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FOR


ALL THE


QUEER LITTLE


BEASTIES


OUT THERE, MAY


YOU SING,


SHINE, AND


SLAY.















EDITOR’S NOTE & 
CONTENT WARNING



Don’t let the playful title fool you! Despite presenting readers with an assortment of fifteen weird and wondrous monster tales, this anthology also reflects the reality of our times. The lives of queer and trans teens today can be beautiful, sad, funny, confusing, romantic, messy, embarrassing, and even scary. The authors here have not shied away from portraying the rich complexity of that experience. While there are many moments of queer joy to be found in these pages, there are also moments of pain and trauma. As you can probably guess, many characters deal with homophobia and/or transphobia. But there are also those who must cope with additional burdens, such as drug addiction, poverty, grief, homelessness, and even abortion. My goal for this collection is that every reader who picks up a copy will find themself reflected back in at least one of these stories, drawing strength and hope from the encounter.


For some, hope shines brightest in the darkness. But not for everyone.


So remember, not every story here may be right for you.


Please read with care.


—Rob Costello















INTRODUCTION



First things first: there’s nothing to be afraid of here.


Yes, there are monsters. And it’s perfectly natural to mentally leap to fangs and gore and all the things that go bump in the night. Why wouldn’t you?


For thousands of years, across countless civilizations, people have conjured all sorts of beasties to explain away their deepest fears and anxieties. The ancient Greeks, for example, invented the mythical sea creatures Scylla and Charybdis to account for the dangers of sailing through the treacherous Strait of Messina. In southern Africa, evil sprites called Tokoloshe were often blamed for otherwise inexplicable illnesses and sudden deaths, while the Algonquin-speaking peoples of North America embodied the terror of winter’s deprivations in windigo folklore.


Whether we realize it or not, we’re still doing this today. It’s no coincidence that UFO and abduction stories skyrocketed at the dawn of the space age, while vampires enjoyed a renaissance at the height of the AIDS epidemic, when sex, blood, and death were literally fused in the popular imagination. Godzilla rose from the Sea of Japan as a direct result of the trauma of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, while, more recently, Slenderman appeared just as parents were beginning to reckon with the toxic influence of the internet on their kids.


In this way, monsters have always served as tangible representations of our intangible fears.


An incomprehensible threat looming from the cold vastness of space.


An invisible danger lurking within our own bodies.


A cataclysmic force that, if unleashed, could level the planet.


A corrupting influence seducing the innocent under our very noses.


But dig a little deeper, and you’ll find there’s something else going on with these monsters. Something even more primal that gets at the heart of what most human fears are really all about: a loss of control.


Monsters arise when people are either genuinely powerless or sense they are losing control. They are a metaphor for a perceived imbalance of power. After all, to the extent that we fear, say, the beasts in the Jurassic Park franchise, it’s not because we literally believe that a horde of cloned dinosaurs will someday escape a theme park and ravage the globe, but because our sense of helplessness in the face of unchecked genetic manipulation and looming environmental disaster is so overwhelming, it makes us feel as if we are the hors d’oeuvres at a velociraptor dinner party. An effective strategy to cope with the terror of losing that much control is to turn it into a monster.


Hence: Jurassic Park.


The great gift of the monster story is that it offers us the opportunity to talk and think about topics that might otherwise feel too frightening or difficult to tackle head-on. In telling stories about them, we exert the power of our imagination to overcome the fears they represent. After all, it’s a lot less scary to envision fending off a rampaging tyrannosaur than it is to confront the consequences of climate change and bioengineering run amok. Unlike AIDS, you can kill a vampire with a stake through the heart, and, according to Hollywood, all it takes to defeat a full-scale alien invasion is Will Smith, Jeff Goldblum, and a ’90s-era computer virus.


But that’s what stories do. They prepare us to face the unknown. They arm us with possibility. They enable us to apply some semblance of order and meaning to a universe that is otherwise indifferent to our existence. Telling a monster story is a powerful act, not least because such a story gives a shape and limit to an otherwise amorphous anxiety, making it seem less scary, less immense, less baffling and unconquerable. Stories change our perspective on our own strengths and vulnerabilities. They alter our perception of what threatens us most. They provide us with comfort and reassurance—even in the face of tremendous loss—and in so doing, they offer us the hope that we can conquer our worst fears and take back control of our fate.


Control over our own fate—isn’t that what we all want?


Isn’t that what queer and trans folks have fought so long and hard to achieve?


It’s here that the idea of a queer, monster-themed anthology was born.


After all, we queer and trans folks know a lot about monsters, don’t we? From the time most of us are first figuring out who we are, we’re forced to confront them wherever we look, from the classroom to the chat room and everywhere in between. Sometimes we meet them in the doctor’s office. Sometimes on the street. Sometimes in our own homes. And that’s not even counting the monsters that infest statehouses, churches, school boards, and right-wing media outlets.


The bitter irony, of course, is that these selfsame monsters, who rightly perceive the cultural embrace of queer and trans identities as a loss of their power to control and erase us, have figured out how to claw back some of that power by turning the monster metaphor against us. They accuse us of being monsters. For the outrage of using the bathroom in public places. For the insult of choosing to marry whom we love. For the sin of matching our outsides to what we feel on the inside. For the crime of writing books and telling stories about our own lived experiences. For the sheer audacity of existing when they would prefer us to disappear.


These would-be oppressors have weaponized the hate and ignorance of their fellow bigots to tell lies about us in order to enrich and empower themselves. Lies masquerading as monster stories that they then use against us.


To make us feel helpless, even powerless.


But we’re not powerless at all, are we? That’s what makes them so afraid. If nothing else, the past half century has taught the world that when queer and trans people come out of the closet and stand together, we are an inviolable force for freedom, justice, and love.


And so, to me, that’s what the fifteen weird, wondrous, and very queer monster tales in this anthology are really all about:


Reminding us of just how powerful we truly are.


In We Mostly Come Out at Night, we embrace the metaphor of the monster to reclaim it as our own. In these pages, you will meet a menagerie of fiercely queer creatures and monsters, including aliens and angels, gargoyles and gorgons, sirens and sea witches, shape-shifters and trolls, and other fantastical beings of legend and lore. We have Mothman and Malificen—er, I mean, Carabosse; a Beast with a rose; a girl and her many shadows; and even a sentient house harboring a magical agenda all its own. Some of these creatures are truth tellers (“How to Summon Me”; “World-Weariness”), while others teach us the beauty of our true selves (“The Fatal Song of Attraction”; “The Girl with Thirteen Shadows”). There are beasties who keep us safe (“Be Not Afraid”) and those with whom we fall in love (“A Serpent and a Wish”; “Bastian and the Beast”), monsters who offer us community (“The Color of Sky on Earth”; “The Freedom of Feathers and Fur”), and others who provide the comforts of home (“The House of Needs and Wants”). There are wise and witty entities (“Other Fish”; “Bonne Nuit”), creatures who show us a way to escape (“Boys Who Run with the Boars”; “How We Founded Club Feathers at the Discard Depot”), and even an angelic force who delivers upon the divine promise that the meek shall inherit the earth (“Sons of God and Daughters of Humans”).


You will also meet a beautiful and inspiring crew of teenagers just like you—lesbian, gay, or bi; ace and aro; trans or enby. They are questioning and imperfect, thoughtful and optimistic, sometimes wounded yet still so strong. Though they strive to become the best versions of themselves, not all the obstacles they face along the way are bound up in their sexuality or gender identity. Many struggle with universal challenges, like figuring out who they are, where they fit in the world, and how to make themselves heard. Some wrestle with trauma, while others savor the sweetness of first love. Some simply want to find a safe haven to call home.


With contributions from both acclaimed authors and talented new voices, the tales in this collection come from every realm of speculative fiction. Some are seeded in darkness, while others brim with humor and light. There are horror stories and fantasy stories, gritty future fictions and sweeping mystical adventures. There are romantic fairy tales and whimsical modern fables, an allegory of an alternate Earth (née Earnath), and even a postapocalyptic biblical reimagining. There are stories influenced by folklore, myth, and magical realism, some comic, some sweet, some angry, some moving.


When taken as a whole, the stories in this anthology aim to comfort and entertain you, to make you laugh, break your heart, stoke your outrage, stir your pride, and inspire you with hope. But most of all, this anthology exists to remind you of just how fierce and fabulous you truly are. Because, after all, monsters are powerful.


And so are you.


Thus, I hope that this anthology will in some small way fortify you with the courage to seize your own fate and move through this sometimes bleak and monstrous world like the bright, beautiful, and powerfully queer beastie you were born to be.


Like I said, there’s nothing to be afraid of here.


With boundless love and admiration,


Rob Costello
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BASTIAN AND THE BEAST



BY JONATHAN LENORE KASTIN


The rose was the color of Bastian’s own blood. A red that belonged in the mouths of wolves and lions. He recognized it as soon as he saw it, the one thing he had asked his father to bring back from his travels. Not a jewel-encrusted sword or a saddle inlaid with silver. Just a rose. Something beautiful in the dead of winter.


His father stood trembling before the fire, as if the cold had never left him, and crushed his hat between his shaking fingers. “The youngest,” he said. “He wants the youngest.” His eyes were huge in the flickering light, as though still seeing the Beast with his terrible claws right here in their own small cottage, looming over the shabby furniture.


Bastian held the rose close, a thorn digging into his thumb. His two older brothers snickered and whispered to each other, turning to say with one voice, “What would a fancy lord want with the likes of you, even if he is a Beast?”


Bastian wasn’t certain he would go until they said that. But there was something about being wanted. “Yes,” he said, sucking the blood from his thumb. “Of course I’ll go.”


The carriage came for him at midnight, a strange contraption of lithe shadows, no driver, and two horses the color of foam. Bastian clung to his belongings, the only objects that felt solid in the moonlight: a faded leather bag full of books, spines cracked. They still smelled of smoke from the fire that had destroyed their old home and changed their fortunes for the worse.


The carriage waited as he said his goodbyes, panic fluttering behind his ribs.


“Don’t go,” his father said, face white.


But how could he not, with that rose pinned to his hand-me-down coat and that strange tale his father had woven of the Beast that lived in a lonely castle and spoke like a man?


At the gate, his brothers dug through the three huge chests of gold the carriage had brought them, whooping and singing drunkenly. They didn’t even look up as Bastian climbed inside.


“I have to,” Bastian said to his father. Then, before either of them could say another word, the carriage gave a jolt and glided away through the snow. Bastian watched as the cottage faded, his father shrunken and unmoving, his brothers tossing gold into the air in glittering arcs.


Bastian slept—who knew how long—and when he woke again the air smelled of orange blossoms and gunpowder. The sky outside the carriage window flashed blue and green, then a shimmering gold as cannons cracked and fireworks burst overhead. Bastian had seen those fiery lights seven years ago, before the fire, at his tenth birthday party. His father had hired a display to rival that of kings and queens, no extravagance too costly for his youngest.


Bastian shivered as the carriage came to a stop and he climbed out, clutching his bag to his chest. Before him stood a large manor house as familiar as the calluses on his own palms. Its walls were the color of lemon curd, the stone walkway leading up to the huge front doors drenched in torchlight. Not a hint of snow marred the ground, the orange trees white with blossoms. For one fractured moment Bastian could see the whole structure burning. The gunpowder in the air stung his eyes, and the fireworks painted the sky a flaming red. He shrank back against the carriage. The bag slipped from his hand, and as he bent to retrieve it, the carriage rattled behind him, the horses making their way at a trot to the stables. The fireworks slowly melted into the air and burned out.


Bastian took a deep breath and climbed the front steps. He lifted the brass knocker, and the door swung open onto a long hallway. Silence pressed close and with it a watchfulness. The shadows inside stretched longer than seemed natural, and every flicker of light from the torches made his skin prickle. A Beast, his father had said. A terrible ravening creature with eyes that could burn a hole in the sky and teeth like daggers. Maybe the Beast had eaten all the servants long ago and that was why there was no one to welcome him. He laughed, then flinched as the sound of his laughter rattled through the empty building.


And empty it was. No sign of any living thing in the familiar sitting room with the broken grandfather clock or in his father’s library, though it still smelled faintly of stale cigars. No one in the hall unless one counted the frozen faces of his ancestors in half a dozen faded portraits. Perhaps his father had made a mistake and there was no Beast after all. But when he came to the dining room, everything was just as his father had described, a banquet laid out before him. Roast pheasant and parsnips, cakes glazed in honey, and wine to wash it all down.


Bastian was so hungry he dropped his bag of books onto the table and forgot all about the terrible claws and the jaws that could crack bone. After years of scrabbling to find enough to eat, he didn’t bother with niceties. He stuffed everything he could get his hands on into his mouth, and into his pockets, so lost in the pleasures of a full stomach that he didn’t hear the Beast enter. One moment Bastian was licking the grease from his fingers, and the next he looked up to find the shadows gathering across the table. He glimpsed a flash of teeth, a ragged mane of yellow fur, and he held very still.


The Beast watched him with luminous eyes that seemed too sad to be frightening. “Good evening, Beauty,” he said, his voice low and ragged, like he hadn’t used it in some time.


Bastian blushed. Did the Beast find him beautiful? He stared down at his hands, skin raw and red from years of hard work. No one had done so before. He swallowed. “Good evening, Beast.”


“You came willingly?”


“Yes.” He had put the rose in the buttonhole of his coat, and his thumb throbbed where the thorn had pricked him. He longed to ask, Why did you want me? And what will you do now that you have me? But the words stuck in his throat.


The Beast nodded. “Then I’ll show you to your room.” He turned and melted back into the shadows before Bastian could get a better look at him.


Bastian snatched his bag from the table and rushed to follow, suddenly afraid of being alone again in that empty, watchful house. Moonlight filtered in through the windows as they roamed the halls, rendering everything strange and alien in the half-light, but the Beast never slowed his pace. He seemed to see quite clearly in the dark, eyes burning like a cat’s.


The Beast stopped at last in front of a familiar door and turned. “This is your room. You’ll find everything you need here.” Shadows still swirled around the Beast’s face, but nothing could hide those sorrowful eyes. They lingered on the rose in Bastian’s coat, and the Beast seemed about to say more, but turned away abruptly and disappeared down the hall, taking the scent of leaf litter and pine with him. Bastian stood frozen, feeling as if he had been left floating alone in a great sea.


Taking a deep breath to steady himself, Bastian stepped inside his room and lit the lamps. It was his old room exactly—before they had lost everything—the bed canopied, the wardrobe taking up one side. There were his books on the shelves that he had thought burned and the sketches he had hung on the walls. It felt like a terrible trick. To give him back everything he had lost just when he was finally used to having lost it.


He turned to the wardrobe, afraid for one terrible moment that it would be filled with his old dresses. But when he opened it, he found instead rows of velvet coats, silk shirts, embroidered waistcoats, and breeches, finer even than the clothes his brothers had owned before the fire that had consumed all their riches.


He ran his hands along the fabric and smiled.


That night he dreamed he walked down the mist-drowned bank of a river. The roaring of lions filled his ears. Then a young man stepped out of the mist in a black coat. His eyes were amber, his hair a shaggy gold. He smiled at Bastian, a warm but rueful smile.


“Are you frightened?” asked the young man.


Bastian shook his head.


“The eyes can be so deceiving,” the young man continued. “But I think you know that.” He stepped nearer, brushed his fingers against Bastian’s cheek.


“Who are you?” asked Bastian, feeling flushed, almost dizzy under the young man’s steady gaze.


“Don’t you know?”


There was something familiar about him, but what it was Bastian could not say.


The young man leaned in close. “Come and find me, then,” he whispered, and Bastian’s eyes drifted shut.


When Bastian woke, he was back in his room with breakfast on a little tray by the bed, his cheek still tingling where the young man had touched him.


Bastian wandered the whole house that day, pressing his face to every window and opening every door. He never saw another living soul, not even a mouse or a spider. But the house was just the same as he remembered it. His brothers’ rooms were full of shattered wineglasses and broken furniture, his father’s piled high with maps covered in red circles for every port his ships had sailed to before they had all sunk to the bottom of the sea.


He didn’t go into his mother’s room. He could smell her perfume through the door, thick and overpowering. It sent him fleeing from the house, crashing through the back entrance into the garden. There was the spot where he had fallen off his horse and ruined a new gown. His mother had slapped him and threatened never to buy him another one again. Bastian had been so elated at the idea of escaping the horrid dresses his mother forced him to wear that he didn’t even mind the sting in his cheek.


A hulking shadow moved between the hedges, and Bastian stepped out onto the lawn. He found the Beast sitting on the lip of one of the fountains. He seemed to gather darkness around him, hiding his face from view every time Bastian tried to get a clearer glimpse.


“I know this house,” said Bastian.


The Beast dipped his claws into the water. They looked too chipped and worn to be frightening. “Do you?” he said, as if it really didn’t matter one way or the other.


Bastian squeezed his hands into fists. “Yes. Did my father know? Did he see this place as I do?”


“Everyone here sees what they want to see. If he wanted a blackened tower crawling with horrors, that is what he got.”


“What do you see?” Bastian asked.


The Beast seemed surprised, the shadows nearly pulling away from his face. Then he breathed a heavy sigh and said, “All my sins.”


Bastian thought of the perfume drifting from his mother’s room. The fear that scent conjured, and the guilt. “Do you have so many?” he asked, wondering what a Beast could possibly know of such things.


The Beast raked his claws along the edges of the stone fountain. “Aren’t you afraid to find out?”


“I think if you were going to kill me you would have done so already.”


The Beast nodded slowly, as if a little ashamed of himself, and bowed his head.


Bastian took a step closer. “Why did you bring me here?”


The Beast stilled. “A rose for a rose,” he said after some time.


Bastian flushed, suddenly too warm in the strange summerlike heat. The Beast didn’t look at him, but Bastian could feel him waiting for a response. It frightened Bastian more than sharp teeth and jagged claws. He turned and hurried back up the path.


That evening, Bastian sat alone before another sumptuous feast, half wanting the Beast to join him, half fearing it, but the minutes ticked by with no sign of him. Bastian picked at his food, wondering where the Beast went when he was not darkening the hallways. Did he have his own room like Bastian’s? If so, he hadn’t seen it. Perhaps the Beast roamed the woods, terrorizing the countryside. It was hard to imagine. Maybe he sighed the surrounding peasants to death. Bastian laughed, then shoved his plate away and buried his face in his arms. The loneliness was worse than any Beast. He walked back to his room, shut the door, and wept.


He was weeping when he woke beside the river in his dream. A cup lay spilled at his feet. He had been drinking from the water that bubbled past but could no longer remember whether it had tasted fair or foul. A branch snapped behind him, and he turned. The young man with the amber eyes was watching him. “Have you found me yet?”


“I’ve looked in all the rooms,” Bastian said. “I’ve opened every door. Even the cellar and the attic. I know it all by heart.”


“And there’s no space for me in it.” The young man nodded gravely, as if he had known all along.


“No,” said Bastian. “That’s not what I meant.” But the mist was already rising around him.


“I’m right in front of you.” The young man’s voice was only a whisper now. “Can’t you see me?” Then the dream faded with the dawn.


Of course, Bastian hadn’t been entirely honest. He hadn’t yet been in his mother’s room, had avoided it as one would a poisonous spider. And he hadn’t found any sign of the Beast’s lair. Perhaps he didn’t even sleep in the house, but in a cave somewhere like an animal.


Bastian took out one of the fine suits from the wardrobe, a bright green color like spring moss that matched his eyes. He marveled at how well the clothes fit his body, as his brothers’ hand-me-downs had never done. Then he wandered the corridors again, coming slowly to his mother’s room. Just as he opened the door, he thought he heard her laugh, as jagged and sharp as broken glass, but the room was empty like all the others.


He remembered years ago, sitting slumped in the chair before the vanity weeping into his hands as his mother scolded him. He had cut off his long black hair with a pair of kitchen shears and stood before the mirror in glorious triumph. His mother had found him and slapped him hard enough to draw blood.


“What have you done, you ugly girl?” she shouted. And then she marched him to her room and painted his face, swathing his shorn head in scarves and hats, trying to hide what could no longer be hidden. That he wasn’t the girl she wanted, that he never would be.


Bastian shuddered as he stared at the heavy gilt-framed chair and the rose-canopied bed, the scent of his mother’s perfume—lilac and violet—filling the air. The smell had lingered at her sickbed, mixing with the stench of death, so he could no longer stomach it.


He backed out of the room and slammed the door shut.


He fled back to his own room, with its familiar books and papers, and dived under the blankets. How strange to come so far from his past and find it everywhere around him, smothering him. He wondered again what the Beast saw when he roamed the halls, and it suddenly occurred to him that he had never really searched his own room, had merely taken its familiarity for granted.


He inspected the back of the wardrobe, under the carpets and bed, behind the curtains. Nothing. Then he pulled back the tapestry of a beautiful lady with a tiger resting its head in her lap. He paused. There was a door there he was sure he had never seen before. It was formed from rough and heavy wood, so black it might have been burned. Beyond it lay a spiraling stone stairway ascending into darkness. He had read enough books to know that he should not go up there. All the same, he took a candle from his bedside table and plucked the rose from its vase, slipping it back into the buttonhole of his coat for courage. The red of its petals looked even more potent in the flickering light. Then he climbed the stairs.


He climbed a long time, until he found himself at the top of a tower—impossible, his house had never had a tower. Several torches lit the stone walls, making the shadows flicker and dance. The windows were covered in thick drapes, the mirrors that hung on every wall cracked. Bastian held up his candle, peering into the darker, unlit corners of the room. There was a nest of blankets, and above that hung an enormous painting of two young men. One had lion-colored hair just like the young man in his dreams, only this man’s mouth was set in a cruel and arrogant smile, as if he had tasted something that should have been delicious and found it wanting. The other young man was pale with hair like thistledown. He had his head in the lion-haired man’s lap, their hands clasped together. Bastian blushed, remembering the way the man in his dreams had looked at him, like he was beautiful, like he was wanted. He shivered.


Bastian turned away from the painting and made his way to the windows, hoping to catch sight of some familiar part of his long-ago home, but when he pulled back the curtains and stared at the glass in the candlelight, it seemed to shiver with color, forming into a moving picture. The lion-haired man sat on a throne wearing a crown of jewels, while the thistledown-haired man toiled away in a stable, feeding and watering the horses. Then the thistledown-haired man stood before a peddler’s ramshackle cart and pulled a wand from the pile of odds and ends. He flicked it three times overhead and was transformed: a crown graced his head also, and his rough-spun clothes turned to sable and silk. The two princes met in the woods, and the lion-haired man offered his lover a rose, white like the color of the young man’s hair. They kissed. But then the spell was broken. The false prince’s clothes turned to rags and his crown to a wreath of flowers. The true prince was enraged and struck his lover, tearing the rose to pieces. With tears in his eyes, the young man raised his wand again and cursed the prince. The petals of the rose turned as red as the flower in Bastian’s buttonhole, and the prince’s features stretched into a monstrous Beast who raged across the surface of the glass until the colors faded away and a shadow spilled over Bastian.


He turned. The Beast hovered in the doorway.


“It was you,” said Bastian. “In my dreams.”


“Have you found me at last?” The shadows fell away from the Beast’s face, and Bastian’s breath caught in his throat. The Beast’s fur was golden, his eyes the same bright amber as the man in the painting, only these eyes were softer, kinder, as if grief had worn away all the sharpness. He gestured toward the portrait. “Then you know my shame.”


“You loved him,” said Bastian, gazing up at the thistledown-haired man above them. “Why did you turn him away?”


“I was a fool. He deceived me, yes, but I was too proud to understand why. I won’t make the same mistake again.” The Beast stepped closer, his eyes shining in the dark. “Do you love me, Beauty? I hoped you would the moment your father took my rose. We’ve both been alone for so very long.” He leaned down and kissed Bastian’s mouth, fur soft as velvet against his skin. “May I sleep with you tonight?” He slid Bastian’s coat down his shoulders, began to unbutton his shirt. “I won’t turn you away.”


Bastian leaned into his touch, reveling in the sleekness of the Beast’s fur, the heat of his mouth, the marvel of being wanted. Then he heard his mother’s voice in his head, laughing in disgust, telling him how ugly he was. He saw his brothers’ faces when he had put on their clothes for the first time, embarrassed, angry, merciless. Bastian pulled away and backed into the window.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I—I wish to go home.”


The Beast frowned. “Would you leave me now when we’ve only just found each other?” He reached out a massive paw as if to stroke Bastian’s cheek, then seemed to remember the sharpness of his claws and drew back.


Bastian stared at his own hands. They were shaking. “Please, just for a few weeks, so I can think…”


“You won’t come back,” said the Beast.


“I will,” said Bastian.


“Then go.” The Beast turned away. “I won’t stop you.”


Bastian ran all the way down the stairs. When he crashed through the secret door, he slid down to the floor, curling into himself, breath coming in gasps. He sat there for some time trying to still his thunderous heart. He could still feel the Beast’s fur beneath his fingers.


Little by little, sounds began to break through the silence. It had been so long since Bastian had heard the echo of laughter and the crystal clinking of glasses raised in a toast that he didn’t realize, at first, what he was hearing. He got up, still trembling, and opened the door to the hall, but there was no familiar corridor here. He stood in a dining room unlike any he had ever seen before. At the head of a great table sat his father and brothers with half a dozen guests, champagne filling their glasses. He looked back the way he had come, and his old room was gone.


“Bastian!” cried his father, pushing back his chair. His brothers only stared, open-mouthed. “It is my youngest come back to us. How did you escape the Beast?”


Bastian found his voice at last. “He let me leave.”


“Let you?” said one brother.


“You didn’t slice his throat and get away?” said the other.


“No,” Bastian said. “No, he’s not like that. The Beast was kind to me.”


The guests laughed merrily, as if Bastian had made a wonderful joke. “Come, tell us all about it,” said a woman with sapphires dripping down her dress. “Did he lock you in his tower and keep you in chains?”


“Does he ravage the villagers and pick his teeth with their bones?” asked a gray-haired lady, peacock feathers sprouting from her hair.


“Maybe he collects young men to feed his monstrous appetites.” The company turned to one another and nodded enthusiastically.


But no matter how hard Bastian tried to tell the truth—that the Beast had never hurt him, would never hurt anybody ever again—they didn’t want to hear it.


“He may be horrible, but he is very rich,” said one brother, pouring Bastian a glass of champagne, then raising his own in a toast.


“And it is because of his riches that we are here now,” said the other. “We have made better use of them than he, no doubt.”


“Well,” said his father. “You’re safe with us. That’s all that matters.”


Bastian tried to imagine his sad-eyed, melancholy Beast feasting on oysters and drinking wine with the assembled guests while they laughed and prodded him with their forks, goading him to violence. The champagne bubbled through Bastian’s blood, and he began to feel sick.


When he lay awake that night, in a strange bed with damask curtains, he didn’t think of the river or the prince. He thought of the day his mother had died, her skin sickly, sweat-drenched, lips bloodied. She had squeezed Bastian’s hand so tightly and made him promise to be a proper lady, to put away these childish thoughts of being something else entirely. He had smiled and nodded and promised her. He would be good, of course he would. Then he had gathered his dresses and petticoats and burned them under an autumn sky, putting on his brothers’ old hand-me-downs instead. They had rolled their eyes and scoffed. His father had said nothing. For the first time in years, Bastian had felt like he could breathe.
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Weeks passed in a haze of parties and opulent diversions. Operas, balls, fox hunts… Bastian drowned them all in wine and tried not to think about that window where the pictures came to life, or the Beast who waited for him with his soft golden fur and his mouth like silk.


Then one evening his brothers came to him with sly smiles and half a bottle of whiskey. “You’re too sad,” they said. “You should be happy to escape the Beast. Now we have everything we’ve ever wanted.”


“I know what you need,” said one, pulling a red card from his pocket.


“Come with us tonight,” said the other. “There are places even someone like you can go for an evening of comfort and affection.”


“People who won’t care about what you lack.” His brother lifted a purse full of gold coins in one fist.


Bastian took the card and frowned. He glanced at the rose still in his buttonhole, the rose that had once been just that shade of red, now browned and wilted. He dropped the card and pushed them away.


“Maybe he loves the Beast?” They laughed at him. “Maybe he wishes the Beast would eat him up.” They turned on him as one. “You really are a freakish creature.”


That night Bastian dreamed of the Beast’s garden. The branches of the rosebushes were bare, rosehips swollen in the snow. When had winter intruded on that enchanted place? Bastian had known only sunshine and warmth during his stay there. He wandered through the twisted rows, a growing sense of unease settling over him, until he came to a figure crumpled in a drift of white. It was the Beast, his face slack as in death.


The air seemed to freeze in Bastian’s throat. How long had it been? A month? A year? He had lost track of the days entirely. He rushed to the Beast. His body was cold and still. “I’ve come back,” said Bastian, shaking him hard. “You must wake up. Please.”


The Beast didn’t stir, but a light sprinkling of snowflakes began to fall. “I’m here now, see? I’m here. You can wake up.” Bastian began to weep, his tears melting the snowflakes on his cheeks and blurring the edges of everything.


When he awoke, he could still feel the chill of winter on his skin, the hollowness in the pit of his stomach. He should never have left. “I want to go back,” he whispered. “Please let me go back.”


He scrambled out of bed and stumbled toward the bedroom door. He flung it open, and the corridor in his father’s new house was gone. He was back in the garden between the orange trees, snowdrifts piled high around him as he raced outside in his bare feet. The cold slipped easily through his nightclothes until he was shivering, but he didn’t stop until he came to the rose garden.


The rosebushes had grown wild in his absence, stretching into a high thicket with thorns as long as the Beast’s claws. Between the tangled branches Bastian could just make out the familiar bulk of the Beast’s body, but there was no way through to him without being cut to pieces.


Bastian stared up at the thorns. He didn’t want to go back to his father’s house—the hollow parties, the strangers who whispered about him behind his back. He wanted the Beast’s sad eyes to look at him as he had that night in the tower, as if Bastian was worth all the roses in the Beast’s garden.


“I’m coming,” Bastian whispered. Then he shut his eyes and pushed through the branches, clenching his teeth as the thorns dug into his skin, blood blooming red against the snow. The branches cracked and snapped around him, pulling away, until he finally broke through.


The Beast lay still before him, and Bastian gave a hoarse cry. Too late. He was too late.


Then the body beneath him moved. The amber eyes opened. “You came back. I didn’t think you would,” murmured the Beast.


Bastian fell to his knees, relief flooding him. “You’re alive,” he said. “I thought…” He shuddered at the image of the Beast lying dead at his feet. Frozen and still forever, leaving Bastian alone.


The Beast lifted a paw and brushed back a strand of Bastian’s hair. “Would you have wept for me?”


Bastian nodded, tears already spilling down his cheeks. “I should never have left you,” Bastian continued. “I was afraid you wouldn’t really want me.”


“I told you,” said the Beast. “I won’t make the same mistake again.”


“Even though I’m—?” Bastian gestured down at his own body, the body no one had ever quite accepted or wanted.


“Don’t you understand yet, Beauty?” the Beast said, pulling him closer. “That’s why I chose you. Only we can see each other for who we truly are.”


The Beast kissed him then until the cold faded and the sun burned through the clouds, the garden blooming green and scarlet around them. When Bastian opened his eyes again, the man in his dreams, the prince with the lion-colored hair, lay beneath him. If Bastian tilted his head to the side, he could just see the outline of the Beast in his face, like a trick of the light.


Bastian smiled. “Shall we try again?” he asked. He pulled the prince to his feet.


In the distance, Bastian could see that the house had changed. It wasn’t the same familiar lemon-colored manor from his childhood, but it wasn’t a blackened tower, either. It was a cottage covered in wild roses, some as white as thistledown, others as red as blood.


The prince nodded and squeezed Bastian’s hand. Then together they made their way to the cottage under the summer sun and out of this tale.


MONSTER REFLECTION


I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t fascinated by witches. Witches were powerful and wild, free to do as they pleased. What could be more attractive to a child? Witches could be monsters themselves, but also friends with monsters: imps and Baphomets, demons and familiars. I remember finding a copy of Erica Jong’s Witches on my mother’s bookshelf in elementary school, paging through the pictures of those wild women and that monster of monsters, the Devil, both terrified and delighted. I wanted what those women had: the power, freedom, and will to change my fate.
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OTHER FISH



BY ALEXANDRA VILLASANTE


Your dirt-poor grandmother prayed to Yemanjá that she might find a man to love her, even though she was the darkest of all her sisters—lastima que eres tan negra, your bisabuela told her.


Your unfortunate mother prayed to Yemanjá that she might find a man to take her away from this backwater corner of Uruguay, forty kilometers from the border with Brazil and a million miles from a life worth living.


And now you stand, an hour before dawn, clutching a paper boat you carefully made, bottom sealed with wax to ensure it would carry your message to Yemanjá, the mother of the sea, the demigoddess your family prays to alongside La Virgen and Jesus.


This late in January, it’s cold enough that you augment your usual Paladins hoodie and matching team sweatpants worn under your uniform skirt with a navy blue puffer coat two sizes too big. Isa would say it’s cold enough to freeze a witch’s teat, which you’ve argued doesn’t make sense and is an unfair characterization of witches of all genders.


You’re stalling. Isa is why you’re here, why you have to get La Madre’s help. At the water’s edge, toes bare, you step into the icy water. This is crucial; the discomfort is how she’ll know you are sincere; the touch of your bare skin will echo the drop of your blood placed amid your written words.


You bend down, whisper La Madre’s name, and float the paper boat, a guttering votive aflame at its center, praying that it won’t sink. It rocks on the low tide, wavering into the sea as if it’s unsure if it should go forward or run back to the safety of your hands.


You watch until it disappears. Dawn breaks, a crack of orange glass against the gray that quickly gets blurred, then snuffed out by the sky.


Nothing happens. You drink hot café con leche from the thermos and wonder how much longer you can spend on the futile, the superstitious, and the embarrassing. How much longer before you have to leave or you’ll miss the school bus.


Then—


A line of bubbles appears on the water, near the rock where you sit, an exhalation from the depth of the ocean, a breath of brine and mineral secrets. Oil-slick skin breaks the surface of the waves, splashing laps of water over your rock; you stand so you don’t get wet. The seallike skin is shiny, black, and voluptuous as it rises, then coils around to reveal tentacles, flowing like whirlpools around and around, the undersides a dusky lavender. The thermos drops from your hand—you didn’t even realize you were still holding it—and on and on the creature rises. You think sea lion; you think giant squid; you think leviathan; you think monster.


Massive shoulders tattooed with delicate tracery of seaweed and spangled with barnacles like a pearl necklace gone magnificently awry. A shake of sodden hair reveals a face like a terrible surprise, wide eyes, livid lips on a curving, dangerous mouth and teeth—


She’s going to swallow me whole, you think.


“Hello, little fish.”
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I didn’t have time to change before my shift started at the bookstore, but Anika—newly promoted assistant manager—hates the Catholic-schoolgirl look, so I’m wearing one of the T-shirts we sell, with Savoy Bookshop and Café printed above a steaming cup of whatever you want it to be.


“Almost done with those fairy-door things?” Anika asks from upstairs. I’m sitting on the floor on the lower level in the children’s books section, trying to get the tiny battery in this even tinier diorama behind a fairy door to work. It’s a replica of our own bookshop, about the size of a thick hardback book, and looks as if the spine had been removed and instead of pages, you could see the bookshop you’re standing in, like you were a giant looking in on fairies. Very trippy.


Unfortunately, this thing has to be at toddler-eye level—and no matter what I do or how I contort myself to set it up, it won’t turn on. Finally, in desperation, I just jiggle it, and the little light blinks on.


“Yeah, all done.” I dust off my skirt, pull up my knee socks since I have neglected to shave since New Year’s Eve almost a month ago, and trudge up the stairs. Anika looks worried, and I can’t blame her. She, Isa, and I are the only people in the store.


“I’m going to go in the back and check stock. You two can handle things, right?”


Things are a totally empty shop and a cold afternoon that is bucketing down rain. Before I can make a snide remark about managing the ravening hordes, Isa pipes up.


“You know we can, boss!” she says from behind the behemoth espresso machine. She doesn’t even sound snarky when she says it.


I get another fairy-door-diorama thing out of an old tea chest—the kind they used to ship tea in at the time of the Boston Tea Party, a wooden crate with metal corners designed to scratch up your shins as you pass. The artist who makes them for us, who was probably at the Boston Tea Party, packs the dioramas in old newspaper and wool from her alpacas.


“Try this one,” Isa says, handing me a mug of something she concocted.


“You know I don’t try unless you tell me what it is.”


“Nothing you’re allergic to, nothing you don’t believe in, nothing you can complain about.” She knows me so well. She’s my best friend, after all, and best friends keep a running list of things you hate; it’s in the job description.


There’s thick golden foam topping the mug and a sprinkling of what smells like ginger. I’m thinking golden latte or something close.


“It’s not a golden latte,” Isa says, reading my mind. “I’m gonna try giving these out next time we have a busy Saturday afternoon, to the first five people who can name a book about wizards, witches, and magical schools that isn’t a problematic trash fire.”


“The Troubled Girls of Dragomir Academy,” I say without hesitation and take a sip. It’s gingery and has turmeric like a golden latte, but it’s got something else thick and sweet weighing it down.


“I know you can name a thousand books, you total nerd, but I’m trying to encourage the masses. What do you think?”


“It’s very yummy. And you put white chocolate in it for me.”


“Yup.” She smiles. “How I’m best friends with someone so basic that she likes white chocolate, I don’t know. What would our ancestors say?”


Her Dominican ancestors gifted her with tight brown curls—extra bouncy in this humidity. She has to keep pushing them over to the side of her head that isn’t shaved. During school, she parts her hair down the middle to keep her shaved hair secret from the nuns at St. Bede’s. But every other moment of her life, she’s showing it off.


My ancestors—either the colonizers or the Indigenous people of the Southern Cone of South America—gave me hair so black and so straight that humidity just makes it straighter. As Isa jokes, I’m her straightest friend in more ways than one.


I put the mug down only when I’ve finished every drop; I missed lunch, so my stomach is telling me to ransack the display case for a bagel or pastry to tide me over.


“Want more?” Isa asks. She lifts the metal steamer jug over my mug at the same time I shake my head and cover it with my hand. I just watch as the stream of golden milk scalds the back of my hand, like it’s not my hand, like it’s not burning me.


The next second, Isa has dragged me to the sink and is running cold water over my hand, apologizing over and over again.


“It’s okay,” I say. “It’s fine.” But fuck, it hurts.


“Jesus, Ines, I’m so sorry. Let me get Anika, or the first aid kit, something!”


My hand is throbbing under the numbing stream of cold water, and I’m kind of in a daze, disconnected from the pain in my hand. My brain wants to think about other things, like how intensely brown Isa’s eyes are. And they’re wayward, too, like her hair; too full of light and mischief to stay any place too long. But now they’re locked on mine, worried.


Isa always complains that her lips are too full—the amount of Blistex I have to buy to keep these puppies lubricated, she jokes—and I tell her to stop being idiotic, that she’s beautiful; some girls would kill to have lips like hers. But I never really saw them, never looked at them up close. As she holds my shoulder with one hand, my burning hand with the other, I can feel her chest rising and falling; she’s holding me like I might fall, and I might. Why have I never noticed her eyes, her lips? She’s got her teeth buried in her bottom lip like biting into a ruby fruit, and it’s so clichéd I can’t let myself do this.


“Are you okay, nena?” she asks.


Somewhere in me, in a location I didn’t even know existed, a lock slips out of place.


We’re friends. We’re friends.


Maybe it’s a faulty battery that I jiggled that finally came on, like the little fairy dioramas dotted around the store. This location, this room, wasn’t even there before, and now the whole secret space blazes with light. I can see every corner, every unread book in this room, every comfortable chair, and Isa. She’s always been in this room.


After a thousand years, I pull my hand out of the water and pat it dry with a paper towel.


“I’m fine, nena,” I say. “Stop worrying.”


“You had me worried with all that zoning out,” she says, regaining a little of her smile.


“I forgot to eat,” I say, and she jumps into action, heating up a pastry from the café, something stuffed with nuts and white chocolate and cinnamon she knows I love.


Because she’s my best friend, and that’s what we are to each other.


That can’t change.








[image: image]














You haven’t moved from your rock; your socks and shoes are sloshing with water, your mother’s favorite thermos miles out to sea by now. This is what always happens to you when disaster strikes, you realize. You freeze, a deer in headlights. It’s the thing your mother hates about you, and your mother loves you a lot. She just can’t stand how, in the face of an accident—a spilled drink, a crashed car or a broken window, a slapped face—you freeze when you should move.


The monster—it can’t be Yemanjá, the beautiful goddess of the sea, whose stylized, painted portrait sits at the altar in your bedroom, a pale goddess, light blue dress clinging to her hips, star crown on her head, pearls falling from her hands. This creature is nothing like her. She sprawls over fathoms of sea—she might even be the sea for all you can understand. The light of dawn gets dimmer the longer she’s before you, and she’s not still, she’s not here for you—she’s in abeyance, waiting for—what?


“Cat got your tongue, child? Or do landfolk no longer talk out loud? It’s been a while since I’ve gotten a note from one of you, but not that long!” She throws back her head, and you hear shrieking birds in her laugh. She raises both her arms above her head, as if she were lounging on the very sky. She winks.


“I… I didn’t call you,” you finally stammer. Of course, it’s the wrong thing to say; you never have the right thing to say. You are the worst, as your mother tells you, the worst in a crisis, the worst when things go wrong. That’s why she sent you to St. Bede’s. You can’t be trusted.


“You really did, little fish. When you asked for help, help of that kind, well, it comes only from someone like me, not the pale memory of an African orisha your people remade to look like Bettie Page. Pfft,” she says, rolling her shoulders even wider, her breasts and stomach rippling with laughter.


You turn to scramble off the rock, to run. Oh, sure, your mother’s voice says in your head. Now you run? When this monster has you in her sights, when she’s smiling at you with enough teeth to disembowel a shark. Now you think to run? Nossa Senhora!


“Pececito,” the monster says, and it’s as if she’s speaking in your mother’s voice. It stops you in your tracks, turns you around to face her.


“You won’t find what you’re looking for anywhere else. And you’re in deeper trouble than you know. I can help. For a price.” Your knees quiver and bend. You have to sit on your wet rock again or you’ll fall into the sea, into the many arms of this monster. You sit.


“Now. Tell me what you want,” she says.
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Anika sent me home with a dressing on my hand and a stern reprimand to be more careful. Then she muttered to herself about workplace accidents and insurance as Mamá held the umbrella over my head so I could slide into the car without getting drenched.


“Bye, beastie, feel better!” Isa said from the door. When I started calling her my bestie, she started calling me her beastie, and it stuck. We’re friends like that, only now I want to screw that whole thing up?


“What happened?” Ma asks, and I tell her a story. It involves zoning out and not moving fast enough and not being careful enough. It doesn’t involve telling her about Isa and how I feel like a thin membrane between us, thin as the pith between segments of oranges, has been peeled away.


“Menina, you have to be more careful!”


So I become more careful and call in sick the next day because I’m a fucking coward. Then I call out Sunday, even though I know I’m disappointing everyone and freaking my mother out. I stay in my room and think.


“Your abuela wants to talk to you, Ines,” Mom says on Sunday afternoon—she holds out the family iPad, the one that has nothing on it except Facebook, Solitaire, and WhatsApp. It’s like her words wake me up, and I see my messy room the way Ma must see it, plates stacked on top of one another, candy wrappers stuffed into mugs of questionable substances.


“Okay. I’ll clean up right after I talk to her.” I take the iPad and watch as Ma hangs my laundered and pressed uniform from the doorknob. Once she’s gone, I tell Abuela to wait a second, then go and make sure Mamá isn’t lurking in the hallway, listening. She isn’t, but I close the door tight because nothing says she wouldn’t come back and eavesdrop. It’s sort of her vibe, all-knowing, all-listening, all-chismeando. If you’ve heard good gossip, odds are it came from mi mamá.


Finally, I sit on my bed and pick up the iPad so I can properly see my grandmother’s face.


“There you are, mija! I was getting worried I’d have to talk to the ceiling!”


“Sorry, Nonna. It’s good to see your face.”


When I was little and Abuela was still in Uruguay, I thought I could feel the distance, the thirteen-hours-on-a-plane distance, the summertime in winter distance. Now that she lives in Florida with my tía, she feels closer, even though I don’t see her that much more often.


“¿Estas escuchando, nena?” she says, sounding a little concerned.


“Yes, sorry, I’m listening. I hurt my hand at work, that’s all.”


“I know; I was asking you how you are feeling. Your mamá seems to think that something else is wrong and that’s why you have been gloomy and in bed the whole weekend. Those are her words,” Abuela says, holding up a hand like a disclaimer. “You know I make no judgments!” She says it like it’s a joke, but it’s true. Abuela doesn’t ever judge me. She never thinks I’m too slow or too messy or too anything. She just tells me I’m doing my best and that’s enough. But is it? And when it comes to Isa and me, is doing nothing but hiding enough?


“I have a question.”


“Okay, I may have answers.”


I give Abuela the little smile that deserves.


“No, seriously. A serious question.”


“Bueno. I’m ready.”


“Tell me about Yemanjá. How did you get her to do what you asked?”


Her brown face crinkles under her sunglasses. She’s sitting by the pool in my tía’s gated complex in Naples. “You don’t just get a diosa to do what you want, mijita. That’s not how it works.”


“You know what I mean. How did you get her help?”


She takes off her sunglasses, I guess so she can see me better. It feels like she’s trying to squint her way into my soul. But she doesn’t ask a thousand questions like Mamá would. She sighs and sits back.


“Okay, well, you know it was a very different world when I was your age and where I lived in las afueras, you know the faraway places from the city?”


I think about introducing Abuela to the term boondocks, but I don’t want to stop her flow. I just nod.


“Okay, so there I was, morena como me ves, even though my mother kept me away from the sun as much as possible and made me wear a hat and long sleeves to the beach. She was desperate to make me as light-skinned as possible, ¿sabes? You know people thought that was the way to raise girls in those days. They had to be beautiful, and that meant white.”


My grandmother is beautiful. At nearly eighty years old, her skin has few wrinkles, her thick, black hair touched with gray and curling away from her face, her brown eyes clear and full of intelligence. It’s one of my favorite faces in the whole world.


“So, what is a girl to do when her sisters find novios and she cannot? What does she do when her own mamá tells her that she won’t ever get a husband and will have to stay and take care of her parents forever? Which, by the way, I did anyway, but that’s another story.”


“You know I love your stories, Abu,” I say.


“Don’t interrupt. Where was I? Oh, yes. I was desperate. I prayed to God. I prayed to La Virgen. And I know that sometimes, God answers a prayer with silence. But sometimes, in that silence, he plants an idea. My idea was to ask La Madre de la mar for help.”


“Yemanjá,” I breathe, like it’s a prayer, and maybe it is.


“Sí. Yemanjá. It was almost her feast day, February second. It was the middle of summer, so we were preparing for the big feast on the beach in Rocha, near where we lived. On the second, the beach would be full of people dressed in blue and white, statues of Yemanjá, and little paintings. Like the one I gave you at your quince, te acuerdas?”


“I remember.” I have my own altar, with a tiny print of Yemanjá striding out of the water next to candles, a colorful tray I got on sale at Target that says Recuérdame, and photos of Abuelo Floro and our first dog, Chichi.


“Bueno. So I sneak out two days before the feast, the last day of January, and I bring a stub of a candle, fosforos, a little paper boat I made, and a bottle of wine with just a sip left, so I thought no one would notice. And that’s it. You know the rest.”


I almost leap through the screen. “I need to know exactly what you did, Abuela. Like, walk me through the whole ritual.”


“¿Otra vez? But I’ve told you a thousand times, mija. Why do you want to know?”


“Because maybe I want to pray to Yemanjá, too. Maybe I need to ask her for something.”


Abuela’s face, usually so full of joy, falls into worry.


“Ines, amor. Are you in trouble?”


“No! Nothing like that!” The subtext here is that I’m pregnant, because what other trouble could a girl like me get into?


“Because you need to talk to your mamá if it’s anything serious. You can’t pray to anyone to help you with something like that.”


“No, I promise, Abuelita. I’m really okay. I just. I wish I were different.” I mean, I wish I weren’t different. I can’t afford to be different. I need to be the way I was two days ago, before I saw Isa with new eyes, before I found the hidden room inside me, before I knew more than I wanted to know about myself. It shouldn’t be hard to turn off that light, close up that room, pretend I never saw myself from a new angle. But I’ve tried all weekend, and I can’t stop thinking about it. What I want, what I need, is for things to go back to the way they were. Where I felt that Isa was my ride-or-die and that I was her beastie, her straight friend who understood, her ally friend. I need to go back to that reality.


Abuela tells me in detail exactly how she prepared her little boat, lit the flame, and launched it into the sea.


“And then what?” I ask.


She shrugs. “A few weeks later, your Abuelo Floro was visiting Rocha with friends from Montevideo for turismo, and when we met, we fell in love. Or he fell in love with me, even though I did go outside without my hat, despite my mother’s wishes. Or maybe it was because of that. And from him, and your father, you got your green eyes. Y asi pasó,” she says with a sigh.
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