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         Her parents and brother are spending the holiday weekend up in the mountains; they’re going to a party at the Montoyas’ country house. Before getting in the car her mother asks her one last time: is she sure she doesn’t want to come? Isn’t she going to be bored all weekend, with only the maid around to keep her company? And she says, of course not, don’t be silly, and in any case the impossibly long drive on that endlessly winding road always makes her carsick (she shakes her head, sticks out her tongue, and makes a face like she can already feel the nausea). She’s been there several times anyway, remembers what it’s like: she’s seen the automatic shampoo dispensers in the bathroom that fill her hands with grapefruit-scented foam, the shiny mountain bikes that have never been ridden propped up on the porch, the indoor fish pond and the seashell-patterned ashtrays. Her brother will run around the yard screaming with the other kids, weaving and ducking around the water fountains and angel statues, begging the gardeners to let them feed the peacocks, hold the monkey, cuddle the rabbits. She always gets so bored, sitting in a white plastic chair and batting away flies while the adults drink beer out of green glass bottles and talk, talk, talk for hours about things she either doesn’t care about or doesn’t understand. When she hears the word guerrilla she’ll picture a group of men dressed up in gorilla suits, roaming the jungle while carrying rifles, wearing black rubber boots with yellow bottoms, and she’ll have to choke back laughter to prevent Coca-Cola from snorting out of her nose. The sinewy meat and burnt black corn from the grill always get stuck in her teeth and hang down from her upper molars like vines for Tarzan, and she’ll inevitably end up prodding them with her tongue for the rest of the weekend. Mariela Montoya will be there too, of course: most likely wearing an oversized T-shirt, glowering in the corner, sucking on the tip of her long black braid, and they’ll turn away from each other gracefully without even a kiss on the cheek, let alone a greeting. Hi Mariela, Stephanie will never say. It’s been so long. How have you been?

         So no, she tells her mother again, but thank you very much, and she brushes strands of hair away from her eyes, smiling sweetly.

         ‘Fine then,’ her mother says, a little sharply. ‘You’re lucky Angelina was willing to cancel her weekend off and stay here instead. Was that church thing of hers tomorrow or next week?’ She says this last part to her husband, who shrugs without looking up, still fiddling with the car-radio knobs. One of the announcers is saying in a highly amused voice, Communist rebels? Those words don’t even mean anything anymore. You might as well call them cheese sandwich rebels. Her brother makes a face at her through the car window and she makes a face right back.

         ‘Well,’ her mother says. ‘Since you’re going to be here all weekend—just keep something in mind.’ She glances over her shoulder at the hedge, leaves barely rustling in the wind. The sweat stains in the armpits of her pale green blouse look like tiny islands.

         ‘If the phone rings,’ she says, ‘or the doorbell sounds—let Angelina deal with it. And make sure she tells any men who ask that we’re not in the country anymore. Could you do that for me?’

         ‘What kind of men?’ she asks.

         Her mother tucks a strand of hair behind her ears—brown like hers, but gray at the roots. ‘You know what kind I mean,’ she says in her soft accent.

         So they want their revolution? the radio asks. Listen, I’ll tell you what I’d do to them! Her mother’s head flicks sharply towards her husband, and he quickly switches it off.

         After they drive away she finds her mother’s cigarettes almost immediately, hidden at the bottom of one of the woven baskets Angelina brought back from her village marketplace. She smokes one under the trees by the pool, taking quick little puffs, watching carefully for Angelina at the window. What she didn’t tell her mother is that she has plans to meet up with Katrina in the city-center mall on Monday. Katrina’s chauffeur will take them there and drop them off at the entrance, where they’ll hover just long enough to make sure he’s gone. Then they’ll cross the highway together, ducking fast across the busy intersection, laughing and running past the wooden sticks of chicken sweating on grills and giant metal barrels of spinning brown peanuts, the clown-faced garbage cans and men in zebra costumes directing traffic. The plan is to head to the other mall across the street, the one with the upper floors still closed off with yellow electrical tape from when the last bomb went off. On the first floor is the food court that serves Cuban sandwiches and beer in lava-lamp containers. That’s where the members of the football team will be, dark hair slicked back and glistening. She and Katrina are going to sit at the wooden picnic tables and yank their jeans down as far as they can go, tug at their tank tops to reveal the bra straps underneath, peach and pink and black. She has this way of crossing her legs at the ankles, tilting her head to the side, and smiling as though whatever is being said is the most interesting thing in the world and there’s nowhere else she’d rather be. She’ll accept their smiles, their eyes scanning her up and down, their low murmurs of approval, even the breathy whispers of Hey beautiful, with the same icy sense of destiny that she accepts everything else in her life.

         
            *

         

         Later that night, instead of going through catalogs for college applications in the U.S., she sits on the couch re-reading one of the Arthurian fantasy novels from her childhood. It’s the kind filled with knights kneeling before queens and saying things like My lady, perchance you have misunderstood me. Re-reading kids’ books is one of her sneaky, most secret treats, saved for holiday weekends or summer vacations, something that someone like Katrina has no need to ever know about. As she reads she never needs to raise her eyes to know where Angelina is or what she’s doing—the sound of her black plastic sandals slapping against the floor tiles is like a noise made by the house itself. Without looking she knows when Angelina’s opening the silverware drawer, lighting the candles to chase away flies, setting the last of the dishes on the table. The radio in the kitchen crackles loudly with static, which drowns out the newscasters’ gruff voices.

         She’s turning pages rapidly, eager to arrive at the climax (the knight finally encounters the magician who blessed him with shape-shifting skills—or did he curse him?), when she feels a stubby finger gently tracing her scalp. ‘We really need to fix your hair, mija,’ Angelina says, in that same shrill, high-pitched voice Stephanie’s been listening to her whole life. ‘It’s bad to have it in your eyes all the time like that.’

         ‘That won’t be necessary,’ she says, not looking up from the page.

         When Angelina’s hands linger close to her face, she uses the book to push them away, ducking irritably from their overwhelming smell of onions and stale powdered milk. She turns a page as the sandals slap slowly back to the kitchen.

         During dinner she drips a giant spoonful of curry sauce onto her plate and swirls around the lettuce leaves and onion slices to make it look like she’s eaten something. When she pushes the chair back from the table, Angelina is already there, reaching for her plate with one hand and squeezing the flesh on her lower arm with the other. ‘My God, but you’re skinny!’ Angelina says, the same high-pitched shrill. ‘Eat more! How are you going to fight off men?’

         ‘Could you please not touch me?’ she says, jerking her arm away, but the tiny nugget of pleasure that’s formed inside her just from hearing the word skinny is already giving off warmth.

         Angelina says something else, speaking in a low voice this time, but her words are muffled beneath the trumpets of the national anthem blasting from the kitchen radio, in its usual slot just before the news.

         ‘What?’ she says, but Angelina’s already abruptly turned away, her white apron swirling through the air like a cape.

         ‘Don’t worry about it, mija,’ Angelina says, not looking back. ‘It’s nothing.’

         
            *

         

         She doesn’t wake up till mid-morning. Because Katrina won’t be coming by until Monday, she doesn’t shave her legs and wears a baggy pair of yellow basketball shorts instead of jeans. The day is already uncomfortably hot. She heads outside to the pool and smokes a cigarette under the grapefruit tree, careful to stand in the shade to protect her skin. It never feels like a holiday weekend to her until she’s smoked, until she gets that jumpy feeling in her stomach that makes her want to stand very still.

         Back in the kitchen, she opens the refrigerator and drinks directly from the pitcher of lemonade, careful not to bang her teeth against the ceramic. As she puts the pitcher on the counter there’s a loud blast of the doorbell. It echoes through the house, followed by six blunt buzzes, as though it’s a signal she should recognize.

         ‘Angelina!’ she calls out. She waits but there’s no sound of sandals slapping against the floor tiles, heading to the front door.

         The buzzing is long and sustained this time. ‘Christ,’ she says. ‘Angelina!’ When she was very young she would stand in the middle of a room and scream Angelina’s name over and over again, not stopping until Angelina came running, apron flying out behind her, but that’s not the kind of silly, immature thing she would do now.

         She takes another long swig of lemonade to hide her cigarette breath, just in case it’s one of her mother’s friends. It would be just like her mother to send someone to check up on her. As she walks down the hallway it’s hard to decide what feels worse, the damp cloth of the T-shirt sticking to her armpits or the sweaty bare skin of her collarbones. At the front door she runs her fingers through her hair, tucking it carefully behind her ears. Sometimes when she’s standing in the sunlight, if she tilts her head just right, she can almost pass for blond.

         The first door is made of heavy dark wood, covered in stickers Angelina gave her years ago, with a yellow bolt that slides open easily. She stands behind the second door, the one made of white crisscrossing bars, forming diamond-shaped gaps that reveal the front yard and crackly bushes, the dried-out banana trees and brown hedge surrounding the property. Behind the hedge is the gravel road winding down to the main highway, past the neighbors’ houses with bulletproof windows and security-guard towers, and beyond that are the fields of palm trees and sugar cane, the eucalyptus forests and the mountains.

         Standing a few steps away, in the front yard, is a man. He’s grinning in a way that makes him look slightly embarrassed, rocking on his heels, arms behind his back. There’s a lumpy, purplish-red scar running down his face, from the bottom of his eye to the top of his lip.

         ‘Well, here I am,’ he says. ‘Let’s go.’

         He’s wearing a shapeless brown poncho, which hangs off him as if empty. His feet are bare and caked in red clay, his legs thin and hairless.

         ‘Sorry I’m late,’ he says. He brings an arm forward, a dirty plastic bag hanging from his wrist. ‘It took me a lot longer to get here than I thought. I came as fast as I could.’

         She stares at the plastic bag, which sways back and forth, hitting the front of his thigh. ‘Lord, am I thirsty,’ he says. ‘Does that ever happen to you, when you have to walk a long way?’ He licks his lips. ‘Never mind, don’t worry about answering now. We’ll have time to talk later.’

         ‘Can I help you?’ she says, taking a step back.

         The man’s face suddenly becomes a mass of deeply ingrained lines. ‘She didn’t tell you I was coming?’ His voice comes out high-pitched and sad in a way that sounds deeply familiar to her, like something she’s been listening to her whole life, though she cannot say why or how. 

         ‘Daddy!’ she calls out over her shoulder, her voice echoing down the hallway. ‘There’s somebody here to see you!’

         ‘Princess,’ he says, the lines in his face growing even deeper. ‘Come on. Don’t do that. You know that I know they’re not here.’

         She stares at the scar on his face. It’s shaped like a fat river leech and shiny, as if covered in glue. Looking at it makes her suck in her breath. She takes another step back, tucking her body behind the door so that only her head is poking out. Without taking his eyes off her, he kneels and starts ripping grass out of the ground. It’s a habit she recognizes in herself, sitting on the edge of the football field at school, tilting her head back so that her hair falls down her back like a waterfall. The material of his poncho is rough and scratchy-looking.

         ‘I just don’t understand why she didn’t tell you about me,’ he says. ‘It doesn’t make any sense.’ His voice gets more high-pitched the longer he talks.

         ‘Look, I don’t even know you,’ she says. It creates a sudden fluttering in her chest to use a loud voice like that, to be rude without caring. It reminds her of the time she saw her father slap the hands of the street children reaching for her leftover ice-cream on the park picnic table.

         ‘Don’t know me?’ He rubs a hole into the ground, sticks his index finger in it, and wiggles it around before covering it up again. ‘Don’t know me,’ he repeats. ‘How about that.’ His mouth turns downwards: an exaggerated sad smile like a clown’s. ‘Well. At least it’s a beautiful day for us to run.’ 

         His head snaps up and he looks directly at her, narrowing his eyes in a way that makes her stomach leap and hit the back of her throat.

         ‘Are you ready,’ he says, ‘to run?’

         ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry I can’t help you.’ Her mouth tastes the same as when she’s carsick. She’s closed the door to the point that she’s looking at him through the thinnest crack possible, her torso leaning forward in an L-shape.

         ‘Hey,’ he says, rising quickly to his feet, blades of grass drifting down from his robe. ‘Mija. Seriously. How lost are you? I’m here to help you—’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ she says again, right before closing the door completely, not finishing her sentence: I don’t have the key. She’s staring at the Bert & Ernie sticker now, plastered there by Angelina years ago, their smiles bright and beaming as they drive their fire truck. The jumpy feeling in her stomach is still there.

         Angelina’s room is at the back of the house, next to the washing machine and the stacks of cardboard boxes filled with champagne. She forces herself to walk there as calmly and slowly as possible, the doorbell blasting and buzzing. The pale green door is covered with a giant sticker of Baby Jesus, dimpled elbows raised smilingly heavenwards. On the floor lined neatly against the wall is a pair of black plastic sandals. She places her hand on the center of Baby Jesus’ face, but doesn’t knock. ‘Angelina?’ she says, softly at first, then louder. ‘Are you there?’

         She checks the rest of the rooms in the house, just to be sure. She checks her parents’ bedroom, her brother’s, her own. She makes sure the back doors are locked and tugs experimentally at the bars over the windows.

         With Angelina gone, she has no choice but to prepare lunch herself. She props the fridge door open with her torso, scooping the rice and lentils out of the Tupperware containers with her hands curved like claws. The doorbell is still going, one long sustained note. By now the annoyance is bubbling inside her like the sudsy bubbles fizzling at the top of a shaken Coca-Cola bottle. She’s already rehearsing the words in her head, picturing herself standing furiously in front of Angelina, arms akimbo, head tilted just like her mother’s that time she addressed the electricity repairman, the one she suspected of stealing from them. How could you do that, she’ll say. Unacceptable. You know that I’ve never been left home alone before—completely un-fucking-acceptable. Good luck finding another job; I hope your bags are packed and ready. Are they ready?

         It’s only that evening—when Angelina still isn’t back, when she cannot get through to her parents, when their cell phones ring and ring—that she starts to get the feeling that something is happening.

         
            *

         

         The first thing she does is phone Katrina. She’ll know what to do—she’ll send her chauffeur along with the bodyguard; they’ll come and take her away. But the telephone is silent when she presses it against her ears, the plastic heavy in her hands. She flicks the light switch a dozen times, pushes her thumb down on the TV power button as hard as possible, but the screen stays black and silent. She turns on Angelina’s radio, the ridged wheel imprinting her fingertip as she rapidly surfs through the hisses and crackles. She finally finds a program that seems to consist (as far as she can understand) of a fuzzy voice ranting endlessly about the need to drive out all the rebels, smoke them out of the mountains, exterminate them all, punctuated by short blasts of the national anthem. It creates a tight feeling in her chest. She switches the radio off, pries out the batteries with a kitchen knife, and puts them away in the drawer with the silver bell Angelina uses to ring to announce dinner. She spends the rest of the day in her bedroom, curtains shut tight, watching Disney movies on her laptop. The battery dies seconds before the Beast’s magical transformation into a handsome prince, and after that she just lies there without moving, knees tucked near her chin, ears tensed for the sound of car wheels on the road, keys rattling, the doorknob turning.

         The next day is Monday, the holiday—Katrina’s chauffeur never arrives. By mid-afternoon she heads outside to check the generator, more in hope than expectation. It’s located in the garage, behind a barred door that prevents stray dogs and street people from sneaking in and sleeping there. She wraps her fingers around the bars, studying the thick braids of red and green wires, the forest of rust-encrusted switches. The gardener is the only person who knows how it works, when the power goes out due to bomb attacks in the city center. He’d head to the back of the house, wiping his hands off on his denim shorts, and two minutes later, as if by magic, the lights would fly on again. (What is his name again? Wilson? Wilmer?) Her brother would whoop, bolting to the computer room, her parents smiling in relief as the soothing tones of BBC broadcasters returned, and she would blow out the candles and pick the wax off her algebra homework with her nails. Now, as she stands there by herself, she takes a last long, slow look at the impenetrable cluster of wires and switches before trudging back to the house.

         The computers in the office seem like medieval relics. The screens stare at her, blank and impassive as children asking for coins at traffic lights. In the end, she closes the office door, shutting it tight with her hip. It’s not like there’s anything in there that’s useful anyway; most of the room is used to store cardboard boxes full of junk: her parents’ skis from Yale, faded blue and pink tapestries covered in dead moth wings, the wooden toucans and leopards she played with as a child, their eyes colored in with washable markers, Christmas presents from Angelina that she opened politely before stuffing them away, brightly patterned shirts and alpaca shawls she’d never dream of wearing, not even alone in her bedroom.

         If necessary, they’ll come for her. She’s certain of it. Some kind of international peacekeeping army. Professional rescuers, speaking Norwegian, light green berets and cars with blue diplomatic license plates. Pale smiling faces pressing against the white bars of the door, extending their arms as she runs to the kitchen to get the keys out of the wicker basket on top of the fridge. They’ll take her away in a shiny black car with squeaky plastic seats. Embassy members, the international community.

         She won’t just be left here. She won’t be forgotten.

         Mostly she wanders through the house, drifting from one room to another. The days blend lifelessly together, thick fuzz growing over each one like the dust accumulating on the unspun fan blades. She spends hours reading her fantasy novels, lying stomach down on the bed. She reads childhood favorites, like a novelization of Star Wars, Episode IV: A New Hope with half the pages missing, ending shortly after the scene where Luke bursts into Leia’s cell: My name is Luke Skywalker, and I’m here to rescue you. She stares at the page for hours, the words blurring until they could be saying cheese sandwich, cheese sandwich over and over again.

         She never puts anything away. She starts eating the canned food her parents reserved for parties, strange things like silvery fish floating in red sauce and olives in slimy black liquid, and leaves jars of sticky jam and cans of condensed milk licked clean and shiny on the kitchen counters. She rummages through old school papers from eighth grade, Ms. Márquez’s World History syllabus, Mr. B’s English reading list (she never got around to reading A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, barely made it through the first few chapters of The Scarlet Letter). She finds ancient notes Angelina wrote to excuse her from P.E. swimming class, every misspelled word painfully scrawled out in shaky capital letters. She rips open pink and purple envelopes she never gave to her father to mail to America, pen-pal letters covered in Lisa Frank stickers for friends who moved away, people who left years and years ago (during third grade? Fifth?), names that haven’t crossed her mind in years: Hi Flaca! Hi Betsy! How’s New York? How’s Washington D.C.? Miss you lots and lots, forever and ever. She lets them fall to the floor. Time to get ready, a voice whispers in her head: a vague memory of someone speaking to her, somebody walking away on a playground (who? When?). The moment is just there, barely fluttering on the edges of her mind, and it’s easy as anything to chase away, like when she swats at mosquitos buzzing at her face.

         While walking through her parents’ bedroom she keeps her eyes strictly averted from her mother’s clothes in the open chest drawers, the stacks of books on her father’s bedside table (it’s best not to worry about where they are, what happened: don’t wonder, don’t go there, just don’t). She heads straight to the bathroom instead, opening her mother’s makeup drawer, spilling peach-colored powder all over the sink, smearing herself with eyeshadow, ignoring Angelina’s high-pitched cries in her head: Mija, what a mess! What do you think you’re doing? In her brother’s bedroom she lingers by the Transformers poster on the door, but avoids the framed photograph on the wall of the entire family: her parents, her brother, herself, and Angelina (don’t think about it, don’t, don’t, don’t). She pulls dusty games out of the hallway closet, Monopoly and Clue and Candy Land. She finds a puzzle from third-grade geography with Ms. Simón, each piece a different department, the capitals represented with tiny red stars. She picks out the familiar names first: Valle del Cauca, Cauca, Antioquia. And then the more exotic ones: Guaviare, Putumayo, Meta.

         Once the pieces are sorted, though, she never tries to fit them together. Instead she leaves them scattered on the floor—she has to take an enormous step over them every time she heads down the hallway, like a giant who can cross an entire country with a single stride.

         Every once in a while a frothy panic will start to rise in her stomach, making her hands shake, and when that happens, she can’t control herself; she dashes to her room and peeks out through the window, holding the curtain close to her face like a veil. He’s always there, still in the scratchy poncho, sitting on the grass by the bristly hedge. Leaning against the banana tree. Pacing back and forth, mouth moving as if talking to himself, arms swinging exaggeratedly, as if mocking army marches. Standing still before the tiny crosses on the far left side of the front yard, where she and her brother and Angelina had buried generations of dead pets, cats and dogs, ducks and chickens, killed by possums and tropical diseases. If she squints her eyes, he multiples into blurry doubles, triples, quadruples. There are dozens of him, an army. Pressing their scarred faces against the door, wrapping their sticky brown fingers around the bars, calling out again and again in a voice muffled by the glass against her ear. Hey. Beautiful. Let me in.

         One night she feels both brave and desperate enough to go outside by the pool. It’s so quiet she can hear the water move, gently lapping against the concrete walls. She hugs the grapefruit tree and strains her eyes as she looks towards the mountains, almost convincing herself that she can see the fires, as small as the orange dots burning at the end of her cigarettes. She wills herself to smell smoke and gunpowder, hear the explosions and gunshots of incoming American forces, foreign backup support. Closing her eyes and pressing her face against the scratchy tree trunk, she can almost hear the helicopters, the clang of the metal doors as they slide open, the thud of the knotted rope ladder as it hits the ground by her feet. Stephanie Lansky, we’re here to rescue you! But when she opens her eyes there’s only the scratchy gray fungus draped over the tree like a fisherman’s net.

         Later, she stands outside of Angelina’s room, hand resting on Baby Jesus’ face. She looks down at the sandals, waits for the picture to form in her mind. Angelina dressed in her white apron (what else could she be wearing?), carefully unlocking the front door, heading outside. Dawn is breaking, the earliest morning birds are singing. Or maybe it’s still dark, the sky speckled with stars. Angelina’s humming, hands in her pockets; Angelina’s frowning, face wrinkled in her classic sour scowl. No matter what she imagines, the picture always abruptly ends the moment Angelina rounds the hedge corner, apron swirling through the air. Walking busily, purposefully, on her way to—what? Towards whom?

         Sometimes she thinks she hears the slapping sound of black plastic sandals hitting floor tiles, and turns her head sharply. But there’s never anything there.

         
            *

         

         One morning she awakens abruptly to the sound of someone banging on the door, the same insistent sound ringing out again and again. It takes her a second to realize that she’s lying down instead of standing, fantasy book resting heavily on her chest. She struggles out of bed, dragging the bed sheets along the floor, dressed in her mother’s fancy silk nightgown and saggy pink underpants (she ran out of clean pairs of her own panties long ago). Pale dust motes float through the air, following her down the hallway as she stumbles forward, still dazedly clutching the book to her torso like a shield.

         Once again she just barely opens the door, so that only her face can be seen. He’s holding a walking stick, beating the bars like a monk ringing church bells in one of her Arthurian novels.

         ‘Oh,’ he says, his face framed in the diamond-shaped gap, ‘you came!’ His eyes widen in what is unmistakably delight. The whites of his eyeballs are lined with yellow; the scar on his face looks redder and puffier than ever. There’s a low-pitched rumbling in the distance she hasn’t noticed until now, the sound of a low-flying plane or helicopter. He’s dressed in the same poncho, but the plastic bag is gone, his feet are no longer bare; instead he’s wearing a pair of shiny black rubber boots with yellow bottoms. The sight of those boots makes goose bumps break out on her neck; sour liquid leaks from her tonsils. 

         ‘Be a good girl,’ he says. ‘Open the door.’

         ‘It’s locked,’ she says. She’s turning away when he presses his face against the bars and reaches out, fingers fluttering urgently towards her.

         ‘Mija,’ he says. ‘Time to go.’

         ‘Could you please not touch me?’ She uses the book to roughly push his hands away. The buzzing of the aircraft returns for a bit, circling overhead, is replaced by a single engine. He says something else, speaking in a low voice, but his words are muffled beneath the sound of shots rattling out. She flinches.

         ‘Don’t worry about it, mija,’ he says. ‘It’s nothing.’

         This time she looks directly at him. But he’s already abruptly turned away, the hem of his poncho swirling through the air like a cape.

         The tiles feel cool and steady under her feet as she backs away. The book clatters loudly against the floor as it falls. She watches herself head towards the back of the house, to the washing machine and boxes of champagne, bed sheets trailing behind her. She’s standing in front of the Baby Jesus sticker, spreading her fingers on his face, before turning the doorknob. The door opens easily. It only takes a few seconds to take everything in: the bed with flat pillows, the window with faded curtains, a single black cardigan, everywhere the strong smell of soap. She opens the closet but there are only rows of white dresses hanging headless and limbless from hangers, a pile of neatly folded aprons, no shoes to be seen. There are thick gobs of candle wax on the windowsill by the altar. On the floor by the bed, propped up against the wall, is a framed photograph of them: her and Angelina. It’s an old photo: she must be around six or seven years old. They’re standing behind a birthday cake on a table, her arm around Angelina’s waist; her hair is hanging in her eyes and she’s smiling sweetly. Angelina is looking straight into the camera, mouth flat, expressionless. What Angelina is thinking or feeling at that moment, she couldn’t even begin to say.

         She sits down on the bed, letting the sheets she’s dragged from her room drift to the floor. The sharp smell of mothballs makes her sinuses itch.

         She thinks, I have got to figure this out.

         She thinks, If only I had more time.

         She doesn’t know it yet, but there’s something waiting for her. It could be a future or it could be something else. It could be the plastic gear shift of a car pressing stickily against her knee, a man’s wet fingers on her legs trembling as he helps her pull her saggy underpants back up from her ankles, mumbling over and over again, I’m sorry, so sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you. Or maybe she’s in an enormous orange tent next to the raging, overflowing river on the border, one orange tent among many, where she wakes up at the same time every morning to stare at the silhouette of a lizard crawling across the fabric and think about how she needs to head to the Red Cross tent to get into the line early. Maybe she’s running through a field, grass stinging against her legs and an aluminum taste in her mouth, the thudding footsteps and clink of machetes against belt buckles behind her getting louder. 

         Or maybe it’ll be something else. It could still happen. She could be lucky. She could be sitting in a wood-paneled classroom in Europe or Australia, her pen moving slowly across a notebook, her eyes never leaving the professor as he speaks at the opposite end of the table.

         It’s still possible. But for now all she has is her slow rise from the bed. She has this walk towards the refrigerator, the reach for the wicker basket hidden on top, the round ball of the keychain in her hand and the rattling metal. As she watches the many keys dangle from her fingers, she thinks about how there’s not a single one that she recognizes, not one she can pick out and say with confidence, this key opens that door, that key opens this one. This home was never really hers, and nothing in it was ever really hers, and the tightly clenched muscle squeezing out blood in her chest has never really been hers either. For now there’s only the cool metal in her hand that rattles loudly as she lifts it towards the dirty silver lock.

         ‘Oh!’ he says. The door makes a loud scraping sound against the ground as it swings open. ‘You clever girl.’ He lets out a deep sigh that could also be a groan of pain. Behind him the hedge rustles and she turns her head sharply. It could be the flash of a white apron or the metallic shine of a machete. It feels like noticing the shadow of her own half-closed eyelid, something that has always been there and should have been seen at least a thousand times before.

      

   


   
      
         

            Lemon Pie

            Guaviare, 2008

         

         Something is going to happen today. He just knows it. Call it a hunch, a gut sense he got from how roughly Pollo rapped the metal spoon against his plate this morning, trying to get the gray lump of oatmeal to fall off. Or maybe it was the way Julisa’s shoulders hunched up as he marched brusquely past her toward the latrines with the shit-encrusted shovel, or the random, loud giggle César let out before abruptly falling silent as he sat on the overturned bucket, blackening his rifle with a tube of printer’s ink.

         But he can’t think about it. Not right now, not with class about to begin, students lined up neatly before him on the forest floor. Sitting calmly, expectantly, the same way they do every morning: dark tapestries of ants marching steadily over them, salamanders scampering through the surrounding fern leaves and scattering tiny drops of water. Waiting patiently in place, the same way they’ve waited every morning for the past five years, eight months, two weeks, and five days (today counts, even though it’s still unfolding, even though it technically hasn’t happened yet. Today always counts). They are waiting for him to begin, same time (9 a.m. on the dot, an hour and a half after breakfast), same place (sandy beach on the riverside, within sight of the armed guard on duty—today it’s César, currently struggling with the solar panels to recharge his clunky cellular phone). Five days a week. Here they are.

         ‘And good morning to you too,’ he says to the vine-covered ceiba tree, raising his voice to be heard over the screeching chorus of crickets and birds. ‘Late again?’ he says to the flattened-out leaves on the ground, green and brown and yellow, chosen deliberately for maximum diversity in terms of their size, shape, and texture. ‘How embarrassing. Ah,’ he says to the row of sticks and branches, covered in scratchy gray lichens and powdery green moss. ‘Wonderful to see you; I’m so glad you’re feeling better. That flu has really been making the rounds, hasn’t it? Everybody, make sure you grab some hand sanitizer before we break for lunch, okay?’

         Everybody nods. Attentive, focused, the same way they always are. Hanging on to his every word.

         He begins the same way he does every morning: peace fingers pressed against his lower lip, chest out, back straight, standing steady as a general. The students wait with bated breath. The fern rustles slightly in the wind; a row of smooth river stones keep the leaves pressed against the ground.

         ‘Hamlet,’ he says. ‘Here we go.’

         Their homework was to read Act I, up to the part where Horatio informs Hamlet of his father’s nightly patrols. ‘My father,’ he says, trudging back and forth on the sand, rubber boots leaving deep imprints. ‘Methinks I see my father.’ He wiggles his naked toes, the front of the rubber boot cut away so his U.S.A. size-10 foot can fit. ‘What’s interesting about Hamlet saying this?’

         One of the stones volunteers that it’s ironic that Hamlet says this (in my mind’s eye, Horatio) without realizing that Horatio really has seen his father. ‘Good, good.’ The yellow leaf thinks that Do not mock me, fellow-student; I think it was to see my mother’s wedding was pretty funny. ‘Yes—what an image! The funeral meats on the table barely grown cold! That Hamlet, such a snarky little dude!’ The twigs giggle at his use of the word dude, but he lets them get away with it, even offers them the flicker of a grin. They all enjoy it; he knows they do: his undeniable gringo-ness, his casual teaching lingo, his speck of Southern California lighting up this corner of the Amazon jungle like a tiny golden flashlight in an ocean of green.

         ‘A big theme we’re going to see in the next couple of weeks,’ he says, scratching the bites on his arm, ‘is the theme of Hamlet’s madness. His antic disposition, as he calls it.’ He twists his head so that he can cast a quick glance at the child-size notebook on the ground behind him, double-checking his notes. ‘That’s what makes the fact that Horatio sees the ghost particularly interesting. Can you genuinely be crazy if someone’s having the same hallucination as you?’

         This is by far the biggest pleasure of teaching Hamlet —how easy it is to remember direct quotes. At night, locked up in the shed, he tries to remember as many as he can, writing them down in his notebook in whatever order they come to him, so that Hamlet’s mournful oration for Ophelia (cat will mew, and dog will have his day) is written alongside the pipe speech (you cannot play upon me), which is scrawled beneath the near entirety of To be, or not to be (he has it almost perfectly memorized; it’s only after what dreams may come that it gets a little fuzzy). So many memorable lines! The joy of using words straight from the source material! He learned his lesson from The Scarlet Letter (his first class a year and a half ago, when he was just starting out and didn’t know any better)—he gave up after the opening chapter, which was all he could remember (‘Hester Prynne represents purity—that’s basically all you need to know’). As I Lay Dying wasn’t too bad, not with those occasional gorgeous gems. Mrs. Dalloway, that definitely had its moments too—life; London; this moment of June. But Hamlet! This is what he’s been waiting for all fall semester, writing out as many quotes as he can remember by candlelight at night, in the teensiest tiniest handwriting possible, as César’s flashlight shines through the cracked shed door during bi-hourly checks. This is what they’ve been building up to. This moment.

         ‘So,’ he says to the fern the size of an armchair. ‘A little more than kin, and less than kind.’ He’s backtracking a bit, quoting an earlier scene, but they don’t mind, they can roll with it; they always do. Behind him he hears Julisa’s voice, shouting something. When he turns to look, though, it’s César who’s staring straight at him, locking him in a brief second of direct eye contact. Then César jitters the safety of his gun a couple of times, and as he turns back to the class he can still hear the faint click-click-clicking drifting through the air towards him, like an audible dust mote.

         The tree is making a remark about I am too much i’ the sun. ‘Sun—son! Excellent. Keep paying attention to that kind of wordplay.’ Somewhere in the branches above a bird screams the high-pitched shrill of a gym-class whistle.

         In an hour and a half they’ll break for lunch, and they’ll all say goodbye in a chorus of voices (See you tomorrow, Mr. B! Hasta luego!). He’ll walk away with a huge smile on his face and a light tickling sensation in his chest—the faintest feeling of warmth.

         
            *

         

         After lunch (rice and lentils, with the unexpected surprise of a fish head on the side), there are a variety of different options he can choose from. There’s Spiderweb Inspection or Boot Cleaning. Toucan Watching or Facial and Vocal Exercises (these are especially important during the weeks of randomly enforced silence, when his cheek muscles start to droop and his voice transforms into an old man’s creak from lack of use). Aerobics and Strength-Training he saves for mid-afternoon, to prevent stomach cramps (his current fitness goal is to hold the plank pose long enough for two verses and a chorus of ‘Eleanor Rigby,’ sung silently in his head). Sometimes there’s even Magazine Reading, depending on whether or not he can bear to pick up the 2005 copy of Semana he’s had since day one, week zero, month zero (‘Here you go, profe,’ Pollo had said, dumping it in his lap), or the rotting 1990s computer manual stained with rat droppings.

         For the time being, he settles for watching a session of Parasite Squishing, since César has already gone ahead and gotten started on Pollo. César takes a perverse personal pride in being the best Parasite Squisher in the camp, and even now it’s hard not to admire his commitment as he hunches intensely over the red-rimmed holes in Pollo’s arm. He watches from a respectful distance as César pinches Pollo’s skin as hard as he can, eyes tearing up with the effort, forehead sweating, gasping for air. Pollo just sits motionless, eyes closed. After enough squeezing and massaging, a stream of watery liquid bursts from the hole in Pollo’s arm, followed by a hardened black marble, which emerges with a thick slurp that is both delicious and horrifying.

         ‘You should do that for a living,’ he says, as César wipes the hole in Pollo’s arm with a ragged scrap of cloth. Pollo’s eyes are still closed, lips curled inwards.

         ‘We’re not done yet,’ César says, eyes wide and bright. ‘We have to get the mother.’

         A minute later she follows, enormous and slug-like, in an eruption of blood and pus.

         Pollo heads immediately to the hammock—it’s always a good idea to lie down for a bit after an intense session of Parasite Squishing. César’s eyes are still bright, flickering slyly around the camp. ‘You next, profe?’ he says with a grin. 

         He turns away as César laughs, the high-pitched giggle following him through the camp like an irritating fly.

         It feels like a good time to transition into Thinking and Picturing—it always works to kill an hour or two, provided he’s strict with himself about not opening his eyes and checking his watch. Usually he does it sitting cross-legged on the ground, but today he sits on a bench at the rickety wooden table. Behind him he can hear César tearing open a packet of Frutiño juice powder with his teeth, his tongue lapping greedily against the aluminum surface. Raspberry flavor, most likely.

         Yesterday he was working on his apartment bedroom, so today he backtracks and focuses on the entrance. He starts with the door, scanning it up and down, his mind’s eye a camera, a superbly efficient piece of bomb-detecting anti-terrorist technology. The rickety silver doorknob. The faint scratches on the reddish wood. The gold-bordered peephole he never used. He takes his time, moving slowly, reconstructing the details as fully as possible (it’s amazing how well you can reconstruct something you haven’t seen in five years, eight months, two weeks, and five days if you really try). The multicolored rug he bought in Taganga, constantly speckled with dirt and dead leaves. The cream-colored tiles, delicious to walk on in bare feet during the summer, holding a glass of ice-clinking passion-fruit juice. The faint yellow walls, tiny cracks in the paint branching out like miniature trees, surrounded by black mold confetti. There are his posters: Return of the Jedi and Blade Runner, wrinkled by the long-ago journey in his suitcase from California, and a vintage black-and-white poster in Spanish of The Martian Chronicles purchased at the local Unicentro mall. And there on the table: a hardback copy of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. His next assigned reading for eighth-grade English.

         Was that really it? There wasn’t anything else? Stained coffee mugs? Scribbled syllabus notes for class, attendance lists, flyers for parent–teacher conferences? Empty plastic water bottles with the sides caved in, crumpled Éxito receipts, torn tickets from salsa concerts?
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