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      To my mother, Olga, who inspired this story,
 and to the Hanlon circle: Arthur, Allegra,
 and Arthur III.


   

      There is a picture of my mother. She’s kneeling in front of a bed of roses in the garden of our Los Angeles home, one hand

         holding down a huge straw hat against an obvious gust of wind, the other clutching weeds and roots she’s just dug up from

         the moist soil. Her long, curly hair is blowing around her face, and she’s smiling and she looks beautiful and impossibly

         happy.

      


      I had that picture in my bedroom, and it was my favorite for many years, before I learned that my mother hated gardening.

         That every plant she ever touched died. That the beautiful day in that beautiful garden was a fluke. That at the time that

         picture was taken, she was probably already thinking of another life, another place, far from me, far from us.
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      Gabriella
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      The air feels sweet and moist and just the slightest bit warm when you get off the 9 p.m. flight to Cali. It clings to your

         skin, but in the faintest, most tenuous way, like the sheerest of gauze blouses touching but not touching your arms as you

         breathe. When Gabriella tries to explain the sensation to her friends, they just don’t get it.

      


      “How can you feel or smell any air,” they always ask, “if you arrive into an airport terminal?’


      “It’s not a real terminal,” she is forever responding. And it isn’t, to her at least. It’s a building with open windows and

         no air-conditioning, and if it’s raining, drops of water sweep in, like a mist, and it makes her feel as though she’s arrived

         somewhere real and tangible and alive, so far from a carpeted airport terminal you feel like you’re in another world.

      


      Her friends from up there never come down here. They’re afraid of getting killed, or worse.


      “I don’t know what’s wrong with these people,” she complained to her father as he watched her pack the night before. “It’s

         extraordinary, really. They go to Singapore, to Turkey, to Peru! But Colombia is too dangerous.”

      


      Her father didn’t say anything, because he’s as guilty as they are, absent from her trips for over a decade.


      “They’ll go down,” he finally contributed. “They’ll fall in love with a Colombian, and then they’ll have to,” he added with

         a laugh, a laugh that tried to tell her it’s okay that once again she’s going without him.

      


      She could sense his unease, could see it in his worried blue eyes, in his tall lanky frame that tonight was coiled tight,

         his legs crossed, his arms crossed, sitting on her bed, trying to look nonchalant but swinging his foot incessantly, making

         her nervous as hell.

      


      “Try and use your time there wisely, Gabby,” he said. “Think about where you want to be a year from now. You have to make

         a plan.”

      


      Gabriella wanted to say that maybe it could be wise not to have a plan for a change, that plans interfered with creativity, but he interrupted her thoughts before she could put

         them into words.

      


      “And remember, I don’t want you driving alone, okay?” he said for the third time that evening. “And I don’t want you walking

         around without Edgar,” he added, referring to her grandmother’s bodyguard. “And I want you to call me as soon as you land

         and as soon as you get into Nini’s house. And I want you to keep that cell phone on at all times.”

      


      “Daddy!” she finally exclaimed, exasperated. “Daddy,” she repeated softer, picturing him alone in their big house for a whole

         month while she’s gone. “It’ll be okay. Nothing bad’s gonna happen,” she said placatingly, even though they both know bad

         things can happen, bad things have happened.

      


      But they happen to other people, not to her.


      “I’ll be fine,” she added, sitting next to him on the bed, her dark, curly head close to his straight, blond mane. She ran

         her fingers through his soft hair, twirling it at the nape of his neck, like she used to do when she was a little girl. “I’ll

         be fine.”

      


      Thinking of him now reminds her she has to call. A quick call.


      “Two dollars and fifty cents a minute,” he’s reminded her a dozen times, because she is a fiend with her cell phone and her

         text messages, and roaming fees to Colombia are outrageous, even for someone like him. When he answers, she speaks rapidly,

         almost furtively, and he laughs just to hear her voice, because she always makes him laugh. And she laughs, too, happy that

         he’s finally happy, that she’s arrived, that she’s fine, and that now she can embrace her days here without guilt.

      


      Tonight it smells like rain, and the wind carries a whiff of sugarcane from the refineries in the valley. She breathes deeply,

         taking in the burned, bittersweet smell, a smell most people can’t stand but whose familiarity she embraces. For a moment,

         she feels physically lighter, feels the weight of her worries loosening their grip on her: what she wants, what she’s supposed

         to do, who she’s supposed to be in six months when she graduates.

      


      “Extraordinary.” That’s what they say about her. Her father, her grandparents, her teachers. They say it to her face, and

         they talk about it when they don’t think she’s listening, ticking off the long list of potentials she could be. And if she

         could get off the treadmill of endless expectations, maybe she could focus for a moment, but she never seems to have the time.

      


      She looks out at the airstrip from the open window and gets the strongest urge to go out there and run into the darkness,

         caution be damned, beyond the point where the airport lights end and the planted fields abruptly begin. She suddenly remembers

         one summer afternoon, several years ago, when they parked the car on a dirt road and climbed up to a grassy knoll, where her

         cousin Juan Carlos and she watched the sun set and the planes take off. The sky was stunning, with sweeps of orange and purple

         and pink, and for a few minutes, they felt like the only people alive, the only ones who knew that such beauty existed and

         was available free for them.

      


      They stayed there until it was dark, and by the time they got home, it was nine and Nini was so mad.


      She’ll be here for four weeks. Same as it’s been every Christmas, for as long as she can remember.


      “Gabriella,” says the immigration agent, looking at her American passport, then speaking to her in Spanish. “Razón por la

         cual viaja?”

      


      “Vacaciones,” she replies.


      He grunts. Thumbs through the passport. Stamps. Then finally looks up at her. Unsmiling but polite, and yes, gratified that

         she’s there, a foreigner in a city that discourages foreigners.

      


      “Bienvenida a Cali, Gabriella,” he says and hands her the passport.


      Outside, Cristina Gómez waits. She waits and she frets, her perfectly glossed lips pursed, both arms clutching her handbag,

         even though Edgar is standing right by her side. Cristina hates airports in general and this airport in particular. Because

         it’s hot and chaotic. Because the cement outside of customs is always slick with rain and aguardiente and trampled fruit.

         Because hordes of people, wound tightly together like spools of yarn, strain against each other to get a glimpse of the arrivals

         through the tinted glass, their shouts of recognition blending with shouts of drunkenness as bottles are passed back and forth,

         back and forth over her head.

      


      Because she’s petite and claustrophobic and always thinks she’ll suffocate while she waits, and because it invariably reminds

         her of the accident. For years, she couldn’t bring herself to come here. Regardless of who was arriving, she would dispatch

         Edgar and go out someplace else—never staying home—so as to dispense with any semblance of waiting. But when Gabriella turned

         ten and started to fly alone, she took it as her cue to take responsibility again.

      


      Before that, Marcus would bring Gabriella for a week or two, in a gesture of solidarity with Cristina, even though they lived

         in Los Angeles and the trip was long and involved two flights. If Cristina had a soft spot for her son-in-law before the accident,

         she became his fiercest advocate afterward, supporting him through what she would teasingly refer to as his “dissolute lifestyle”—one

         girlfriend after the other. He never remarried, he didn’t have any more children. She had never demanded that he give her

         time with Gabriella, but he had understood it was the correct thing to do, and she was grateful. As the years passed, he stopped

         coming altogether. But he never denied her Christmas, even the few times Gabriella herself had begged not to come because

         she was dating one boy or another.

      


      Eleven years she’s come to pick this child up. Always at this time, from this gate, from this flight; the same flight her

         mother used to take. The wait takes place outside, and it involves throngs of people, all anxiously leaning against the railing

         that leads to the exit door. They hold signs, toddlers with flowers and gifts, cameras. Moisture sticks to her skin, and she

         feels something wet on her face. Panicking, she swats her hand against her cheek, then stops, feeling foolish as she realizes

         it’s her own perspiration damaging her matte makeup.

      


      Someone in the crowd recognizes a passenger exiting the glass doors, and the bodies heave against her. Edgar firmly takes

         her arm and steadies her, his huge presence shielding her from the others, his right hand gently resting on the gun at his

         waist.

      


      She sees Gabriella before her granddaughter sees her, and she doesn’t say anything for a few moments, not until she can quell

         her tears. She is so tall, so striking, this girl, with her straight black eyebrows, pale skin, and slate gray eyes. How had

         her tiny daughter managed to produce such a specimen?

      


      “Not to brag, but you haven’t seen a more beautiful girl” is her mantra, repeated through the years at countless luncheons,

         dinners, and tea parties. She knows her love for this girl borders on the pathological, but she simply doesn’t care. Eleven

         months of the year she devotes to Juan Carlos—her twin soul, so old and proper inside that boyish exterior—the son of her

         only son.

      


      But Gabriella.


      With Gabriella she only has four weeks to make up in every way for the other forty-eight without her, and she caters to her

         every whim. The only daughter of her only daughter. She is entitled.

      


      “There she is, Edgar,” she finally tells him, and he immediately clears a path for her to walk through the crowd.


      “Gabriella!” she shouts, waving frantically.


      “Nini!” Gabriela pushes through the crowd, the porter behind her lugging three bags and her laptop. “Nini,” she repeats, crushing

         her small grandmother and rumpling her linen suit with her hug.

      


   

      Helena
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      Querida Gabriella:


      You were born today, July 7, at 7:32 a.m. Weight: 8 pounds, 6 ounces.


      A big girl! A perfect baby girl, the doctor said.


      Wow, you came into the world with a bang!


      I think you wanted to make a statement. We were at a gallery opening and my water broke. Oops. In the middle of the show.

            I was wearing a black dress, so it wasn’t that obvious, but obvious enough. I mean, I literally dropped a bucket of water

            to the floor. I thought your daddy was going to have a heart attack as he drove to the hospital. He thought he’d have to deliver

            you himself!


      But you waited, my sweet. Very patient of you. I even had a chance to get an epidural (I’ll tell you what that is some-day).

            And here you are. Your hair is black, your eyes are blue, but they tell me that can change. Will they be like mine? You have

            your father’s mouth—a big, fat Cupid’s mouth. You look utterly beautiful to me.


      You are, dare I say it? Not what I expected. I didn’t know what to expect. An alien, perhaps. A creature bent on tearing my

            body apart, on changing my life beyond repair. I always wondered how these calm mamas did it: Push a living child out of your

            own body. How it must hurt!


      But here you are, looking up at me with those bizarrely huge eyes. I already forgot the pain!


      Your name is from the Hebrew Gabriel, which means “Strong Man of God.”


      And you’re a woman! Strong woman.


      Like Gabriela Mistral. Like Gabriel García Márquez.


      Like you, my Gabriella Richards.


      Do you notice how easily you can say Gabriella in English and in Spanish? Because you’re going to have to speak both.


      You notice I’m writing to you in Spanish?


      Spanish only in this book! This is your book. From me to you, so you don’t forget who you are and where you came from.


      So, my love, good night on this first night.


      Bienvenida, querida Gabriella.


      Te adoro.


      Mamá


      I had never been a writer. My means of expression had always been visual, out there for everyone to see. Then I got pregnant,

         a totally unplanned occurrence. At first I was truly furious with your dad, even though I knew it wasn’t his fault. It was

         the last thing I wanted, a baby. I mean, yes, I knew one of these days I’d be a mom. I just didn’t figure it had to be quite

         now, when things were just starting to happen, when I had finally lined up shows and assignments.

      


      And then, you started to grow inside me. It’s quite extraordinary, really. One thing is to get pregnant and intellectually

         know that you’ll have a baby in nine months. Quite another is feeling that baby evolve within you.

      


      “There is a maternal instinct,” I told your dad one night as I rubbed lotion onto my ever-growing belly, “and it’s been awakened!”


      I began writing this diary the day I felt you move inside me for the first time. Quite a jolt. Your dad was away and I was

         lying in bed, watching TV. And then, the barest of flutters, like butterfly wings. I thought it was my pregnant mind’s imaginings.

         And then it came again, so soft but so persistent. My belly was almost flat still. But now, the truth was undeniable. Something

         alive was inside me. I’ll have you know that I quit smoking cold turkey. I quit drinking, too.

      


      I’ll admit. All my life I’ve gotten exactly what I want. But you. You made me responsible.


      I bought a red diary because it’s my favorite color and because I figured it would contribute to generating a strong personality

         for my Gabriella.

      


      Marcus thought this writing kick was funny at first. Then he thought I would drop it in a few weeks. He humored me, because

         he always does, but I knew he thought it was a short-term project.

      


      Ha!


      I’ll show him, you’ll see. I’ll write you. Forever. So you and I can remember everything that happened today, and ten, twenty

         years from now, we can laugh together.

      


      Or cry.


      Just joking!


   

      Gabriella
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      Can we go see Mom?” she asks, snuggling against Nini in the backseat, letting her stroke her hair.

      


      “Of course, princess. Whenever you want.”


      “Did you fix the squeaky pedal on the piano?”


      She hates the squeaky pedal that whimpers every time her foot rhythmically pumps it, bringing back memories of sagging beds

         in college dorms.

      


      “Yes. I told you I did last week,” Nini says patiently. “You can play until your fingers fall off, you won’t hear a thing

         from the pedals.”

      


      Gabriella doesn’t say anything for a moment. She wants the pedal fixed, even though the last thing she wants to do right now

         is lay her hands on the keys and practice endlessly for something she can’t pinpoint.

      


      “Is Juan Carlos home?” she asks instead.


      “No, he went out tonight. But he’s taking you to some party tomorrow,” answers Nini.


      “Ooh. Nice,” she says, contented. Juan Carlos knows the right people. Always. And he always knows the right parties. “Is there

         soup for me tonight?”

      


      “Of course. Vegetable soup. And shredded beef.”


      “And my Diet Coke?”


      “Yes. I got you a whole case.”


      “Can Edgar take me to the club tomorrow?” she asks, sitting up straight in her seat. “I need to go running.”


      “Of course. I also reserved a horse for you to ride, if you wish.”


      “I’d love that, Nini. Thanks. Thanks, Edgar,” she adds, leaning forward toward the front seat and patting his arm. Edgar emits

         a half smile, half grunt. He’s been making this drive for as long as Nini has, seeing each year pass by on the face reflected

         in the rearview mirror. When she was thirteen, he taught her how to drive stick shift, making her learn in reverse first,

         one hand on the steering wheel, her other arm draped around the passenger seat to easily allow her to turn her head back.

         That, said Edgar, was the way the pros drove.

      


      Gabriella smiles, settles back. Nini is a wealthy, patrician woman. Her dad is even wealthier than that, she knows. But in

         L.A. there is no driver, no army of cooks and maids, and certainly, no grandmother taking care of every single detail in her

         life. Since she can remember, she’s done things on her own, down to meticulously scheduling her piano practice so it wouldn’t

         interfere with her father’s activities at home.

      


      But for one month of the year, she needn’t think about a single responsible thing. Someone else takes care of her. Completely.


      Heaven.


   

      Helena
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      Querida Gabriella:


      Today you took your first step. You’re nine months old! Do children walk when they’re nine months old? No. They don’t. That’s

            what the nanny told me.


      “No other child I’ve had has ever walked this quickly.”


      Well, you did.


      So you walk, but you don’t talk.


      “Tete,” you say when you want your bottle.


      And I’m sure you say “Mama” although your dad swears it’s “Dada.”


      And your eyes. They’ve lost all the blue and are now a most marvelous shade of gray, like a stormy sky over the Pacific Ocean.

            Big eyes. Expressive eyes. I love to take pictures of you when you’re solemn and the eyes are biggest. Even in black and white,

            you can see the gray.


      Te quiero,


      Mamá


   

      Gabriella
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      Gabriella, just put on something normal people would wear,” says Juan Carlos.

      


      Juan Carlos is twenty-four. He’s her uncle Julián’s son; the only son of her only uncle on her mom’s side. Gabriella knows

         he loves her, because he has to—he’s three years older and responsible for her while she’s down here. He’s taken her under

         his wing even when he hasn’t wanted to, like the year he dated Marisol Vázquez, who hated her and still hates her now.

      


      He also thinks she’s weird, because she studies piano, which in his mind is useless. And that’s cool, he always points out,

         since she’s well off and should be able to do whatever the hell she wants with herself. Except that she practices eight hours

         a day, and he figures if anyone is going to put that much effort into anything, shouldn’t it be something a little more practical?

      


      “Tennis,” he says. “Tennis, I get. If you played eight hours of tennis a day, you’d be the best player in the world, and you’d

         make tons of money. But all this practicing to have one hundred people go hear you? I mean, play guitar in a band or something.”

      


      “Really, Juanca, you are so incredibly superficial sometimes, I have to wonder if we’re even related,” she snorts, although

         lately she’s been wondering herself if all this piano playing is worth the grief.

      


      “Gabriella is my crazy cousin,” Juan Carlos often tells people, and compared with his other cousins, who are all MBAs, she

         knows she is. And she loves it. She does things just to provoke him, like the time she visited him at the New York firm where

         he was working as a summer intern, wearing a dress with oval cutouts along the sides.

      


      “Gabriella,” he muttered under his breath as they rode down in the elevator. “Could you try not to look like an artist for

         just one day?”

      


      One night, in a moment of weakness, she tried to explain the psyche of the musician. “We dress like musicians to hide our

         insecurities, Juanca,” she explained earnestly after smoking half a joint. “All musicians are nerds, and all classical musicians

         are bigger nerds. We need to make it up, somehow.”

      


      Ever pragmatic, he really looked at her as if she were high. “Insecure people don’t get onstage,” he said quite logically.


      “They do. They have to,” she countered. “That’s the only time they can show off.”


      “But you don’t even like getting onstage, Gabriella,” he said smugly. “I’m the one who likes it!”


      Gabriella always waves him away dismissively when he says things like this, but she knows he’s right. She is like her father,

         more comfortable behind the scenes than on the spot. And yet, everyone expects her to be in the forefront: her grandmother,

         who considers her perfect, her father, who tells her anything she wants to do is fine with him, and yet, she can almost touch

         the voids he wants to fill with her actions. He may not say it, but he wants her—no, he needs her—to shine.

      


      When she’s down here, she can physically feel the pressure of perfection easing from her chest. She is almost someone else;

         a glamorous stranger whose depths are rarely plumbed, who is never here long enough to make an impact, who can glide effortlessly

         in the shadow of an older cousin with just the right connections.

      


      Juan Carlos has the golden eyes and pixie, youthful looks of her mother’s family. He looks so young sometimes he’ll go without

         shaving for days at a time, like tonight. He really, really thinks this makes him look tougher, more manly. She’s always thought

         it makes him look like an overgrown schoolboy, and that’s why girls cling to him. They want to take care of him. She has never

         told him this, because he would genuinely be offended; more so because he is her designated protector. A traditional kind

         of guy who will still open the car door for her.

      


      Gabriella likes it.


      She thinks it’s the Nini in her. Maybe her outfits are crazy, but she likes guys who dress like prep schoolers and introduce

         her to their parents.

      


      So she lets Juan Carlos be a little dictator about her outfit tonight. It’s his party, not hers. And he’s playing it safe,

         with an untucked, dark blue polo shirt over his jeans, loafers, and a handwoven bracelet that all the preppie guys are wearing,

         the kind they think makes them look cool.

      


      Gabriella wanted to go all out and wear this very, very little, very, very red dress, partly because she’s really stepped

         up on her running and her legs, with all due respect, she thinks, look fabulous.

      


      But Juan Carlos thinks she’ll stick out like an athletic gringa in a red dress, plus she’ll be taller than him with her high

         heels. She likes to provoke him, but not make him look bad.

      


      “Jeans?” she asks.


      “Jeans is cool,” he says, looking at his watch.


      “Relax,” she tells him. “I won’t embarrass you in front of the new girlfriend.”


      “Oh, please,” he says scornfully. “She is not the new girlfriend, and I could give a damn what she thinks. All I ask is normal.

         Normal. Is that too much? Hooker dresses aren’t normal for a party.”

      


      “Hey, I’m wearing the jeans,” she informs him good-naturedly from the walk-in closet. “And it’s not a hooker dress,” she adds

         huffily, considering it. I mean really, as if he were some fashion plate. “It’s Juicy Couture.”

      


      But she puts on her jeans, tight, very expensive jeans, and a white T-shirt and a studded black leather belt. A dozen necklaces

         and her Celtic silver cross. She looks as normal as she can possibly look.

      


      Juan Carlos stares at her hair, but she anticipates it.


      “Don’t even mention it,” she warns.


      He shrugs. “You look like a lioness,” he snorts.


      “Well, roar!”


      Gabriella loves her hair. It’s very curly and long and thick, and she likes streaking it in multiple shades of silver and

         blonde and brown. Drying it straight, she finds, is a pain in the butt. Plus she thinks it makes her look like a Cali Stepford

         wife, which she simply will not contemplate, no matter how much she identifies with Cali.

      


      It’s also the single physical trait she’s inherited from her mother.


      Gabriella likes to think that people who knew her mother will look at her hair and be reminded of her. No one has ever told

         her that. But still, she likes the thought.

      


   

      Helena
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      Querida Gabriella:


      You turned two today.


      Incredible.


      You used to fit in the crook of my arm.


      Today, you opened the door for the guests!


      We had 20 two-year-olds. Remember this piece of advice from your mom: When you have kids, NEVER invite 20 two-year-olds to

            a party. Invite eight, maybe. Tops.


      NOT TWENTY!


      Well, thank God for backyards. You have a best friend, it turns out. Someone called Melanie. She’s a terrorist. Managed to

            uproot all the petunias.


      But you were so, so happy.


      This was your first bona fide party. You ran around like crazy in that yard. Did the swing set thing, ate cake, cried (boo-hoo)

            when another little girl took your seat at the head of the table. Poured pink punch (that will NOT come out) all over the

            brand-new, handmade dress I brought you from Colombia. All that good stuff.


      And I must say, I was the perfect mom. I actually chatted with all the other perfect moms and baked a cake from scratch.


      No, I’d never done that before, in case you were wondering! But, you see, becoming a mother is nothing. Being a mother. Now, that is definitely an act of love. Sometimes I’ll watch you sleep. For hours and hours. I like taking your

         picture when you sleep. It’s innocence upon innocence, your arms splayed open, your legs splayed open, your mouth open. You

         are not afraid of anything.

      


      Grown-ups never sleep like that. They’re always afraid of something. They hug themselves or fold their hands over their chests,

         like dead people.

      


      I always sleep on my stomach, with both my hands tucked under my pillow. Your daddy sleeps sideways, with the pillow tucked

         against his chest. He stopped using the pillow after you were born. You would sleep in bed, between the two of us, and he

         was afraid he’d accidentally smother you during the night.

      


   

      Gabriella
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      She now thinks she’s been roped into going to this crazy party, and they’re almost there and she knows already it’s a mistake.

      


      Juan Carlos is driving, and he’s excited because of his new babe. He’s set up his buddy Camilo with the babe’s friend. But

         Camilo’s sister, Angela, who’s Gabriella’s friend, couldn’t make it. So now Gabriella is supposed to find someone to talk

         to once she gets there. Alone. She has a headache just thinking about this.

      


      Why, why did I agree to come? she thinks.


      Everything is warped about the evening, Gabriella muses. They’re crashing the party via the babe, who doesn’t live here, but

         in Cartagena. Turns out she studies in Boston, where Juan Carlos met her, and she’s here visiting her friend—the one Juan

         Carlos has set up for Camilo—who’s friends with this guy who’s having the party.

      


      And the place is far, far, far. If she gets bored, finding someone to drive her back will be next to impossible. There’s nothing

         to see as she stares out the window. Nothing. Pance is Cali’s most suburban suburb. You might as well be in the middle of

         the jungle, it’s so dark there. They’ve already passed Juan Carlos’s old high school, which is as far up the hill as Gabriella’s

         ever gone.

      


      It’s a really beautiful school, like nothing she’s seen in the States. Set up in the middle of this pasture—cows graze there

         in the afternoon—and with a real river that runs right through the middle of the soccer field.

      


      Gabriella came here for one semester, when Marcus put his foot down because her Spanish was slipping. The houses around here

         are massive, too, she remembers. Big pools, huge trees, ponds, huge gardens. It’s just so far. And so dark. It’s funny how

         the entire world changes with the light. Her father always says that.

      


      Damn, damn, damn, Gabriella chastises herself, her thoughts racing ahead. Is there something in my DNA that says I have to

         go to every single party that crops up? Is staying in on a Thursday night so terrible?

      


      “Hey, I think we’re here!” says Camilo from the backseat, pulling her out of her reverie.


      She looks up and figures they’re somewhere because there’s a veritable army of guards with machine guns at each corner of

         the street they’re about to turn into. One of them nonchalantly comes up to the car.

      


      Juan Carlos slows down and rolls down the window.


      “We’re going to the party?” he says, a question mark lurking at the end of his sentence. It occurs to Gabriella for the first

         time that they don’t know whose party this is.

      


      “Open the trunk, please,” the guard says in answer.


      Juan Carlos pops it, and when the guard goes back to check, Camilo leans forward, and Gabriella sees he’s visibly perturbed.


      “You know, Juanca, this is a bit over the top,” he says nervously, lighting up a cigarette. “Do we know who this guy is? I

         mean, are we cool here? This has mafioso written all over it.”

      


      Juan Carlos shakes his head.


      “It’s cool, man, don’t be such an idiot. It’s her friend’s cousin. It could be anyone. And if it’s mafia, well, big deal.

         We’ll stay a little bit and leave. Hey, it’s an adventure, right, Gabriella?” He’s speaking heartily, which tells Gabriella

         he’s not that certain about it all.

      


      She shakes her head. They’ve been driving for forty-five minutes.


      “At this point,” Gabriella says, “we have to go on and at least check it out. But I’m telling you, if this is some mafia bash,

         I don’t want to hang out all night.”

      


      They’re all whispering furiously, and Gabriella practically jumps out of her skin when one of the guards outside taps her

         window. Did he hear?

      


      Juan Carlos rolls it down and the guy—huge guy—just nods.


      “You’re okay,” he says, looking directly at Gabriella, letting his eyes wander over the T-shirt. “Enjoy.”


      Juan Carlos gets the car in gear and drives up to a gate, where another guard greets them, with a clipboard in hand.


      “Names, please,” he barks.


      “Ca—” Camilo starts to say from the backseat, and Juan Carlos cuts him short.


      “Felipe Gómez, Andres García, Ana Gómez,” he rattles off, giving fake names.


      The guard obligingly writes them down and opens the gate.


      There are so many cars there already, parking has moved to the huge lawn, and Gabriella’s high heels sink in the grass as

         they plod their way up the hill to the house.

      


      “Man, oh man,” she says, picturing her lime green Coach shoes turned to dust. “This better be good.”


      The party is on the roof of the house.


      The roof is reached via an elevator. Yes, an elevator.


      Juan Carlos, Camilo, and Gabriella look at each other uncertainly as it goes up. They’ve already been frisked at the door

         to the house, which gives Gabriella a semblance of security. At the very least there shouldn’t be a gunfight in here tonight.

      


      “I heard Oscar D’León is coming to play at midnight,” someone says excitedly.


      “Great,” says Juan Carlos stiffly. Gabriella tries not to giggle. He hates anything nouveau riche.


      Gabriella tries to casually check out the blonde beside her, who wears a tight, short, strapless black dress and dominatrix

         lace-up black and silver boots.

      


      “Very cool,” Gabriella tells the blonde as Juan Carlos raises an eyebrow incredulously, the irony completely lost on him.


      “I know,” says the blonde happily. “You know Manolo Blahnik?”


      Gabriella nods politely. “Yes, I do,” she says nicely.


      “They’re Manolo Blahniks. Three thousand dollars!” she adds for effect.


      “Wow,” says Gabriella, trying to look suitably impressed.


      “You gotta pay the big bucks to get the good stuff,” says the blonde conspiratorially as the elevator doors open.


      “Unbelievable,” mutters Juan Carlos under his breath.


      But moments later, he has no compunction in waving Gabriella a quick good-bye when he spots his babe.


      “You’ll be okay?” Juan Carlos asks, eager to leave her. “You’ll find someone you know, I’m sure.”


      “Yeah, yeah,” says Gabriella nonchalantly, though she can see this will be a very long night.


      “We’ll leave in a couple of hours,” Juan Carlos reassures, backing away.


      “Cell phone,” he shouts as an afterthought, pointing to his, pointing to hers as he disappears into the crowd.


      Gabriella asks for a vodka with orange juice from the bar and walks the perimeter of the terrace uncertainly. She can’t see

         anyone she knows, and she doesn’t want to walk around like she doesn’t know anyone.

      


      Oh, God.


      She pretends to look occupied, nursing her drink as she shifts uncomfortably against the railing. Fifteen minutes later, her

         glass is empty and she’s still alone. Unconsciously, she begins to gnaw on her thumb, absentmindedly peeling the edge of a

         nail that has grown too long for her to comfortably play the piano, tearing an edge of skin in the process.

      


      Gabriella winces and looks guiltily at her finger, automatically balling her hand into a fist.


      Bathroom. She doesn’t really need one, but it’ll give her something to do.


      But the nearest one is locked. She puts her ear against the door, hears giggling. And sniffing.


      Oh, God. The last thing she wants tonight.


      Gabriella goes up to the bar and orders another screwdriver. Walks around some more, feeling like an idiot. Tries another

         door.

      


      A staircase!


      She walks down to a different level. The family area, she thinks uncomfortably. She tries one door, then another. Both are

         locked. She suspects she shouldn’t be here. The doors are locked for a reason.

      


      As if reading her mind, a voice makes her jump.


      “You lost something?”


      She turns around guiltily, even though she’s done nothing to feel guilty about.


      He’s tall and wiry, with Indian-straight black hair and bronze skin that’s pulled tautly over chiseled cheekbones. It’s his

         eyes that startle her, sly and incongruously light, light green for a face this color. She knows immediately, in the way people

         like her always know, that it’s his house, his party, his money, and yet, he couldn’t be further removed from her.

      


      “I’m sorry. I was looking for a bathroom,” she says, distracted by his eyes, the way he looks at her, as if he could read

         her mind but finds everything slightly amusing. It sounds lame, so she babbles on. “The one upstairs was taken, and I really

         needed one…,” she trails off.

      


      He doesn’t say anything but walks past her, his bare arm brushing against hers, and opens a door that’s not locked.


      “You can use this one,” he says, with a calculating half smile that tugs up one side of his mouth, leaving his arm extended

         against the door so she’s forced to come up close to him to go inside. “You know your way back?”

      


      “Yes,” Gabriella says, infinitely uncomfortable. “Thanks,” she adds quickly, shutting the door behind her, severing the connection.


      When she comes out, he’s gone.


   

      Helena
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      Querida Gabriella:


      I’m going away. It may seem like a long time, but it won’t be. Six weeks, that’s it. Really, I’ll be gone for maybe thirty

            days.


      Oh, I’ll miss you, I’ll miss you, I’ll miss you.


      But I have to do this, you know. It’s a book. A book of photographs. A book of beautiful photographs of Cali and Colombia.

            It will be a precious, beautiful book, and when you grow up, you’ll be so proud because your mami did it all! You’ll look

            at it, and you’ll know a little part of you is from one of these places.


      Now, I must tell you, you’ve become a very big girl. A very responsible girl. You dress yourself for school. (Yes, you do!)


      I want you to know these things. I don’t want you to grow up and have anyone tell you differently.


      Today you chose blue shorts and white top. In other words, you have good taste.


      The socks and the shoes, we still have to do that. But the outfits, you pick.


      You like to wear a little bow in your curls. So we have all kinds of bows. Hundreds of bows, in all different colors, just

            for you.


      I’ve spoken with Daddy, and he’s promised to pick a new bow for you, one for every day that I’m away. I’ll call every day,

            I promise, and you can tell me what color bow you’re wearing.


      Your daddy loves curls. And bows. And making girls with curls look pretty with bows.


      When he met me, he was getting his master’s in film at USC. He was an L.A. boy, through and through: the son of a documentary

         producer and a TV exec, raised in a sprawling house north of Sunset. Tall. Blond. Handsome. Entitled. The kind of guy you

         watch in daytime soap operas.

      


      But he really wasn’t like that. He was smart. Well-read. An intellectual. My father adored him after the first conversation.

         He was too prepared, really, to go into film, and yet, there was never any doubt that he would be in “the business.” He wasn’t

         into the way things worked but the way things looked. He made little movies as a boy, learned how to cut and splice on his

         own. Even in his first year at USC, he knew what he wanted to do. Not direct; he couldn’t deal with actors. But photograph.

      


      He already had several film director credits under his belt when, almost as a whim—because he liked school, really—he took

         the job as TA for Horwitz’s Rudiments of Photography class, the must-take for film and photography majors.

      


      I was neither of those things. I was a history major in my senior year. But I had convinced Horwitz to let me take the class,

         even though it had nothing to do with the credits I’d taken before and even though most of my classmates were freshmen and

         sophomores. I didn’t care. I wanted to be in that class, come what may. I was just an amateur photographer, but Marcus didn’t

         know that at the beginning. He didn’t know that the history degree was what my parents had pressured me to do, thinking I’d

         become a professor. Photography was what I really wanted to do. And that’s what I did. Remember this, Gabriella. You are entitled

         to do what your heart desires.

      


      Marcus says I have a “way.” That I make people do things for me. I don’t know about that. I just know what I want, and back

         then, I wanted that class. And then, I wanted him.

      


      Marcus often says he fell in love with my hair first. But his gift has always been to discern people’s true essence, their

         truly beautiful qualities. My beauty, he finally concluded, was not in my hair but in the shape of my head.

      


      Oh, he was after me to cut that hair for months. But he convinced me only once, when I graduated, and that was only because

         I doomed his TA-ship. When people found out we were dating, they considered the relationship “inappropriate” (as if professors

         don’t carry on with their students all the time). Anyway. I felt the least I could do was sacrifice the hair to whatever gods

         had brought us together in the first place.

      


      To Marcus’s credit, he kept his distance in the beginning.


      He was skeptical of my academic background—he was a purist, who felt the coveted slots in Horwitz’s class should go to bona

         fide film and photography students. But I surprised him. My background in history had given me an eye for detail and an entirely

         different aesthetic from those one-dimensional students of his. Most of them were interested in portraits or photojournalism.

         I photographed architecture and landscape. His architecture and landscape, I should say. Because I was a foreigner in his town. Then again, that’s why I could look at things

         in a different way.

      


      But on the first grading period, for my shoot of the Venice Boardwalk at different times of the day, he gave me a B, for “failing

         to elevate the mundane to the compelling.”

      


      I felt wronged.


      Wronged by someone barely two years my senior, this Los Angeles pretty boy who, I admit, was good at what he did, but who

         wasn’t even a real professor.

      


      The worst part was he liked me. I knew he did.


      I was convinced that stupid B had deeper meaning.


      So I asked for an appointment.


      He looked shocked. I supposed students didn’t ask for appointments with their TAs, because he wanted to have the conversation

         right there, in the middle of the hallway.

      


      “No,” I said adamantly and angrily, because my English became more accented with each word. “I need more than a few seconds,

         and I want to know exactly why I have this grade. I am asking you for fifteen minutes of your time.”

      


      Marcus was annoyed. I could tell he thought I was some kind of emotional Latina throwing a little Latina tantrum. But he couldn’t

         refuse the appointment. So he made it as hard as he possibly could for me.

      


      “You can come by my office at five thirty today or at eight thirty in the morning tomorrow,” he said curtly after consulting

         his agenda, giving me the two single most undesirable time slots, way before or after any of my classes and right in the middle

         of rush hour traffic.

      


      “I’ll be there at five thirty today,” I replied, cursing him inside. “Thank you,” I added formally and went directly to the

         library, where I armed myself with a mountain of Venice Boardwalk photography books.

      


      He was alone in the TA office when I got there, his feet propped up on his desk as he sipped coffee and read a novel, of all

         things. I wondered if he shouldn’t be grading papers or something.
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