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Praise for This Wound Full of Fish


‘In this dazzling and moving literary debut, Lorena Salazar takes us to the heart of the Colombian jungle and shows us, in enveloping and addictive prose, sorority in its purest form and the brutal contrasts of human nature’


Fernanda Melchor, author of Hurricane Season


‘A novel of breathtaking landscapes and an accurate portrait of mothers’ fears, and of violence, always latent, like a beast in the dark’


Pilar Quintana, author of The Bitch


‘A brilliant debut novel’


Vogue


‘Bright and brimming with sisterhood. Overwhelming’ 


El Cultural


‘The dazzling literary debut of Lorena Salazar Masso from the heart of the Colombian jungle, from the very heart of violence . . . Lorena Salazar knows well the soul of the dispossessed’ 


El Asombrario






For Mum and Dad
And for Jorge Luis
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‘A river sounds ceaseless near.
For forty years I’ve felt it.
It is the singsong of my blood
or a rhythm I was gifted.’


Gabriela Mistral, ‘Cosas’ from Tala (1938)
Translated from the Spanish by
Anna Deeny Morales





One



The boy and I arrive at the dock in Quibdó. We’re looking for a canoe that will take us both, plus the soft toy penguin he’s been carrying since we left home, to Bellavista. We sit on the concrete steps that lead to the Atrato river, I buy him a mango with lime and salt from a woman nearby, and we wait. Mornings belong to the birds; they sing from the trees along the bank, even the youngest with nests of bald-headed chicks, starving and defenceless.


‘Look, Ma, a birdie,’ he says.


‘It’s not a birdie, it’s a vulture,’ I tell him, my mouth full of mango.


The turkey vulture perches on a rubbish bag. I don’t want to explain to the boy the difference between that ominous creature and a birdie, and he doesn’t ask. The animal takes flight and the current sweeps the bag down the river.


The town begins on the river’s right bank and spreads into a jungle that makes it pay, resisting the invasion and reclaiming its space by filling the walls with damp and mould. In Quibdó, the Atrato smells of salt fish, oranges and wet wood. Cutting deep through the land, watched over by rickety old houses, kept company by women and children who wash clothes on its bank. This is the river in its infancy; it’s born in Carmen de Atrato and meets its end in the Caribbean Sea. The townspeople live off it: fishing, sailing along it and singing, or praying to its waters. A thick, fleshy arm of black earth.


Once in the jungle, the Atrato doesn’t shimmer like the Amazon. It’s nothing like the greenish Cauca or the Magdalena, which roars through the country in a foaming fury. Sometimes dusty grey, sometimes cinnamon-brown, it smells like turning the pages of a photo album that’s lain untouched for years.


Tied to the dock, waiting to fill up with passengers and food: three wooden canoes and two grubby white skiffs. Each with its captain on board, getting ready for the day. Every morning, on the way to school, the boy and I play at waking the town: we cross Calle Alameda as the shops are opening their doors; we wave to the butcher, stroke the chicks in the pet shop and sneak glances at the drunks slumped over their tables in the bar, who according to the boy are dolls. Meanwhile, labourers unload sacks of rice, the brothel has its balcony doors shut – they sleep late there – and baskets of limes and carts of plantains line up along the roadside. A wild-haired woman I’ve known for years shouts down from her balcony, telling us we’re late, and the two of us quicken our pace.


The town begins each day filled with hope, like a child opening a book for the first time. Hope that wanes when the sun hits its highest point and begins to sink down over the jungle. The muggy heat of Quibdó afternoons is heavy, the sun smothering; it shines on people’s foreheads until four or five, when it explodes into a downpour. This isn’t rain: this is the sky collapsing in on the shops, their wares displayed outdoors since morning.


People don’t know where I’m going with the boy; they walk beside us as if it were any other day. A few Willys trucks await bunches of green plantains that will come by boat from riverside settlements and be delivered to shops around town. One canoe, the smallest, fills up with three indigenous men and two sacks from the market. The men row across the river standing up, steady and serene in their orange, blue and lime-green shorts. The dock grows crowded with travellers, and we prepare to board the cheapest canoe. The boy doesn’t really understand where we’re going – I told him it was just a boat trip – and I hide my sadness at returning to the place that was once my home, but where no trace of my childhood remains. Though traces of the boy’s childhood do.


The canoe will set off in half an hour, and we’ll go with it. The captain, a woman with dark skin, is wearing flip-flops and a green dress embroidered with indigenous designs – dreams, visions, scattered predictions. She waves from the canoe and shouts for us to throw her our luggage so she can put it in the hold. I look at the boy, a flea clinging to my dress, and I can sense his fear. I suggest a game: we’ll count to three and then toss our things into the canoe. One, two, three: clothes for the next few days, pyjamas and toothbrushes, fly through the air in a little suitcase. The captain stows it in a compartment near the engines and looks back at us. I throw her my bag as well, and the boy’s penguin.


‘What shall I throw, Ma?’


The captain looks at him and tells him to jump, that there’s no need to be scared, that she’ll catch him. I take hold of the lime-shaped charm at my neck and kiss it. As soon as he sees me, the boy knows he can jump. The charm is a sign he invented one night, completely sure of himself. 


‘Ma, whenever you have the lime between your teeth it means you’re saying yes to everything.’


Children make unbreakable rules; I submit to his law. In return I ask him to do his homework before going out to play. Preparing him for a life full of trade-offs. We educate each other. I teach him to become and he helps me to come undone, to live in new ways, following signs nobody else would understand. He’s with me. I didn’t give birth to him, but I’m his mother and I always will be, however far he strays. That’s what I tell myself every night, in a prayer to letting go. As we stand facing the canoe I want to tell him not to jump, that we’ll go home instead and switch on the TV, that I need him. I smile and his right hand lets go of my dress, leaving it covered in creases.


‘A one, and a two, and a . . . three –’ he yells, then leaps and the captain catches him. ‘Your turn, Ma!’


Jump onto the boat or plunge into the current. The boy thinks I’m about to jump onto the boat. He sounds happy, festive: it’s a game. The shadow of jumping is plunging headlong, an act of complete surrender. I plunge headlong pretending I’m just jumping and the boy hugs me like when he comes home from school. I smooth his shirt with my hands and we sit on the wooden bench the captain points us towards. It’s white, with no backrest. If this were a tiny aeroplane, I’d say we were in seats 2B and 2C. The captain steers from the back. Unlike the times when we’ve travelled by plane, neither she nor her helper, a young guy who’s just jumped onto the canoe himself, seem surprised that my son is black and I’m white.


Meat, clothes, salt and planks of wood for a bed; candles, pencils, fruit and three crates of live chicks; corn, bedsheets, cooking pots and primary-school textbooks. Essentials bound for Bellavista. The suitcases are full of candles, nappies and powdered milk. The clothes have been reincarnated. A dress might be reborn as a skirt, a hanky, a cushion cover, a dishcloth. Nothing is wasted: what matters is that people can eat, sleep, and if possible, study.


The canoe isn’t painted. A big piece of wood – carved mangrove – that doesn’t need any colour. Our seats aren’t under the awning but I’m not afraid of the water that falls from the sky; I won’t mind getting wet when the clouds send down the storm. I just need a dry space for the boy, perhaps between the women in the back row. Only two of the benches are covered by the thick black tarpaulin.


The captain’s helper hands out lifejackets. They smell of stale laundry and I take them with feigned gratitude. The woman beside me, who the captain called Carmen Emilia, grumbles as she does hers up: ‘I bet this has never been washed.’ The boy, however, feels like he has superpowers. He sits up straighter and puffs out his chest. I check his lifejacket’s fastened properly and he’s able to breathe. He asks if he can wear it to school. No, I tell him; when we get to Bellavista we have to give them back. He pulls a face and then sits with folded arms, gazing haughtily out at the jungle.


Ten people have jumped into the canoe by now. On the bench behind us are twin sisters with waist-length braids: they introduce themselves as Rossy and Mary. Rossy asks for another lifejacket – the clasp on hers is broken. The helper gives her two to choose from: green or red. Rossy puts on the red one, smiling at him. He helps her fasten it and then returns, smiling, to the back of the boat, where he puts on the green one. The captain watches him out of the corner of her eye.


We wait for a man who’s saying goodbye to his wife. Or perhaps it’s his mother. She showers him with blessings, straightens his collar, passes him a few rolled-up banknotes and kisses him on the lips. She’s the one who irons his shirts: ‘Poor, maybe, but always spick and span.’ Because what will people say if he turns up looking shabby? That she doesn’t love him enough.


The captain starts the engines and the hands waving goodbye grow smaller. We leave the market-stall music behind and the noise of the canoe fills the air.


From the boat I can see what sustains Quibdó: the history of the river’s rages, marks left by the water in the land and the dock. Women at the windows, gossips who’ve already swept the pavement and made their husbands breakfast and can watch the world go by. Lucky things. Women who live by the river, in houses with big yards, bougainvilleas hanging from the roof and children crying in the kitchen. They take care of the river. I think they pray to it. Behind them, silhouettes of huge pairs of underpants hanging out to dry, and holy white robes in the rectory garden, ready for the sermon later on.


The captain’s feet: two swollen logs, with scars from mosquito bites and orange toenails gripping her flip-flops. People would know her by the colour of her toenails. If the boat sank, that’s how they’d recognise her: ‘There she is,’ they’d say. ‘That’s the captain.’ I hide my own feet under my bag, shame rising within me like a fever in the night. I’ve never learnt to wear flip-flops. The woman checks the engines, the cloud cover and her apron pockets, where she’s most likely keeping money and food.


The boy falls asleep minutes after we set off, a side-effect of the travel sickness pill and the river’s gentle motion. He sweats a lot as he sleeps. I fan him, wipe his forehead with a handkerchief and smooth his eyebrows with my little finger. I don’t swallow, don’t blink; my insides are in turmoil. A tear spills from my right eye and lands on the boy’s cheek. It rolls down to his mouth, wets his lips and is gone.


‘The boy swallowed your tear,’ says the woman sitting next to me, Carmen Emilia.


‘Well, I was never able to breastfeed him,’ I answer.


Carmen Emilia pretends not to hear, looking at the sky piled high with rainclouds. Maybe she’s silently muttering the name of some saint she’s carrying in her pocket, clutching it like a prayer. The flowers on her skirt are faded, her white blouse will only last a couple more washes and through it her bra is visible, cream-coloured like my skin. The woman is sweating as well and she’s as dark as my son. I grew up with women like her, women who can lean out over the river without their hair tangling in the wind.


It’s raining. Clouds rebel against the sun and tumble onto us. This isn’t a downpour, we don’t get soaked; it’s ticklish, uncomfortable. We don’t get cold, either. A warm drizzle, like drops of the boy’s sweat. I whisper that I’m going to find him a new seat so he doesn’t get wet, but he clings to my dress again, leaning against my legs. He’s at the age when they’re too big to carry but too small for a seat of their own, or perhaps I’m seeing him as younger than he is. I take a clear plastic sheet from my bag and cover him. The captain slows down, and the other people who aren’t under the awning put up big black, red and purple umbrellas. I didn’t bring one, but at least the boy’s staying dry. Carmen Emilia tries to help, holding half her umbrella over me. Rainwater lands on my hair, my shoulders, my blue-and-white striped dress. I thank her but say that I like the rain, that it’ll make me look like I’ve gone swimming with my clothes on. She laughs, showing all her teeth. Then, admitting defeat, she puts down her umbrella and says she’ll join me in the rain.


The wind drags the clouds away to the jungle, and the rain goes with them. There are no more houses in sight and the trees have been replaced by others, green stains marking the limits of the river. The boy turns around, his dark eyes on me. I see his nose through the plastic – flat, round, neat – and with a sigh, he whispers the question:


‘Are we nearly there yet?’


‘No, we’ve only just left.’


Carmen Emilia has her eyes closed. I don’t know if she’s praying or sleeping. Could an adult sleep with all this noise? Wind, snatches of words, the water slapping against the wood and the captain singing at full volume – out of tune, eyes shut – a song about some home-wrecking hussy.


I take the plastic off the boy, fold it in half and lay it in front of our seats. The sun burns bright in the cloudless sky, quickly drying our clothes. The smells of the lifejacket and my body combine: I smell like wet dog and so does the boy. He doesn’t care, he’s too busy watching Carmen Emilia. He waves his hands in front of her face to see if she’s asleep or just pretending, the way he pretends when we have visitors at home. She doesn’t even flinch.


The river sleeps. We’re sailing over a tiger that could swallow me whole at any moment, me and the boy together. How many pictures did I draw of this river as a girl? I used to repeat, time and again, how it was one of the widest in the world. I felt so proud of it. Deep, important, dangerous. After every downpour, it invaded people’s kitchens and flooded the school. Not a week went by without a girl showing up to class with damp shoes. The nuns realised what was happening and made us take them off and hand them in each morning. They left them to dry behind the fridges in the school canteen, where they kept the fizzy drinks. When we got home, our mums scolded us for having dirty socks.


The boy dozes off and Carmen Emilia wakes up. She opens her mouth wide, stretches her arms, smooths her hair with her fingers. Then she takes two bananas from her bag and offers one to me.


‘How old is he?’


‘Hmm?’


‘The boy,’ she says, chewing the banana.


I like the taste of fruit on the turn. When there are dark patches, wrinkles, bruises, wormholes. A crisp piece of fruit is never as good as one that’s suffered the passage of time. Carmen Emilia asks me to tell her about the boy, now that it’s just the two of us. People always ask things as an excuse to tell their own stories, well-worn anecdotes they’ve been weaving for years. I hardly know her, but we’ve got a lot of river ahead. So I sigh, stretch my legs and answer the question behind the question.


‘Since the boy came, I’ve spent more time by his bed than in my own, watching his breathing for hours on end. The warm puppy air going in and out of his tiny nose was reason enough for me to work and give him everything he asked for, everything I gleaned from his dark eyes. One morning, after a fitful night’s sleep by his bed, I was woken by him crying.


‘“How come I’m black and you’re white?” he asked.


‘He was four, and I wasn’t ready for that question. If he’d grown inside me, if I’d given birth to him, it wouldn’t have been any less hard. Perhaps I’d have said there are people of all different colours in the world, and when they mix together you end up with new shades. That his dad was black and I’m white, and that he’d taken the best of both of us: his father’s skin, his mother’s eyes and walk. But he doesn’t have a dad and I didn’t give birth to him.’


Carmen Emilia watches me closely; she knows how to listen. She takes my banana skin and tosses it over the side. I don’t know if she believes me. She gazes out at the river, which is as brown as the wood of the canoe. After a brief silence, I continue:


‘What happens to someone who grows up with no mother? Are they raised by the wind, by a teacher, by the woman in the corner shop? Who teaches them to pray, to be afraid, to stop making a scene? Who says: “Sweetheart, don’t do that”? Who clips their wings and who sews them back up? Who puts their feet on the ground? Not having one, at times, can be the same thing as having one. A mother is something that hurts. A wound and a scar. For a child, a mum is the person who asks if they want milk in their hot chocolate, who scolds them for going barefoot in the house, who tastes the soup first, burns their tongue and then waits for it to cool. A mother is the person who’s there.’


That day I didn’t send him to school.


In the backyard, under the lime tree, I arranged the little wooden desk he used for doing his homework. I laid out coloured pencils and paper and sat the boy down facing me. Before telling him the truth, I asked him to draw a line in every colour. He went overboard with the green, drew blue and purple circles, and filled the paper with orange, yellow, pink, red, black, beige and brown. He broke the tip of the light blue. With the rainbow sheet of paper on the table in front of us, I explained that the world is like that, multicoloured, and so are the people in it: that we’re part of nature.


‘Does that mean I’m a tree?’ he asked.


‘A tree with eyes and feet and a tongue,’ I said. 


‘And what are you?’ he asked, smiling.


‘What do you think?’ I said, standing up so he could see me in full.


‘A mummy, of course!’ he yelled.


I sat down beside him and told him the truth:


‘You’re black and I’m white because you have two mums: one is the black woman who carried you in her belly and brought you into the world. And the other is me, who’s taken care of you every day since you were a baby.’


The boy looked at the oranges as he listened.


‘The woman who gave birth to you couldn’t stay with you, with us,’ I said.


I took another sheet of paper and drew two women: one black, the other white, and a boy, black as well. I explained:


‘This is your black mum, this is your white mum and this is you.’


And besides, I went on, he was very lucky because most children only had one mum and he had two. He sniffed and seemed happy, convinced. I could have solved things by saying it was God’s work, but I’d already told him that we only hear God’s voice inside our heads, at eight o’clock at night, before going to bed. Who was going to answer if he spoke to God out loud at ten in the morning?


I asked him to do his own drawing. As well as including two mothers and a child, he filled the sky with green circles – limes. When he was nearly finished, he pointed to my outline and said:


‘Ma, you’re almost invisible.’


‘White’s a boring colour. Draw a dress on me.’


Then he coloured the white in with all the colours. My outline looked like a patchwork quilt. But in the middle, the mixture of all the colours gave way to black.


Finally, he asked if his other mother would bring us presents when she came to visit. I said yes.


‘Did he ever ask about his black mother again?’ Carmen Emilia asks me now. 


‘No. But I framed the drawings we did that day and hung them in his room. He understands he has two mums, but we don’t talk about it any more. I know that when people at school ask why he has a mum like me, he says he has two mums and laughs at them for only having one. Then he runs away, hides in the toilet and cries. He doesn’t know why, but he cries.’


The sun beats down and the trees compete with the river: they want to muscle in, to win back terrain from the waters of the Atrato. The shrieks of a bird slip through the gaps, louder and louder, and I worry they’ll disturb the boy. Pointing to a tree, Carmen Emilia tells me she sees a grey-lined hawk. She points out another, and another. She adds that it’s a pity we can’t tell if a bird is weeping or singing. I say nothing, worried she’s going to wake the boy.


‘Do you like being white?’ she asks, breaking the silence.


I run one hand over the boy’s hair, adjust his shirt and take off his green shoes. That horrible bird has stopped singing. I look at Carmen Emilia and tell her something I remember.


It’s Día de la Raza next week, which celebrates Colombia’s mix of cultures, and we have to put on a play in front of everyone, in the big courtyard at school. I don’t know how to act; I know how to pretend I have a cold, my body tingling, my neck sore, but not how to act. At a quarter past three we go into the music room, next to the medicinal herb garden, for the first rehearsal. Cream decor, no windows and a fan attached to the wall. There are mirrors everywhere, even on the ceiling, which means the nuns stay away. They’re not allowed to see their own reflections in case they go to hell for being vain. Or for being ugly. We didn’t have any music lessons this year; the room’s been empty since the teacher died of a heart attack, which apparently had nothing to do with our dreadful screeching, as he used to call it in his perfect tenor voice.
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