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      It is better to die on your feet
 than to live on your knees.


      —Spanish writer, communist, and politician
  Dolores Ibarruri, also known as
  “La Pasionaria” (“Passion Flower”),
  who formed

         the Spanish communist party
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      The passiflora edulis produces an exquisite and fragrant flower, with five white sepals and a fringelike corona that is deep

            purple at the base. Pollination is best under humid conditions.
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      Lily


      In Lily’s dream it is raining and Irene thunders past on what appears to be a giant wild boar. “Vamos, vamos!” She leans down,

         arm extended, hand reaching to pull Lily up in front of her. Lily also reaches, but their hands are wet, their fingers slip,

         the grasp does not hold. In that split second, just as their fingertips separate, a lightning bolt strikes Irene full on the

         chin; she falls back against the rump of her mount, which continues galloping away into the forest. The dream ends as the

         honeyed song of the golden-winged Maizcuba announces the break of dawn in the postcolonial city of Tamanaco.

      


      As the first light filters through the windows of the freshly whitewashed Quintanilla residence, Lily opens her eyes and stretches

         her arms. Using her elbows as leverage, she laboriously hoists her body, over eight months heavy with child, into a sitting

         position. She leans over to kiss Carlos Alberto, who is still asleep, but her belly gets in the way. She will kiss him later,

         from a more comfortable position.

      


      Easing herself awkwardly but quietly out of bed, she slips on an ankle-length kimono, black and white, and pads barefoot to

         the kitchen. Her mother’s voice, the voice of her childhood, light and bright, accompanies her down the hallway, reminding

         her not to mix too much water in the Harina P.A.N. for the arepas.

      


      The sounds of cooking in the large, airy kitchen with the speckled gray Formica table, where Lily had dutifully done her homework

         as a child, are the most comforting sounds she knows. It is in the kitchen that her mother reigned supreme, creating the perfect

         arepas, buoyant and filling at the same time. Lily is certain she has never tasted arepas comparable to her mother’s. Or cachapas.

         Or hallacas. Or mondongo. Or anything gastronomic. Although she has learned eight of her mother’s most familiar recipes, executing

         them with military precision, the result is never as delicious. She suspects Consuelo of withholding a secret ingredient,

         but Consuelo, laughing, says the secret is love. “When you are cooking you should pour your love into the pot. You are too

         distraída, mi amor, thinking of other things.”

      


      It was in the kitchen that Consuelo taught Lily to dance to the music of the transistor radio, which her father, Ismael, had

         installed on the wall over the counter. Merengue and salsa—un, dos, tres...un, dos, tres—Consuelo’s full, rounded hips swirling

         sensuously, Lily’s bony ones jerking, awkward. Afterward, their faces flushed with pleasure, they would go out to the garden

         and pluck passion fruits from the loaded vine that Ismael had brought all the way from the rain forest. It took twelve passion

         fruits to make enough juice to quench their thirst. Then her mother would teach her to draw, the subjects selected from items

         at hand—a jar full of carnations, a bowl of fruit, her mother’s face. Lily could never quite master the art of shading, and

         her renditions lacked depth.

      


      Consuelo tells her daughter that the preparation of a meal is as much a creative act as drawing or painting. I won’t be around

         forever, she says. Debes aprender. But since Lily does not acknowledge the possibility of a world in which her mother is not,

         Consuelo might as well have said nothing at all. In any case, there is Marta, who cooks almost exactly like her mother.

      


      Marta, an immigrant from Cuba, has been with the family almost as long as Lily can remember, first working for Consuelo and

         now for Lily. Marta thinks of herself as Venezuelan first and Cuban incidentally. Every Sunday morning she takes an hour-long

         bus ride to Caracas to visit her Trinidadian friend José Naipaul, who is dying of lung cancer, returning by noon.

      


      On Sundays, Marta is not expected to cook; Lily is in charge of breakfast, Carlos Alberto of lunch, and dinner is comprised

         of sandwiches from the week’s leftovers. The only food Carlos Alberto knows how to prepare is steak, which he marinates in

         olive oil and parsley, sears, and serves rare, accompanied by heart of palm salad, chilled beer, and a butter-yellow rose

         from the garden. After dinner they play cards, or sometimes dominoes, which Marta prefers to cards. By now their Sunday routine

         is established, automatic; they never give a single thought to a different type of Sunday.

      


      Though it is from her mother, a painter, that she learned to draw, it is architecture that Lily has chosen as her profession.

         Architecturally, and in spite of her self-inflicted culinary deficiencies, the kitchen is her favorite design subject as well

         as her favorite room in the house. When designing a house, she always saves the kitchen for last, like dessert. She works

         out her preliminary drawings, freehand, on the kitchen table, an arrangement that works well, since it gives Carlos Alberto

         full occupancy of the tiny study, where he pens his stories for the producers of telenovelas. Since Lily’s best childhood

         memories are from her mother’s kitchen, she has designed her own as almost a replica of Consuelo’s, separated from the living

         room by a wide, open arch instead of a wall, though her kitchen table is wood, not Formica. Thus, the living room and the

         kitchen are one. There is no dining room.

      


      Lily doesn’t like it when Marta points out similarities between her own life and her mother’s, certain that her taste in kitchen

         layout is where the resemblance ends. For example, Lily would never allow her husband to roam the countryside as he pleases,

         spending more time away than at home.

      


      It is not that her father doesn’t love her mother, she knows this. It is just that he has other, perhaps equal, loves. Poetry.

         Music. The Gran Sabana. The life of one such as her father, who is constantly traveling for inspiration in the jungles or

         the plains, is unpredictable. Lily does not appreciate unpredictability. She reads the endings of novels first and never watches

         telenovelas, not even those written by her husband, which undergo many nerve-racking twists and turns, and take too long to

         come to a resolution. In her work and in her life, she likes straight angles and areas with well-defined, proportionate boundaries,

         efficiency of space. She has installed hidden storage units in her kitchen, stocked with utensils and household supplies,

         in neat, regimented rows. She stows her passions and desires in the same way. Spontaneous, unexpected bursts of emotion are

         quickly reined in, put in their place, though she finds such exercise of control increasingly difficult ever since she became

         pregnant. But this, she believes, is simply a matter of hormones; it will pass as soon as her body is her own again.

      


      “Why don’t you let me make the breakfast today; I’ll be out in a moment,” calls Consuelo.


      “Don’t worry, Mami, I can manage,” she says.


      She pours the milk and the water for coffee into separate pans to boil. She lightly fries the arepas until they have formed

         a skin, places them on a brightly hand-painted plate, a souvenir from her father’s travels. She likes this plate because,

         besides being cheerful and attractive, it can go in the oven with the arepas.

      


      She squeezes fresh orange juice into a glass pitcher and heaps coffee into the old-fashioned French percolator, which she

         received as a wedding present from her godmother, Amparo Aguilar. From the refrigerator, she removes butter, queso blanco,

         and ham, and places them on another, less dramatic plate. Around these, she symmetrically arranges slices of avocado sprinkled

         with salt, pepper, and a dash of lemon juice. She sets the table for breakfast. Pouring two cups of coffee, to which she adds

         frothy boiled milk and a single spoon of sugar, she takes her seat at the table. While she waits for her mother to join her,

         she slips her hand into the pocket of her kimono, draws out the letter from Irene, reads it again.

      


      Consuelo enters the kitchen, eyes still puffy with sleep, and kisses her daughter lightly on the lips.


      “Buenos días, Mami,” says Lily, placing the letter back in her pocket.


      “Buenos días, cariño. And what were you reading just now with such concentration?”


      “I found a letter yesterday in a box of old school things. It revived so many memories.”


      “Good memories, I hope?” says Consuelo. “Are you glad I didn’t throw all your things away in spite of all your criticisms

         about hanging on to old junk?”

      


      “Yes, you were right, I’m glad you kept them. The letter is from Irene. Do you remember her? Te acuerdas, Mami?”


      “Ay,” sighs Consuelo, “who can forget her?”


      “I wish I knew what happened to her.”


      Not knowing what happened to Irene bothers Lily in the manner of a faint itchiness. Without that knowledge, she feels incomplete,

         unresolved, part of a never-ending story. But her mother changes the subject abruptly, “Have you heard from your madrina?

         She promised to be here in time for the delivery of your baby.”

      


      “I’m sure she’ll be here; she knows we’re depending on her. Anyway, Mami, about Irene—”


      Carlos Alberto comes into the kitchen, sniffing the air hungrily. He is already dressed in brown corduroys and a black pullover,

         his Sunday uniform. Carlos Alberto kisses his mother-in-law good morning and moves behind Lily’s chair. He bends and plants

         a wet, sucking kiss on her neck in the special place that gives her goose bumps. He smells of lime soap and shaving cream.

         She turns her head to catch his lips with hers, but the kiss is interrupted by the doorbell.

      


      Carlos Alberto opens the door. It is Marta’s daughter, Luz. Returning her quick embrace, Carlos Alberto says, “You’re just

         in time for our special Sunday breakfast.” He ushers Luz toward the kitchen, where Lily and Consuelo are seated at the table.

      


      “¡Ay, qué bueno, Luz!” says Lily, pulling herself to a standing position, opening her arms in welcome. “What a lovely surprise!”


      “So, what are you cooking?” asks Luz, smiling, as she walks toward her embrace.


      “We are cooking up life!” Lily says, patting her belly, just before she slips on a patch of spilled milk and crashes to the

         floor.
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      The new girl stood out like a neon sign in her white frilly dress with pink ribbons on the first day of school. Cinnamon skin,

         and green eyes far older than her ten years. Her long dark brown hair was primly pinned back from her face on both sides of

         her middle parting with delicate gold-plated barrettes, making her look quaint and old-fashioned, a girl from another era.

         But what struck Lily was the contrast between the daintiness of the girl’s attire and the tremendous size of her feet, which

         were encased in lacy ankle-socks and white patent leather shoes. A size thirty-seven, por lo menos, Lily thought.

      


      “This is Irene Dos Santos,” said Señora Gutierrez, the principal of Academia Roosevelt, the bilingual American school built

         with American oil money, which shone like a sparkling jewel in the sun above the filthy, poverty-stricken barrio of Las Ruinas.

      


      Only the medium to very rich could afford to send their children to the prestigious Academia Roosevelt, and even then there

         was a long waiting list. To Lily’s good fortune, her godfather was Alejandro Aguilar, media magnate and jefe of the regional

         television station TVista. Alejandro Aguilar was also on the board of directors at Academia Roosevelt, and so Lily’s enrollment

         had been a foregone conclusion.

      


      Señora Gutierrez was holding the new girl’s hand. “I want you to take Irene to the fifth-grade homeroom and help her get oriented,”

         she said to Lily, and to the new girl, “Irene, this is Lily Martinez.”

      


      Irene cast her eyes to the ground, where one self-conscious foot tried to hide the other one.


      “Come on,” Lily said, taking her hand and feeling superior in her skintight jeans and platform shoes, “let’s go.”


      That was the first and last day Lily saw Irene in a dress.


      “You looked so saintly,” Lily said to her later, when they’d become best friends and told each other everything.


      “Coño, its true,” she said, “Mercedes made me wear that dress. You must have thought I was an imbecile.” Irene always referred

         to her mother by her name, with an intrepid modernity that took Lily’s breath away. Since no one, apart from the maid, was

         ever at the Dos Santos residence between three p.m. and eight p.m. or even later, Irene usually came back with Lily, and Lily’s

         father would drop her home after dinner.

      


      On most weekdays after school, Consuelo would make the girls sandwiches stuffed with the previous night’s milanesas, before

         they rushed off to roller-skate at the Plaza Altamira.

      


      “Cuídense bien, muchachas,” Consuelo would say, kissing them both before they left, “and be back by seven.”


      “Your mother is such a great cook, and really sweet, tan linda,” said Irene.


      “I know,” said Lily, “I don’t know what I would do without my mother. Probably starve.” And then they giggled in that hormone-induced

         borderline psychotic schoolgirl way.

      


      Life at the Dos Santos residence and that at the Martinez residence was as different as night and day. At Lily’s house people

         sat round the table together and talked about food, art, and politics, whereas at Irene’s nobody sat at the table and the

         focus was on diets, fashion, cute boys, and the right combination of Johnson’s Baby Oil and iodine to make the most effective

         suntan lotion.

      


      Irene lived in a luxurious penthouse apartment with expansive terraces in the upmarket Urbanización of Prados, along with

         her older sister, Zulema, who was studying interior design, and her parents, Mercedes and Benigno.

      


      In a large enclosure in the midst of the terrace garden, Irene kept a baby water boa as a pet. Sometimes, while she did her

         homework, she liked to hang it around her neck. Lily thought this wildly and wonderfully adventurous, though she herself was

         never brave enough to try it. The Dos Santos family had moved to Tamanaco from the capital when Irene’s father, an engineering

         expert on earthquakes and landslides, was transferred by the Ministerio de Obras Públicas.

      


      Mercedes and Benigno. A couple of such extraordinary incongruity that Lily was taken by surprise each time she saw them together,

         which was rarely. Benigno Dos Santos was a large man, bearded to disguise a weak chin, a polished passive-aggressive personality

         of few words who spent his time after office hours in his study with a view of the mountains, sipping vodka martinis and listening

         to Italian opera on the stereo. Which always seemed strange and disappointing to Lily, given that he was half Brazilian; Lily

         had expected Carnival in Rio. The voluptuous Mercedes, a mestiza of Chilean, African, and Guajiro descent, spent five days

         a week in the coastal town of Puerto, where she had a successful gunrunning business, a beach house, and a string of young,

         adoring lovers. Mercedes Dos Santos hated Pavarotti. Billy Ocean was more her speed.

      


      “Pero, Benigno, why does your music have to be at TODO VOLUMEN?” she would yell when she came home on the weekend.


      “Perdón, mi amor,” he would say, cranking up the volume even louder.


      Mercedes slept separately from her husband, in a room off the kitchen that was technically the servant’s quarters but was

         actually the brightest and best-ventilated room in the apartment. No one was allowed to use the kitchen when Mercedes was

         home. The noise and smells bothered her, she said. This was probably why the Dos Santos family never sat down to dinner together.

         In fact, there was rarely any normal food in the house. At the Dos Santos residence everyone drank strong black coffee and

         dined at odd hours on expensive snacks—anchovies on toast, caviar on cream crackers, grapes and cheese, and their all-time

         favorite, sandwiches stuffed with Diablitos. That is, whenever Mercedes had remembered to stock the kitchen at all, which

         was about fifty percent of the time. The other fifty percent of the time, the refrigerator contained only beer.

      


      In all likelihood, it was pure hunger that prompted Irene and Lily to fry bacon and eggs, purchased with their pocket money

         from the kiosk down the road, on the flat of an electric clothing iron in the bathroom. Somehow, these messy concoctions always

         ended up tasting more delicious to Lily than even her mother’s cooking. Stomachs appeased, they would invade Zulema’s closet

         and try on all her clothes, taking whatever they wanted for school the following day.

      


      Mercedes Dos Santos, a devotee of the goddess Maria Lionza, believed in commemorating a girl’s passage into womanhood with

         the onset of menses using rituals entirely of her own invention.

      


      “Okay, muchachas,” said Mercedes on the day Irene got her period (Lily was ahead of her friend by a month), “today, we are

         celebrating your womanhood. Ya son todas unas mujercitas. I’m going to teach you how to walk.”

      


      “Ay, don’t be ridiculous, Mami,” said Irene. “We know how to walk.”


      “You walk like boys,” said Mercedes. “That is not the way for a woman to walk. A woman must walk like this.” She strolled

         across the terrace, moving her hips in an exaggerated figure eight. “Vamos, muchachas, now you try it. Muevan las caderas.”

      


      They spent the afternoon swinging their hips around on the terrace until Irene said she felt like throwing up. Then Mercedes,

         in a rare display of maternity, put her to bed with a hot water bottle.

      


      In the evening, Lily wandered into her mother’s kitchen, swaying her hips in a figure eight and feeling very grown up—toda

         una mujer.

      


      “What is wrong with you?” asked Consuelo, raising her eyebrows, and exchanging an amused glance with Marta.


      “Nothing,” said Lily, and went back to her room to practice the woman-walk.
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      When they were thirteen, Lily and Irene auditioned for the Roosevelt school play, since Irene thought she might want to be

         an actress when she grew up. That year it was The Wizard of Oz. They appeared together for two auditions—one to assess their spoken English-language skills, the other to determine their

         musical talent. Both girls were selected: Irene as Dorothy, and Lily as the Good Witch. Exuberantly, they embarked on a shopping

         expedition for red shoes in Irene’s size, but they were unsuccessful in their quest.

      


      “Let’s look in my mother’s closet,” Lily suggested. Together, they foraged in Consuelo’s closet until they found what they

         were looking for: a pair of old-fashioned but well-preserved red satin pumps lying inside a box that also contained some letters

         tied with blue ribbon. Irene wanted to read the letters, but Lily said her mother wouldn’t like it. “Try the shoes on.” They

         were a tight fit, but Irene managed to squeeze into them. Consuelo had gone to the grocery store, and they had to get back

         to the theatre for the dress rehearsal, so Lily said, “Just take them. She won’t mind if we just borrow them; she never wears

         them. I’ll tell her about it later.”

      


      The rehearsal went well, though Lily forgot one of her lines, and the director commented favorably on the red shoes. “Perfect,”

         she said. “When the light shines on them, they look like rubies.” Afterward, the girls took a taxi to Irene’s, where they

         sat on the floor in the bathroom smoking stolen Astors from the silver cigarette case in Benigno’s study.

      


      “I’m bored,” said Irene, after they had finished their cigarettes.


      “Me too,” said Lily, mirroring, as always, Irene’s mood. “What shall we do?”


      “Have you ever studied yourself aquí?” asked Irene, pointing to her vagina.


      “Asco. Don’t be disgusting,” Lily said.


      “No, I mean it,” said Irene. “I do it all the time. You should try it. We can do it together, right now.” Nothing embarrassed

         Irene.

      


      “Forget it,” said Lily.


      Though Irene could usually persuade Lily to follow her lead, Lily had more conventional ideas of what was acceptable and what

         was not, and sometimes Irene went too far. Like the time they both had their periods during the same week. Irene had tried

         to convince her that if they mixed their menstrual blood together and buried it in the garden, they would be bound as sisters

         and their children would be hermanos.

      


      Lily can’t pinpoint when it all turned around—when they had exchanged roles and she, Lily, mutated fully from leader into

         disciple. Perhaps this gradual, imperceptible shift in the balance of power originated with Irene’s discovery that she could

         fit perfectly into her sister Zulema’s designer jeans, which were much more expensive and cooler than theirs. Irene wasn’t

         selfish about her discovery, though, and readily lent Lily anything she coveted from Zulema’s brimming walk-in closet. And

         Zulema didn’t seem to mind, as long as they didn’t choose anything she wanted to use on one of her dates the same night. Irene

         and Lily were the same size. Except for their feet. Only Lily could fit into Zulema’s tiny shoes. Still, that didn’t give

         her any advantage in the power equation. Irene had clearly become the controller in their society of two.

      


      It was Irene who taught Lily how to French-kiss. They practiced on each other for three weeks before they were ready to try

         it with boys. And Irene tried it first. It was also from Irene that Lily inherited Elvis Crespo, a thirteen--year-old boy

         from the Prados neighborhood with jet-black hair and roguish grey eyes, who loved girls at an age when most boys still hated

         them.

      


      “He’s too young,” said Irene. “I like them to be older than me. But he’s a fantastic kisser.”


      Though the general consensus would be otherwise, it wasn’t really Irene’s fault that their Spanish teacher from the Academia

         Roosevelt caught Elvis and Lily with their tongues swirling around each other’s mouths.

      


      Meeting at the elevator in the lobby of Irene’s apartment building one day after school, Elvis and Lily had pressed the penthouse

         button and agreed to kiss all the way up to the fifteenth floor. They were therefore unprepared when the elevator stopped,

         impromptu, on the fifth floor and the door slid open to reveal Señora Ramirez, who had been visiting her married daughter

         in the same building. Out of the corner of her eye, her mouth still locked on Elvis’s, Lily saw Señora Ramirez raise her manicured

         hand to her own mouth, her eyes bulging behind tortoise-shell spectacles. “Ay, Dios mío,” she exclaimed, just as Elvis, without

         taking his lips from Lily’s, or removing his left hand from her bottom, reached to the side with his right hand and slammed

         the Close Door button with the heel of his hand.

      


      “Mierda. That was my Spanish literature teacher,” Lily said, laughing into his mouth. “Coño, Elvis, did you see her face?

         What if she’s having a heart attack at this very moment!”

      


      “Shut up,” said Elvis, grabbing her hips with both hands. “We still have eleven floors to kiss.”


      Bursting with righteous indignation and concern for Lily’s welfare, Señora Ramirez called the house the very same afternoon.

         It was Luz, Marta’s daughter of the same age as Lily, who took the call. Luz had always been a tattletale.

      


      When Lily got home and saw her mother’s face, she knew she was grounded before she even crossed the threshold.


      Irene emotionally rushed to Lily’s defense when Lily phoned to whisper the news while Consuelo was in the shower.


      “That bitch!” Irene yelled. “She’s nothing but an old BOLSA FRUSTRADA. She probably hasn’t done it in FIFTY YEARS. Listen,

         Lily, do you want me to come over and tell your mother it’s a lie? I’ll do it, if you want me to. I’ll say I was in the elevator

         with you and Elvis, and that Ramirez is just one BIG FAT LIAR.”

      


      There were times when even Lily winced at the ferocity of Irene’s language, when she was shocked by Irene’s capacity for deception.

         But she knew the point was that Irene wanted to save her if Lily would let her.

      


      “No,” said Lily, “thanks, but I never lie to my mother.”


      “It won’t be your lie,” said Irene, who, Lily had observed, lied to Mercedes almost every time they had a conversation, “it’ll

         be mine.” And, for a moment, Lily was tempted, knowing that when her father learned of her French-kissing adventure—as he

         was bound to, since her mother told her father everything—she’d be grounded until she was an old maid. But Lily also knew

         that if she let Irene do this for her, she would never feel right again with her mother, and her mother would know. Consuelo

         always knew what Lily was feeling, sometimes even before Lily did herself.

      


      “No,” she said. “I’d rather get it over with.”


      “Okay,” said Irene, “but call me back first thing in the morning and let me know what happened.”


      One thing about Irene, she always had to know everything. And Lily always had to tell her.


      “Okay,” she agreed. But over the weekend her mother and Marta watched her as if they had eyes at the back of their heads,

         and Lily couldn’t elude their scrutiny long enough to make the call.

      


      By Monday morning, Lily was enrolled in the school attended by Marta’s daughter, Luz. It was a convent boarding school in

         Valencia, two hours’ drive from Tamanaco. Lily could still be in the Roosevelt school play, since it was only one night, and

         her parents didn’t want to ruin it for the Academia Roosevelt, but that was it. She was no longer allowed to visit Irene,

         or to invite Irene over.

      


      The next time Lily had the opportunity to speak with Irene was in the dressing room of the Carreño Theatre on the night of

         their first performance of The Wizard of Oz.


      “They’re sending me to a convent boarding school in Valencia where Luz goes,” said Lily morosely, slipping into her white-witch

         dress.

      


      “¡No puede ser!” Irene exclaimed.


      “I’m not allowed to talk to you after the play is over.”


      “Ay, you poor thing. But don’t worry, we can find a way, we can write letters.”


      At that Lily brightened slightly. “Don’t forget to return my mother’s shoes, or I’ll be in even worse trouble.”


      Though not ordinarily one to place much stock in possessions, when Lily confessed that she’d lent the shoes to Irene for the

         play, Consuelo had been upset.

      


      “I met your father in those shoes,” she sighed.


      The play received a standing ovation from an audience comprised predominantly of parents, teachers, and American consulate

         or oil company personnel. After the performance, as they were leaving the dressing room, Lily recalled her promise to her

         mother. But Irene said the red shoes must have accidentally gone back to the school with the costumes and that she would retrieve

         them the next day. Several days passed and, in Lily’s presence, Consuelo phoned to congratulate Irene on her performance as

         Dorothy and to ask when she could retrieve her shoes, which, she explained, were of great sentimental value to her.

      


      “I’m so sorry, Señora Consuelo,” Irene said, “but they are missing. I’ve looked everywhere. My parents would be happy to pay

         for a new pair.”

      


      “That won’t be necessary,” said Consuelo.


      It was Consuelo’s idea to send Lily to the same school as Luz. Lily was certain this was because Luz was an incurable tattletale

         who could be counted on to report everything. She thought it hypocritical of her father, who didn’t believe in a Christian

         God and had never stepped into a church after the day he married her mother, to endorse such a plan. And she said as much

         to Ismael, who conveyed her message to her mother, with whom Lily refused to speak. But Consuelo replied loudly enough for

         her daughter to hear, that between teenage boys with an itch in their pantalones and Catholic school, Catholic school was

         definitely the lesser evil.
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      From the age of ten until the last time Lily saw her at the age of fifteen, Irene thought nothing of walking around her family’s

         penthouse dressed in bikini panties and a short, tight T-shirt that ended just above her belly button and said, Mefiez-vous des enfants sages. Dressed in this manner, Irene would sometimes wander into the study where her father sat drinking martinis and listening

         to opera at what Mercedes claimed was a thousand decibels above the human safety level. Climbing into his lap, she would wrap

         her arms around his neck and lay her head upon his shoulder. Benigno, clutching a vodka martini in one hand, would place his

         free arm around his daughter and bellow out the words to the music. This is how Lily found them when, after a gap of two years

         at convent school, she was finally allowed to visit Irene and invite her on a family trip to Maquiritare.

      


      “She is with her father,” said the maid. “Wait here.”


      Lily stood in the hallway while the maid knocked on the door of Benigno’s study and called out, “La Señorita Lily, para la

         Señorita Irene.” The door was ajar and from where Lily stood, she could see Irene with her father. She watched, mesmerized.

         Irene’s profusion of hair swirled, obscuring the faces of both father and daughter from Lily’s view. Long legs, his encased

         in brown silk pajamas, hers bare, ending in old-fashioned red satin pumps, creating a tableau of some mythical and wonderful

         four-legged life form.

      


      Many years later, on a rainy Saturday in the month of August, Lily sought to re-create this image with Carlos Alberto. She

         made him pose in his pajamas on a leather lounge chair with a martini glass in one hand. She arranged his legs out in front

         of him.

      


      “The things you come up with!” he exclaimed. But he played along anyway.


      She positioned her husband’s tripod and set his camera on automatic, before leaping into his lap wearing a T-shirt, bikini

         panties, and red heels. She flung her long brown hair about them. As soon as the flash went off, Carlos Alberto ran his tongue

         lightly along the nape of her neck and they made love right there in the leather chair. Afterward, Lily rushed the film to

         the photo shop downtown, which promised delivery of prints in two hours. She could barely contain her excitement while she

         waited for the chemicals to perform their magic. But her compositional masterpiece emerged from the dark room as a double

         exposure, with a close-up of her parents on their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, their faces smiling radiantly, the figures

         of Carlos Alberto and Lily herself vaguely outlined, ghostlike, in the background.
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      The obstetrician confirmed Lily’s pregnancy on the last day of October, one day before their birthday. They were born on the

         same day, Lily and Consuelo. And Lily could hardly wait to give her mother the birthday present.

      


      “Mami!” she yelled, bursting through the front door, with Carlos Alberto close on her heels. “Guess what, Mami, buenas noticias,

         I’m going to have a baby!”

      


      They had waited and wanted for so long and nothing had seemed to work. Not the beach weekends and sexy fantasies they devised

         to arouse themselves into a frenzy of passion. Not the fertility drugs. Not the humiliation of holding her legs suspended

         in midair for half an hour directly following intercourse. Finally, and in spite of Carlos Alberto’s objections, she had gone

         to her godmother, Amparo.

      


      “Don’t worry, mija,” Amparo had said when Lily told her she felt helpless. “These things have their own time. But there is

         no law that says we can’t help speed them along.” And she had handed Lily a bag of herbs. “This is Amantilla. Chew a leaf

         before you sleep with your husband. This one,” she said, handing Lily another bag, “is Maca. It is for Carlos Alberto; he

         must take it as an infusion once a day. And this may sound crazy, mi vida, and I don’t know why it is so, but making love

         on rainy days will improve your chances of conception.”

      


      “¡Feliz cumpleaños, Mami!” Lily shouted, racing toward the kitchen. “You’re going to be an abuela!”


      But her mother had not replied. How could she when she was lying unconscious in the garden?


      “What is wrong with my mother?” Lily whispered when the elderly family doctor had finished his examination and given Carlos

         Alberto a list for the pharmacy.

      


      “It is her heart,” he replied with what seemed to Lily a preposterous calm. “Fortunately not a major attack, and she is stable

         now, but she’ll need complete bed rest for a while.”

      


      Lily had the sensation of being swept away by a strong current. She could taste her mother’s heart in her mouth: metallic,

         pulsating, blood red.

      


      “You should notify your father,” the doctor said.


      “I would if I could, Doctor,” said Lily, suddenly angry, “but he is somewhere in the Delta, and there is no way to contact

         him by phone.”

      


      “Your mother is lucky that you happened to arrive in time. Otherwise...well, she really shouldn’t be left on her own in her

         condition.”

      


      When Consuelo was well enough to leave the hospital, Lily said, “You can’t stay alone, Mami, while Papi roams the country

         looking for inspiration. You will have to stay with Carlos Alberto and me....Coño su madre, why can’t he stay in Tamanaco?”

      


      “Don’t judge your father so harshly, Lily,” Consuelo said. “Can he help it if his work takes him away from us?”


      “Mami, por favor, stop making excuses for him. Can’t a poet work from imagination and memory? Why can’t he work from his studio

         at home like you do? He is seventy-five years old, and still he runs wild in the llanos and who knows where.”

      


      Consuelo turned her face to her daughter, but looked beyond her.


      “It is who he is. And who he is, is the man I love. Do you know that every year since we met, he has written me a love song?

         Ay.” Consuelo sighed, her tongue loosened by medication. “Cuanto lo amo. Even now, at this age, I long to wrap my arms and

         legs around that man and draw him into myself.”

      


      Lily had been shocked by the raw desire in her mother’s eyes. The eyes of a woman still deeply in love with her husband of

         forty-one years.

      


      Until that moment, Lily had never really thought of Ismael in any terms other than as her father. A father who shared himself

         with todo el mundo, a father more absent than present. On the other hand, when he was present, he had never failed to fill

         her days with wonder and adventure.

      


      One day, he had brought her the moon.
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      It was a Sunday morning, the morning of her sixth birthday and her mother’s forty-seventh. Lily heard a loud honking in the

         driveway and peered over the balcony to see her father smiling up at her from the window of a silver car with fins gleaming

         in the sunlight.

      


      “Mami, guess what—Papi has brought home a car like a big fish!” Lily shouted.


      A few minutes later, the three of them stood out in the driveway surveying the Lancer station wagon. Ismael said he had purchased

         it secondhand on the meager salary doled out by the government Department for the Preservation of National Parks, Forests

         and Protected Areas where he worked to supplement the intermittent sales of his wife’s paintings, infinite interpretations

         and permutations of the flowering passion fruit vine. Every available space in the house was crammed with her work, completed

         or in progress—a wild, violent collage of color and form that leapt out at the eye from every wall in every room. Not even

         the bathrooms were spared, which prompted Lily’s godfather, Alejandro, to wonder how anyone could be expected to have a decent

         bowel movement while under such an assault. “Do you close your eyes when you sit on the toilet?” he asked, playfully poking

         Lily in the ribs.

      


      Pointing to the car, Ismael turned to his wife and said, “Happy birthday, mi amor! Now you’ll be able to do your shopping

         for the whole week at one time.”

      


      “You know I can’t drive,” said Consuelo, kissing her husband on the cheek.


      “I will teach you,” said Ismael. “Come, we’ll practice right now.”


      For an hour, Consuelo practiced taking the car in and out of the driveway, while Lily watched from the window. Then Ismael

         drove them all to the Plaza Altamira, where they bought bread from the Panadería Sosa.

      


      “Nice car,” said Señor Sosa, coming out to admire it and running a gnarled hand along one of its shiny fins.


      They ate the warm bread in the car, while Ismael drove. As they turned onto the highway and the car accelerated, Lily screamed

         with excitement and wet her pants. Then she cried, while her mother attempted unsuccessfully to console her. It was only when

         her father assured her that everybody peed in their pants their first time on the highway that her tears dried.

      


      “What about Mami?” she asked, as they drove at a more leisurely pace through the gated residential park of Lagunita. Pulling

         up in front of the Aguilar mansion, Ismael whispered in her ear, “Mami has her own special powers. One of them is the power

         to hold her pipí even in the most dire of circumstances.” When Lily laughed through her tears, he said, “That’s better, we

         can’t have you wet on both ends, can we? Now, we will clean you up and then your padrino and I have another special surprise

         for your birthday.”

      


      While Lily, wrapped in a giant beach towel and eating an arepa stuffed with Diablitos, sat on Alejandro’s lap, Amparo threw

         her soiled clothes in the American-made washing machine. Within twenty minutes they were dry, and moments later Lily was dressed

         and on her way to the Lagunita stables with her father and godfather.

      


      “She’s groomed and ready, Señor Alejandro,” said the stable boy when they arrived. Holding Lily’s hand, Alejandro led her

         to a stall in which stood a magnificent silver filly, puffing and stamping her feet. “Señorita Lily, allow me to introduce

         you to Luna,” said Alejandro.

      


      “Ay, Padrino, she is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen!” Lily said, her voice trembling with both fear and marvel.

         “Where did you get her?”

      


      “She is a gift to you from your father’s friend, Diego Garcia. But since you have no place to keep a horse, she will live

         here, in my stable. When you are a little older, your father will teach you to ride her.”

      


      Lily stared at her father. He was simply full of surprises that day.


      Late in the afternoon Lily sat on the sofa in front of the black-and-white TV in the living room watching the one program

         her father allowed, El Zorro. “Mira, Papi,” said Lily, “El Zorro’s horse, Tornado, looks just like ours.”

      


      “Can you keep a secret?” Ismael asked.


      Lily nodded solemnly.


      “Well,” said Ismael, “our horse looks like Tornado because she is the daughter of Tornado.”


      Lily’s jaw dropped in admiration, because if her father’s horse was the daughter of Tornado, it meant her father must be amigos

         with El Zorro. Then she frowned. “But, Papi,” she said, “how can our horse be Tornado’s daughter if she is in Padrino’s stables

         and Tornado is inside the television?”

      


      “Ah,” said Ismael, “you’re a clever one, aren’t you? But there is an answer. And the answer is that El Zorro is a brujo with

         a magic horse who can be in two places at once. And how do I know this? I know because El Zorro is my secret identity. And

         it is only fitting that the daughter of El Zorro should ride the daughter of Tornado. Not only that, but your Tío Alejandro

         also has a secret identity; he is Speed Racer and drives the Mach 5.” Alejandro Aguilar had recently replaced his red 1954

         Corvette with the 1968 version in metallic blue.

      


      “Ay, por Dios, Ismael,” said Consuelo, who had come in during the revelation of Alejandro’s secret identity, “don’t tease

         her and fill her head with mentiras like that.” But she was smiling.

      


      Ismael turned to Lily, placed a finger to his lips and winked. And Lily understood that this meant the true identity of El

         Zorro was a secret only she and her father and her godfather shared. She winked back and whispered, “Can we tell Mami the

         secret?” And Consuelo had rolled her eyes as Ismael replied in a stage whisper, “Only if she swears to keep it under wraps,

         and learns the secret Zorro Code. I’ll have to teach the both of you.”

      


      Every day, when her father dropped her off at the Academia Roosevelt, Lily winked at him as she stepped out of the car and

         flashed the secret code, which consisted of writing a big Z in the air with the index finger of her right hand. She was almost nine before she understood, with the sorrow of one who

         discovers that it is the parents who put the Christmas presents under the tree and not San Nicolás, that her father was not

         really El Zorro—and that El Zorro himself wasn’t even a real person. She was even more disappointed to learn that El Zorro

         wasn’t even Criollo, but an import from gringolandia. But not long afterward, she discovered such a wonderful thing about

         her father that it didn’t really matter that he wasn’t El Zorro; she discovered that Ismael really was a brujo who could be in two places at one time.
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      For Lily’s fifteenth birthday, Ismael announced a family trip to the jungles of Maquiritare during the Christmas holidays.

         He told Lily she could invite anyone she chose, and she disingenuously chose Irene Dos Santos. At first both her parents resisted,

         but later, yielding under their daughter’s relentless onslaught (“You said anyone”), they agreed. After all, what real harm could come of it, with both girls under their direct supervision for the duration

         of the trip? But Lily’s gladness at finally being reunited with Irene was marred by what she had seen, or thought she had

         seen, when she went to Prados to fetch Irene: her mother’s red satin shoes.

      


      Since traveling by road to Maquiritare would take days, the four of them—Ismael, Consuelo, Lily, and Irene—flew in a propeller

         plane that belonged to Alejandro Aguilar. The plane’s choppy movements turned Lily’s stomach and made her spew her lunch on

         the tarmac when they landed.

      


      It was dusk by the time they were installed in their cabaña at the government-run tourist outpost in the province of Maquiritare.

         Everyone voted to have a dinner immediately and make it an early night. The girls slept in hammocks on the porch. But before

         they fell asleep, to make up for her humiliation on the tarmac, Lily whispered to Irene, “Tomorrow let’s swim across to the

         island in the middle of the lagoon.”

      


      “I’ll race you,” Irene whispered back.


      Early in the morning they took a hike through the forest and then a canoe trip through the estuaries with their Pemon Indian

         guide, and Irene seemed far more interested than Lily had thought she’d be, asking about the flora—what is this and what is

         that. And Ismael had obliged her, rattling off a list of names until Lily felt her head spin. “Perhaps I will be a botanist

         when I grow up,” Irene said.

      


      When they returned at two p.m., the girls were ravenous and ate two chicken sandwiches each. Afterward, Consuelo and Ismael

         withdrew to the cabaña for a nap, while Lily and Irene lay dozing in the hammocks on the veranda. Her eyes heavy, Lily said

         sleepily that they should forget about swimming to the island. “Besides, our swimsuits are inside.”

      


      “We don’t need swimsuits to swim,” said Irene, jumping up and grabbing her by the arm. “Come on!” They stepped onto the sand,

         but it was too hot. Lily had her sandals, but Irene’s sneakers were inside the cabaña. Not to be deterred, Irene walked along

         the stone pathway to the neighboring cabaña, which was rented out by a single man. She plucked a pair of flip-flops from the

         porch and waved them triumphantly in the air before slipping her feet into them. They were a perfect fit.

      


      Together, the girls ran to the beach and stripped to their underwear. Wading in until the water reached their chests, they

         surveyed the distance to the island.

      


      “It’s not that far,” said Lily, though she was starting to have her doubts.


      “Bueno, gafa, what are we waiting for?” said Irene, throwing up the challenge.


      Both girls had joined the junior swim team at Academia Roosevelt the year Irene decided she wanted to be a professional swimmer,

         and the team was a contender for the national championships. Lily was then transferred to the convent school, which had no

         swim team, and Irene had gone on to captain the Academia Roosevelt team to victory. Lily had concentrated on riding Luna who

         was stabled at the Valencia Riding Club, taking the first prize in three equestrian events for two consecutive years. But

         her blue satin riding ribbons had no relevance in the world she had shared with Irene before they were separated, and Lily

         wanted to prove that she was also still as good a swimmer as her friend.

      


      They started swimming on the count of three, making rapid progress to the midpoint between the camp shore and the island,

         marked by a buoy. But it was a longer distance than it had seemed from the shore and, after a hundred and fifty meters, both

         girls began to tire, their strokes becoming uneven.

      


      “¡No puedo más!” Irene panted, just as Lily felt her stomach cramp. She instantly regretted the chicken sandwiches consumed

         not half an hour earlier.

      


      Treading water, Lily said, “I can make it.”


      “No you can’t, you ate as many sandwiches as I did,” Irene panted.


      “Yes I can.”


      “You’re lying.”


      That was how it started. There in the middle of the lake, Lily confronted Irene about the red shoes.


      “You’re the liar,” Lily screamed back. “You told me my mother’s shoes were stolen after the play, but I saw you wearing them

         when you were with your father in the study before you hid them behind the door. Además, I’m sure that charm bracelet you

         have been wearing belongs to Luz. I should never have invited such a ladrona mentirosa. I wish you were dead.” Lily turned

         around, facing the distant shore where their swim had begun. Her arms, legs, and chest were aching. A few feet away, Irene

         was swimming toward her, her face furious, her arms slapping the water. The next thing Lily knew, Irene had seized her by

         the shoulders, dunking her, climbing onto her back, locking her legs around Lily’s waist. Lily sank deeper with the weight.

         Twisting, she managed to slip from Irene’s stranglehold, come up for air, and start paddling toward the shore. But Irene ferociously

         grabbed her by the hair and pulled her backward, her other arm clamped against Lily’s windpipe. As Lily clawed at Irene’s

         arm, the charm bracelet came loose in her hand. She clutched it in her fist, beating at Irene’s arm that continued to press

         into her throat.

      


      “Take it back,” Irene yelled, as Lily went under again. “Take back what you said.”


      Just as Lily’s lungs began their silent scream for release, she heard her father’s voice. “Calma, mi amor. Remember what I

         taught you.”

      


      Summoning every reserve of strength she had left, she coiled and pushed, spun around in the water, drew her arm back, and

         hit Irene full in the face with the heel of her hand. Irene’s head snapped back and blood spurted from her nose. Then Irene

         began to sink. Lily tried to reach out to her, but exhaustion made this impossible. And she, too, began to sink.

      


      Lily said she remembered waking up in the hammock on the veranda of the cabaña, with Irene next to her.


      “I dreamt that we were swimming in the laguna. We had a fight in the water and we almost drowned,” she said.


      “Don’t be silly,” said Irene. “Why would best friends fight?”


      “I said I wished you were dead. But it’s not true.”


      “It was only a dream. Forget it. Now, listen, I want to tell you a secret. Remember the guy I introduced you to that day we

         met at the Hotel Macuto last year? The reason I came here with you is because he’s going to meet me here.”

      


      “When? When is he meeting you?”


      “Right now.”


      “Now?”


      “Yes, now. I’m supposed to walk about one hundred meters down the path into the forest. If anyone asks you where I am, say

         that I went for a walk, okay? Delay as long as possible.”

      


      “Okay.”


      “Promise?”


      “I promise.”


      Irene embraced her, saying she would write when she and her indio got settled. And Lily watched her walk into the forest.

         Then she fell back asleep, waking only when her parents emerged from the cabaña just before sunset.

      


      “Where is Irene?” her mother asked.


      “She went for a walk.”


      “Why is your hair wet?”


      Her father interrupted before Lily could answer. “Let her be, mi amor,” he said.


      Lily believed then that her father was special; that he could hear her thoughts and visit her dreams. She still believes it.

         That is why nearly twenty years later, as she fights against the doctor’s recommendation of a Cesarean in the hospital room,

         she is not surprised to see her father appear like a vision, to find herself in his arms, being carried out of the hospital.

         And so, at the age of thirty-four, she is finally forced to acknowledge that there are times when her father’s unpredictability

         has its advantages.
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      Carlos Alberto pulls into the driveway, and Marta, having returned an hour earlier to a mysteriously empty house, opens the

         door with a furrowed brow. Though visibly shaken she quickly takes charge, guiding Carlos Alberto, who is carrying Lily, to

         the living room sofa, where he sits, still holding her too tightly against his chest. Marta touches the bruise on Lily’s forehead

         lightly, peers into her face. “What happened?” she asks.

      


      Lily closes her eyes; the burden of explaining is beyond her. Carlos Alberto answers on her behalf, “She fell and hurt herself.

         At the hospital they wanted to deliver the baby by Cesarean section, to be on the safe side, but she refused. And then...”

         He gestures wordlessly toward her father, Ismael, who stands framed in the doorway.

      


      Her mother says, “Lily wanted to come home and wait for Amparo to arrive before making any major decisions. It is only a matter

         of a day or two. In the meantime, Doctor Ricardo will come to check on her in the evenings. We’ll make up the daybed in the

         living room so that we can keep an eye on her and she on us. Come, Luz, you can help me.”

      


      The living room is the hub of the airy modern bungalow she has designed for herself and Carlos Alberto. It is her second favorite

         room, after the kitchen, with a high ceiling and large French doors leading to the patio and garden. In the living room she

         will never be alone and she will be able to see and know what is going on in the house. She realizes her decision to leave

         the hospital is virtually incomprehensible to Carlos Alberto, who thinks that doctors know everything. But she is certain,

         from the way her womb had clenched at the word Cesarean, that the doctor is wrong. She might not have had the strength to convince Carlos Alberto to take her away, might still be

         there, might at this very moment be under the surgeon’s knife, had her father not materialized out of nowhere, plucked her

         from the hospital bed, and simply spirited her out of the hospital. Suddenly, the thought of Dr. Ricardo Uzoátegui running

         after them waving assorted papers, in a panic over the breach in hospital check-out procedure, makes her want to laugh out

         loud, an impulse she controls out of loyalty to Carlos Alberto, who she is sure does not find any of this amusing.

      


      [image: art]


      “Someone has cast the evil eye on you,” says Marta, propping Lily with pillows on the daybed. “We must seek divine protection.”

         She fingers the string of extended rosary beads she habitually wears around her neck. In the place where a crucifix should

         be, there is an image of Maria Lionza.

      


      Lily smiles. Marta is never hesitant to include Maria Lionza in mortal matters. Her candles and offerings and spells for every

         domestic crisis and national calamity have been a peripheral part of the household life for as long as she has worked for

         Lily’s family, a family whose primary religion has always been individual expression. It would not occur to anyone to ridicule

         Marta’s devotion or interfere with it in any way. They indulge its marginally obtrusive manifestations in their lives—the

         rope of garlic hanging in the kitchen window, the small statuettes on their bedside tables, the burning of colored candles

         and herbs, the murmuring of incantations. Even Carlos Alberto has come to regard Marta’s magical beliefs with indulgence and

         has, on occasion, been persuaded to carry a charm for protection in his pocket. Her diagnosis comes as no surprise to anyone.

      


      “We will start a Novena to Maria Lionza this very night,” Marta decides.


      According to Marta, nine days before a baby comes into the world, its soul is born and wanders between the human world and

         the world of spirits, looking for the body it has been destined to inhabit. If the evil eye is cast before the soul finds

         its home, it continues to wander, lost between worlds. In order to guide the soul to the body, it is advisable to seek the

         help of Maria Lionza, for it is she who lights up the path for souls that are lost.

      


      “How do we go about it, Marta?” asks Lily agreeably, glad for the distraction, but hoping that Marta’s remedy doesn’t involve

         anything grisly such as chicken’s blood or pig’s feet.

      


      “Go about what?” says Luz, returning from the kitchen with her third beer.


      Lily pats the side of the bed for Luz to sit next to her, then holds her hand up, saying, “Let’s wait for Mami.”


      When Consuelo joins them in the living room moments later, Marta says, “Every night for nine nights, beginning tonight, we

         will say the Rosary of Maria Lionza and ask for her blessings.” Luz, a self-proclaimed atheist, rolls her eyes and groans,

         but stops when Lily shoots her a beseeching glance. Marta ignores her daughter and goes to the kitchen to look for candles.

      


      The sight of Carlos Alberto walking up and down on the patio is distracting, and Lily wants to divert him. When Marta leaves

         the room, she says loudly, “Carlos Alberto is the expert on Maria Lionza, aren’t you, darling? Come and tell us about her.”

      


      Carlos Alberto stops pacing and returns to the living room, where he draws a chair up to the daybed. With Lily nodding encouragingly,

         he explains that unlike the traditional rosary, the rosary of Maria Lionza has seven decades instead of five. Each decade,

         he says, is dedicated to one of the seven courts of the goddess, which comprise a pantheon: the Court of Maria Lionza, led

         by herself; the Medical Court, led by an early twentieth-century physician; the Court of the Juans, composed of various members

         of popular folklore; the Teacher’s Court, led by a late nineteenth-century writer; the Black Court, led by a martyred African

         slave; the Celestial Court, led by the Madonna; and the Malandro Court, led by Yoraco, a rogue who steals from the rich and

         gives to the poor and has never been caught by the authorities. Each court has various subdeities, some real, some mythological,

         some even derived from comic-book characters. And since there is no central authority among believers in Maria Lionza, lesser

         deities are constantly added to the courts.

      


      “Carlos Alberto!” says Luz. “How is it that you know so much about Maria Lionza? Could it be that the surgeon’s son is a secret

         devotee?”

      


      Though Luz is fond of Carlos Alberto, it is her nature to be provocative, and Lily wants to avoid an upset. “Don’t you remember,

         Luz?” she says palliatively. “Carlos Alberto has been working on a novel about a girl who is possessed by the spirit of the

         goddess. And your mother has been helping him with the details.”

      


      “Of course I remember,” says Luz, an avid aficionada of soap opera news. “It was a more literary version of his radio novela

         called Maria del Sorte. That new actress was supposed to read the role of Maria. If I recall, she was a blond bombshell and the casting director

         said she exuded sensuality, which is code for Big Tits. No wonder you became so interested in the subject, Carlos Alberto.”

      


      Two circles of red have appeared high on Carlos Alberto’s cheeks. “My dear Luz,” he says stiffly, “whether an actress is a

         bombshell or not is hardly relevant on radio. But for your information, I never had the chance to meet and personally observe

         the physical proportions of the person in question; I never even knew her name.”

      


      “Coromoto Sanchez, that was her name. Yes, I remember now,” says Luz.


      “Lo que sea; I couldn’t care less,” he says. “My interest in Maria Lionza stems from my research for my novel. And my present

         involvement in the novela business is purely financial. Some of us still have to earn money, you know; we can’t sit around

         all day, listening to Passion Radio and waiting for someone to write the next episode.”

      


      He has touched a nerve, and now Luz is livid, her eyes flashing dangerously. Lily herself has never suffered from the Latin

         American addiction to soap operas; her father had forbidden them when she was growing up, saying they were for imbeciles who

         had no lives of their own—an opinion shared by her husband, who has never witnessed the enactments of his own scripts. But

         Luz is no imbecile, and her interest in novelas extends beyond that of spectator—she is a senior shareholder and coproducer

         at TVista. Before the discussion heats up further, Lily, who cannot bear quarrels, nervously interjects. “It’s a good thing

         you are both so good at this telenovela business. Because Soledad paid for the construction of this house, and Amor sin duda has paid most of our bills for more than two years.”

      


      Fortunately Marta returns with the candles and the discussion comes to a close. Though Luz and Carlos Alberto are still glaring

         at each other, they are quiet as she begins the rosary to Maria Lionza, which, Lily observes, is just like the traditional

         rosary if you don’t pay attention to the words. Afterward, Marta says, “Now we must offer the baby’s spirit a happy memory.

         Someone has to tell a story.”

      


      “Lily should do it, since it’s her baby,” says Luz sulkily.


      Lily, who is relieved that Luz has decided to be participatory instead of disruptive, says, “All right, then. I will tell

         the story of how I fell in love.” She eyes her husband mischievously. “You are not obliged to listen. Perhaps you’d like to

         find something more manly to do.”

      


      But Carlos Alberto says, “Show me the Criollo, man or woman, who can resist a good love story, and I’ll show you a dead Criollo.”
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      It is true that all through high school and even through college, Lily kept her word to her mother not to get into trouble

         with boys or allow them to distract her from her studies. Nevertheless, her fascination with them remained undiminished for

         the duration of her college education.

      


      Between the beginning of her first year and the end of her senior year at the Universidad Central, Lily double-majored in

         architecture and in men. Handsome, intelligent, eminently eligible young men who believed they could change the world armed

         with their education and their wit, and with Lily beside them. When they held her close, undulating to an irresistible salsa

         beat, and raided her generous mouth with their tongues, she felt her body respond ardently, with a quickening of breath, an

         acceleration of the heartbeat, a fluttering in the lowest recesses of the belly. But when she examined her heart, she found

         it floating, a seagull on perfectly still waters. And so, on moonlit nights, when her enamorados pressed themselves hard and

         feverishly against her and moved their hands to her breasts, she reached and covered them with hers, entwined her fingers

         in theirs, and pulled them gently away. So tender and apologetic was the resolve with which she repelled their advances that

         never once was the sobriquet tease applied in her regard. Which drove her girlfriends crazy.

      


      “How do you get away with it?” they asked, eyes large with admiration and envy. Lily did not think of herself as “getting

         away” with anything. And although she did not reflect on it at the time, she now supposes there must have been a number of

         boys taking a lot of cold showers.

      


      In any event, it went on like that until her senior year in college. And then, one dazzlingly bright and crisp spring day,

         at a street café in the sleepy mountain village of Colonia Tovar, a beautiful stranger sat awkwardly across a table from her.

         He leaned in, elbows bent, his hands folded on the red-checkered tablecloth with the diamond-shaped mustard stain. And, as

         Lily observed him staring morosely into his coffee cup, a lock of tousled dark hair hanging beguilingly across one eye, the

         seagull took flight.
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      Everyone except Luz agrees that the baby is lucky to have such a poetic storyteller for a mother.


      “You are most definitely your father’s daughter,” says Consuelo.


      “Hah. There is no meat to that story, only bones,” says Luz, taking a long drag off a cigarette.


      “Ay, Luz,” says Marta, “why do you always have to criticize?”


      Luz shrugs her shoulders, ignores both her mother and the ashtray Marta has placed beside her, stands and flicks her ash out

         the window. At which point Dr. Ricardo Uzoátegui, who had examined Lily at the hospital, arrives, examines her again, and

         pronounces her better, but advises continued bed rest.

      


      After dinner, Carlos Alberto takes up position at Lily’s bedside, stroking her forehead until she dozes off. While she sleeps,

         a young mestizo boy with blindfolded eyes, and a smoldering fat cigar in his left hand appears to her in a dream.

      


      “Have you seen my mother?” he asks.


      He moves closer, until he is standing only a foot away. He holds the cigar to his mouth, inhales deeply, and blows out an

         enormous cloud of smoke into her face. He vanishes in the smoke cloud, which swirls, condenses, solidifies, and takes the

         form of her childhood friend, Irene. She is wearing the red shoes.

      


      We had fun, didn’t we, Lily? Gozamos una bola.


      We did, whispers Lily.


      We were fresh and fearless.


      We were.


      What happened?


      I don’t know.


      Lily begins to cry. She cries silently and continuously, with her eyes squeezed shut, a steady stream of saltwater running

         down the sides of her face and dampening the pillow. Stricken, Carlos Alberto asks, “Where does it hurt?” But Lily cannot

         pinpoint the precise location of the wound, which is not so much a wound as a hole through which the remembered enchantment

         of her childhood slowly seeps. Right now, Lily misses Irene more than anybody in the world.

      


      She can hear Carlos Alberto telling her mother that they should have stayed at the hospital. She can hear him slapping his

         hand against his head, as though her tears are somehow his fault and the fault of everyone on the planet. When Carlos Alberto

         has finally gone, cursing, from the room, and her mother after him, her father brings in some juice and spoons it into her

         mouth.

      


      After a few sips, Lily finally speaks. “Papi,” she says, “I have a wish.”


      “And what is your wish, my darling?” says Ismael.


      “I wish to find out what happened to Irene. Will you help me?”


      Before her father can answer, there is a shriek from the study, where Marta is listening to the radio. Luz, Consuelo, and

         Carlos Alberto come running from different parts of the house, thinking something has happened to Lily. But Lily points to

         Marta who now emerges from the study pale as chalk, wringing her hands.

      


      “You’ll never imagine what has happened!” Marta pauses dramatically while all regard her expectantly.


      “What in God’s name is the matter, Mamá?” says Luz.


      “The statue of Maria Lionza in the capital—this morning it cracked in two! All the radio channels are carrying the story.”
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