from his pocket. The guachimán knew it and so did she—there was no choice in the matter.

Lacking cash for the highway tolls, Cristina was forced to skid through the narrow streets, shut-down avenues, and muddy dirt roads from downtown all the way to Barrio Ávila.

Desiderio’s muteness clouded Cristina’s thoughts. She’d had insomnia since getting back from the hospital, made energetic phone calls to barely acquaintances, and ambled through the house talking to herself. Still, Desiderio hadn’t broken his silence for a second, not even long enough to ask her what was wrong.

She rolled down the window and lit a long gold-filtered cigarette. His reticence wasn’t in response to Juan Julián’s insanity—Cristina had figured that out years ago. First, because Desiderio never accompanied her to La Iglesia to visit their son. Not once in this eternal, infernal decade. Even in his body language, he made no reference to Juan Julián or his absence. Besides pulverizing his statues, Desiderio gave no indication that he felt anything for their son at all.

Second, Cristina had found Desiderio’s hidden sculpture. The one of Teresa. She stumbled upon it one day as Desiderio slept off a hangover. She sneaked into his studio like an art thief in a museum heist. Out of curiosity, she pulled off the gargantuan tarp that shrouded the most beautiful statue she had ever seen in person. She recognized Teresa’s face immediately, carved out of dazzling black limestone. The orgasm on her face.

Cristina had gone all these years without mentioning it. Even if she had the energy to confront either of them, after so many losses, Cristina couldn’t fathom losing her husband and her best friend too. She decided long ago to play along, wanting nothing more than to keep her world from shattering any further. With no verbal corroboration, Cristina could only speculate, but her belief was that Desiderio’s mourning came not from their son’s madness but from Teresa’s grief. Her grief from having lost Carmen so suddenly, so tragically. He empathized more with Teresa than he did with Cristina or with their own son. Cristina was convinced that as long as Teresa’s heart carried this sorrow, Desiderio wouldn’t utter a word in solidarity.

Especially not to Cristina.

But now Teresa might die. Desiderio might fall deeper into his muteness, plunge forever without hope, and Cristina would have no one left to talk to. Only Juan Julián, who listened like a grave, and La Lora Lorca, who knew only five words in response to her voice. Yet again, her universe was in danger of devastation.

She tossed out the half-finished cigarette and swerved the pink Pontiac to hit a skeletal dog crossing the road. But Cristina heard no thud or yelp. Just the metronome of her car’s wipers clearing the windshield of rain.

When Cristina entered the house, so, too, did her anger, jealousy, and hurt. The silence was as thick as a wall, and Desiderio, her beloved husband, the coldhearted bricklayer. Today, Cristina decided to smash the silence to bits, just as Desiderio had his own sculptures. She refused to spend her future completely alone.

She climbed the stairs and swung open the door to Desiderio’s studio. He pulled himself from the window and jumped up. Cristina inhaled dust and exhaled rage. Then she looked upon the statue of Teresa, its black stone twinkling in the rain-light.

“She’s dying,” Cristina whispered, admiring the statue.

Desiderio’s eyes squinted.

“She’s going to die,” she said, looking back down at her husband. They both stayed at opposite ends of the room, as if they, too, were statues. Stuck in this triangle with Teresa.

Desiderio opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

Cristina went into the retelling she’d gotten so good at: the clinic, the nurse, everything.

“Teresa’s going to die,” she repeated, clenching her teeth. Cristina said it until she felt numb, until the look on her husband’s face resembled the one she’d seen in the mirror for far too long. Cristina walked over to Desiderio and pushed him into the armchair. She whispered the phrase into a blade. Cristina was close enough now that she smelled Desiderio’s sour breath and his aftershave. She looked into his eyes and remembered they were blue. Cristina was so close now that her lips touched Desiderio’s, and into his mouth she begged him to speak.

“Please, Desi. Please.”
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Dear Mother:

Thank you for your letter. I am glad to hear you and Father are well. If his health is getting better, then my mind is at ease. Though, in this place peace of mind is scarce, I must say. For Janet mostly, as she hasn’t adapted to the culture yet. It has been almost a month, and she has made no friends. I haven’t either, but that isn’t surprising. I am here on an assignment, as you know. Uncle is cryptic in his responses. If you could, please reinforce that I am doing a good job. I need him to know that.

I dream of toads as of late. They inflate and make an awful sound I have never heard before. There were toads at the lake house, small, bulge-eyed creatures Sarah and I would cradle and sneak into the house to keep. I’m sure you remember that; you tossed them back into the woods. But these toads in my dreams are not those from the lake house, they are so much larger and louder than you could imagine, Mother. I am losing sleep from their croaking. Janet says I am going mad, and I need more rest. These dreams are bleeding into my days.

As for the locals, you have never met such a surly, ignorant bunch. You would laugh, Mother, or be so aghast you would buy a plane ticket home. Janet is often so scandalized by their behavior she locks herself in her room. They treat us like second-class citizens. How they scoff and whisper behind our backs. My Spanish is not masterly, but I know gossip when I hear it. Perhaps they are the root of my bad dreams. I hope Uncle does not have me here much longer. I wish to finish my work as quickly as possible. Uncle has not answered my last few correspondences. Please contact him as soon as possible, as perhaps they have been misplaced.

Your son,
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The Three Marías, San José, 1995



Many hours before Teresa took the train to Cartago, and before Lyra scanned the AFC memos, and before Cristina looked upon Desiderio’s statue, the Three Marías stood in a stationary conga line after their morning showers, massaging olive oil into each other’s skin. Periodically they commented on the depths of a sister’s wrinkles, the many marshmallow rolls and folds melting from their abdomens. They inspected their own cellulite, sucked in their stomachs, and jiggled their hips like belly dancers, as one is only comfortable enough to do in front of siblings. Bony fingers rubbed slick flesh, slapping it for good circulation, pinching hard-to-reach places. They admired one another just as they had when they were born.

The Three Marías, three minutes and three shades apart.

It was only in the early morning that they weren’t yet tired of each other. The period in which they spoke their worries, and the others listened intently without judgment or jaundice. Their past had not yet lifted its head from the pillow. In these moments, there existed nothing that could divide them; no thick, bold borders separating the triplet Marías like colonial territories. They air-dried and let the pure olive oil seep into the skin, staving off age but not death.

Conchita was the first to ask the question they all wanted to broach. “¿Are we going to the party? ¿Or are we not going?”

“I would like to,” Visita chimed in after a pause.

“I don’t,” Asunta said softly. Not yet cantankerous. “Even if she’s dying, that isn’t enough.”

“Well,” Conchita said. “We have to discuss this civilly and fairly. The bus to San José leaves at noon. We must all be in agreement if we’re to leave. Two can’t go and one can’t stay, and if Asunta’s forced to go, it can’t be against her will, or we’ll never hear the end of it.”

Asunta’s lazy eye looked through the dining room threshold, past the refrigerator, past the hanging laundry in the closed-in patio, at the mango tree. Zeroing in bionically, ready to plan her attack. “I’ll give you two ten minutes to persuade me,” Asunta said.

Conchita rolled her eyes. “¿What do you want?” she asked. And the triplets sat across from one another. Three nude politicians—diplomatic and uncharacteristically friendly—deliberating until it was time to get dressed.



THEIR BUS LEFT Liberia two hours late, and they were finally crossing the border between the Alajuela province and the capital. They had followed the Tárcoles River up Route 1, and Visita, deathly afraid of the water’s infamous contents, had spent the last hour with her head between her legs.

“Crocodiles. Millions of them,” Visita muttered. “All with millions of teeth.”

She imagined the leviathan-size crocodiles playing lighthearted games of volleyball with a human skull, floating on their backs with toothy, placid grins. Taking advantage of the canceled boat tours. No tourists’ eyes to gawk at their menacing, terrorizing hideousness.

As soon as they crossed San José’s boundaries, and the gridlock broke, the bus driver took it as his cue to drive like a madman. He handled the bus as one might a sleek motorcycle—at a speed of no less than eighty kilometers an hour and with a car-dodging instinct that showed either a mastery or a complete lack of regard for human life. The Three Marías munched nervously on fistfuls of chips (Visita potato, Conchita plantain, and Asunta yuca) as they watched the action thriller they had been reluctantly cast in, every so often leaning secretively to one another, trying to guess the outcome of their cinematic high-speed chase. A potential bomb on board. Or maybe a revealed-at-the-last-minute villain among the passengers (sporting an eye patch). Their demise would be a blockbuster. No doubt about it.

No one expected the bus to actually make it. At the station, the Three Marías wobbled off with geriatric precision. A slow, trembling disembarkation. Their digestive systems had shifted during the trip, and Visita needed to relieve herself immediately. The other two Marías convinced her there was no time—they had to find their lodgings quickly, because it was getting late.

The Three Marías practically swam to the downtown hotel at which they’d make a reservation. The young receptionist, listening to her crackling portable radio, denied them a room—they’d arrived too late, there were no vacancies until next week: “You can sleep here in the lobby for tonight if you want.”

What is this, a manger? the Three Marías thought. Desperate, Visita, Conchita, and Asunta braved the storm for over an hour, going from hotel to hotel with no luck. Two millennia ago, the Virgin Mary had been denied dozens of rooms, and now the Three Marías were reliving this disappointing, frustrating fate.

“Let’s call Lyra,” Visita said after the fourth rejection. “I do have her cell number.”

“¿Do you think she’ll let us stay?” Conchita asked.

“Beg her, Visita,” Asunta said. “She always listened to you.”

“Let’s go to the first hotel before we drown. That little girl has to let us use the phone.”

The Three Marías trekked back through the storm to their original destination. They shoved past a wet, drunken tramp who was begging the young receptionist for change and a room in which to change. Visita asked to use the phone, and Asunta shooed the man to the waiting area. He stood solemnly at the hotel’s threshold, denied entry yet again—the Joseph to complete their trio of Marys.

Conchita and Asunta fidgeted with the sparsely stocked vending machine, shaking out Snickers bars with a synchronized push. Visita returned from the phone.

“We can stay,” Visita said.

“What a miracle,” Conchita replied.

“Call a cab,” Asunta said. “Let’s get the Hell out of here.”

The young receptionist buzzed up to one of the rooms. “It’s my uncle,” she said to the Three Marías, cupping the receiver. “I let him stay here to recharge, and he gives me rides. He’ll give you one, I’ll convince him.”

And the receptionist did, and her uncle, the cabdriver, loaded the Three Marías’ luggage into the trunk and set off to Lyra’s address in Aserrí. The drunk, wet tramp, still in the doorway, watched the Three Marías shuffle into the cab and yelled out, “¡María purísima, Mother of God! ¡There goes at least one thousand years in that car!” The Three Marías heard his insult, and almost jumped back out of the taxi to tackle him.
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Lyra & Gabriel, Aserrí, 1995



When Lyra received the call from Visita, she was still in the bodega, scouring the documents. Lyra’s flashlight had started to flicker, but she couldn’t pull herself away from the box, let alone remove herself from the darkened shed that held a comforting stink of mold, wood, and dirt. She placed the memos in pristine piles and fought with herself on how to organize them—by date, by location sent or received. But she couldn’t shake the name of that doctor—Vincent R. Smith—his correspondences leading up to the night of heat and moonlight. If the past were a lock, the doctor’s letters were the key.

The ring from Lyra’s cell phone startled her, and she dropped the document she’d just picked up. Before answering, Lyra wiped it off and shoved it into one of the piles. It was her father’s patient file.

“¿Hello?”

“Lyra, honey.”

“¿Visita? ¡Hello!” Lyra pulled the cell phone away from her face to check the number—she glanced at the time: seven o’clock. Shit, she thought. How long have I been stuck in here?

Visita went into a long retelling of their odyssey—the bus, the crocodiles, no hotels whatsoever—while Lyra swung open the bodega door to a penetrating darkness, except for a streetlamp down the road, flickering in the rain. Gabby, she thought. I left him.

“Yes, Visita, you three can stay,” Lyra said, half listening. “Sure, sure, I understand why you’d want to get here early. Sure. Sure.”

Lyra provided Visita the address as she threw the documents back into the weathered cardboard box, slipped her poncho over her head, carefully shut the bodega door, and dodged as much rain as she could on the way back to her car. “See you soon, Tía.”

Lyra regained her head before hanging up. “Visita,” she said. “You cannot say anything.”

“No, of course not, Lyra.”

“You have to promise me.”

“You don’t have to worry about us. You know we are where secrets go to die.”

Lyra pulled off, speeding as fast as her thoughts. She didn’t know if Gabriel had torn apart the house, set it on fire while trying to fry a hot dog, or opened the windows to let it flood into a swimming pool—one never knew with hyperactive children his age. She chastised herself for being so irresponsible, but she couldn’t help herself. Those documents. All that text remained in her memory, as if typed directly onto her brain.

Her maternal instinct righted her: Gabriel. He was fine. She knew her son was fine and hadn’t gotten into any trouble.



GABRIEL’S STOMACH RUMBLED, and he wandered the house, waiting for Lyra to get home. Upstairs in Lyra’s bedroom, he rubbed his socks on the shag carpeting and shocked every object he could find. The Zenith television, an empty vase, Lyra’s hair dryer, an odd, vibrating thing on the nightstand. He opened the dresser and felt a force field around her clothes, a charge that sent the soft hairs on his arms straight up. He touched the television again to deactivate his newfound superpower.

Gabriel rummaged through the drawers. In a photo album hidden beneath a pair of old jeans, he found pages of trees, flowers, animals, and rivers. His mother and different men stood at the tops of volcanoes, waist-deep in lagoons, on tangerine beaches at sunset. As he perused the album’s contents, a picture fell out from one of the pages. Folded vertically, labeled La familia Cepeda Valverde, enero de 1966. He immediately recognized Teresa, drawing him to the center of the picture. On either side of her were two little girls. With tan, radiant little faces.

Gabriel continued digging, and at the bottom of the upper right-hand drawer, he found a pile of old comic books. The first was titled Tales of the New Teen Titans: Starring Raven (vol. 1, no. 2). On the cover, a hooded woman rose from purple smoke, poised to attack. Her blue cloak transformed into a bird’s folded wings. Behind her, intergalactic witches banished intergalactic demons. Expansive worlds orbited another woman’s face. A baby was presented before a hooded cult.

NOW THEY CAN BE TOLD! the cover read. THE CHILLING SECRETS OF TRIGON’S DAUGHTER!

Before Gabriel could open the comic, Lyra shouted to him frantically from downstairs. He put the comic back where he had found it. But Gabriel slipped the photograph of the women into his pocket. Underneath the rest of the comics in the drawer was a letter, crumpled with sweat and age. For Gabriel was written in a mother’s handwriting.
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Carmen, San Pedro, 1985



It’s a week before Carmen will come to full term. But coming to terms with something else is what’s really proving difficult. Tonight marks the ninth moon that has passed since Carmen conceived. Juan Julián lies lucid in a dream—Carmen hears him; he mumbles and balls up his fists. Fatherhood finds him when he’s asleep and his guard is down, and when it does, it challenges him to duels. Climbing mountains, swimming the breadth of the Atlantic. That sort of thing. Fatherhood takes the form of his own father, but much larger. Or sometimes it takes on the likeness of Juan Santamaría, he said a few mornings ago. Juan Santamaría challenged me to dive into Rincón de la Vieja’s crater, he sighed. ¿And what did you do? Carmen asked. I told him to go first, he answered. I told him to show me how it’s done.

It begins to drizzle around midnight. Their bed is a bare mattress on the floor, and now the sheets hanging in the washroom will never dry. Carmen waddles into the apartment’s bathroom and sits at first in the dark. There is a humid breeze coming through the small shower window. Carmen smells wet earth and electricity on it, lightning beyond the southern mountains—Aserrí or Tarbaca or both must be flooded by now. Carmen’s belly blocks the view of her feet, but the mirror in front of the toilet shows her they’re swollen. The child sits high, and the doctors say he could weigh 4,500 grams. A large one, the nurse said to her. My child was born large, and he became a lawyer.

Carmen flicks on the fluorescent bulb, and as her vision adjusts, she glances at the two anthropomorphic fish on the green tile walls of her bathroom. Their eyes are large and happy, their exaggerated smiles charming. The male fish wears a top hat and holds a cane. The female fish wears lipstick and holds nothing. Perhaps she has dropped whatever she was holding. And maybe the male fish has offered to pick it up for her. That must be why she is smiling. On opposite sides of the bathroom, the two fish wave to each other and court from a distance. Longing for each other. For scales, or gills, or fins. Whatever fish long for.

The baby kicks and Carmen farts. They giggle at the ridiculous sound together. “Human beings are ridiculous,” she says aloud. Their noises and smells, everything possibly human. Especially canes, and lipstick, and farts. She examines herself in the mirror, evaluating the state in which a full-term pregnancy has left her. She is still too thin, though. Not dangerously thin, the doctor said. Luckily she is healthy and so is the baby. That luck paints a sensual glow around her, a radiating aura that stops old women in their tracks. On the street, they rub her belly without asking. A Buddha for good luck. They ask how far along she is, and to mortify them, she says she’s not pregnant. They panic, swallow their tongues, and scurry off.

Carmen wants to call her sister, but she knows Lyra has been ignoring her. Teresa and Carmen’s close friends have accompanied her to a few appointments, but everyone is a poor substitute for Lyra. Carmen completes a breathing exercise Lyra taught her: inhale with your nose, exhale through the mouth. Both feet planted firmly on the floor, grounding the anxiety that shoots through you like an electrical current. The baby rubs the inside of her belly. For good luck, too, it seems.

Carmen grabs a pen and a leaf of paper from inside Juan Julián’s trunk and returns to the bathroom. She eases herself down, sits cross-legged in front of the toilet, and uses the lid as a desk. She begins scribbling down a letter. To whom, she doesn’t know. About what, she hasn’t found the words to articulate yet. Carmen blows away fuzzy drain flies that have come out of the pipes for a closer look. It is not every day a creature witnesses the writing of a note so definitive. That is what this kind of note does—it defines the writer’s life. Her last moments on solid earth. Whether or not she chooses to fly won’t matter, so long as her words are clear on the page. Her intentions, her wishes, her regrets. Regret is a Russian doll. When cracked open, Regret reveals even more of itself. A multiplying condition Carmen imagines will last eternally. An infinity of human regret of which she is merely the beneficiary.

Carmen can’t decide on the opening line of the letter. The baby kicks and scratches at the walls of her uterus. She wonders if it knows. If it has already read the memo and harbors specific objections. But in this moment, she doesn’t care. If she doesn’t get this out now, she will never be able to go through with it. If she can’t write down her own story, she can’t act it out later. Without a script, she won’t know what blade or pill to choose or what window to jump from. These things are important. These things can’t be improvised.

Her ancestors appear in the bathroom to see her through the letter’s writing. She cannot see them. Her grandfather, Tácito, lies in the tub and twirls his revolver, a Ladysmith with all seven of its bullets already shot. He wants to tell his story, but death has erased his tongue. He peers up at his mother, Carmen’s great-grandmother Dolores, hanging upside down from the bare curtain rod. She flicks mustard seeds into her son’s mouth. He keeps it open like a carnival game and looks at Carmen affectionately.

Amarga’s spirit, leaning against the shut door, smokes halfheartedly, understanding now that nostalgia is better than its actual taste. She pats Carmen on her head and eyes her granddaughter’s belly skeptically. Carmen’s hand steadies as she etches out the first words of her letter, then a flowing river of ink on the page. Carmen’s pen scratches so deep into the paper that she ends up writing on the toilet lid too.

 

CARMEN FINDS HERSELF in the kitchen. She eats a chocolate doughnut and savors it. Then she searches the refrigerator for the jar of pejibayes. Once they’re located, she dips the savory fruits in mayonnaise and chomps into their fibrous flesh. The letter is not as long as she’d hoped it would be. It is tucked inside her bra. She keeps the fridge open, her frail body illuminated, made almost curvy by the shadows. She flips open a comic book she bought earlier today, uses the refrigerator’s glow to continue where she’d left off. It is about a young woman named after a bird who can read other people’s thoughts and feel other people’s feelings. The young woman is a witch, but she is cursed. Her father has cursed her and she is unsure if she can use her powers for good.

Carmen finishes her snack and decides to sleep. She will call her mother in the morning and try Lyra’s hotel as many times as she has to. She will tell them both the name she and Juan Julián decided on. On their bed, Juan Julián stirs and cracks his knuckles for a rematch against Juan Santamaría. Tonight, she will sleep with the letter kept safe on her body. Over her heart. She rubs her belly and asks her baby for forgiveness. She whispers a promise—it will all be explained later.

 

TÁCITO’S GHOST WANDERS from the bathroom into Carmen’s bedroom. He plays Russian roulette with his Ladysmith. Eight chambers, seven ghostly bullets refilled. Two temples, two eyes, one heart, one forehead, and one chin. He places the muzzle to each beating place and squeezes. Click, click, and click.

When neither Carmen nor her husband react to the silenced shots, he flings open the window so that the breeze can rustle her hair. He walks over to caress her belly, and the baby wriggles from the chill of his fingertips. He respects this descendant of his, her courage to confess it all before she dies. He remembers having done something similar, though not so courageously as he had wanted. Carmen’s dark skin and thick hair and high cheekbones remind him of Teresa. Her beautiful eyes darting behind her lids, like his daughter’s the night he left.

Tácito kisses Carmen’s forehead and leaves, walks back through the shadows into the bathroom, where his mother and Amarga are sitting together, waiting. He shrugs, unable to speak to either of them. Life robbed him of his courage, and now death his tongue. In his mother and Amarga’s ghostly hearts, they finally understand his shame and forgive him. After having compared the many intricate aspects of Death, they know now that waiting is by far the most rewarding.
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Lyra & the Three Marías, Aserrí, 1995



Lyra waved the soaked Three Marías into the house. Visita and her raucous stomach were the first through the doorway, Conchita followed, balancing her sisters’ bags under her arms, and finally Asunta, who’d paid the cabbie his fare. The Three Marías paused in the sparsely decorated foyer, looked into the long, rectangular mirror, and winced—their odyssey had been unkind, to say the least. The triplets fiddled with their glasses, checked their teeth for chips, fixed crooked parts, and when their reflections no longer made them wince, they hauled themselves and their luggage onto Lyra’s couch, whose cushions sank with a low, feeble hiss.

“I thought you had to take a shit,” Asunta said.

“I have to get used to a place first,” Visita said, her sharp glance obvious to everyone, as was her monologuing stomach.

“Visita, please,” Lyra said. “My home is your home. You know that.”

Conchita smiled. “Yes, but she has to warm up to a place before she bombs it.”

“She should be banned by the Geneva Convention,” Asunta said.

“Conventions,” Conchita corrected. “There are four.”

“Point me in the direction, Lyra,” Visita said. “Before I kill them both.”

“I’ll show you.”

Lyra helped Visita to her feet and up the stairs. Conchita and Asunta sat back in the delicious silence of a new home—those succulent moments between a hostess leaving the room and returning, in which one can freely turn to a fellow guest and pick apart everything ruthlessly. But when Asunta opened her mouth to criticize and Conchita’s ears rounded into satellite dishes, they were overcome with nostalgia. The house’s smells reminded them so much of Teresa’s—lavender floor cleaner, sweat in the fibers of the couch cushions, musk, coffee, onions from the kitchen. And Carmen’s smell joined them, too—coconut, clay, wet cigarette paper. Too many memories to bear knocked within them, pounded on the doors of their hearts. To let those joyous, painful recollections in would be a mistake, but to keep them out would only make the noise that much louder. Conchita shifted around in her seat, felt that familiar nothingness lick her vision.

“They don’t even offer you a glass of water in this place,” Asunta whispered to Conchita. It was to bring her sister back.

“¡It’s in the fridge!” Lyra yelled from the top of the stairs. “It’s filtered.”

“Filtered water,” Asunta scoffed. “¿What will scientists invent next?”

“Filtered memories,” Visita said. She’d returned, and with one hand she pet Conchita’s head, lightly enough that she wouldn’t disturb her hairdo. With the other, she pulled and flicked her cardigan repeatedly, thinking that would fan out any lingering smells.

“¿And Lyra?” Asunta said.

“Grabbing the boy.”

“You’re lying,” Conchita said.

“¿Why would I lie? ¿What did you think was going to happen anyway?”

“I don’t know,” Conchita said. “I thought maybe Lyra would lock us in a cage.”

“Idiot,” Asunta said. “Maybe she’ll lock you in a cage.”

“No one’s getting locked in any cages tonight,” Lyra said. The Three Marías (three minutes and three shades apart) turned around and looked upon Gabriel for the first time.

The triplets had read about telepathy before: that twins share a supernatural, psychic bond, and words are merely a formality to entertain the curiosity of the rest of the world. Those from the same womb at the same time have no real necessity to speak. Or rather, they shouldn’t. But that wasn’t the case for the Three Marías, to their great disappointment and consternation. They’d not been born of the same, evenly divided brain, and instead had to use their mouths like regular human beings. Two was the magic number, they decided long ago. The supernatural needs even numbers. Three threw off the whole balance.

When they saw Gabriel for the first time, the Three Marías wished again for this legendary, illusive telepathy. They didn’t want to wait until bedtime to comment on his skin, even and fair like his mother’s; to argue over whether he favored Teresa’s family or Cristina’s; if José María could be found in the boy’s face, and if so, was there any way to remove that. Sometimes grandfathers needed to be cut out like tumors. But the Three Marías hung their mouths open and gawked at Gabriel, who stared back as if challenged to a contest. Asunta’s lazy eye was the only participant who consciously accepted the challenge, and lost, because at the same time, all Three Marías blinked.

“He’s beautiful,” Conchita said.

“Handsome,” Visita corrected. “Boys are handsome.”

“Come,” Asunta waved Gabriel over. He looked up to Lyra, who nodded. “Let me get a good look at you,” she said. And with both eyes she scanned him, and with both hands she cradled his face and massaged his cheeks. Then Asunta giggled, her laugh like ice clinking in a glass. “Look at him, sisters.”

And the other two Marías did. Visita and Conchita each scanned and cradled, pinched and petted. And Gabriel let them with the tolerance of a house cat. Lyra watched the whole interaction with an acerbic bliss, burning and bubbling in her throat like a too-sweet soft drink. In Lyra’s mind, this was a practice round, a controlled experiment. Lyra trusted the Three Marías’ ability to keep their mouths shut. Tomorrow would be another story, though. Even if Teresa had stayed quiet yesterday for those few hours babysitting, hadn’t mentioned Carmen or Juan Julián or the past twenty-seven years, Lyra was unsure if Teresa had the fortitude to do it again. And Cristina, too, posed a problem, another potential leak.

After the Three Marías had their fill, Lyra relieved Gabriel of his duty, kissed him on each eye in gratitude, and slapped his butt upstairs. He ascended the carpeted steps backward, with a debutante’s wave, having taken an immediate liking to the Three Marías. They gestured back, the debutante’s court, invisible juleps and bouquets in hand. Lyra invited the Three Marías upstairs to their room to rest, or to the kitchen to eat, and by unanimous vote, the triplets chose their grumbling stomachs.

The quiet was awkward at first, the only audible conversation from the talkative appliances and their steam. The slush of served stew, the rice cooker’s whistling jet. Clanks against porcelain, metal on meat. Lyra and the Three Marías didn’t know how to slice open the silence, how to deliver it without issue or mistake. It was a delicate, potentially traumatic operation. Lyra fell back on a tried-and-true technique.

“¿Guaro?” she asked the Three Marías.

And the Three Marías sighed relief, slurped the rest of their soups in jubilance, coating their stomach for what they assumed would be a long night. Lyra presented the bottle of Cacique like a game show host and poured four glasses neat.

“¿Cancer, huh?” Lyra said.

“That’s what she says,” Visita said. “Cristina.”

“¿Who even knows if it’s true?” Asunta hiccupped.

“These things are always true,” Conchita said. “Even if Cristina’s exaggerating, even if she doesn’t really know, just speaking it will make it true.”

“True,” Visita and Asunta said. The Three Marías looked to Lyra for confirmation.

“True,” Lyra said reluctantly. “¿Another?”

“Yes,” the Three Marías said in unison.

It went on like that for an hour: Lyra pouring glasses, the Three Marías keeping answers short, obvious. Lighthearted, even though they shouldn’t have been. The four women were waiting for half the bottle to be done before speaking of matters below their surface. True feelings needed two requirements: steady lubrication and the shedding of inhibition. That moment came around ten o’clock, when the wind performed a powerful opera outside the window, and the rain had shaved off a layer of the tin roof. The question within a question arrived like a Trojan horse.

“¿You don’t have a boyfriend, do you, Lyra?” Visita asked.

“No,” Lyra said. She nestled the rim of the glass between her teeth.

Asunta smiled. “Just like us.”

“That’s right.” Lyra smiled back. “You three never settled down.”

“¿Why settle down? We never needed men.”

“Asunta did,” Conchita said. She stared into her guaro, studied light refracting in the liquor.

“Once,” Asunta admitted. “But never again.”

“We never fell into the trap,” Visita said.

“¿What trap?” Conchita scoffed. “¿Spikes and snakes?”

“She’s talking about romance,” Asunta said. “A good enough booby trap, if you really think about it.”

“That sounds about right,” Lyra said, raising her shoulders and one eyebrow.

“¿And you know who sets the trap?” Visita said to her fingernails.

“Everything,” Conchita said.

“That’s right. Every single thing. Songs, movies, our mothers. All the time, men in those boleros play their guitars and croon about love, and the women answer with their sadness, and they’re all going on about how lovely it is to be in love, how much it hurts when you’re out—”

“Out of the trap,” Asunta said.

“But you’re never really out,” Visita said. She rested on her elbows now. “No, you’re never really out of the trap, but it looks like you are. Take your grandmother, for example.”

“¿My grandmother?” Lyra said skeptically.

“Yes,” Conchita said, as if she’d just discovered gravity. “Amarga always went on and on about your grandfather.”

“She never let him go,” Asunta sighed. “Come on, Lyra, you remember.”

“No, you’re right. All she talked about was him.”

“That’s because all she saw was him,” Visita said. “When she closed her eyes, that’s all that existed.”

“His memory,” Lyra said. “Just like my mother.”

Conchita perked up. “Your mother.” The room grew darker. “¿She still thinks about your father?”

“I have no idea,” Lyra said. She walked to the freezer to grab ice, spoke with her back to the Three Marías. “You know I haven’t spoken to her.”

“That’s true,” Conchita said, embarrassed.

“It wouldn’t surprise me one bit,” Asunta said.

“He was handsome,” Conchita said.

“¿So what?” Visita said. “¿You think that’s enough?”

“Sometimes that is enough,” Conchita admitted. “You remember how she looked at him.”

“Like he was Rock Hudson,” Asunta said. “¿But do you really think that was enough?”

“Maybe not,” Conchita said. “¿What do you think, Lyra?”

“I think she’s weak.”

The Three Marías sucked their teeth in unison. A trio of hostile Virgin Marys suddenly closing ranks.

“Don’t say that,” Asunta said. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

“There’s a difference between observing and judging, Lyra,” Visita said. “¿Or did your schooling not teach you that?”

“But—”

“But nothing, girl,” Visita said. “You may have a graduate degree from some gringo university, but all of us—the three of us, your mother, your grandmother—all of us have master’s degrees in eating shit.”

“I’m sorry,” Lyra said. “I didn’t mean to act superior.”

“It’s all right,” Conchita said, calming her sisters. She touched the back of Lyra’s hand with her glass, using the cold to sober her. “We’re from different generations, we saw different things. Everyone watches their parents and swears to themselves that they’ll be different, that they won’t fall into the same traps.”

“And it’s true,” Visita said. “You’re better equipped to dodge those traps than we were. But remember: you learned because you saw us fall.”

Asunta grinned. “That’s deep.”

“Oh, shut up,” Visita said.

“Aristotle over here,” Conchita said. The Three Marías broke into full-bellied laughter, covering their mouths, shutting their eyes from tears, hanging their heads back; so loud, the storm felt challenged. Lyra couldn’t help but join in. For a moment, Lyra and the Three Marías felt as if they were back in Liberia. They could feel the white dust on their heels from dancing all night at the Salamandra Ballroom. Teresa in the crystalline river, Carmen humming like her mother, a songbird. These microcosms of time carved out by uncontrollable laughter, suspended from everything else, transported them back to a room in which everyone was still together—where there was no such thing as absence. In this elusive, fleeting moment of ebullience, all the world was whole again. Laughter a time machine in which happiness could reconstruct the past, and the present couldn’t do anything about it.

 

WITH THE CACIQUE finished, and everyone’s heads swimming laps, Conchita and Asunta marched off to bed, up the steps, one foot at a time, squabbled over the sink to brush their teeth, the toilet to pee, the mirror to remove makeup, bobby pins, gold jewelry, fiddled with their faded luggage, slipped on elegant nightgowns, competed to claim the side of the king-size closest to the door, and fell so fast asleep that Visita and Lyra smiled at the sound of their snores.

“I have another bottle,” Lyra said. “We could crack it open, drown out even the rain.”

“Oh, Lyra, I’m sixty-two, I don’t think my liver could handle any more. Besides, ¿you want to show up hungover to your mother’s party?”

“Maybe. ¿Why not, right?”

“That would be easier. A headache to shield you from truly being present. That’d be the easy way out, love.”

“Maybe.”

“¿What will you do when you see her?”

“I don’t know. I guess I won’t know until she and I are face-to-face again, and we’re trapped in a room full of people. ¿And you?”

“I don’t know either. Who knows if the years have softened us up or hardened us. We’re like boiled eggs, aren’t we. You never really know how we’ll be until you crack us open.”

Lyra turned her glass a quarter clockwise every few seconds, watched the ring of condensation stain the wood table. “¿What if it really is cancer?”

“Then we have to decide if we can forgive quick, ¿don’t we? If there’s a clock ticking, we don’t have time to waste.”

“I don’t get it. All there’s been is time. So many years of waiting and quiet. And if she dies, even more years of quiet.”

“And waiting.”

“¿For what?”

“To join her, silly. To join everyone. We don’t disappear, we just return to the unknown, float on up to where we came from.”

“¿Float?”

“Of course. I had a girlfriend whose heart stopped right on the operating table—she was getting something extracted, or something added, or sucked out, or stuffed in—and they pronounced her dead. Almost four minutes of being dead.”

“¿And they brought her back?”

“Obviously. They slammed those metal paddles so hard on her chest they cracked a few ribs. But she said that when her heart stopped, when the inside of her was all calm, something pushed her up. Like water, she said. Floated her high enough she didn’t weigh anything anymore.”

“¿And the returning?”

“I’m getting to that. She said everyone she’d ever loved was there, even if they weren’t dead yet. That they all floated up, too—only not on the water but inside her head. All their voices and their happiness flooded her for just an instant, so that she could say goodbye. And when that was done, all there was was peace.”

“¿Did she like it?”

“¿Did she like being dead?”

“Mhm.”

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask—it’s kind of awkward asking someone if they liked being dead. Anyhoo, what she said was that the floating felt like returning. The real returning. Not the ghosts or the loved ones, but the return to the stillness. Death feels like nothing. And that nothing is so, so warm.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“No, neither do I.” Visita laughed. “That girlfriend has the bad habit of exaggerating. But I like to think about it that way now. It’s a good backup theory. I don’t believe in Heaven, or Hell, or being forced to roam the earth in search of forgiveness. But I do like the floating. It’s got a nice ring to it.”

Lyra and Visita shared the silence as they had the alcohol. They each thought their own thoughts about tomorrow’s party, considered their own strategies and expectations. Visita worried about her sisters, while Lyra worried about Gabriel. Everyone’s fate was tied to Teresa’s, everyone’s futures dependent on whether she still had one. Their pasts, inextricable from hers. But the present tendered the most difficult choice: to forgive. What does forgiveness sound like? Look like? What does it feel like inside the chambers of the heart?
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March 26, 1968.

Dear sir:

I am writing to recommend that the board immediately send an oncologist to Costa Rica to begin comprehensive assessments of the female workers and spouses on the plantations. Besides reports of miscarriages, many of the women complain of headaches and seizures, and during their examinations I have noticed scarring on their extremities; it resembles melanoma, even in the darker patients. I have also felt tumors in over half the patients’ breasts. This might also be the result of DBCP, which is of great interest to the Company and the board. I suggest Dr. Torrence Johnson, the head oncologist at Johns Hopkins University. He is a Yale man and a trustworthy man of good pedigree.

I have also completed my examinations of the male workers on the plantation, and within the week I will attempt to collect signed consent forms from the workers. Most, if not all, are illiterate, and the documents are in English, which will make it almost impossible for them to decipher. Regardless, I predict it will be a difficult undertaking. The workers are cantankerous, a powder keg, if you will. The banana managers overestimate their influence on the plantations. I fear this process will tip the workers over the edge. You have not seen their eyes, Uncle.

Please confirm receipt and let me know further steps,
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Dr. Gallegos, Calderón Hospital, 1995



The third night of the hurricane brought widespread power outages and gales that lifted cattle from the ground. On the competing news channels, weathermen called the storm by completely different names, hoping that if they could guess its true identity, maybe they could beg for it to stop. So far, viewers knew the hurricane as Sir Rick, Lady Penelope, Priscilla, Carlotta, Mohammed, or Eduardo Faustino Montenegro-Montalbán (hijo).

On Canal 6, the crew lit candles and announced a forced, awkward moment of silence. Its new meteorologist, a freakishly tall, skinny post-teen, peeked out of one eye at his colleagues’ breasts. Canal 7 played submitted home movies of the destruction—mudslides wrestled trees from their roots, concrete houses from their foundations, and children from their mothers’ arms. In an especially morbid video Jorge Gamboa commanded be shown on a continuous loop (he’d run out of rye and moved onto rum), a young man from the canton of Upala gave two thumbs-up and dived from the tall branch of a ceiba tree into a swollen river that had swallowed half his village. But before he could hit the surface of rushing water, a detached, octagonal stop sign came flying into the shot, bisecting the young man at the waist. Jorge Gamboa whispered into his microphone that nothing was more tragic than easily preventable irony.

In his office, Dr. Gallegos gathered his belongings and prepared to leave the hospital. He had purposely stayed until nightfall, knowing he could avoid a large part of San José’s outgoing traffic. He had recently returned to his office from the hospice ward on the third floor. The electricity had gone in and out all evening. By his calculation, several of his patients on life support had been resurrected six times since nightfall. Tomorrow morning he would wonder if one could rack up frequent-flier miles in the afterlife. For the moment, though, he felt disgusted by the hospital’s busted backup generator, and the board of directors’ unwavering refusal to repair it. In every board meeting, he brought it to attention, and every meeting shot down. But parked outside his office window, a neat line of alternating black and white BMWs glinted next to the hospital’s main entrance. A row of expensive piano keys. His own top-of-the-line white BMW completing the keyboard.

“Easily preventable irony,” he muttered.

Relishing his own hypocrisy, he slumped in his leather chair and opened the patient file that had been troubling him all day—a manila folder labeled TERESA CEPEDA VALVERDE.

“Doña,” he said aloud. “¿What will happen now?”

He reexamined the MRI results delivered this morning. The multiple scans revealed what resembled a fried egg in the patient’s brain, dead center in her temporal lobe. The mass’s dark yolk meant tissue had been necrotizing, and surrounding it, a treacherous white cloud of anaplastic cells exploded in all directions. These cells would devour the lobe, spreading to the other parts of her brain if left unsupervised. Without a biopsy, he couldn’t know the tumor’s exact type; but having worked so long in this godforsaken government hospital, he had seen perhaps hundreds of these fruit-size tumors too late—malevolent cherries, oranges, and pomegranates all degenerated into the brain and shut it down like a factory. Machine by machine, cell by cell.

Glioblastoma, he decided. A tumor uncommon in a woman, but perfectly plausible considering her age. That factor—her body’s sixty years and its trembling frailty—would make a biopsy almost impossible. Observing the menace of the tumor’s halo, he deduced its age to be about three months. Having had no treatment so far, he knew that should have been her life expectancy by now.

They would have to act quickly if they were to prolong what fleeting life Doña Teresa had left. Still, her age worried him. Radiation or chemotherapy might end up killing her more quickly than the cancer. Removal of the tissue was out of the question. High-grade gliomas grew back religiously. Mala hierba nunca muere, his mother would have said. And well aware of public health-care bureaucracy, he wouldn’t be able to concretize an appointment for a month. A month they desperately needed.

With the tumor reaching so far into Doña Teresa’s temporal lobe, Dr. Gallegos expected the onset of seizures. Its rapidly multiplying cells would rewire electrical currents, affecting sensory information and motor functions. The cancer would claw deep into the recesses of her memories, rewriting them—or erasing them altogether.

Very soon, she would be a woman without a past, a present, or a future.

Reviewing the notes he’d jotted down, he decided on symptomatic therapy in the meantime. Lamotrigine for the seizures and dexamethasone to reduce cranial swelling. But time and the health-care system were against them (as was usually the case). He considered writing, filling, and delivering the prescriptions himself tonight. But checking her address, he realized Barrio Ávila was too far to make the trip during a hurricane.

Across the avenue from the hospital, palm trees succumbed to the storm, crushing Japanese motorcycles and stands selling lighters and Coca-Cola. A thick wall of lightning closed in on San José. Jagged bolts crashed down on fast-food restaurant signs. Static traveled through the rain, ensuring that every drop touched stranded pedestrians’ skin with stinging, disconcerting shocks.
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Teresa, Barrio Ávila, 1995



Teresa lit her first cigarette in many years. She did as Cristina had coached her to do—she gathered every thought that plagued her, mixed them up with the smoke in her lungs, and blew them out into the rain. All the Eastern religions emphasize breathing control, Cristina said. I just put my little twist on it.

In Carmen’s old room, petals of chipped paint fell from the walls. Teresa sat in a chair that was too small for her. Flashes of distant lightning brought the room back to life. A collage of hundreds of Polaroid photographs and posters pinned above the bed fluttered in the breeze from the opened window. Smoke explored the dresser and the contents of its opened drawers: eye shadows, unicorn-patterned bras, Betty & Verónica comic books, Carmen’s graduation gown, its matching hat and gold tassel. When Carmen left to live with Juan Julián in San Pedro, Teresa had kept her room exactly as it was.

Again, a dizzying pain rattled inside her head. A starved lion behind bars, a jailed man with everything to lose.

Teresa flicked her still-lit cigarette out the window into the garden. It landed with a fizzle and ignited a desiccated leaf at the foot of one of the Queens of the Night. Teresa noticed that the dirt beneath the tree was dry despite the rain. She ran outside with a cup of water to extinguish the flame. But once beneath the branches, Teresa felt light-headed. She had probably gotten up too quickly. She sat down with her back to the thin trunk and looked up at the trumpet flowers in full bloom. Their aroma entered her like music. She let rainwater fill the cup and began watering the plant’s roots around her body. After each poured cup, her eyelids felt increasingly leaden. Again, the lion roaring in her head, the jailed man screaming for mercy. Her body labored to stay awake. Beyond the thunder, her grandmother’s gentle voice reappeared.

Be still, child. If you fight it, you will lose.



THE SECOND ECSTASY OF TERESA

Teresa opens her eyes and finds herself inside Cartago’s basilica. Its gold and emerald interior sparkles with candlelight, illuminating stained glass and rippling pools of holy water. To her right, José María stands motionless in her father’s navy blue suit. The perfect curl on his forehead gleams with sweat and gel.

It’s her wedding all over again. Teresa turns to see only the left pews filled—her family and friends crowded around applauding. Her mother, who used her influence to give Teresa this honor, is almost smiling. Teresa looks down at the bouquet of roses in her hands. The white lace of her dress sparkles in the morning light.

“Let me get a good look at you.”

Teresa turns around to see her grandmother standing in the center of the aisle. Her hair is white and braided, radiant in the morning light. Wrinkles carve her face, and in each hand she holds an upturned trumpet flower. One filled with water, the other with fire. Her grandmother pours the contents of one into the other as she speaks.

“I’m sure you are a little surprised to see me,” she says.

“Tita, ¿what the Hell am I doing here?”

Her grandmother laughs. Still she pours fire into water, water into fire.

“You know, you shouldn’t talk like that. Especially inside a church,” her grandmother says.

“I’m sorry…”

“It’s all right. It happens to everyone. You know, this was a beautiful ceremony. I wish I had been alive to see it.”

“So do I.”

“¿Is that your husband?”

“Yes … José María. He’s the man I chose.”

“¿And you separated him from his tail?”

“Yes, just like you said to. Tita, ¿why am I here?”

“Come,” her grandmother says. Teresa follows her to the right side of pews and they sit in the middle row facing the pulpit. “Tell me, ¿what is it you see?”

Across the aisle, her family and friends are in a jubilant, radiant clap. At the pulpit, the statuette of the Virgin stands at the top of an intricate structure made of solid gold. Gold angels play gold instruments at her feet. The enclosing golden belvedere is lined with red velvet. Golden spikes of golden sunlight radiate from the gold sarcophagus. Teresa wants to free the Mother of God.

“Look carefully. What is most important is always in front of your face.”

It takes but a few moments for Teresa to notice José María still there. The faded navy blue suit a size too big. His hands are folded over his belt buckle. Pure, sincere elation bringing out his dimples and his teeth.

“Happiness is what always makes itself clearest to you even if you don’t take immediate notice,” her grandmother says. “Everything else in life is merely a distraction. On this day, you carried Lyra in your belly. ¿You hadn’t told him yet, had you? But you can tell he could feel her tininess wriggle around inside you. His face is of a man who is loved, but even I can see he has no idea what to do with it. And a man like that, who has known only darkness and then is saturated with love’s light, is a man who will cling to that happiness no matter what. The love of a man like that is as delicate as an egg, and can be so easily cracked open. And when that happens, his true self will no longer have anywhere to hide.”

Teresa walks over to José María. She embraces him and breaks into sobs. She wants to punch, and kick, and scratch at all parts of him for all that he’d done, but she can’t. She can’t bring herself to, as if her fists are magnets of an opposite polarity. She kisses the center of his chest. She touches the silver necklace underneath his shirt. A shark’s tooth hangs from the chain, the talisman he found in the sand the night they met.

“Where there was fire,” her grandmother says, “ashes remain.”



TERESA FOUND HERSELF on the wet earth beneath the Queen of the Night. She had no idea how much time had passed, but her crushing headache has disappeared along with the rain. The eye of the storm had signed a cease-fire with the night.

She was still dizzy and had the taste of ash in her mouth. “José María,” she said aloud. “¿Dónde estás?”

The sound of her grandmother’s voice echoed in her ears. And then underneath the echo, another sound, the sound of a train whistle. The railroad, Teresa thought. It’s there. He’s there. It was where José María was last seen, running east along La Guaria Railroad.

In the house, Teresa slipped on her gum boots, fixed her hair, and made her way out to the track. Turning right, she ran as fast she could, ignoring the pain in her joints and the shifting gravel. Her thoughts raced alongside her, traversing the rotten crossties and rusted rails. She ran over a rickety bridge, past an encampment of homeless junkies, and finally to the AFC’s old banana grove, which had swallowed the railroad’s end. Teresa pushed through tattered leaves and pendent flowers that dangled from woody stems. Deeper into the forest, the old, abandoned train rose like a hill, vibrating and alive. Painted green like a jewel.

Teresa arrived at the grove’s center, small and surprisingly barren, a gap no more than five meters in diameter. The space where a bungalow’s office had once been. Where the doctor named Smith drank his wine and enjoyed his cigars. Where he typed his memos, read his medical journals, and made love to his wife. Massive fronds protected that patch of dry earth from other elements.

Instinctually, Teresa began to dig. Hard dirt accumulated under her nails as she hurled handfuls of soil in all directions. The deeper she dug, the more frantic she became, using her fists and elbows as tools, until she hit something small and metallic. She yanked a silver chain out of the earth. A single shark’s tooth hung from it. The necklace and its serrated tooth were charred, as black as the dirt. And clutched in her fingers, it was still as hot as the night it had burned.
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José María, the American Fruit Company, 1968



Guaro had the same effect on him as it did on his father. His father was a sad drunk. His name was José María too. He was just like him. His father, him. Breath, and hair, and eyes were all his father’s, not his.

“He is the part of me I’ve kept secret from Teresa all these years,” José María said to the bartender. “No, perhaps better said, I am the secret I’ve kept from her.

“This guaro tastes fine, cantinero. You’ve got to be the only poor bastard in the whole country serving drinks tonight. Pour me another shot. This heat is loosening my tongue, and it’s about time I tell someone everything. The truth, you could say. Because a real man won’t let anyone else tell his story, even if it is a shameful one.”

It was Good Friday, and all of José María’s siblings were dead. His chest was warmer than the roads outside. There weren’t any clouds tonight. No rain, no breeze. The bartender smudged glasses with a filthy cloth, half listening to José María.

“I asked you for another shot, bartender. This is fine guaro and it’s warming my chest and making it feel like the outside. Make it two, why don’t you. ¿It’s still early, right?”

José María had had a rough day.

“Hijueputa, what a rough day,” he said.

José María’s father was always as drunk as he was tonight. His breath always the same, always smelling of café, guaro, or agua dulce when it was cold in the mountains. His family had lived between mountains on a banana plantation. The eleven of them: his mother, father, and nine children including him. As far back as José María could remember, he carried bananas to mills. Working with bananas since he was ten.

“¿Do you know how old I am now?” he said to the bartender. “Thirty. So that’s twenty years of grabbing, carrying, cutting off, eating bananas.”

José María’s father died when he was ten. He came back from the Civil War in ’48 and started drinking more. Then he stopped working on the plantation, so when José María’s brothers and he were of age and brawn, their father sent them, one by one, to work in his place. He beat José María’s mother more. He would leave the house only to go to the cantinas, and when he came back, José María and his siblings would hide beneath the bed. All piled on top of one another like blocks, watching their father’s shadow on the wall pulverize hers. Their mother had a favorite pillow, pink and lacy, and used it to cover her mouth to mask every yelp. They all hated him. José María did especially, and he told him so. Then he got beat with a riding crop. José María never cried. They were all his father’s hostages. His mother and them. But José María knew that his mother, deep down, liked it. She flirted with other men to get a rise out of his father. She loved him because he was the only man she had ever loved and the only man whose fists she knew as intimately as his lips.

“‘You look just like him,’ my mother would tell me after he died,” José María said. Discomfort chased his liquor. “‘You have his eyes,’ she would say. ‘And his body. Come closer so I can feel it again.’

“But I don’t like to talk about what she would say to me after he died.”

His father cracked his skull on a jagged boulder one night on the side of a road. “He died, and everything went to shit.”

José María and his brothers had to work even harder to support their mother and sisters. All his world became bananas. Sometimes they felt like his own hands.

“¿Is it really eleven o’clock? I didn’t hear the train. Maybe it’s drunk too.”

 

THE OTHER LABORERS slapped his back when they entered the cantina. They said, “¡Hey, kid! ¿Why are you sitting there like an old man? ¡You look like my grandfather, hunched over like that!” They said, “¡Come drink with us and relax! ¡Christ has died, and we drink to honor the dead! We’ll take shots to make us forget how hot this night is.”

But when they noticed José María hadn’t budged, they whispered loudly to one another about how he’d been called into the plantation doctor’s office.

“I saw Héctor earlier, here next to me,” José María said to the bartender. His tawny hair parted to the side. Still a hole through his chest and a wound so big it almost split his arm in two.

Dead men only visited this late at night.

“Although I couldn’t call Héctor a man,” José María sighed. “He was too young, too beautiful, too feminine, for anyone to call a man.”

Héctor said that back when José María looked at him: José María, you are not a real man either. Not anymore.

“He said that, but I didn’t yell or argue with him, because I didn’t want you to think I was crazy or something.” The bartender tended at the other end of the bar now. “I didn’t want you to kick me out,” José María said to where he’d been standing.

“Bartender, I’m going out to have a cigarette. Pour me more guaro. And get me some bread—¿do you have bread? Let’s make this my Communion. ¿Why are you laughing, bartender? I’m serious.”

It was hot out. As hot as the night José María ran away at thirteen. The night he left the plantation, his mother vanished into the sugarcane stalks. José María packed a calabash gourd with water from a spring and a tamal to eat, and stole one of the plantation’s horses. It was fast. Rain had started the moment he left, but the horse didn’t slip in the clay or the mud or anything. He just had to get away. That toad mocked him, and he could still hear it even though the rain was pouring as hard as it could. It pounded the road. The sky cracked and flashed, but all José María could hear was that toad laughing at him. It croaked and croaked, and its body got so big. He’d never seen a toad get that big before. And its eyes burned. They were as silver as the Devil’s; staring into them made José María’s chest burn like fire too. And its stench stung his nose—the animal’s hide spewed guaro that smelled spoiled. As though it had been stewing in its body for months. When it croaked, José María could smell that toxin. The rain washed his face and filled his nose, but he could still smell that poison. Like spoiled guaro.

“Hey, cantinero, another,” he said when he returned to his stool. “Just one more. All I need is one more. A shot of your freshest guaro. Just one more.

“Yes, of course I work here. I haul the bananas to the mill sometimes, but I mostly chop them from the trees.”

José María had worked at this plantation ever since he found Teresa again. But his machete was getting dull. Every banana bushel made it duller, and his knuckles more calloused. The Company even made them labor in the rain. José María’s black rubber boots always let in the mud, but he worked as hard as he could. They stank sometimes: the bananas and the roots—some chemical they used to protect the tree. It stung the little cuts on his fingers. But the overseer repeated that it was safe. The American doctor, too, he promised José María that the chemical wasn’t the reason why he was called into his office today. It’s harmless to humans, the doctor had insisted.

“Hey, the radio, turn it louder,” he said to the bartender. “I know this song.”

“Historia de un Amor” wafted out of the portable radio in a staticky and sensual whisper. This is a love story like no other.

“¿Did you know this is the song that was playing when I met Teresa? It was at a wedding in Puntarenas. Close enough to the beach that they could hear the waves scurry crabs back to the feet of the palms.”

The bride and her groom were rich. José María was a waiter there. He passed out triangular shrimp sandwiches and champagne. The women looked at him like he was a peasant. He didn’t blame them, though.

“All those high-society broads are the same. ¿Have you ever had to deal with them? They’re the worst. My mother-in-law is one.”

Looking at the couple saying their vows, everyone could tell they didn’t mean a word of it. Their money sparkled in their pockets and it said the vows for them. Those two powerful families would keep their power intact. But José María didn’t care, because before the reception, he saw Teresa in her purple dress. An elegant gold cross on a gold chain accentuated her collarbones. Her mother was dressed exactly the same. Teresa’s skin was the color of freshly brewed coffee, and so was her mother’s. But Teresa’s hair was thicker, shinier. She was the most beautiful girl José María had ever seen. Every man in the church thought so too. They all fought the instinct to gawk, in case God was watching them closely in His house. Even the shameless groom found it hard not to let his eyes wander from his wife and catch a glimpse of the way Teresa spoke softly out of the side of her mouth to her mother.

“Bartender, ¿did you know this was the song Teresa and I first danced to? A bit melancholic, I know, but you have to admit the beauty of this song.”

He was the only one at that wedding Teresa agreed to dance with. The other men jumped around all night, trying to court her. That bunch of rich boys bouncing like awkward cocks, losing the beat every time she broke through the circle to perform her sensual bolero alone.

“When the music finally paused, I asked her to dance. She waded in the folds of her dress for many moments, considering it. And for an instant, beneath her coffee-brown skin, she blushed red as an eclipse. Then she led me to the middle of the dance floor just as the band’s guitars began.

“Hey, turn it up loud enough so I can remember the maracas. And Teresa’s oils, her mother’s scowl. And her smile, rebellious and falling in love with me.”

They kissed that night as if it were the last time either of them would spend on earth. As if the whole world would be swallowed up by the rising surf. Underneath the shivering palm trees at the edge of the tide that threatened to drown every grain of sand and every star in the sky, Teresa fell for him. And he fell for her too.

“If I’m being honest, Teresa is the only memory I hold willingly.”

But José María couldn’t do it anymore. No … not anymore. After today, never. Never again.

“Good memories don’t matter in doctors’ offices,” José María growled. “Those jerks wear robes as white as bishops’ and they touch you just the same; probe you, prick you with needles, and latch on to your balls with clammy fingers and tell you to cough. I especially hate it when the doctor’s a gringo. They all speak Spanish the same: mechanically, like an instrument with no music coming out. And, have you ever noticed, their eyes are cold and metal, like scalpels? Their hair as yellow as piss samples, and their skin as white as the milk they tell you to aim into a cup. Then they test it, examine it, extract what they need from it, and finally find something wrong. Something wrong with you, something they say to you as if it doesn’t mean anything. Like it always was and always will be, and you’ve always known it to be that way. They read off their clipboards, in mechanical Spanish, things that will make you walk differently, fuck differently, blink differently. Things that weren’t that way yesterday or the day before, but would be there tomorrow and the day after. Fuck, man—they say it without lips. Instead, they let the news slither through their teeth, like their teeth were made of steel, hard and cold like their eyes.”

Sterile.

That’s what the doctor told José María.

Sterile.

José María, not a man like his father or his brothers or the other laborers.

Sterile.

“For many years,” the doctor said.

Sterile for many years.

“But I have two daughters,” José María snapped back. His two daughters.

“Not likely,” the doctor said. “Not yours,” he whispered.

Not his. Their smiles, not José María’s. Their eyebrows, their chins, their knees, not his. They were never his.

“¿Then whose? ¿Whose flesh, whose smiles, then?”

“Probably not yours,” the doctor repeated. Without lips, over and over. Not yours, not yours. Someone else’s.

Sterile, remember?

The doctor studied José María, tapped his foot, and, when José María could stand again, thrust a clipboard into his hands. It had papers, crisp, scribbled on. “Sign it,” the doctor said.

“But I can’t read English,” José María answered.

“Oh, that’s fine,” the doctor said. And in mechanical Spanish, he paraphrased it. “You’ve been like this for years,” the doctor reassured José María. The Company tested him when he first started this job eleven years ago. José María couldn’t remember that far back. They had chosen not to mention the results, the doctor said. Afraid José María might have been emotionally scarred and that his work would be affected. The doctor said it didn’t matter how much the dew from the trees stung the little cuts on José María’s fingers. “It’s harmless. It has always been,” he repeated, annoyed. “Not our fault. Please sign, Mr. Sánchez. Here. You can go now,” he said. “As you leave, please ask Mr. Suárez to enter.”

“But that bastard’s a liar,” José María said to the bartender. “It can’t be.”

He was a man, he insisted, and those girls were his. Teresa would never have done that to him. She couldn’t have.

“¿How could she?” he said, looking all around the bar as it spun. “¿Who could it be, then? ¿Who?

“Him,” José María said decisively. “The sculptor. I see the way he looks at her, the way he’s always looking at her. A thief eyeing another man’s treasure. Loving it long before he’s gotten his grimy paws on it, as if it hadn’t ever belonged to the man he would steal it from. Son of a bitch. I’ll kill him. That bastard. I’ll kill them both. If it’s true, I swear to God, I’ll kill them both.”

José María paid his tab with all the colones in his pocket and stumbled out into the mud-dirt road of the plantation. He knew in his gut what Teresa had done. His love of eleven years. The mother of his two children, who the doctor said weren’t his.

A cool, rum-sweet voice distracted him, persuaded him out of the plantation along La Guaria Railroad. He saw a few dogs circling a tree but didn’t care enough to watch what they were admiring. The rum-sweet voice dissipated and was replaced by the horrendous sound of the cane toad. It had been seventeen years since he first heard it, but he was sure it was echoing from somewhere tonight. Somewhere he knew well. He followed La Guaria Railroad toward the damned toad’s aria, which cursed him and laughed at him in the same breath. His breath was his father’s breath. His ribs crackled. Very slowly, he zigzagged along the steel rails. Stench from his mother’s hair flooded his nostrils. Rosewater.

José María lit a cigarette to rid his lungs of the stench. He punched the gravel between the ties. His knuckles hardly bled, so he aimed for the steel instead. He made himself vomit to rid his stomach of the vibrations originating from the toad’s belly.

José María, his mother had cooed the night he ran away. How handsome you are … how handsome. She grasped his trembling palm to place somewhere awful, but he grabbed both her ring fingers and snapped them backward. His mother jerked away and unleashed a wail so loud that it curdled her own blood. A wail of defeat, of desperate love. That night, he ran until he reached the grove’s edge, where a massive toad, a meter tall, sat before him and laughed as haughtily as the Devil does on Sundays.

José María sprinted down the track of La Guaria Railroad now. As drunk as his father, he tore through the moonlit night, heading toward Barrio Ávila. He followed the loathsome toad’s song as it choked on spoiled guaro. It haunted him, growing louder as he drew nearer to his house’s unlocked door. The house where Teresa and his maybe-daughters slept. He had to find out if they were his. His feet hit the gravel like hammers.

José María’s tail found him with the help of the moonlight, and like a viper, it prepared to strike.
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April 7, 1968.

Uncle:

I am unsure if you are receiving my correspondences. I have sent four letters now to which you have not responded. I suspect the fires in D.C. may have something to do with the misplacement. I cannot believe the height of the flames in the papers.

I must repeat my warnings. I fear repercussions for this assignment. The tension on the plantation is palpable; I feel it even in the office as the workers sign the consent forms and as they walk by. The laborers huddle around the gate of the White Zone as if planning something. The Banana Division Managers underestimate the threat. They say there has not been an uprising in twenty years. In response, they have reduced the price of the cantina alcohol. They say anesthetizing the workers will stave off rebellion. But this news the men are receiving has made them restless, and no amount of imbibing will extinguish it. Informing them of the examination results was a mistake, I know that now. Some are smarter than they come off and suspect the Company. Others are able to read English and have deciphered the forms. It is like a pot of boiling water here. It will spill over. You and the board must send directions quickly before an incident.

Respectfully,
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Dr. Smith, the American Fruit Company, 1968



At 6:19 p.m. on April 12, 1968, Dr. Vincent R. Smith checked his brown-leather watch only to realize it had stopped at five. The adolescent courier had just left Smith’s office to deliver today’s medical documents and copies of memos to Estrella. Smith looked at the wall clock and realized there were less than ten minutes to hurry home for dinner.

The full moon peeked its head over the eastern mountains. Smith had purposely waited until twilight to leave, hoping to avoid the sun that shone today like a fat bulb in an oven. But a thick, soupy heat greeted him at the portal. Heading from his shanty office to the White Zone, Smith saw straggling plantation workers make their way to the liquor store or to the cantina on the edge of the grove. With no one around to protect them, the blue bags of banana bushels were poked full of holes by lollygagging toucans. A lingering hawk scooped one up for supper.

On Smith’s shirt, a pair of embarrassing, triangular sweat marks spread from his armpits, pointing down to the weight he had gained since being here. The toucans with mushy fruit in their mouths had a good laugh about it. On the way back to his bungalow, through the chain-link fence that divided the plantation from the White Zone, Smith studied at least a dozen of the men he’d called into his office this month. This week had been O to S. Next week’s appointments, T through Z. The laborers curled their fists into rocks when they lifted their heads and saw him.

Smith arrived home unscathed. Before Janet could call him into the kitchen for dinner, he sat on the comfortable bench in the foyer and picked up the phone to dial Washington. It was around half past eight on the East Coast, and Smith was unsure if his uncle would pick up on a Friday night.

“The caller you have reached is unavailable,” the operator said. He left a message.

Smith could no longer ignore it. Could no longer stand it. He knew that Nemagon was the true, notorious culprit here, and barrels upon barrels of it were being stowed in a shed, underneath thick tarps close to the mill. Smith watched daily as unwitting laborers sprayed the dirt with the nematicide that Dow Chemical had vowed to discontinue. Children were forced to stir the chemical in vats, with just sticks and their normal clothes on. T-shirts, shorts. Bare-handed. Barefoot. In almost every documented experiment, scientists found that high levels of exposure to Nemagon caused dramatic increases of male sterility in mammals. In rats, in rabbits, and now men.

At Dow’s very mention of discontinuation, the American Fruit Company threatened a lawsuit, so Nemagon still arrived in Costa Rica by the ton. The AFC refused to seek out an alternative, especially when one so cheap and effective had allowed them to outproduce both Standard Fruit and United Fruit for the last three fiscal quarters.

Smith tried his uncle once more. Again, the operator said, “The caller is unavailable.” Smith hung up. He would have to wait until Monday if he wanted to quit. Maybe the weekend would change his mind. He considered asking Janet her opinion, but then she might ask why he wanted to leave. He couldn’t bear to tell her why he had been sent here to Costa Rica.

To nullify the impending lawsuit from meddlesome Costa Rican lawyers, Smith’s uncle on the board asked him personally to come down here to cover up any evidence he could find. They built him a special bungalow in the center of the plantation. All the luxuries he was used to at home were provided: wine, a state-of-the-art air conditioner. Cuban cigars as a bonus.

For the past four months, Smith had tested the semen samples of every last male worker and found that, indeed, 76 percent of them were sterile. He had spent the last two weeks forging medical documents and coercing illiterate laborers to sign English-written consent forms. The workers, the documents showed, had agreed to be sterilized years ago. Finally, the AFC’s lawyers could argue convincingly that Nemagon had nothing to do with it.

Sitting in the bungalow’s foyer, Smith questioned why, with just a week or two left on his mission, he wanted to call Washington now to quit. It would all be over soon and he would take Janet to Europe. He could finally give her the Roman holiday she’d wanted since seeing the movie. But all of that seemed inconsequential today. Every future plan and every justification he could imagine for this evaporated like the water in flower vases around the house.

There was one man whose expression was singed into Smith’s brain. He had seen his own reflection in the man’s black eyes. According to his file, the man was father to two girls, and Smith had told him they weren’t his. The man sneered at him, had always sneered at Smith when he passed. Smith often smiled at workers to hide his motives, but that man, he had seen through Smith’s ruse from the very beginning, and it frightened him. In his office, Smith had looked down at his clipboard and saw that the man’s labs were indeed abnormal—discolored semen, deformed sperm—but certainly didn’t indicate sterility. But those eyes staring back at him forced his cruel hand. Bald-faced and anxious, Smith took a hammer to that man’s world and smashed it to bits within a matter of minutes. In mechanical Spanish and with scalpel-sharp teeth, he told the man he was sterile.

Smith had lied. His words sharpened by venom and loathing, Smith sterilized the man. Castrated him with the stroke of a pen.

Smith knew this culture’s obsession with masculinity, and being sterile was worse than being a woman. Worse than death. Smith taught the man a valuable lesson: to fight against him would always prove futile. Smith would always be who he was: a successful American doctor; and that man would always be who he was: a poor Costa Rican laborer.
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The Cepeda Valverde Family, Barrio Ávila, 1968



Night fell, and Amarga lit a green candle to place on the windowsill. With a rocks glass filled halfway with twenty-year-old bourbon, she waited for Tácito in the dark. Amarga had watched Teresa leave to go to the theater, but without locking the gate behind her. José María hadn’t arrived home yet, so that must have been why. Amarga imagined Lyra and Carmen were still playing in their room before bed, but in this heat, it would be hard for anyone to have any fun or even to sleep tonight.

The ghost of Dolores sat next to Amarga and slipped the cigarette out of her fingers, blowing smoke rings toward the ceiling. Amarga informed her she didn’t have to sit with her every night. Death had already escorted her out of this world by the hand. Why would the dead wait on the not-yet-dead? Her mother-in-law responded that Death is nothing but waiting. Waiting for the living to understand that there’s really no difference between the two states. She handed Amarga the cigarette back.

The days Tácito’s mother didn’t manifest on the tacky velour love seat, Amarga spoke to Tácito directly, retelling the monotony of her days. Every small, intimate detail curled from her mouth, and she always finished her monologues with the same moody kiss, as she had done in bed with him. A ritual unchanged by absence.

Amarga was a creature averse to change. As if Change were a car hurtling toward her at top speed on a highway, and she, rather than switching lanes to save herself, challenged it to a dangerous game of chicken. Her bitterness, moods, idiosyncrasies, and hairstyle had all remained undisturbed for as long as she could remember. She saw Change coming from kilometers away, gripped both her hands on the steering wheel, and hit the gas. Amarga refused to be overtaken by anything.

Amarga unpinned the letter above her bed and walked back into the living room to reread it. The first four times skipping the part begging her to treat Teresa how a mother should treat a daughter. Tácito didn’t know what it was like to be a mother. Especially a mother with a daughter who reminded her of herself. He didn’t understand the nuances of self-hatred. Teresa’s dark skin, her full lips, her flaring temper as a girl: everything Amarga’s own father had rebuked in her. Amarga decided long ago that she would ask Teresa’s forgiveness on her deathbed. It would be the only moment she might ever allow Change to have its way with her.

She thought she saw José María at the gate.

Amarga focused, hawk-eyed, past the flickering candle, and could have sworn he was there with his hand on the latch. As pale as a phantom or a marble sculpture of a beast. When the image turned to run east, Amarga sprinted to the gate to try to catch him. No sign of him. Standing alone in the middle of La Guaria Railroad’s track, she looked up at the moon, who looked down at her, smiling. And Amarga, like a fool, smiled back.

 

AFTER THEIR GRANDMOTHER sent them to their room (unbearably early), Lyra lit a lantern and she and Carmen played Memory. Even though she was younger, Carmen was unbeatable. Years later, Lyra would suspect that Carmen had a photographic memory, but for now, she tried futilely to defeat her baby sister. Cards of anthropomorphic airplanes, bulbous blueberries, and chartreuse mongooses were all flipped and matched, claimed, stacked, and reshuffled.

The Fisherman correctly to his twin, the Spider to its ill-fated lover, the Mirror to its own reflection.

The ceiling fan set on the highest level blew several cards across the room, giving Lyra yet another handicap. But the game made Carmen happy, so Lyra played along and lost, and was a good sport about it. When they heard someone return to the house, they shot back to their own beds and pretended to sleep. The footsteps down the hallway were uneven and labored. Carmen opened the door to check, but Lyra grabbed her shoulder and threw her back in bed. If it was their father, they would be chastised for staying up past bedtime.

The heat put them right to sleep. At some point in the night, Carmen crawled into her sister’s bed and snuggled her face in her armpit. Lyra made enough room for them both. But the stagnant air pressed down on her, fat beads of sweat converged in her navel. Suddenly, a scream welled up inside Lyra. All she had to do was let it out. If it woke anyone up, she could blame it on a bad dream. She reasoned that one couldn’t be punished for a nightmare.

In hindsight, Lyra would regret the fault in that logic.



THE MOON WAS frozen in the center of the sky like a bride stood up at the altar. Her pocked, salt-white face turning red with wrath. She washed Barrio Ávila in blood-light. The full eclipse began, and so did the end.

Peering into her daughters’ bedroom and seeing them curled up next to each other like cats, Teresa couldn’t help but want to curl up next to them, too, to smell the flowers in their hair, the sticky sweat on their cheeks, their delicate hands.

Then Teresa heard something like a car crash downstairs. It reverberated throughout the house, overwhelming Teresa’s footfalls down the seemingly endless hallway and down the stairs.

At the bottom, she saw José María standing at the threshold. He’d flung the door open. The horrible crash had come from where the knob hit the concrete wall. The echo of metal on stone. José María didn’t move. Teresa spoke when the house was quiet again.

“José,” she said. No reaction at the sound of his name. “José, ¿what’s wrong? ¿What’s the matter?” Still no response. Teresa molded her tone into an affectionate instrument, meant to disarm whatever bomb ticked in his chest.

“¿What can I do?” she said. Teresa heard his breathing begin to labor, as if the mere act of standing exhausted him. His breath became something between a wheeze and a snarl.

“You’re scaring me,” she said. Something had gone horribly wrong, but Teresa didn’t know what, or how, or why. The nightgown stuck to the sweat on her back. There were four meters between her and José María. The way his body swayed, she could tell he was drunk, and with his clenched fists and heavy brow, she knew she had to act quickly. She’d seen him get to this point before—even sober, lucid—that flash men get in their eyes. José María had stood at this precipice but never acted. But his anger had always promised it, at the very least hinted at it. Now, as Teresa felt him inch closer to that precipice, lean into it, she knew he’d be able to throw himself into it completely. So Teresa sorted through the options in her head—she could sprint back upstairs and lock herself and her girls in their room, or maybe she could find some way past him to run for help.

Desiderio’s or her mother’s. Anyone’s.

“Teresa,” José María said, crying. He repeated her name three times, as if asking to return home.

Teresa recognized this tone. A child’s, terrified and neglected. The abandoned boy within him was whimpering. Teresa sighed in relief, walked toward him, arms outstretched, ready to embrace her husband’s giant frame. She hadn’t noticed his tail, reattached and writhing.

Teresa didn’t feel the first blow to her cheek, but the second knocked her to the floor. The world went completely dark for a moment. A sharp ringing radiated from the inside of her head, followed by a dull pain in her jaw. Her vision returned to her in waves of hot color and glittering specks, and then she felt José María crouch over her body, his hands around her throat.

“¿How could you?” he mewled. Tears fell to her bruised face like pebbles. In his eyes, Teresa swore she saw something else besides her husband stare back—something horrible dilated his pupils, polishing them into obsidian stones. José María repeated himself, squeezing tighter. “¿How could you have done this to me? ¿To us?”

He let go of Teresa only when Lyra intervened. She slapped his face and bit both his wrists, a rabid animal in a little girl’s body. Gasping for breath, Teresa yelled for Lyra to run. To save herself.



AMARGA STOOD BEHIND the guesthouse’s door with her longest butcher knife clutched to her bosom. A crash had ripped her from a dream, and listening with her ear to the wood, Amarga awaited whatever monsters lurked outside—vampires, rebels, escaped prisoners. Instead, a frantic knock greeted her. One that only reached her waist. Letting the knife lead, she opened the door to find Carmen there, her tiny body trembling.

“Mamá,” Carmen said. “It’s Mamá.”

“Carmencita,” Amarga said when they reached the front yard. “Go across the railroad and get Doña Cristina. Run as fast as you can and knock on their door with all your might. ¿Do you think you can do that for me? Good girl. Now, ¡go!”

Amarga didn’t wait to see if her granddaughter made it to Cristina’s. She heard a row inside—fist on flesh, muffled screams, voices growing weak. Her family was in danger. Whatever the invading force, she would make it pay. She’d lost too much already and refused to lose anything else. She reached the front door, slammed wide open. Fiendish shadow puppets danced on the walls. Amarga held the knife blade-down, its edge out and facing the enemy. It reflected José María’s back. Him, she thought. Of course it’s him. It has always been him.

When Amarga stepped into the scene center stage, she saw both her daughter and granddaughter bloodied on the floor. A stench of spoiled guaro made her wince. No one would harm her family and get away with it. Especially not him.

She lunged at her son-in-law with a jaguar’s ferocity.



DESIDERIO SNEAKED RIGHT past his wife’s unconscious body spread-eagled on the couch and changed his pants. He tried to forget the toad, drew back the studio’s curtain, and let in the moonlight.

The statue of Saint Teresa of Ávila glinted as if suddenly made of hot coals. Its ember aura called him closer. The black limestone seemed to be on fire, warm to the touch, crackling from the heat. A banging on the front door snatched him away from the trance.

On the portico, Cristina held little Carmen as she wailed uncontrollably. Something about her mother. Something about a lunatic, or a monster, or a demon. Cristina, still half drunk and rosy cheeked, struggled to decipher Carmen’s hiccups. The child’s fear was real. Without thinking, Desiderio bolted out of the house. Cristina followed her husband, staggering down the patio steps, out through the gate, and over the gravelly track of La Guaria Railroad. They left Carmen alone in the street, not wanting her to witness firsthand what might have been happening inside.



TWO THINGS SENT José María hurtling back to reality. The first was the look on Lyra’s face. Her body twitched in and out of consciousness on the floor. A bruise painted a flower on her eye. In her straight nose, in the white dots on her fingernails, in her cheekbones, in the way her feathery black hair parted to the right, he saw his sisters after their father’s beatings. Even Lyra’s posture was the same. José María saw an unmistakable family resemblance. This proved to him that his daughters were truly his.

The second thing that sent José María hurtling back to reality was the unexpected, insurmountable pain of being stabbed in his left arm. He’d seen men accidentally maim themselves in the groves before—he imagined this was how it felt. The sensation of muscles and tendons sliced from each other, the weightlessness of the affected limb, heavy and screaming in agony. Every nerve firing like a squad. José María turned around, the knife still in his biceps, and grabbed the assailant by the throat. At first, he didn’t recognize Amarga, but as she kicked and scratched at his forearm, José María knew undoubtedly that the fearless hatred he saw in those gray eyes was hers. Every insult, dirty look, snide remark, backhanded compliment, sneer, and smirk tightened his grip with the force of a metal clamp.

José María’s hand gladly reaped something other than fruit. He felt Amarga’s pulse quicken in her jugular, then slow, until it finally stopped.

Remorse is a capricious thing. It prefers to find men when they sleep. When their guard is down in the dark. In the moment something happens, Remorse usually sits back, gathers its strength for later administering. It takes different forms depending on the man or that which haunts him: a fat, effeminate boss in a leather chair, or a priest swirling wine in a chalice. Companions who stay with them for the rest of their lives. But José María’s Remorse took the form of a woman cloaked entirely in green fabric, a hood obscuring her face. She arrived and massaged his shoulders, both ring fingers broken, bent so far back they touched the backs of her hands.

José María heard ringing. Bitter spit coated his mouth. The still-stuck knife cried out for his attention. He smelled embers, metal, rosewater, firewater, river water, salt, and sand on a beach. And what he saw before him pushed him lumbering backward, tripping over Teresa’s body on the floor. Still alive. Lyra’s, collapsed into herself. Still alive. And slumped on the wall, Amarga’s. As white as death.

The woman with broken fingers showed him all that he had done. All that he’d been capable of; what he, and no one else, had chosen to do. She whispered that it was foolish of him to ever think he was destined for anything other than destruction. He was a man, after all. With a full-bellied witch’s laugh, Remorse revealed its true self: Revenge. It handed José María a match. It pointed to the door and assumed José María knew what it truly wanted. It was obvious, the path it illuminated following La Guaria Railroad’s track, which led all the way back to the plantation. And José María followed its suggestion without fighting.



CARMEN RESTED ON Cristina’s pink-painted gate. From across the railway, she saw the shape of her father push past Desiderio and Cristina before they could reach the door.

José María paused and looked toward Carmen, but then turned east, sprinting down the track. Cristina and Desiderio ran inside and screamed, but Carmen began chasing after José María, slipping on the gravel that moved like marbles beneath her bare feet. She called out to him. In his mind, Carmen felt flames and heard a moaning, disgusting croak. Carmen saw red, and heard red, and, if she could reach inside José María’s mind, would have touched red’s sticky density. But Carmen couldn’t keep up. Her legs were no match for her father’s. He’d long since left her behind.

In that moment, something separated itself from Carmen. Her shadow, her joy. There, on La Guaria Railroad’s track, Carmen was confronted by the emptiness of the world.






28
Dr. Smith, the American Fruit Company, 1968



While his wife slept, Dr. Vincent R. Smith packed up their belongings. He couldn’t wait until Monday. He’d bought two one-way tickets over the phone to Italy. Janet deserved that much. She had sacrificed her life and career as a schoolteacher to follow him here. She tried to make the best of things. His moods, the managers, their wives who gossiped in her face; the undrinkable water and spells of diarrhea; the many unfamiliar bugs that pestered them at night, paying polite visits to their nostrils and other orifices. Especially this unbearable heat that left their bed a lagoon, the mosquito netting merely trapping it. No, he would save her from all of this and explain later.

Smith walked downstairs to his study and sat on the floor, where it was coolest. The ceiling fan whirred, its usual hum quieted by the dense, syrupy air. He would recommend a colder country after Italy. Switzerland, perhaps. They had missed winter in Washington this year, and maybe they could celebrate a true Christmas in the mountains. Smith wanted children and would tell Janet so in the Alps. No woman could possibly say no to something that romantic.

Smith didn’t hear José María walk into his study. Somehow Smith didn’t even smell the gasoline José María had stolen from the plantation shed. Smith was lost in his own future. But he would soon find out that when a man alters another man’s future, the other can alter his right back.

Smith’s mind was still floating over the fumes when the precipitous flames reached his body. The books in his study quickly became tinder. Binders of scholarly articles, first-edition novels, and an album of family photos all ignited. The fire’s thirst climbed the stairs to the master bedroom, tossing back Janet like a shot. It spread to the living room and down the hall to the foyer, devouring its rejected memos and Persian rug. It made its way right into the kitchen, boiling wine in bottles and soup on the stove. Then it hurled itself out the back door like scraps for the dogs, and followed the moonlit trails of gasoline José María had poured all throughout the plantation.

Moments before the fire untangled Smith’s flesh, he noticed José María and his black eyes towering over him, a blade impaled in his left arm, which in the moment resembled a cross. Before Smith could scream, he and José María were swallowed together by the fire. Their destinies crashing down on them with the ceiling beams. José María embraced Smith with both arms, crushing him, igniting as if made of gasoline too.

The shark’s tooth strung on his necklace pierced into both their chests, linking them together as they burned alive.






29
Teresa, Barrio Ávila, 1967



Teresa’s favorite birthday had been her thirty-second. That year was windy and arid. Irazú still regurgitated fiery clouds of ash high into the atmosphere. Gray flakes had been snowing down on San José’s valley for four years and showed no signs of stopping. They’d all had a gray Christmas—as close as they could possibly get to a white one this near to the equator. While Teresa baked a banana bread pudding and put her hair into rollers, José María climbed onto the roof to sweep the ash off the grooves, afraid years of accumulation might collapse it.

The Three Marías, already there, danced a perfectly choreographed tango with Amarga, Lyra, and Carmen. Cristina hadn’t yet arrived with her record player, so Conchita provided the improvised rhythm, singing, Dun, dun, dun, DUN, over and over. The Three Marías led, and Amarga, Lyra, and Carmen clenched thornless roses between their teeth. Amarga refused to let Visita dip her. Lyra and Carmen did so with exaggerated motions, kicking one foot into the air, grazing the ground with their hair. All six of them left ash-black footprints on the tiles, drawing a discombobulated dance manual on the floor. When José María reentered the living room, he erased the footwork patterns with his broom and swept them out into the garden. Picking three thorny roses from a bush to put between his own teeth, he asked the triplets to dance. They curtsied and joined him, timing their steps and twirls just right, dipping like professionals, adding flamenco claps for a bit of flair. Walking in, curlers still in her hair, Teresa brushed them all aside, and she and José María danced a silent, burning tango.

Cristina and her family arrived. Everyone went to the kitchen and held up a glass of champagne, even the girls. Cristina was the first in line to propose a toast to their best friend. Teresa the Indomitable, she called her. The Restless, the Kind, the Beauty, and the Saint. To almost a decade of friendship, she said. And to many more to come. The Three Marías added their own anecdotes afterward, pouring themselves more champagne to punctuate each retelling. Then José María with his familiar tale of the beach, to which Amarga rolled her eyes. Asunta’s lazy eye noticed, and thought Amarga might’ve seen the back of her own skull.

“I fell in love with her the first second I saw her,” he said. He looked down at Lyra and Carmen. “I didn’t have a chance. No one does when it comes to your mother. Everyone she’s ever met falls head over heels. With her smile, with the way she dances and her kindness. She and you two are the reason why I wake up in the morning. Why I trek all the way to the plantation and cut those bananas from their trees. I told her you two would be born, and that we would love you both more than anything we would ever get to love. I am not too good with words, but Teresa María Cepeda Valverde has made me the luckiest man in this whole wide world. I would give her the moon if she asked me for it.”

Teresa rested her head on José María’s shoulder. Their daughters held them both by the hips, and Teresa was unsure what she had done to deserve this. In this moment, her life was perfect. José María didn’t need to lasso any moon.

Afterward, in the girls’ room, Lyra and Carmen drew crayon portraits of each other, sucked on the gelatinous seeds of rambutans, and tossed the spiny rinds at the ceiling fan. And every so often, Juan Julián and Carmen sneaked innocent pecks. Beneath an umbrella to protect the meat from the raining ash, José María grilled fat steaks, and Desiderio joined him.

After dinner, the women remained in the kitchen, clearing tables and countertops, pouring more champagne, washing dishes, smoking, sneaking extra bites of meat, gossiping, cackling. Conchita held Teresa close to her, refilling her bottomless flute. The other two Marías, surprisingly indifferent, told Amarga about mutual friends in Liberia who had become a lesbian couple. Asunta called them tortilleras, and when asked why, she clapped her hands together as if forming the dough.

They wiped their eyes from laughter. At her corner of the table, Amarga was abnormally cheery, downing glass after glass of champagne she had ordered herself from an Italian down the street. Today, Teresa’s happiness kept her own bitterness at bay. Once or twice she caressed Teresa gently on her back. It felt almost natural: loving her daughter. Letting her happiness become her own happiness. Participating in it, instead of watching it rancorously from the shadows of herself. Amarga presented Teresa with a velour box, and inside was a pair of rounded diamond earrings. Miniature moons, full, and glittering, and sweet. No one in that room had ever seen Amarga be so generous. They all reached in to hug her, but she shooed them away as if scurrying a rat out of a room. “¡Get, get! ¡Go on, get! Before I change my mind,” she said, and poured herself another glass.

Unbeknownst to everyone in the buzzing house, an untranslated CBS special report whispered a tragedy on the radio. A live broadcast from New York relayed onto every station in Costa Rica: 2,075 kilometers north, in Cape Kennedy, three astronauts had burned up in a cockpit. Young men with their eyes set on the moon. During a flight simulation, something sparked, igniting the oxygen-laden cockpit air, trapping the three excited boys inside. Melting their spacesuits and life-support hoses. Covering their airways with a warm hand.

A mother quieting her child.

A lover with a secret in her bed.

A guest holding her breath before yelling Surprise!

 

THAT NIGHT, AFTER everyone was passed out on the couches, the beds, and the floor, Teresa and José María stood on their balcony, watching a gibbous moon attempt a reveal behind a curtain of ash. It was impressive how strong her light was, José María said. Teresa nodded.

“¿Do you think we’ll ever make it?” she asked.

“¿To the moon? Maybe the Americans, or maybe even the Russians first. I don’t know if anyone like us will ever step foot on it.”

“¿But don’t you think that if one person makes it, we all make it?”

“Maybe. I guess so. That’s a nice way of looking at it.”

“It’s spooky, ¿right?” Teresa said after a pause.

“¿You remember the moon the night we met?” he answered.

“Of course I do.”

“If the Americans go to the moon, they have to tell us what it’s like. How it smells, how it tastes. How the rocks feel. If they’re as smooth as butter or as hard as the ones in a river. I always wondered how it would be. I wish I could take you.”

“¿Wouldn’t that be beautiful?”

“Not as beautiful as you.”

José María picked Teresa up and took her into the bedroom. Even with the sheer curtains drawn, slender moonbeams spilled in, bringing their bodies to life. They made love gently, covering each other’s mouths, suppressing their moans in their chests. That night they became indivisible, a single entity taking in all the air in the room. Leaving a passionate, hushed thing in its place. An unlasting thing, but the most beautiful thing the jealous moon had ever seen.



TWO YEARS LATER, in 1969, when Teresa looked up at the moon, she saw men. Inside the embassy’s red-carpeted lobby, Doña Vicenza and Faqueza sat with their faces almost touching the television screen as the first images of the moon landing came in. In a rare display of kindness, Doña Vicenza shared her bowl of hard-boiled eggs with Faqueza and Ricky, who lay on his stomach, drawing Martians. The gelatinous whites trembled on their lips as they watched the astronauts plant the American flag on the lunar surface. A glimmer of hope unfolded before the entire world after such a tumultuous decade.

Teresa stood outside, underneath two ancient oaks, watching rivulets of moonlight drip from in between the leaves. Microscopic moon men frolicked in the moon craters, jumped high enough to see over the moon mountains. All around them, blackness sat in a still, endless sea. A blue-green orb whirled beyond them in slow motion. The two moon men looked longingly to it as billions of eyes looked back. Everyone’s hearts full of promise and precipitated peace. Not since the beginning of time had the moon received so much attention. She, too, whirled about, spinning on her heels.

Wearing the moon men like diamonds.

But Teresa was looking for another man in its face. A faint resemblance of José María in the moon’s mirror, with the meager, reluctant hope that he might have been watching this all unfold, too; that he might have been running toward its light, searching for her until the end of the world.






30
Cristina, Lyra, & Teresa, 1995



It’s in the quiet of morning hours that mothers of Teresa and Cristina’s generation flourish and bloom. Before birdsongs pierce the dawn, or traffic hurtles noisily down the streets and highways. When there is time to think. Time to plan, to renew. They are unhindered by the world’s spinning, its gravity. Dawn is a motionless state, a halfheartedly drawn border between what has happened and what can be done about it. The future is born from these women’s hands in the morning. It is they who have the power to call the sun. Who make the day possible for husbands, and daughters, and one another. Coffee is served, rice is boiled, and the day is laid out in a road. Pristine and endless. A warm, inviting horizon littered with stars.

Cristina picked every star and sprinkled them into her mug like sugar cubes. Her house still cluttered with all the party decorations yet to be hung up, the lamb at spoiling point in the sink, roses picked three days ago. She ambled about completely nude, pretending to La Lora Lorca that she was getting tasks done. In the living room mirror, she caught a glimpse of herself and grinned. Just for the Hell of it, she would prance around naked for hours, until the very last minute before the party. With Desiderio’s help, everything should be done by then. And if she could be especially persuasive, she might get him to be naked the whole time too.

They had made love last night for the first time in ten years. In that lovemaking, they grieved Teresa together, poured that grief into each other, back and forth until the quantities were equal. This had released Desiderio from his spell. He spoke Cristina’s name and kissed the inside of her thighs and the nape of her neck. Cristina had almost forgotten the baritone of his voice, the space he took up inside her.

He asked if she was all right. She said she was.

He asked if she still loved him. She said she did.

All those years the ocean of his reticence nearly drowned them both, but now, on dry land, they reexamined the parts of each other that had gone neglected from grief.

Her head lying on his bare chest, Cristina remembered the first time they met. It was in her senior year at art school. She’d garnered a reputation as a genius, a painter who appears once in a generation. One day, as Cristina carried her latest masterpiece from a university building to another, she turned a corner and found a life-size marble statue of a woman with her collarbones, her eyes, and even the mole on her chin. On cue, Desiderio stepped from behind the sculpture’s shadow and held out his hand. Cristina slapped him across the face. This went on for many months, statues of Cristina sprouting all throughout the university, and red handprints on Desiderio’s cheeks. Artists are insistent, obsessive beings, and Cristina eventually relented when he’d mastered the mold of her hips.

From then on, Cristina and Desiderio became each other’s muses. In a rented apartment, they shared their bedroom as a studio and slept on the kitchen floor. He mixed her oil paints and she sharpened his tools. They made love against the windows, and prudish passersby, glancing from the street, quickened their pace and covered their ears. Almost every gallery wall in Costa Rica bore paintings of Desiderio’s face. And before long, they were married. When Juan Julián was born, Cristina paused her painting and focused all creative energy into raising their son. But Desiderio refused to abandon his work, and for a while, Cristina understood.

But as Desiderio’s career flourished, jealousy budded within Cristina. At times, lying awake beside him, she wanted to smother him for having been so selfish. But true artists are narcissists, she had come to find out.



THE MORNING GLORIES on her windowsill welcomed Lyra to the new day. Ants crawled along their petals, lifting water droplets and carrying them back to their thirsty colony. Lyra wasn’t sure when she had fallen asleep, but she woke up feeling unusually rested. Perhaps because it had temporarily stopped raining around midnight—that storm’s eye, observing all that it had done. It was the first night in days that bullets hadn’t rained down on the tin roof.

She had dreamed of Carmen again. They were in the downtown bazaar, picking out souvenirs for Americans. Carmen packed them all in a coffee sack and slung it over her shoulder, ready to dole out presents to all the needy gringo tourists. Lyra felt the lumpy sack, and its weightlessness surprised her. As if it were filled with helium or something even lighter. Carmen talked periodically about their mother, how nothing is really anyone’s fault. The universe does what it pleases, she said. Plays heartless jokes, then repents sometimes. This party, she told Lyra, was the universe trying to make it all better. To correct its mistakes. Somewhat late, Carmen admitted, but it’s the thought that counts. At the National Theater’s plaza, Lyra and her dead sister tossed silver coins to the pigeons, who lapped them up like corn kernels. Children chased them, and they flew away laggardly, weighted down by their jingling stomachs. Winged coin purses on a breeze.

Lyra sat cross-legged on the bedroom’s Wassily chair, pulled a cigarette from its pack, and stared out into the rain that had resumed right before she opened her eyes. She heard the Three Marías downstairs, bickering over who would make coffee. Their voices shrill, nostalgic, endearing.

“The party is today,” Lyra said out loud over and over. “Today is my mother’s birthday.”

Teresa’s last birthday.

Lyra would have to pick out a present. She thought back to what her mother might want. Should she let Gabriel pick one out too? Lyra wondered what she would wear, what she would dress Gabriel in. Would the truth all come out? How long could she keep up the charade with everyone staring at her, at him, holding their tongues with the pliers she had thrust into their hands?

Gabriel opened the door to Lyra’s room and sprawled facedown on her thick white comforter. “Mamá,” he said. “¿How did you sleep?”



TERESA COULDN’T LIFT herself from the bed. She felt as if an overeager seamstress had stitched her to the mattress with fishing line. Above her headboard, Jesus of the Divine Mercy ejaculated red and white light from his heart, spraying it all over the room with a placating look on his face. The hurricane recommenced its volley on Costa Rica’s roofs, slipping its fingers beneath their grooves, loosening them from the walls, wanting to get a better look at houses’ innards.

Teresa still clutched José María’s shark’s-tooth necklace. As black as the dirt, as hot as the night it had burned. She fought to make sense of it all. Today was her birthday, and at long last, she knew her husband was dead. Her mother and father were dead. Her youngest daughter too. Besides Lyra, who she knew still hated her, Teresa was completely alone. Her loneliness is what hemmed her skin to her bed, every reminder a flaring needle point.

Yet Gabriel was still there.

He had risen like a star into her reality, illuminating Death’s endless corners, chasing away its impenetrable shadows. Teresa had held him: a part of her daughter, a part of herself. She had held him as her grandmother once held her. During that day she spent with him, she loved him more than anything else. More than even the good memories. The happy ones keeping her afloat all these years. The Three Marías in a river. Tácito in his plantation office. Carmen, Lyra, and José María together in front of a Christmas tree. Teresa imagined herself, and Lyra, and Gabriel in front of the same tree, a tide of his presents overflowing around their feet. A trio of smiles and strewn-about needles. A new generation of joy.

It was a simple, mediocre hope. But its promise snipped the fishing line and helped Teresa to her feet and to her closet to pick out a dress for the party.






31
Juan Julián, La Iglesia, 1995



On the final leg of its trip, the hurricane was making out like a bandit. It reaped dozens of lives, devoured entire orchards and farms, plucked stones from Indigenous ruins, and even checked in at a five-star resort in Alajuela. Newly rejuvenated by the bounty, it set its sights on the Pacific beaches, famous for their soft white sands, turquoise water, and resplendent sunsets. Its appetite strengthened its winds and made dense its icy water. There were raindrops the size of balloons. Hail in the shape of snow cones. The taste of the water unbelievably refreshing, if anyone just had the nerve to open their mouths.

At La Iglesia, Juan Julián picked out a cologne bottle labeled DAVIDOFF COOL WATER from his pyramid. Its cerulean glass cold in his bony fingers. He threw it against the wall. It didn’t break. Instead, it left a noticeable dent in the gypsum that the Mother Superior would surely punish him for leaving. No smoking privileges, most likely. Or no candy from the vending machine. Taking away privileges is something impossibly cruel to a trapped man—without freedom, a man is left with very few of them. Nicotine and sugar the commonest remnants of what life was like outside this place. Juan Julián was wifeless and childless, after all. He hadn’t seen Gabriel since he was born, and Carmen since she died. She hadn’t visited him in any dreams. He didn’t even have a picture of them—just blurry memories. Images behind fog on a glass pane. Sweat, and steam, and dripping. He scrounged for a more fragile Dior bottle. When he couldn’t find one, he began picking petals from a rose.

“Me quiere,” he said, picking petals from a rose. He remembered the men’s cologne Carmen wore instead of ladies’ perfume. Eaux de toilette and other muskier, penetrating scents. Sandalwood oil in her hair, lavender on her lips. The spit in her mouth: stale morning coffee, the natural, minty, baking-soda-y toothpaste she made from coconut oil in a jar. She tasted of earthy things.

“No me quiere,” he said, plucking a dried petal more violently. An eye from its socket. Or a feather from its wing. The petal’s edges crumpled and turned black.

Carmen jumped without a second thought.

Without thinking about him, or their child, or his mother, or her mother, or the rain. He’d watched in disbelief as she balanced on the windowsill, the rain slamming against her body as if trying to push her back, to stop her before she made a terrible mistake. He’d sprinted to the sill, but Carmen spread her arms and jumped. For a moment, though, she flew. But the rain was heavy. Maybe she hadn’t expected it to weigh her down. But it did, and she fell like a stone to the cracked concrete and cracked open. Apart.

Juan Julián hesitated at the window. If he looked down and saw her, it would become real. He looked at Gabriel sleeping soundly in his bassinet. So peaceful and bundled in leftover mother-love. Looking at his baby, something delicate within him shattered. He sat in the faux-leather folding chair beneath the wall-mounted television set, and while doctors and staff buzzed in and out of the room, he tried to convince himself Carmen had just gone to the bathroom. He waited patiently for his wife to reenter the room. While paramedics scraped Carmen’s mangled body from the sidewalk, Juan Julián didn’t budge. He didn’t pick up Gabriel. Didn’t cradle or whisper to him as a father does his newborn son the first moment his wife is out of earshot. He would never tell Gabriel how strong he would be, how clever, and how they would kick a ball to each other in the fields he had frequented as a boy.

“Me quiere,” Juan Julián said, picking an inner petal, disturbing the rose’s balance. The piece that completed the cosmic spiral. The part that convinces Man the universe is in harmony when, of course, it isn’t.
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Lyra walked into the hallway, parting a dense red cloud of perfume like Moses. The Three Marías had just gotten ready and were anxiously tidying downstairs. Busy bees with too much on their minds. Gabriel picked out an outfit in his room, grimaced at the navy polo and slacks Lyra had suggested. Too much blue. Lyra looked back into her own room—the box of AFC memos lay at the foot of her bed. It had filled her room with the sweet must of clay. Lyra debated scouring and organizing the rest of its contents. She wanted to have a good day, she really did, and she knew digesting more memos would only sour it. The stress from interpreting the evil words from gringos. The thought of Nemagon, of that doctor and those medical exams.

“Lyra, ¿where’s the broom? There are grains of rice everywhere from last night,” Asunta said, her lazy eye glaring down the stairs at Conchita, who threw empty guaro bottles noisily into the garbage.

Lyra led Asunta to a hidden closet in the kitchen and pulled out the ratty broom. “The party’s in an hour,” she said to the Three Marías. “So we’ll have to get going soon if we’re to make it.”

Visita pulled back the sheer curtain, scowling at the rain. “Who knows if any of us will make it,” she muttered.

Gabriel entered in a white button-down and green bow tie. The Three Marías applauded. He bowed and giggled at the triplets.

Lyra clapped like a preschool teacher. “All right, let’s go, kids,” she said. Gabriel ran to grab his jacket, and the Three Marías slung theirs over their shoulders, bundled up the gold trinkets they’d brought as gifts, and snapped shower caps firmly on their heads. Lyra drove them at a slow and careful pace down the dangerous slopes. Anxiety and condensation on the glass cut them off from the outside world. The windshield wipers were louder than anyone in the car.



CRISTINA FINISHED HER preparations, dressed herself in pink silk, expensive pearls, and diamond earrings, and played the best hostess she could. Whenever someone arrived, she flung open the double doors dramatically, like a bird stretching its wings in flight. She welcomed them to not only Teresa’s birthday soirée but a hurricane party (a concept she’d heard of in an American television show). Wind entered with the confidence of a plus-one. Members of Cristina’s book club filed in, as did neighbors who had decided to ride out the storm. Even the pulpería owner from down the street arrived with ten small bags of chicharrones. With every gust and guest, the yellow Chinese lanterns shivered like disturbed beehives.

Of those so far in attendance, no one knew of Teresa’s health. To Cristina, they were extras, filler. But the partygoers had no idea of their role, and by two o’clock, the party was a success. Guests buzzed around the hors d’oeuvres, chatting about the club’s assigned Agatha Christie novel and the general state of the pulpería business. Father Silvino arrived with a sleek black umbrella to match his cassock. He’d left La Iglesia in the temporary care of the Mother Superior, to mingle for a bit and surreptitiously bless the alcohol.

Despite the gaiety, the Cepeda Valverde family left a noticeable absence in the room. It was Teresa’s party after all, but she hadn’t arrived. Her absence reminded everyone how many others there were, and why. The topic of Teresa’s family, its tragedy, slithered around like an unwanted guest. Fingering sandwiches, spitting its gossip. Everyone tolerated its existence but wouldn’t look it in the eye. Acknowledging what had actually happened would only make it that much more absurd. Its reality so haunting that the only word that could be used to describe it was absurd. Absurd that a family could so easily be torn asunder. Member by member, horror by horror. And it befell a family like Teresa’s, so seemingly full of love. That was what truly devastated everyone involved and anyone else who’d learned it as a legend. If it could happen to them, what else was possible? How heavy would the sky be when it fell? How deep would the earth be when it split open? Those were the kinds of questions hidden behind their clenched teeth when José María murdered Amarga and vanished. When Teresa abandoned her girls. When Carmen threw herself out that hospital window like a stone. Questions that beg for an orderly universe.

Cristina was freshening flutes when Lyra, Gabriel, and the Three Marías arrived at twenty to three. She again flapped open the doors, but the sudden sight of Gabriel froze her in place. The full spectacle of his beauty, how he favored his father, her son, disarmed her. Lyra shot her a nervous glance, as did the Three Marías. Cristina regained herself.

“Welcome,” she said. “Old friends.” Cristina stepped back and Desiderio greeted them with an extended arm and his almost-forgotten voice.

Like his wife, Desiderio saw his son in Gabriel’s small frame. A spitting image, an exact copy, only with Carmen’s delicate hair. Feathered, black. Again, Lyra’s nervous glance, and that of the Three Marías. A secret service of Virgin Marys.

Desiderio regained himself. “¿Shall I take your coats?” he said. “Old friends.”

He greeted Lyra with a kiss on each cheek, and, softened, she returned them. The Three Marías, too, let his cheek touch theirs, without the skin-crawling sensation they had thought it would bring. The adults performed a careful, avoidant dance. What Gabriel didn’t know was that he was the one being danced around, the lie of his life their musical accompaniment.

“Come,” Cristina said. “It’s a celebration.”

The Three Marías shoved a colony of cocktail shrimp into their mouths as they spoke to the other guests. They had the appetite of a mythical beast—Hydra’s three heads, chewing with their mouths open. Desiderio handed Gabriel a cookie, and he ran off to play with his Game Boy. Lyra caught up with a woman who was once a client. After a stillborn, she’d adopted and raised four teenagers and sent them off to university. But Lyra’s attention was divided—she studied the door for movement, tuned her ears for any knock on the varnished wood. Visita broke away from her sisters and pulled Lyra aside.

“¿Do you think she’ll come?” Visita said.

“¿Who knows? You know who my mother is.”

Why would she. This was part soirée, part firing squad. Teresa wouldn’t know where to look, how to react. Feel relieved, or leave immediately. Cristina’s attempt at an intervention was obvious. Teresa’s impending death a good enough reason to go through with it. Lyra’s psychologist brain knew this was ham-handed. But what could she do after so many years of rancor? Besides, Lyra’s priority right now was Gabriel, not her mother’s healing.

“Marinero de Luces” played on the stereo, and all the women joined in a somber, ecstatic karaoke. Isabel Pantoja sang of a sailor gone out to sea. He left her one afternoon alone on the sand. Sailor of lights, soul aflame. His look of blazing adoration. In his boat went her dreams, floating, lost to the moon and the ocean. In her song a swallow might have brought him back. And there she sang from the beach, and the women in Cristina’s house swayed and belted the chorus. And there, slipping through the doorway into the foyer, Teresa entered her own birthday party, humming along to a song she knew well.

“¡Teresita!” Cristina yelped, breaking away from the choir. “¡Come, come!” she said. “¿And who’s this?”

“Alice,” Teresa said, putting her hand on Alice’s shoulder to guide her through. “An old friend.” Alice smiled and bowed, revealed a bottle of wine from behind her back like a magician with a rabbit. Complete with black slacks and a frilly white blouse.

“Alice,” Cristina said, a green tint to her voice. “Welcome, dear. Desi,” she said. “Grab their coats, please.”

The sound of Desiderio’s voice took Teresa aback—she thought she was dreaming—but he uttered a weak “Happy birthday” and held out his arm.

Cristina kissed Teresa quickly on her lips and embraced her, put her mouth to Teresa’s ear. “Don’t worry, Teresita,” she said. “Don’t feel overwhelmed. Like I said, it’s just people from the street.”

“And Lyra.” Teresa’s voice broke. She looked around the room, scanned it like a security system. “Gabriel,” she said, and smiled. “And—”

“Teresa,” Visita said, trailed by her sisters. They stood like a statue of Hecate at a crossroads. “Let me get a good look at you.”

Cristina let Teresa go and stepped aside, her muscles tense in anticipation. The Three Marías hadn’t made a scene when they saw her, but facing Teresa, Cristina wasn’t sure if they’d make one now. The party grew quiet, the guests whispering even if they didn’t know why. Visita straightened, as if a yanked rope had pulled her spine into place.

“After all this time,” Visita said, “¿are you sorry?”

“More than you’ll ever know,” Teresa said. Conchita and Asunta eyed each other, unsure if Visita’s question was a battle cry or an olive branch. The broken smile on Teresa’s face, her remorseful posture, convinced them that what she’d said was true. More than we’ll ever know.

Conchita was the next to approach Teresa, kissed her on each cheek. Teresa kissed her back.

Asunta, not to be outdone, pushed Conchita aside and stared Teresa squarely in her face.

“Asunta, ¿have you got anything to add?” Visita said.

“Not at the moment,” she said, cupping Teresa’s face. “But when I think of it, I’ll let you know.”

“I can’t wait,” Teresa said.



LYRA COULDN’T UNDERSTAND what was happening. How was this so easy for them? Even if Teresa was dying, a part of her wanted everyone to explode, to air their grievances like dynamite. Lyra wanted them to do it so she wouldn’t have to. She considered it—saying her piece, encouraging everyone else to join in, but Teresa glanced at her and smiled weakly. She was shocked at how frail, how small, Teresa looked.

Lyra tried to avoid Teresa for the rest of the party. Evading her mother before she had a chance to get close, forgetting her drink in the kitchen when Teresa walked over. Being called by other well-timed conversations about politics, or religion, or psychological diagnoses. Anything to delay their encounter. At around five o’clock, Cristina announced they were going to cut the cake and sing. Desiderio turned the lights low, and Cristina called the birthday girl over. When Teresa didn’t answer, Asunta said she might be in the bathroom. They would resume the party until she returned. But Lyra looked around and saw that Gabriel was gone too.



THEY WERE THE only two who noticed it. The rain’s white noise was gone. Thunder no longer set off car alarms. Gabriel grabbed Teresa by the hand and sneaked her out of the party. In Cristina’s garden, sunbeams illuminated every dripping leaf, reflected in deep puddles, brought gasping orchids back to life. It was the first time in days either of them had seen shadows. A sea-blue sky spread over San José’s valley, and dozens of clouds rocked like boats in a harbor. Rare birds did somersaults in the air. Glass-winged butterflies staged lewd mating dances in the rediscovered warmth. Wrinkly orange iguanas regained their energy on drying rocks. Old women knocked noisily on closed vegetable stands, determined to beat tomorrow’s rush. The country woke up slowly but skeptically. Half-asleep, half-intrigued. Grateful that the storm had finally passed.

Teresa and Gabriel sat on lawn chairs still soaked with rain. Their butts were wet, but they were the first to see the sun. A fair trade when everything was said and done.

“Doña Teresa,” Gabriel said. “My mother told me it was your birthday. I’m not going to ask how old you are, because she says it’s rude, but I brought you a present.”

Gabriel removed a photograph folded vertically from his shirt pocket. On the back, lovely cursive handwriting read, La familia Cepeda Valverde, enero de 1966. In the photograph, a thirty-one-year-old Teresa held a six-year-old, teary-eyed Carmen on her left hip while a nine-year-old Lyra clung to her left leg. Mother and daughters awash in sunlight and something that—at a second glance—resembled joy. The glare from Liberia’s pellucid river provided a miniature sun in the picture’s bottom right-hand corner. Two of the Three Marías could be seen on the banks. Tufts of lichen coated the giant rocks. A lime-green bathing suit (with a matching lime-green belt) contrasted Teresa’s dark brown skin. The photograph’s vertical fold separated Teresa from her daughters. She on the left side, Lyra and Carmen on the right.

“¿Where did you find this?” Teresa asked.

“In my mother’s drawer, underneath a pile of papers and other stuff. That’s you, ¿isn’t it?”

Teresa didn’t remember smiling for the camera. Her teeth whiter than coconut flesh, her skin coconut husk, tanned by the sun in Liberia.

“And that’s my mom, ¿isn’t it?” he continued. Teresa, studying his face, didn’t know which girl he meant.

Behind the sliding glass door, Lyra watched as grandmother and grandson sat as though they had done so every day since he was born. As if Teresa had changed Gabriel’s diapers, and he had held her fingers as they caught fireflies. Together on nights of lightning, one telling ghost stories to the other. About headless priests and carts without oxen. La Llorona and La Cegua listening just outside the door. Lyra clasped her mouth. Cristina’s hands appeared, gripped hard onto Lyra’s shoulders. Her many rings sank into Lyra’s taut flesh. Lyra would be still for now. She would watch the outcome just like everybody else.

“Doña Teresa,” Gabriel said.

“¿What is it, dear?”

“The girl standing next to you in the picture, she looks just like my mother. They have the same nose and the same hair.” Gabriel reached his arm over Teresa’s to point.

“Yes, that’s Lyra,” she said. “She hasn’t changed much.”

“¿So you were close to her?”

Teresa nodded.

“¿And who’s the little girl on your hip?”

“Her name was Carmen.”

“She’s very pretty. ¿What was she like?”

“She was quiet. But vibrant at the same time. A tiny ray of light. And she would sing so beautifully in the evenings, and say good morning every morning, and ask how you slept, and pour your coffee for you.”

“¿What happened to her?”

“She flew away.”

Grandmother and grandson sat quietly for a while.

“Thank you for the birthday present,” Teresa said. “It’s the most thoughtful gift I’ve received in a long time.”

“You’re welcome. I felt bad at first for taking it without asking, but now I don’t. It made you happy, so my mother will have to understand, ¿right?”

Teresa rubbed the photograph with her thumb, caressing Lyra’s face. She would have to understand. She would see them and realize her error all these years.

“¿Do you want to go back to the party?” Teresa asked.

“Maybe in a minute … ¿Can we sit here a little longer?” Gabriel turned his face up like a flower. “The sun feels nice.”

“Hmm … It does, doesn’t it.”



ON THE FINAL newscasts of the evening, anchors, reporters, sports commentators, witnesses, meteorologists, priests, synchronized swimmers, congressmen, fishermen, firemen, policemen, and a comedian who wasn’t funny at all took turns describing their run-ins with the devastating storm. They spoke over one another’s tears and wails, and the comedian cracked joke after joke that didn’t land. A psychic from Liberia was invited to lighten the mood, but instead used his moment of fame to say I told you so. Jorge Gamboa, too drunk to form complete sentences, grabbed the fortune-teller by his robes and tossed him off camera as if he were loading a bag of rice onto a truck.

Juana, as the hurricane was named (just Juana, like a sister who always asks for money), had peaked somewhere around a Category 2. Her destruction claimed no fewer than fifty lives—twenty in the Central Valley, fifteen in Limón, fourteen in southern Puntarenas, and that one young man in Upala bisected at the waist. Weeping families marched to local churches through dirty water up to their thighs.

The president spent all night lamenting the dead as if he had known them intimately. He spoke through the cameras to the United States government about global warming and how small tropical countries (Costa Rica, for example) must fork up for America’s energy bills. Almost $200 million in damages were tallied, and that, he said, was the only language the gringos were able to understand uninterpreted. To his fellow Costa Ricans, he called for a nationwide canned food drive and invited other countries in Latin America to donate tins of beans, corn, and tomatoes. A bottle of alcohol, if anyone was feeling truly generous. The storm had left so many so thirsty, but not just for water, he said, because we have all had plenty of that.

The World Meteorological Organization watched the news coverage and home movies in horror, and immediately and unanimously retired Juana from its extensive Rolodex of monikers. Nevermore would a storm be christened with that infernal, calamitous name.



AFTER THE PARTY, the Three Marías decided it would be best to stay another night with Lyra. Gabriel sat between two who were drunkenly bickering with the third sitting in the front seat of Lyra’s red Peugeot 405. (¡There go one thousand and ten years in that car!) The party ended on a high note, and the triplets had found a way to argue about their favorite part. Visita still held on to her champagne flute (I hope that woman knows she’s not getting this back), and spilled bubbles on everyone but herself. Gabriel thanked creation he didn’t have any siblings. Asunta, in the front passenger’s seat, looked straight ahead with both eyes, intently watching Lyra escort Teresa back to her house. The sun’s burning body slipped into a hungry cloud. The first sunset in three days proved to be a spectacular one. Teresa and Lyra watched it together. The new moon, a black mask covering her face, hung low in the sky. Rising or setting, she didn’t care anymore.

“Mother,” Lyra said. “¿How are you feeling?”

“¿Trying to psychoanalyze me?” Teresa joked. “On my own birthday…”

“It’s your present,” Lyra said, looking down at the wet concrete and gravel. She kicked a stray pebble at La Guaria Railroad. “I usually charge a lot. But it’s your birthday, so you get a freebie.”

“I raised a kind daughter.”

“Two,” Lyra said.

“That’s right. Two.” Teresa looked beyond the eastern mountains that poked their heads over Cristina’s house. “I didn’t say anything, Lyra.”

“I wasn’t going to ask.”

Teresa ignored the obvious lie.

“I’m not sure what I expected,” Lyra said. “But this wasn’t what I predicted. I thought Visita would tackle you. Maybe the other two Marías too. I’m not sure I would’ve pulled them off.”

“I know what you must think of me,” Teresa said.

“¿Do you?”

“It’s obvious.”

“¿Why did you do it, then?” Lyra asked.

“¿Which part?”

“¿How could you leave us?” Lyra said. “We needed you. We needed you and you just pawned us off.”

Teresa fidgeted with the keys in her hand, unclasped her dress’s collar to breathe.

“You left us and you came back as if nothing had happened,” Lyra said. “¿Did you really think you could forget it all? ¿Did you honestly think that just because you could, that we would be able to?”

Lyra’s voice reverberated off the tin of Barrio Ávila’s houses.

“¿Why didn’t you take Carmen with you? I could’ve handled it alone,” Lyra said. “But Carmen couldn’t. You knew that. She smiled and played it off, but it devastated her. It killed her. And you knew that. You did it anyway. ¿Why?”

“I don’t have an answer,” Teresa said. “I don’t know why.”

“¡Then make one up!” Lyra said. “Don’t cop out with that excuse. It doesn’t work anymore.”

“¡I was afraid!”

“¿Of what?” In this moment, Lyra was afraid too.

“Of losing you both too. ¿Do you know how it feels to bury your mother?”

“¿Is it anything like watching your mother leave on a plane?”

Teresa grabbed on to the gate to keep herself anchored to the ground, because if she let go, she was sure her soul would leave her body.

“I didn’t tell Gabriel about Carmen because I didn’t want to ruin him too. You’re his mother now. I don’t deserve to be his grandmother, so that’s why I kept quiet. I didn’t want to ruin your motherhood like I ruined mine.”

Gabriel walked out of the car. He’d heard his name.

Lyra had wanted Teresa to reveal the truth to Gabriel so she wouldn’t have to—she wanted Teresa to shatter his life so that Lyra could be the one to pick up the pieces. Gabriel couldn’t reproach her for all these years of lying if she was there to save him, comfort him. Lyra wanted to stay the selfless party. But her mother had taken this chance away.

“You’re selfish,” Lyra said. She repeated it.

Despite how frail and small Teresa seemed, Lyra wouldn’t let up, couldn’t. It came flooding out of her—twenty-seven years—with a force strong enough to break her mother open.

“I don’t even think Carmen would forgive you now,” she heard herself say. “Those people in there might have forgotten it all, but I haven’t. I will never forget, and I will never forgive you.” In that moment, she meant it, and said it with the incandescent fury of a teenage girl.

The pain returned and singed the edges of Teresa’s brain. Every nerve within her erupted, each a newborn volcano. Hot, sticky magma spread behind her eyes. The last thing Teresa heard was Lyra shrieking as she felt her body float.



THE FINAL ECSTASY OF TERESA

Teresa smells roses and honey on the hot noon air. The perfume glides on a low-lying breeze, skirting past the exposed parts of her shins. She watches water ripple in shallow irrigation gutters and dried fronds lifting from the dirt. The green around her vibrates with the voices of men and the hack of metal on stalks. She’s at the plantation again, and before her, hunched down in the shade of a banana tree, is José María. It’s today, Teresa thinks. It’s that day.

José María wipes sweat with a blue bandanna and chats with another worker. Older, ruddy, and fiddling with José María’s machete in the dirt. The man scrunches his red face as he grips the hilt and tries to remove it from the earth. King Arthur, he calls José María, who wiggles it free with just two fingers. Teresa calls out his name. He doesn’t hear her. Instead, he takes a swig from the man’s silver flask and goes into a story. The only story José María knows by heart.

Why, Teresa thinks, am I revisiting that day? She looks up at the sun’s placement in the sky, predicting its trajectory to count how many hours until it sets. How long until José María ends this day with his bare hands?

Teresa watches him slice bushels from their trees and spray bananas like shrapnel with his machete. He’s drenched in sweat, his shoulders visible through his tight white T-shirt. Then Teresa sees something he doesn’t—a woman dressed in green fabric, hiding half her body behind a tree and its fronds. The woman grasps the ripening fruit, and Teresa can see that her ring fingers are bent backward, so far the nails touch the back of her hand.

Teresa is startled out of her trance by the foreman, who shouts to José María. When she looks back to the fronds, the broken-fingered woman is gone.

“You’re wanted in the gringo doctor’s office,” the foreman says. José María wanders to the dirt road. Teresa shadows him. He follows it, and so does she. Then he stops. He lifts his boot: a toad sticks into the rubber grooves, tongue and fat intestines spilling out of its mouth. From here, Teresa can smell sulfur. José María scrapes it from his boot and starts running, but instead of following him, Teresa shuts her eyes.



WHEN SHE OPENS them again, Teresa is in the darkened hull of the guesthouse. Amarga returns and slams the door shut. If it’s that day, Teresa thinks, my mother doesn’t have much time left. Amarga looks into the foyer mirror and plucks out a gray eyebrow hair with her nails. It unfurls like a fern’s tendril, and Amarga blows it into the air as if making a wish. Amarga lights a candle, and Teresa looks down at the floor. In the reflection of the lagoon of green wax, her mother looks almost beautiful.

Amarga sits on the tacky velour love seat and talks to herself. She addresses Tácito, finishing her sentences with a moody kiss. She laughs, and Teresa remembers that her mother had indeed been capable of smiling. Amarga pulls out a folded letter, and Teresa hears her ask, “¿Were you angry? ¿When you wrote this, were you angry at me?” It drops to the wax, but Teresa doesn’t go over to read it. It’s not hers. It is the one thing in the world Amarga truly possesses, and even in this state, Teresa won’t take it from her.

Teresa hears a commotion at the front of the property, and she remembers: the girls, they’re home. They’ve come home from their outing. Teresa checks her watch and realizes there’s less than two hours until Cristina will arrive to take her to the play. Teresa runs out of the guesthouse and up the back staircase to her room—maybe she can warn herself. Maybe she can stop this all from happening. This gentle day could stay just that.

But Teresa reaches an empty bedroom. It’s bright, and on the sill are squeaking parakeets. Teresa looks in the mirror, and she’s young again. Her purple velvet dress is stunning.

“You look like a guaria, Mamá,” Carmen says. Teresa turns around to see if her other self has entered the room.

“¿What’s wrong?” Lyra says. She hurls her shoes across the room like boomerangs. She climbs onto the bed, next to Carmen. “She’s not lying, you do look like an orchid.”

Her girls are addressing her. Teresa trembles. She’s back. It’s that day, and her daughters are right here in front of her. She opens her mouth to warn them but Carmen speaks.

“Mamá, ¿how much do you love us?”

This moment, Teresa remembers it clearly. She never answered directly—she mumbled something affectionate and kissed Carmen to quiet her prying. ¿How much? As if a mother could quantify that. But right now, Teresa knows. She’s somehow been given the chance to finally tell them.

“This much,” Teresa says, holding both arms high above her head, stretching her body until she can’t anymore. “From my feet to the tips of my fingers.”

Her little girls grin at her ridiculous pose.

“That’s a lot,” Lyra says.

“I knew it,” Carmen answers.

Teresa dives onto her bed between them, and her two girls begin to tickle her. Lyra goes for Teresa’s ribs, while Carmen homes in on her armpits. After the laughter and squirming, Teresa lies faceup, studying the ceiling fan, the gnats it spins into a fragile cyclone. She estimates that they still have an hour left together. She doesn’t have to spoil this moment. Not yet.

“Mamá,” Lyra says.

“¿What is it, my love?”

“Carmen and I were thinking you shouldn’t go to the play.”

“¿Any particular reason?” Teresa asks.

“Lyra and I thought we could go get ice cream,” Carmen blurts out.

Ice cream, Teresa thinks. Her little girls want ice cream.

“¿And miss the play?” she says.

“Ice cream is better than any stupid old play.”

“That’s not such a bad idea,” Teresa says. “It’s awfully hot today.”

“¿So you will?” Carmen asks.

Before, Teresa had considered canceling, missing the play for another date, because nights like these had been chances to keep her daughters close. In Teresa’s heart, she’d known there would be other nights when her daughters were too tired to love her, or when they might push her away to live their own lives.

Teresa rubs Carmen’s hands.

She knew there would come a moment when they rejected her. A night as hot and dense as tonight, or one of rain and wind and bolts that struck the earth with purpose.

She runs her fingers through Lyra’s hair.

She wonders why she didn’t spend more time with them. Why she didn’t skip the play and take them out to get ice cream. She could have savored their laughs, stolen licks from their cones, and even slyly asked what they thought of her. Teresa had always been curious.

She feels her eyes close. She always wondered if her daughters would ever have been frank enough to tell her how she had done. If they noticed every now and then how much she loved them. How she would die for them, and die without them. Teresa knew that there are things children can perceive, and others they can’t. But she can’t gather the strength to ask.

The world again goes dark.



TERESA IS NO longer anywhere she recognizes. She is in a jungle, and there are animal sounds in all directions. A jaguar’s roar, cicadas, howling. A river babbles. She is barefoot in the cool mud, and her dress is muddy. The purple velvet half-brown, half spotted with dirt. The smell of honey drifts down from the canopy and sulfur up from the underbrush. Nothing moves, but all is in motion. Life is abundant, yet this place is void of it. It is a fragrant, vibrant graveyard, every marble angel and stone tablet replaced by kapok and guanacaste trees.

Teresa walks past poisonous vines and poisonous vipers wrapped around them. Coiling, fleshy creatures with slits in their skulls following Teresa’s every step. Eyes of every color wonder where she is heading. She herself doesn’t know. Instinct has escaped her, but something much deeper, much older drives her farther into the jungle.

Teresa reaches a turquoise river. Vain Queens of the Night observe themselves in its reflection, dropping trumpets into the languid current. The river is shallow in some parts, immeasurably deep in others. Across the water, a crocodile the length of a city bus can’t move, because the sky is cloudy. Its teeth jut out like stalactites and stalagmites in a cave. They are sharper than anything else in the forest. As serrated as a logger’s saw. Teresa stands at the bank and dips her foot in. It is warm. The river laps at her toes, flirtatiously asks her to join, because it is lonely. With only reptilian suitors, it has grown bored of cold-blooded conversation. Endless discussions of the taste of blood. The consistency of it. Its bounty.

In the river, she rests tranquilly on a bed of stones. The waters wash over her. She is so relaxed, she urinates. It is warmer than the water for a moment. The flowing river accepts the offering and its level rises. Teresa rises, too, floating.

The deeper the river becomes, the less turquoise it gets, its color darkening to a royal blue. The water is halfway up to the tallest trees’ trunks when Teresa notices. But she doesn’t panic. Instead, she is entranced by millions of birds, bats, butterflies, beetles, and every other winged being escaping into the sky. They vanish by the time the last canopy leaf drowns. The animals that can’t swim have disappeared from sight, clinging to branches, weighing down their stomachs with stones, or suddenly evolving stringy, undulating gills. There is no land anywhere around Teresa now. The clouds break, drift apart, and dissipate into the atmosphere. It is dusk, and the star-studded, nectarine sky glows a cherry color. The sun has already receded past the horizon, and in its place a full moon rises. Gigantic, luminous. Occupying more than her fair share of the sky.

The water is salty; this helps Teresa stay afloat. Below her, millions of kilometers of depth eye her, alone in the middle of an ocean. Buoyant, calm. Calmer than she has ever been.

Teresa can’t remember anything. Not even the creatures at the bottom of the ocean. Not even the birds and flying animals that vanished no more than a second ago. Or a century. She is unsure. The voice in her head speaks unintelligibly, muffled by the water in her ears. Teresa connects the dots in the sky, the tiny, innumerable sparkling stones shifting as if dancing to the same song. She draws forms that she quickly forgets. She is not troubled by it, though. It all feels strangely natural. This state, her floating.

But Teresa begins to tire. An exhaustion radiates from her bones’ marrow, the lining of her heart, her intestines. It is a sensual burning that singes away her nerves and their endings. The electricity in every part of her slows its firing, the lightning storm within her calm. A wildfire that has taken its rightful place is warm and soothing. It doesn’t cause any of the pain she had expected.

Teresa is a body of fire in a body of water, with endless air above her and the expansive, breathing earth not too far below. She is so tired, but continues to float.

The moon watches, intrigued to see how long Teresa will hold on. But then the moon wipes something unexpected from her eye.

A moon man.

A diamond.

“A little longer,” Teresa whispers. “Just a little longer.”






∞
Epilogue



Sometimes it takes a storm to put out a fire. Whether the flames are fed by poison or by a father; whether wind and water care for an inferno’s intentions or not. And what the fire has ravaged—a home, or a forest, or a family (because families are flammable, too)—is finally cooled. Doused and relieved. And all that’s left is ashes to be discarded, swept into a gutter, and washed away, out of reach forever.

Gabriel flicks ash from his cigarette onto the wet sidewalk outside Juan Santamaría Airport. Lyra, balancing over her too-full suitcase, searches for her fanny pack with their colones, while taxi drivers jostle at the curb. Gabriel and Lyra have not been to Juan Santamaría—or Costa Rica, for that matter—in ten years. Not since the novenario for Teresa. Gabriel’s grandmother, he’d come to find out. He learned that fact right here, outside these automatic doors, a decade ago. But Lyra hadn’t been fiddling with luggage then. They flew to the United States with nothing but their broken hearts as carry-on.

On that one-way trip to DC in 1995, Lyra told Gabriel everything. Well, almost everything. In the boarding area, at a café, on the plane, through customs and immigration, she went step-by-step, story by story, explaining her life, and Carmen’s, and Teresa’s.

Lyra brought them to DC to build a new life. To erase the old one from their dreams. She did as Teresa had done so many years ago, but Lyra insisted on an important distinction: Lyra took her child with her. She moved them close to Adams Morgan, a loud, rambunctious neighborhood with grimy bars that held concerts every night, and the punk rock scene let out and rioted through the streets. Fights erupted, and sirens wailed into the night like birds. Gabriel loved the cacophony and adapted to DC just fine. After DC, he moved to New York City, where he lives now, a sophomore at NYU. He’s taking this summer to find himself. An American thing to do.

In the stifling taxicab, Lyra shuffles through the AFC documents. Anxious. Tomorrow she’ll present them to the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, in front of television cameras, in front of everyone. Those seeking justice and those whom justice seeks.

They check in to a hotel about a kilometer from the court, in a neighborhood of ancient houses and newly paved roads. Palms sway like those of Evangelicals, reaching into the sky as if in exaggerated worship. Gabriel hears a gecko scamper across the ceiling, and he realizes just how much he’s missed Costa Rica all this time. The colorful animals that scurry beneath rocks and to the trees; the moon, bigger, brighter than in DC.

Lyra goes to shower. As with many days, his mind goes back to that week ten years ago. Gabriel pulls out a photograph from his backpack: the one bent right down the middle, of Teresa, Lyra, and Carmen in front of the crystalline river of Liberia. The one he’d presented to Teresa for her birthday just hours before she collapsed.

Gabriel remembers them saying his name. He couldn’t hear what Lyra and Teresa were arguing about, there by the train track. But Teresa collapsed. Lyra screamed and kept screaming. The Three Marías and Doña Cristina came running. They all crowded into the cars to rush Teresa to the hospital. They dabbed her head and tried to shake her awake, but, of course, they couldn’t.

Gabriel had shivered in that hospital, even though the night was humid. Conchita of the Three Marías, mascara painting thick lines down her cheeks, gave Gabriel her cardigan. Cobalt blue, floral. She held him close and began telling stories about their childhood. The river, the sun, the dancing. She held him close and sang, trying to distract them from her sisters’ shrieking.

They all took shifts that week Teresa was still alive. Unconscious, an inescapable coma. Some went home to shower and to eat with what little appetite they had, while others stood like statues beside Teresa’s bed, praying she’d open her eyes and tell them how good a time she’d had at the party. The party just for her.

Lyra cried over her mother, repeating that it was her fault. Everyone took turns consoling her. They assured Lyra it wasn’t. Alice especially took to her, eased her grieving with tales of Teresa in DC, moments Lyra had never heard, had never known her mother was capable of. “All that time she thought of you,” Alice said. “She never forgot her two little girls.”

Lyra hovered over Teresa, raining down tears, digging her nails into her mother’s arm, hoping the pain would stir her. “There isn’t much time,” Dr. Gallegos said.

A week later, they all felt it. The air in the room became warmer, and there was an odd fragrance. Earthy, like jasmine and dirt. Visita said it was time, and the Three Marías began a prayer. Individually, everyone whispered their last goodbyes to Teresa, each of the adults taking the time to apologize for individual trespasses and to say how lovely Teresa was, despite everything that might have happened between them.

“Things happen,” Lyra said as Gabriel stood at the foot of the bed, watching. “I never stopped loving you, Mother. I was a little mad, that’s all.”

Teresa passed at midnight. They all watched as her chest stopped rising, and the heart monitor’s waves evened out to a flat, glassy surface. It was as smooth as anyone could have hoped. “Peaceful,” they all whispered.

After the funeral service and the nine days of the novenario, Lyra bought two one-way tickets to DC. That was ten years ago. When Gabriel still lived with Lyra, he would hear her sobbing in her room at night. Blaming herself, obsessed with the idea that she had killed her own mother. Gabriel eventually gave up trying to convince her otherwise.



GABRIEL LOOKS UP at a water stain on the ceiling, its borders growing like a conquering country. His boyfriend, too, has water stains in his ratty apartment—on the walls, the ceiling, even the refrigerator door.

The most immaculate place in his boyfriend’s apartment is the altar to his family: old photos; lit candles; sweet, wrinkled oranges. He and Gabriel talk about those who came before them, who hadn’t survived long enough to add foundation to their lives—to make them feel whole enough to withstand the world. “My abuelita taught me everything,” Gabriel’s boyfriend often says, which coats his heart in jealousy, though he’d never say so. “How can we understand ourselves without our grandmother’s stories? They hold all the world within them.”

But Gabriel has no grandmother. She doesn’t even visit him in dreams. Just one photograph of her, bent right down the middle, and Lyra’s accounts. Spotty, subjective.

By the time Lyra exits the bathroom, it’s dark. She isn’t hungry, but her stomach needs something. They find a quiet enough cantina and sit at the bar. Lyra orders gin and Gabriel a beer. She’s fidgety, hesitant to say more than two sentences at a time. After their fourth round, Lyra removes an envelope from her purse. Gabriel assumes it’s a late birthday gift, a wad of hundred-dollar bills. But it’s the letter addressing him. Lyra doesn’t wait for him to finish reading before she breaks down. She wails and cries, so loud the bartender asks them to leave. They do, and as they stumble back to the hotel room, Lyra manages—through coughs, and hiccups, and sobs—to tell him the rest of the story. She confesses that she isn’t Gabriel’s real mother, and that the woman in the letter—Carmen, her sister—was. The beer strips Gabriel of any hesitation; he reassures Lyra that she is his true mother, because she raised him and kissed him good night, every night. What does being a mother mean if not that? But still, as Gabriel tucks her in, lifts her head to sip water before she passes out, she repeats her feelings of guilt. All this time, consumed by it. Guilt for everything. For having had to bury her own sister and mother. For forcing them to go to DC, isolating them, the final two of their bloodline, because of her own selfishness.

“I had to wait to give it to you until we were back here,” she cries. “I had to make sure we were back on our own soil.”

With Lyra finally asleep, Gabriel makes his way to the hotel’s white-tiled porch. Aloe plants and birds-of-paradise lean in with comforting limbs. He lights a cigarette and reads the letter without interruption. It hums like poetry, with deep, vibrating pen strokes that almost rip through the paper. It whispers unintelligible reasons that negate each other like waves against a beach. Carmen writes of the beauty of the world, but not why she chose to leave it. To leave him. It feels like just another promise, broken.

Gabriel is still stuck by the time dawn grips the sky, pulls the night away like a dirty sheet. He can’t decide on the note’s exact meaning, because he never met Carmen. Never knew her personality, her inflections, and the strength of her embraces. Another part of him lost to the fire. He flicks his cigarette too hard and watches the cherry drop to the floor, slowly dying down to a ball of ash. That’s what’s left of my family, he thinks, and goes back inside to lie next to his mother to sleep.



GABRIEL DOESN’T ACCOMPANY Lyra to the Inter-American Court that morning. After the night he had, a hot courtroom, with the buzz of wooden ceiling fans and the clicks of cameras, would be too overwhelming.

Something between Gabriel and Lyra that had always been frayed has unstitched a bit more. So many things are put into perspective, and yet again, across from him—at the table, within his heart—is his mother and everything she hasn’t said to him. Lyra kisses him on the cheek when she finishes her pineapple and leaves, goes to the courthouse all by herself.

She wears a bright fuchsia pantsuit—a threatening color in the courtroom, like a venomous animal or poisonous plant—and her dark hair is tied into a tight ponytail. She raises her hand at the witness stand, promises the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help her this country’s God. She speaks furiously and points to a screen with projected images of the documents she brought.

AMERICAN FRUIT COMPANY, say the letterheads. 1968, they read.

The prosecution calls experts and scientists, attestants and the man named Osvaldo, who worked for the Company. Witnesses from other plantations once owned by the AFC; all the places through which Nemagon flowed like blood. The experts speak of men purposely sterilized for a decade, and women who developed cancer and miscarried more times than they could count. To the courtroom and to the bored world watching on TV, they show parts of their bodies no longer there. Limbs the poison sloughed off like a snake’s skin. Hands, toes, one man’s ear. On the other side of the courtroom, rich, sunburned Americans sit at the defense table. And behind them, the children and relatives of those who served on the board of the AFC. Their trust funds coated in Nemagon. Awash in it. John Augustus Smith Jr. is still alive. At age one hundred, he can barely lift his head. His gold and diamond Rolex is thicker than his wrist. His suit is Armani, tie Brooks Brothers. The other defendants bow their heads in false penitence—they were young, they say. How in the world can someone be expected to pay for their parents’ crimes?

“How?” Lyra says to the defense attorney. “I’ll tell you how.”

 

WHEN GABRIEL FINALLY wanders out, San José is alive and ecstatic. A lottery ticket vendor whose wife has cancer smiles with every piece sold, every colón that will go toward her treatment. A café owner named Shakespeare recites lines from The Comedy of Errors; his patrons munch on croissants with their eyes closed, content. A stout, devout woman flits from passerby to passerby, quoting the good book—not the Bible but One Hundred Years of Solitude, she says. She’s confused, but so certain of her mission that she can’t be ignored.

Gabriel is envious of everyone around him. He imagines they all have real mothers, and grandmothers, and great-grandparents who were good or bad, decent or mean, beautiful or not so—but who at the very least are here, nearby or buried, in their country, on their land, where they can visit. To seek out advice and stories. He buys a banana from a stand, grips it like a sickle—the golden fruit that toppled governments, that sparkled in tutti-frutti hats, that burned like kindling—so benign now, a dull weapon. Gabriel wanders downtown, looking for answers to questions he doesn’t even know how to ask.

Death leads him along, gently poking at his back like a child—it doesn’t mean to claim him yet, rather, show him what it has done; what it has reaped and sown, buried and waited generations for something beautiful to grow. Gabriel reaches a graveyard, an extravagant forest of marble and stone. He slips off his shoes and wanders on the grass, in a deliberate, winding motion reserved for ghosts. Gabriel feels like a body made of ash, feels as if any breeze could do away with him. Could sweep him up into a crypt and lock him there, with families that aren’t his, but who are at least family.

What has been pulling him all this way is a vault with four drawers. Carved onto the surfaces are names, all ending with Cepeda Valverde. The top left bears Amarga’s, 1908–1968; Teresa’s right beside it, 1935–1995. And below Amarga’s is Carmen’s, 1960–1985. The final is Lyra, next to her sister, below her mother, connected by life but not yet by death, 1957–.

There they are, Gabriel’s lineage, filed away like papers, locked inside and inaccessible to him. There they are, the women from whom he came. He is so close, but the marble separates them as death does, as time and cruelty do. All that’s left of them are names, carved in stone, perhaps etched in him somewhere. Gabriel puts his fingers to the smooth space next to Lyra’s birthday—when that day comes, will he be ready? Will he be able to watch a stonecutter slice that final date, commemorating that his maternal line is finally lost, and all that remains is his flesh and heart of ash?

 

GABRIEL AND LYRA make it back to the hotel at the same time—9:00 p.m. Both are sticky with dried sweat, and unable to talk to each other. Lyra beats Gabriel to the bathroom with a playful scrambling. He doesn’t find it amusing, and instead sniffs his clothes: cologne and the city, the reek of diesel and dirt. Listening to the hiss of water, he abandons any hope of conversation with her, and sets back out. After a recommendation from a drunk on the street, he journeys to El 13, where he’s told there’s good dancing and attractive men.

It’s an overwhelming ecstasy of a bar. Gabriel avoids eye contact with queens in crop tops; closeted guys in baggy pants; tall, slender strippers; and drag queens with cyan lipstick. Black lights stain his white shirt purple; green beams shoot down from the ceiling. Tonight is Música Plancha night, and the DJ curates a playlist of music his mother would listen to on Sundays, when she washed and ironed a week’s worth of clothes. They’re ballads. Powerful, feminine. Sometimes heartbroken, other times triumphant. They speak of love, its loss; connection, its loss; men, their loss. Gabriel doesn’t know the lyrics like everyone else does, which makes him feel even lonelier.

The gay men remember their mothers, the perfume of detergent and white fabric starched by the sun. Something so simple as a mother doing laundry brings them bliss. But Lyra had never sung these ballads, had only ever visited the laundromat down the street. There were no memories of her slapping blouses against water and stone. Gabriel is yet again different from everyone around him. But even so, he catches the beat, throws himself to the center of the dance floor. He sways like his grandmother, closes his eyes as if beneath a blinding moon. He moves like Carmen, and all the men stop their song, witness him enter an enraptured state.

Gabriel will leave the bar around five in the morning, the night crisp, the moon a veneered half smile in the sky. He will follow a railroad leading back to the hotel, hear the horn of a commuter train echo from somewhere near the dawn-purple mountains. Hibiscus bushes will be sequined with dew; muggers will let him pass without incident. Priests will ascend their belfries, and time will be tallied.

Gabriel will return to the hotel room and consider waking Lyra from her dream; but if he does, he will spend the rest of his life questioning whether what she tells him is true. Instead, he will pass out next to his mother, and awaken yet again to an empty space because she has gone, reaping the fruit of her search. Gabriel will commit to his own searching, his own excavation of his lineage. He will stoke the past, hold a flickering light to its secrets. He doesn’t know how, but he will rekindle himself, his family.
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Sterilization Consent Form

CONSENT TO STERILIZATION

| have asked for and received information about sterilization from

Vincent Richard Smith, M.D. .When | asked for the
information, | was told that the decision to be sterilized is completely
up to me. | was told that | could decide not to be sterilized.

| UNDERSTAND THAT THE STERILIZATION MUST BE
CONSIDERED PERMANENT AND NOT REVERSIBLE. | HAVE
DECIDED THAT | DO NOT WANT TO FATHER CHILDREN.

| was told about those temporary methods of birth control that are
available and could be provided to me but | have rejected these
alternatives and chosen to be sterilized.

| understand that | will be sterilized by an operation known as a

Vasectomy . The discomforts, risks, and benefits associated
with the operation have been explained to me. All my questions
have been answered to my satisfaction.

l, José Maria Sanchez , hereby consent of my own free
will to be sterilized by Vincent Richard Smith, M.D. by
a method called Vasectomy

PHYSICIAN'S STATEMENT

| explained to him the nature of the sterilization operation

Vasectomy , the fact that it is intended to be a final and
irreversible procedure, and the discomforts, risks, and benefits
associated with it.

He knowingly and voluntarily requested to be sterilized and appears
to understand the nature and consequence of the procedure.

| performed a sterilization operation upon _ José Maria Sanchez

on February 12, 1957 .

7 -~
SIGNATURE OF PATIENT: 9&4,; mwwgu%g,
SIGNATURE OF PHYSICIAN: éé,, - ,.7‘76{7,_&#,
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