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[image: image] Let’s go to Alfa Calenda


Alma once had a friend, a writer, who for years before she died, relatively young, was always talking about this one story she had to write down.


Over the course of their thirty-plus-year friendship, Alma’s friend became quite famous, winning major prizes, garnering important interviews, awards left and right. A TV movie based on one of her novels was in the works with well-known names even Alma, not a big Hollywood person, had heard of. And yet her friend dismissed these achievements as “incidentals.” The real deal was this one story that would not be hurried.


The story possessed her. She could reel off its characters, complete with their names and histories. Periodically, they compelled her to go to one or another part of the world: a gravesite in Sweden, a fishing village in Liberia, the outer islands off South Carolina where she bought a house and lived for a spell. These characters had secrets she was listening for, and the reception was better in some places than others; their voices would break through, until she’d lose the connection and it was time to move on to some other place.


Alma had stopped counting her friend’s many addresses, switching to pencil in her address book. A migrant storyteller, to be sure, Alma told her. Her writer friend liked that description, and from then on, she used it for interviews and at readings, insisting she was not a writer, or a novelist, but a migrant storyteller.


Alma wasn’t so sure it was a great thing for her friend to be so rootless. A writer needs to be grounded or the force that through the green fuse drives the flower is going to incinerate it. But instead of pointing this out, Alma held back, celebrating her friend’s lilies-of-the-fields attitude. Her friend could be fierce, bristling at the slightest hint of criticism.


In one incident—and Alma was at the reading to verify it—a woman during the Q and A mentioned the difficulty of understanding some of the dialogue. Did the writer ever worry about her audience? Alma’s friend leveled one of those if-looks-could-kill looks at the woman. I’m not writing for white people, she said straight out. This before people were saying such things, except for Toni Morrison.


One of the protagonists in the unwritten story was a likeable white guy from Sweden (thus the trip to Sweden?), a sailor, with ropey arms like the rigging of a ship. Kristian, whose name changed over time—Kristofer, Anders, Nils—falls in love with the enslaved female protagonist, Clio—her name did not change over the many years her friend talked about the book.


Alma sometimes wondered if her friend had befriended her in part to find out more about white people. If so, Alma was not the best choice: she wasn’t 100 percent Caucasian, if such a critter even existed. Her family came from an island where, the popular saying goes, Everyone has a little Black behind the ears. Even the pale members of her mother’s clan who claimed their ancestors had come over on the Niña, Pinta, or Santa Maria would occasionally spawn a dark seed they blamed on the in-laws. Her father’s family couldn’t hide their racial mixture: the dark-skinned matriarch with the French surname, Rochet, meant roots in Haiti; probably a slave owner helping himself to his property.


Whatever her friend’s reasons for befriending her, Alma was flattered. Being the chosen one was something that rarely happened to her. It was as if a bad-tempered toddler who bawled when others approached had smiled and lifted their little arms to her. The two women spoke often by phone, exchanged long, thoughtful letters. After Alma moved to Vermont for a teaching job, her friend would take the train from the city every summer. Before one visit, Alma asked Luke, her then boyfriend, to plant some sunflowers, knowing her friend had a thing for them. He didn’t sow just one or two, but the whole back pasture—a bumper crop of yellow suns.


Alma took her friend out to the back deck and gestured grandly. Your welcome bouquet!


Her friend kept shaking her head with wonder. Did you do that? Alma gave credit where credit was due.


You keep this one, you hear, her friend said bossily.


Along with a green thumb, Luke also had cool tattoos. Her friend spent the afternoon sketching them in her journal. They’re perfect for my Kristian, she said.


But it takes more than a green thumb to keep love growing. Several months later, Alma discovered Luke was sowing his wild seed in other fields. When she broke up with him, her friend was pissed at Alma.


Over the years, Alma began to feel anxious before each visit. Her friend had fallen out with most of her friends as well as with her family. She was mistrustful, increasingly paranoid. She was being watched. The Feds were after her. Her sister was hitting her up for money for drugs. She had pulled all her titles from her publisher. She recounted angry scenes. Alma began to wonder when her own banishment would come.


Of course, her friend had reason to be wary. All sorts of people courted her, their motives never completely free of that pursuit of celebrities that her writer friend considered an affliction in the culture. Don’t ever forget, she often coached Alma, we’re just the literary flavor of the month or at most the year. More and more, publishing houses were being bought by huge conglomerates who also dealt in fossil fuels and breakfast cereals and pharmaceuticals. Like all their other assets, their writers had expiration dates.


Alma listened, but she was not yet ready to dismiss fame and fortune. Easy enough for her friend, already a big deal. Just you wait, she kept saying to Alma. But Alma didn’t want to wait. They were the same age, and Alma was still struggling. Her friend was super generous, inviting Alma along as her sidekick at conferences where she was giving the keynote, introducing her as “one of my favorite writers,” advising Alma about where to send her work and whom to trust, this latter a very short list, and getting shorter.


Finally, Alma’s writing started gaining some traction, but this caused fallout she hadn’t foreseen. Her mother took issue with her daughter’s “lies” and threatened to sue if Alma didn’t stop publishing her shameful stories, defaming the family name (naughty girls having sex, using drugs). She was going to disown Alma and write her own version of events. Since Mami was not speaking to her, these ultimatums were delivered to Alma via her sisters.


Alma was distraught. How could her own mother attack her? Even hardened criminals had mothers who said, He’s an axe murderer, but he’s my baby.


So, change your name, her writer friend suggested. You’re always talking about The Arabian Nights. You can be Scheherazade from now on.


No one will be able to spell it, Alma noted.


Their problem. You’re not writing for them, are you?


Who is them? Alma didn’t ask, for fear she’d get an earful.


It’s all settled, her friend said, ignoring Alma’s reluctance. Only two months older and her friend was bossier than Amparo, the eldest of Alma’s three sisters.


At a conference where her friend was giving the keynote, Alma overheard a writer on the staff describe her friend as “a piece of work.” Alma might have dismissed the comment as typical of what happens at these conferences—contributors and staff afloat in alcohol to get through all that contained intensity and ambition—but Alma was especially sensitive to the phrase. Both Luke and, before him, Philip, Alma’s former husband, had said the same thing about her. The idiom always sounded off. Didn’t anything worthwhile involve work?


A number of such expressions still eluded her. She knew their dictionary meanings, but she didn’t get that Ah ha! feeling that came from a word or idiom touching bottom inside her. Perhaps because English wasn’t her original language, its root system didn’t go deep enough in her psyche, a troubling thought for a writer.


Of course, Alma knew the term wasn’t intended as a compliment, especially when used by a man toward a woman he’s losing interest in. The end is nigh. Her friend had never met Philip, but she had a lot to say about men in general, not usually positive, which was why it had been unusual when she advised Alma to keep her sunflower fellow.


For her part, her friend never mentioned any passionate attachments, male or female. She did leave a message one time on Alma’s answering machine. She was in Paris, engaged to be married. By then, both women were in their mid-forties and single. I want you to be my maid of honor. I’ll send more details soon. The promised details never came. At their next meeting (another conference where this time they were both keynote speakers—Alma was coming up in the world) her friend never mentioned the fiancée. So, did you just elope with this guy? Alma asked. What guy? her friend batted back. Alma brought up the phone message from a few months ago. A fly-by-night, her friend waved the fly away. But what about the wedding band on her left hand? Just a protective measure, her friend replied. Protection against what? Again, Alma didn’t ask.


Her friend seemed to treat her life like drafts of a novel. This plot isn’t working. Okay, no problem. Let’s take out the marriage and rearrange the sequence, see what happens. Some troubling confusion between art and life.


At a subsequent reunion, her friend cornered her. Will you promise me something?


Depends on the promise, Alma answered in a jokey voice her friend did not appreciate.


This is serious. If something happens to me, promise you’ll tell Clio’s story.


Alma balked. I can’t. I wouldn’t be able to do it justice, she added, a compliment to mollify her refusal.


Of course, you can. You’ve heard me talking about her for years.


One thing is hearing a story, another is writing it down. Besides, it’s not for one person to tell another’s story. (Like Alma hadn’t been doing this left and right in her own writing.) And nothing’s going to happen to you, she assured her friend.


I guess you haven’t heard the news that none of us is getting out of here alive.


Ha, ha, Alma said the words, too uneasy for genuine laughter. Any moment now her friend might go off the deep end and drag Alma along with her.


Alma began to hang back, afraid of an intimacy that had always been so singular, unsettling. She’d let a few days go by before answering letters or calls. That summer there was no invitation for a Vermont visit. For one thing there was no boyfriend with alluring tattoos and property out in the country. And Alma herself was on the move. After a spate of publications, she’d gotten tenure and purchased a “starter home,” so the Realtor called it, though Alma meant the modest cottage to be the house they carried her out of feet first. It’s tiny, Alma remarked to her friend, leaving a guest room vague. She would be spending most of the summer away; length and location of her stay she also left vague.


Alma was at the airport, headed for the Dominican Republic, the island she still called home. Her parents had moved back in their old age, and it was Alma’s turn to spell Amparo, who had moved down to manage their care. At her gate waiting for the delayed flight, Alma heard the ringing in her handbag. Her friend’s name flashed on the screen. Alma debated whether to answer. She didn’t need one more piece of work with a whole month of heart-wrenching eldercare ahead of her. But Alma had rarely been able to refuse her friend. Soon she’d be in a whole other country for over a month, so it’s not like her friend could easily land on her doorstep.


Her friend didn’t greet Alma but launched right into her story. She was locked up in a facility—no, not a prison, but it might as well be—a looney bin somewhere in the city. A family member had obtained a power of attorney, claiming she was a danger to herself. Lies, all lies! You have to get me out of here. It wasn’t a request so much as a command.


Alma hesitated, thinking over all the ways she had seen this coming. The signs had been there: over two decades working on that novel, her characters driving her all over the face of creation. Alma had listened patiently to her friend’s wild suspicions about outrageous plots to silence her.


It was time to take a stand. Alma couched her refusal in a way that her friend might find acceptable. By getting well, that long-awaited novel might come. We both know, Alma reminded her friend, that we don’t get free until we write our stories down. She quoted a passage she often used to rally her students stuck on a piece of writing: “If you bring forth what is inside you, what is inside you will save you. If you do not bring forth what is inside, what is inside you will destroy you.”


An unsettling silence had fallen on the other end of the line. It’s from the Bible, Alma added, knowing her friend had once been a Jehovah’s Witness and was still enough of a believer that she didn’t like for people to celebrate her birthday. And then, what a mother might say to a daughter or a woman to her lover, Do it for me. I need you to write that story. And no, I can’t do it for you, no one can.


I see. Her friend’s voice had turned to ice. They’ve gotten to you, too. And here I thought you wouldn’t betray me.


Alma defended herself. It’s because I care. I love you! Alma would never know if her friend heard these last words. There was more silence. Then the screen went dark.


Alma tried calling back, but no answer. For weeks, months, Alma kept trying. Her friend’s voicemail wasn’t set up, her old landline number had been disconnected. Alma didn’t know whom to contact. She had never met anyone in her friend’s family. She did manage to reach her friend’s former agent, who confessed concern about her author’s psychosis. The first Alma heard of a diagnosis.


Alma didn’t go into the details of their last call. She told herself she had to protect her friend’s dignity, her privacy. But it was her own failure Alma was most ashamed of. Not about declining to spring her friend from the mental ward, but about remaining silent all those years when Alma suspected her friend wasn’t well. Back in Catholic school, the nuns had called these sins of omission.


For several years, Alma kept an eye out. She’d type her friend’s name in search engines. No recent novels, readings, lectures. She had vanished. It was as if Alma had imagined her friend along with the other characters in her books.


The end came as no surprise. The former agent let Alma know.


The official word was that her friend had suffered a massive heart attack. There were conjectures about what had caused it: too high a dosage of some substance or other; a contraindicated mix of medications; overexertion that crashed her burdened vessels. But Alma didn’t believe any of these explanations. What killed her friend was that novel she could neither write nor put aside.


Alma vowed that when the time came, she wasn’t going to let the same thing happen to her. It didn’t seem likely. She was going at a fast clip—a book every other year, articles, talks. It seemed her friend had passed the fame baton on to her.


Years passed. The great mortal migration began


Every month, Alma would get a call: this tío or that tía or older cousin had died. Then came her parents’ turn. First, Mami began showing signs of dementia. Surprisingly the erasure of memory brought out the best in her. For the only time any of her daughters could remember, their dragon-lady mother was tender and affectionate, patting her lap for her daughters to come sit and play kissy games and sing clapping songs together. Alma finally understood what years of writing hadn’t unraveled. Her mother needed a mother, too.


She died with her four girls taking turns cradling her like their child.


Papi was bereft. Every day, he’d ask, ¿Y Mami? and every day suffer the fresh blow of hearing that she had died. Did he also have dementia, the sisters wondered, or was this his usual disconnect? He’d been detached for years—nothing new there. But after his wife’s death, he seemed to sink into a deeper silence. He stopped talking altogether, except for occasional sallies, and then they couldn’t get him to stop—like he only had an on and off switch—reciting long passages of Dante, Rubén Darío, Cervantes, recounting canned incidents of his life, everything airbrushed, a firewall Alma could never seem to get through.


After Mami died, Amparo volunteered to stay on managing Papi’s care. Management had never been Amparo’s strong suit, however. She didn’t believe in keeping a budget, a stingy way to live, draining her parents’ savings instead. She picked up men, buying them lavish gifts, expensive colognes and clothes, a motorcycle, a washing machine for one man’s mother. She fell for every tear-jerking story: my sister is dying of cancer, my brother needs a prosthesis, his kids don’t have school supplies. She had a heart of gold, but it was not her gold to give away.


How do we solve a problem like Amparo? became her younger sisters’ theme song from The Sound of Music for Amparo. What a misnomer of a name: “Refuge,” really? ¡Por favor!


Amparo was furious at her sisters’ lack of appreciation for her sacrifices, giving up her life to take care of their father. You think you can do it better, go ahead! She was off to Cuba with her new boyfriend. Cuba?! What new boyfriend? Amparo’s lips were sealed. She could be as elusive as Papi.


Papi’s care now fell on the three younger sisters, all living in the States. The most practical solution, therefore, was to bring their father to live with one of them or in a nearby facility. Yes, they had promised both parents never to bring them back or put them in a nursing home, but what difference would it make? Half the time Papi didn’t even know where he was. What was the harm in pretending? We’re going to Alfa Calenda, they told him as they packed up his belongings, put the house on the market, and boarded the Jet Blue flight to JFK. Just the mention of that fantasy place he’d invented with his mother in childhood seemed to soothe him. His personal Shangri-la-la land, his daughters had dubbed it.


As the second oldest, next in line to be the “honorary son,” Alma took charge of Papi’s care. Although the sisters decried the patriarchy in the Dominican Republic, primogeniture and succession still held sway in their psyches. Alma had every intention of keeping Papi at home, but that plan soon proved untenable. Her little cottage with its narrow doorways and steep staircases was not accessible. Her father was not a big man, but he was twice her weight, and a dead weight at that. No way Alma could handle him by herself. In her rural community, round-the-clock care was expensive and hard to find. Sunset Manor was less than five minutes away. It was full of old Vermonters, mostly women who didn’t know what to make of this tanned, foreign man, a cigar-store Indian in their midst. Dr. Manuel Cruz became a favorite of the aides, an exotic creature in his Panama hat, gallantly kissing their hands, complimenting them. The women soaked it up, spoiling him with double portions of dessert. His blood sugar was through the roof.


You like it here, eh, Papi? Alma kept asking, trying to assuage her guilt.


He’d scowl at her. Did he realize his daughters had tricked him? Maybe he was just trying to figure out who she was. Amparo? Consuelo? Piedad? He always did this growing up: run through all their names before landing on the daughter in question. It hurt their feelings. Now, he was adding new names to the roll call. Mami? (Did he mean their mother or his?) Belén? (A sister Alma was supposed to resemble.) Tatica?


Who is Tatica, Papi?


Papi shook his head, but his eyes were bright with memories.


Come on, Babinchi, Alma coaxed, using his childhood nickname. You know you can tell me anything? She stroked the hand on her hand tenderly.


Papi patted her hand back, a gesture of affection or was he tamping down her questions? These moments of lucidity were rare. Alma kept trying. Bendición, she greeted him in the old-fashioned way he had taught them. She spoke of Alfa Calenda as if she’d been there. Tricks that almost always roused him. Tatica, she tried several times, which seemed to stir him as well.


Do any of you know who Tatica is? Alma asked her sisters. Papi keeps mentioning her.


Probably someone from Alfa Calenda, Piedad offered. Their code way of referring to all their father’s backstory none of them needed to know more about, except for Alma.


Fuck Alfa Calenda. Papi was probably getting something on the side. Consuelo’s telenovela imagination had a tendency to go into overdrive.


Amparo, back Stateside after her boyfriend dumped her in Cuba, fumed. So, they were really going to smear their father with conjectures now that he was incapable of defending himself. And for their information, Tatica was the nickname for Altagracia, the national virgencita. It was super common. One out of every thirteen Dominican girls bore her name. In the campo over 80 percent of the women of a certain generation had Altagracia as a middle or given name. Papi was just calling out to the Virgin Mary.


Give me a break! Consuelo scoffed.


There was only one Altagracia in their extended family—so much for Amparo’s statistics—their maternal grandmother, whom Papi had disliked. The feeling was mutual. Abuela Amelia Altagracia had never approved of the nobody her beautiful, willful daughter had condescended to marry. No way Papi would be calling out to his good-riddance suegra. Besides, Abuela never went by Tatica. She insisted on the full regalia of her name. Doña Amelia Altagracia. It means “high grace,” she bragged to Americanos who asked, as if the name were a title conferred by royalty the island didn’t have.


So, who was this Tatica?


Mami must not have known or she would have said so. A direct conduit from her brain to her mouth. But if Mami was an open book, Papi wasn’t even in the library. He kept to himself—especially after they came to this country. When he did talk, it was always indirectly: the story of Babinchi, who grew up under two “dictators” (his harsh father and the brutal el Jefe), joined a revolution, escaped as a young man to Nueva York, then Canada, where he had to repeat three years of his medical education, selling his blood to pay the tuition…


So is Babinchi you, Papi? Alma kept asking. Did all this really happen to you? Her father would give her an arch smile. Manuel Cruz, aka Babinchi, wasn’t talking.


He died in his sleep, taking his stories with him.


After Papi’s death, Alma found herself adrift, launching into one writing project after another, abandoning each one when another story began tugging at her sleeve. There weren’t enough years left to tell all the stories she wanted to tell.


One night, her writer friend appeared in a dream, thinned down, almost transparent. Her voice a whisper, her touch a breeze. I should have known better, she said. Some stories don’t want to be told. Let them go.


But I can’t seem to, Alma wailed. Willpower never worked on her obsessions. Then, burn them, bury them, whatever it takes.


Alma woke up in her small house in Vermont, determined to let the past go, including her sense of blame and shame about her friend. It was time to put her affairs in order, pack up all her old drafts and folders in boxes. Good riddance—an idiom she understood in her gut. She would soon be entering that territory of the old—okay, not old old, but the anteroom, no matter what the magazines said about seventy being the new fifty.


She informed her department that she would be retiring at the end of the spring semester. After four-plus decades in the classroom, there were too many déjà vus. Didn’t I say all this before? Didn’t I teach you twenty years ago where to put that comma? The old strategies, jokes, anecdotes, inspirational quotes bored her, if not her students.


At the parting faculty meeting, her colleagues delivered glowing remarks that made Alma sound like a fictional character. Brilliant, collegial, beloved? Really? Did they not remember the less-than-stellar evaluations from disgruntled students, the legacy parents who protested about “a Mexican woman” (Dominican, couldn’t they at least get their prejudices straight?) teaching their son English—a son who had earned a D in Alma’s class, no doubt the spark that ignited the parental fire. After the meeting, Alma dropped by her office to pick up the last of her files and doorstopper Norton anthologies, only to find one of the grounds crew scraping her name from the door. She had to laugh. Sic transit gloria mundi.


Say again? the man had asked.


There was a rightness to these endings, however unsettling. What Alma was finding harder to accept was that aging also happens in the creative life. Maybe not for Yeats, submitting to his monkey-gland treatments. Or for Milosz or Kunitz—interestingly, all males, at least the ones Alma could name—working well into old age. Critics liked to write about the late style, usually a euphemism for a messy grasping for what has passed. The glow of celebrity now tinged with nostalgia might keep the fan fires going, but Alma didn’t want anyone’s condescension or pity. The time had come to stop beating herself up for not being able to finish anything. She was trying to hold on to the literary version of good looks, the plastic surgeries of astute agents and editors nipping and tucking the flagging work. Every worker knows to put aside her tools at the end of the workday. Even that paramount narcissist, Prospero.


But what had he done when he put aside his rough magic? What did a world without his cloud-capped towers feel like? How did Yeats cope, stuck in the rag and bone shop of his own heart? Maybe that’s when he signed up for his monkey-gland treatments.


It was as if her writer friend had passed on another baton to Alma, this one of disenchantment. Perhaps Mami had been right: Alma’s “betrayals”—usurping stories from her familia and homeland to serve as savories for the First World’s delectation—would come back to haunt her.


Even so, Alma was not about to renege on her craft—it had kept her afloat all these years. She had answered this calling—not exactly with her eyes wide open: Who would ever do anything if they knew what lay ahead? TMI, as her students said, too much information, for sure. She had plunged into what she loved with borrowed confidence from mentors and muses like her writer friend, editors and agents who told her she had an aptitude for putting words together. What her mother had described as Alma’s big mouth. Now it was time to shut up.


The problem was the writerly impulse was still inside her. And if she didn’t bring it out, would it destroy her as it had her friend? It wasn’t like she had a choice. But one thing she could choose: after spending decades giving characters’ lives a shapely form, Alma wanted to close the story of her own writing life in a satisfying way.


She began to toy with the idea of returning to the island. After all these years she still thought of it as home. As young women, Alma and her sisters often spoke of their “dear DR” as a kind of emergency cord, like the ones they’d encountered in subways as new immigrants in Nueva York. If all else failed—their marriages, careers, their medicated peace of mind—they could always go back. Maybe the time had come to bail. Ending up where she began would indeed give her life a pleasing symmetry.


Years ago, in her twenties, she’d written a poem—a draft stored in one of her many boxes of unfinished work—that ended with the line, “Only the empty hand is free to hold.” She’d then proceeded to live a life of grab and grasp, mistaking glitter for gold, though obviously she knew better. Now, she was going to take her own advice. She’d let the writing go and stand empty-handed for as long as she could stand it, allowing the fears and disturbances to pass through her, not an easy thing for someone with a craft so ingrained that not to do it felt as if she’d already disappeared.


Alma hired a former student to help organize her boxes upon boxes of rough drafts. Sophie glanced at the ones labeled BIENVENIDA. It means “welcome,” right? I’m taking Spanish, she added, as if she were paying Alma a personal compliment.


¡Qué bueno! Alma replied. And yes, that’s what the word bienvenida means. But in this case Bienvenida was the name of her protagonist in a novel she’d been working on for years, based on a historical figure, one of the wives of a ruthless dictator in the Dominican Republic, Alma’s homeland. Ever heard of Trujillo?


Can’t say I have.


It was not uncommon for North Americans not to know much about her little half island, except for its awesome beaches and exported baseball players. Besides, the southern Americas were rife with dictatorships. One dictator was so much like another. But Trujillo, aka el Jefe, was one of the most brutal. Thirty-one years in power.


That’s older than me, Sophie noted, youth’s measure of all things. So, it’s a true story, not like you made it up?


It was a question readers often asked. Alma was weary of explaining that a novelist should not subject herself to the tyranny of what really happened. She herself couldn’t always separate the strands of real life, as it was called, from pure invention. Her own life, parts of it, happened so long ago, she wondered if she’d made them up. Her father’s life, recapped as Babinchi’s in his letters, chock full of narrow escapes from the Secret Police, sometimes sounded more fantastical than his childhood fantasy world. Let’s go to Alfa Calenda, he’d say before beginning a story. A place that existed only in his head, and now hers, where it had come to a dead end.


Does it matter? Alma answered Sophie’s question with a question. Stories move beyond these binaries, Alma went on. She couldn’t stop herself. A handicap of having spent over four decades in classrooms, being the one who was supposed to know. So easy to pontificate and so difficult to bring a character to life, the words made flesh. If her readers could only see her on any given writing day, humbled by the continual little failures of getting a sentence right or a character’s name or tone of voice.


Sophie’s eyes had begun to glaze over.


Anyhow, to answer your question, yes and no. Alma’s Bienvenida was closely modeled on the real-life Bienvenida except that Alma supplied all the thoughts, feelings, details that the historical figure hadn’t left behind.


So, is that the title, Bienvenida? Sophie wanted to know. Can I order it on Amazon?


You can’t order it. I never finished it, Alma answered in her case-closed voice. It wasn’t coming together. Sometimes you have to be willing to walk away. Like it had been that easy. Like she still wasn’t walking around with that ghost book in her head.


Sophie surveyed the shelves. So, are all these boxes stuff you never finished?


Pretty much, yes. Alma pointed to now one box, now another, giving brief synopses of the stories she had abandoned. This one was going to be about a torturer in that dictatorship I mentioned, a Mr. Torres, a blind old man when we meet him, living out his days in Lawrence, Massachusetts. A young Dominican-American girl volunteers to read to him. The girl has no idea that this old man was once a SIM agent who killed her own grandfather, whom she never knew. This other one was about a Wisconsin farm woman who claimed to have visitations from the Virgin Mary. The box beside it was the beginning of a novel about the 1937 Haitian massacre, ever heard of it? Sophie had not.


So, what happened?


Trujillo ordered the slaughter of all Haitians living on the Dominican side of the border. Many didn’t even know they were trespassing. The border between the two countries had been changed so many times, the line drawn and redrawn on the maps. Some Dominicans of conscience hid families. But most were too afraid. I guess I abandoned them, too, Alma conceded.


Well, it’s not like writing about them would’ve saved them, Sophie noted reasonably.


Still, Alma blamed herself for these failed stories. Maybe she hadn’t loved them enough. Or, a possibility that frightened her even more, maybe she just lacked the necessary talent and scope. But they wouldn’t let her go, especially her last two attempts, the stories of Papi and of Bienvenida, in whom she had invested so much time, so many drafts, so many folders full of notes. At readings, Alma spoke about the dictator’s ex-wife, read short passages of dialogue and descriptions of Bienvenida’s growing up as an upper-class girl in a border town.


Alma had researched every aspect of life in that border town in the late nineteenth, early twentieth century. Monte Cristi had been a boom town back in Bienvenida’s childhood, years before the bloody massacre, a major port, where German, Dutch, and Spanish ships docked and loaded up with tobacco, cocoa, coffee, mahogany. The biggest export was something Alma had never heard of: campeche. Back in the days before synthetics, its bark was used to dye fabrics as well as to treat diarrhea and menstrual disorders. Alma had researched that, too.


In her novel, Alma had Bienvenida resort to campeche teas in a desperate effot to prevent her recurring miscarriages. But these fictional infusions couldn’t alter the real-life facts: Bienvenida seemed unable to carry a child to full term. After eight years of marriage and miscarriages, the dictator discarded her in order to marry his mistress who had recently borne him a son. This new wife turned out to be el Jefe’s match in terms of ruthlessness, stopping at nothing to get rid of her rival. Bienvenida was sent into exile, her name taken off road signs, avenues, clinics, schools. Overnight she disappeared. In an old history book about first ladies of the Dominican Republic Alma inherited from her father, Bienvenida Inocencia Ricardo wasn’t even mentioned. In protest, Alma’s father had crossed out the name of the new wife and scrawled in Bienvenida’s name. Alma was intrigued. Did you know her, Papi?


He knew of her. A kind lady, she had saved a number of dissidents, alerting families about a raid, providing safe passage for them across the border.


Did she help you escape? Alma pressed. She was curious to know more about her father’s first exile as a young doctor in the States and later Canada.


She was already banished by the time I had to leave.


Alma’s research unearthed several old people still living in Monte Cristi who recalled the sweet girl who’d fallen head over heels in love with el Jefe. Just like her middle name, Bienvenida Inocencia had been clueless as to the monster she was about to marry. Even after he divorced her and banished her, Bienvenida remained loyal, as far as anyone could tell, blaming the cronies who surrounded el Jefe for the worst brutalities, including the massacre.


How could such a good woman end up with the devil incarnate? That was the question that kept coming up. It was also the question that fueled Alma’s own obsession with Bienvenida. Beauty and the Beast, all right.


Alma had even visited the cemetery where Bienvenida was rumored to be buried in an unmarked grave. After the regime was toppled, all the statues, monuments, and houses of the dictator and anyone connected to him were overrun by the furious victimized masses. Bienvenida had been quietly interred in an unmarked grave to avoid desecration. No one knew exactly where.


Talking to her father, Alma discovered that his father—Alma’s grandfather—had owned property in the outskirts of Bienvenida’s hometown. His wife and children were safely ensconced in a large house in a city in the interior. Papi’s father spent considerable time away, managing his properties, traveling back and forth, a trip that took two days on horseback.


Just as well he was gone a lot, Alma’s father remarked but refused to elaborate. His father was verboten in their conversations. Still, Alma pressed on, each time finding out a little more.


These long absences gave him free rein—not that he needed or requested it—to start a second family on the other side of the border. Curiously, his Haitian children were all born within months of his light-skinned legitimate children, as if wife and mistress were in competition with each other’s fertility.


So, what had happened to that other family? Alma had queried her father. She had always wanted to write a novel about the Haitian massacre, and this personal connection added to her interest. But Papi claimed he didn’t know any more specifics. All he knew was that shortly after the massacre his father sold off his border properties and turned against the dictator.


All these stories, not yet cohered into a novel, were in the PAPI box. Alma could recite chapter and verse of her father’s life, the tired anecdotes he had shared with her and her sisters over the years. But the rounded character, the non-Papi parts of Manuel Cruz, proved elusive. Alma would ask the wrong question or probe too hard, and her father would clam up like those moriviví plants she remembered from childhood that folded up their leaves at a touch.


Maybe his untold stories, blood-soaked and tragic, had sent her father spiraling down into his own world. Alfa Calenda was his emergency cord. Just imagining these stories had also proved to be too much for Alma. A firewall of words had not been sufficient protection from “The Horror! The Horror!”


Papi, Bienvenida—Alma had even tried to write a novel combining their stories. BIENVENIDA + PAPI, that box was labeled. These two most recent failures especially haunted Alma. Bienvenida had been erased from history; Papi had sealed himself off in Alfa Calenda—these were precisely the characters Alma felt drawn to. The silenced ones, their tongues cut off; wives and daughters taking dictation from their husbands or fathers, improving and revising, in fact cowriting the epics, the sonnets, the ballads, with never a credit to their names. Generations of Anons.


To close a story, the old people back home would utter a chant. Colorín colorado, este cuento se ha acabado. This tale is done. Release the duende to the wind. But how to exorcise a story that had never been told?


With the death of the second parent, Mami and Papi’s lawyer, Martillo, dubbed the Hammer by Alma and her sisters, a bilingual name swap that made them feel empowered in the face of the bureaucratic nightmare of the Dominican legal system, could now begin the long process of settling their estate. Retitling, reporting to tax authorities, submitting apostilled documents, birth certificates, passports.


The four daughters learned they had inherited a dozen or so parcels of real estate. The lots were scattered throughout the capital—wedged between office buildings, on a hillside with no street access, downtown on a busy street—nothing substantial, at most a few tareas, unfortunately no beachfront. There was also one large lot in the outskirts of the city.


According to Martillo, these little pieces of real estate were a form of currency back in the old days when people paid their bills with land, livestock, labor. Papi would remove a tumor, an appendix, save someone’s crushed leg, and next thing he knew, the grateful patient would show up in the waiting room with a goat tethered outside or a campesino with his hat off would be at the back door of the house offering his services for the day, his pickaxe ready to excavate the stone pond Papi was making for the ducks another campesino had gifted him.


The sisters had never been a harmonious foursome and deciding what to do with their shared inheritance was no different. They argued about whether to sell, how much to charge, who would take on the legwork of implementing decisions. Finally, they consulted a mediator, who suggested they divide the real estate into four equal parts and be done with it.


The problem was that the parcels were assessed at different values, so how to fairly divide them? The sisters each wanted the most unloadable and best priced of the properties. At first, everyone eyed the largest of the lots, fifteen-something tareas, located outside the capital. Valuable country property, they all surmised. But it turned out that whoever greedily grabbed for it would be falling for the old childhood trick of being conned of their smaller dime by an offer of a bigger-sized nickel. The lot was worthless, Martillo told them, near the city dump, surrounded by the poorest of barrios. Overnight, the once-appealing parcel became the hot potato everyone wanted to pass on.


On the mediator’s suggestion, the sisters decided to toss a coin on an online app. At first Amparo tried to discredit the app, as she didn’t believe in the Internet. How do you solve a problem like Amparo? her sisters sang in frustration. But short of them all hopping on a plane to an agreed-upon location, which would require the kind of group cooperation that was precisely the problem, this was the best option. They would each take a turn, the winner getting the first pick. In the next round, another toss among the remaining three losers, the previous winner going to the end of the line, until all dozen lots were apportioned.


Alma won the first round. She surprised her sisters by choosing the worst lot, north of the capital. Because it was the largest, she said she would relinquish her share of the rest of the real estate.


That’s not being fair to yourself, her sisters protested. They could fight to the bitter end, pulling each other’s hair as children, spitting out the meanest putdowns as teens, hanging up on calls way past the age when hormones could be blamed, but let one sister go down, the others dropped everything to pick her up and attack whoever had dared break her heart.


Hey, guys, trust me, Alma assured them. This is the one I want.


But why? I thought we all agreed it was worthless.


I’ve changed my mind, okay?


From protectiveness, her sisters shifted to suspicion. Maybe Alma had discovered that the lot was actually worth more than the appraisal? Why else would she want a place next to the dump, surrounded by a barrio full of crime? Did she intend to move “down there,” the term the sisters used for their former homeland, always accompanied by a snicker, as that had been their mother’s way of referring to their private parts.


What do you want it for? her sisters would not let it go. They were in a Zoom meeting, a gallery of little frames interrogating Alma.


Look, if you guys don’t trust me, then forget it! She was ready to click the Leave the Meeting button, but Consuelo stepped in. I’m fine with letting Alma have it. A few grumbles later, the others followed suit, and Alma was now the owner of fifteen-plus tareas of abandoned land north of the city next to the town dump.


Later that evening, Consuelo called to complain about the bickering that had ensued after Alma left the meeting with her single pick. What parcels each one had gotten. Who wasn’t talking to whom. Alma was relieved not to have gotten embroiled in what she was not above hearing about. The dirt they all loved. It gave them common ground where they could sink down roots and still be a family now that Mami and Papi were gone.


So, tell me, Soul Sister, Consuelo said, digging for more dirt. What is it you really want that lot for?


Well, Consolation, Alma bantered back. Like I said on Zoom, I’m not really sure. Alma went on to explain that she was having all these dreams. In the latest one, she was standing in a place, lush with vegetation, a landscape that suggested the DR. A woman approached, wearing a long skirt and tunic with lots of tiny reflecting mirrors, like the outfits from India they used to wear as hippie teens that drove Mami bananas. (I’m going to Bellevue! she’d threaten, the place she’d learned was for crazy people in this country.) As this woman drew closer, Alma could see it was Scheherazade.


You mean you? Consuelo asked.


I guess so.


So, what did Sherryzad want?


It was almost thirty years since Alma had adopted the pen name, and her sisters still stumbled over Scheherazade. To be fair, so did most folks, a Middle-Eastern bazaar of sounds and consonants consorting and clanking with each other.


She wants me to bury my abandoned drafts. Stories I’ve failed to bring to life.


Ohhhkaaay… Consuelo said with the intonation of an aide handling a deranged person at Bellevue. But you haven’t failed? You’ve published a ton of books.


Hardly a ton, but for a sister who preferred her stories in movie or gossip form, Alma’s production seemed monumental. Okay, forget failure. Let’s just say, she was ready for whatever adventure lay on the other side of her written narratives. Anyhow, you wanted to know why I wanted the lot? It’s a place to put those stories to rest. Better not mention that she was thinking of moving there herself.


I’ll pay for a storage unit if that’s all you want it for.


Not the same. If Gunnar died, would you put him in a storage unit?


I’d put him in a storage unit now if I could get away with it!


Alma laughed. Ay, ’Manita. When affection brimmed over, it spilled into Spanish.


Anyhow, Soul Sister, wherever you end up, I’m counting on you to stick around and help clean up all the meltdowns. Promise you’ll be careful.


There followed some horror stories Consuelo had heard from the homeland family about the increase in crime. The cousins were hiring bodyguards.


I’ll be fine. It’s not like I’ll be tooling around in a Mercedes with a chauffeur.


Just don’t break my heart and get yourself killed, Consuelo said in closing.


I’ll keep that in mind when the grim reaper comes. I’ll just tell him, I can’t break Consolation’s heart.


That’s right. Tell that fucker I’m first! A new competitiveness had arisen among the sisters. Instead of who was the favorite, the prettiest, who got a window seat in the car or the aisle seat on the plane, now it was who would get to die first.


Alma went down to sign the papers on the property division and look over her lot. The fifteen-plus tareas turned out to be a mess, overgrown weeds, broken bottles, the smell of urine and feces overwhelming. Skinny mongrel dogs roamed. Across the street from the lot, a woman entering a pink-and-turquoise casita turned and waved. That was the extent of neighborliness. Mostly the barrio residents watched her, the usual Dominican friendliness on pause, probably waiting until they figured out what she was up to.


Maybe Consuelo’s horror stories were not just stories. Maybe her neighbors were sizing her up like el Cuco in their childhood fairytales.


Alma forged ahead, a habit developed over years of writing. When a manuscript wasn’t going anywhere, you stayed with it. You loved it into being. It worked, until it didn’t.


That said, as one of a sister pack, Alma tended to be braver in plural numbers. She needed a collaborator, someone who knew the country she hadn’t lived in for most of her adult life. Years ago, at one of her Dominican book presentations, she had met an artist who had approached with a large portfolio of prints, photos of her sculptures, gallery flyers, blurry copies of articles about her work. It was annoying when people at a signing didn’t show consideration for those waiting on a line. But Alma knew better than to be ungracious. Most of the fans who came to these events claimed to be related to her, not a stretch on the small island.


Brava, the woman introduced herself. No last name, no claim to blood. Her work was her calling card.


Alma had fallen in love with Brava’s wild and fierce creations, towering carvings and large paintings that belied their creator’s petite size. But like her art, Brava’s personality was larger than life, a fireball throwing off sparks. None of the anguished and torturous revisions and self-doubts that besieged Alma. Brava joyed in her work like a little kid stomping in puddles, trying to pour the ocean, cupful by cupful, into the moat surrounding her sandcastle, believing she could.


Brava’s small two-room apartment was crammed with oversized canvases stretching from floor to ceiling, prints that could have wallpapered a suite of rooms, papier-mâché sculptures, whose parts had to be assembled outdoors. Alma found Brava on a ladder, detailing the fingers of a woman who was peeling back the flesh on her chest. Inside her ribs was a trapped bird, wings spread out, desperate to get out.


Brava came down from her ladder to stand beside Alma. If it hadn’t been for her Afro, Brava would not have cleared Alma’s shoulders. Unlike her North American friends, her Dominican friends made Alma feel normal-sized; sometimes, as with Brava, even tall. It was a good feeling to experience equality literally in the flesh, not just as an abstraction.


Alma shared what she remembered of her dreams as well as what she was vaguely planning. She needed a place to bury her unfinished work, a space honoring all those characters who had never had the chance to tell their stories. She wanted to bring them home to their mother tongue and land. What do you think? she concluded, finally looking at Brava. She had avoided glancing in her direction so as not to be deterred by an eye roll or a condescending smile.


Brava instantly got it. No need to explain, quote Yeats or the Bible, no danger of being called loca to avoid using “crazy,” as if insults were okay if delivered in their native tongue. Why, oh why, couldn’t Brava be her sister instead of her sisters?


Brava was already sketching on the paper spread out like a tablecloth on her worktable. I can do plaster tumbas, markers for each book, write your characters’ names on them, with excerpts from your drafts, lo que tú quieras. We can bury the boxes under them. ¿Qué te parece?


I have a lot of boxes, Alma warned. It was part and parcel of being an obsessive reviser, nothing pleased her. So many characters abandoned mid-narrative because she couldn’t perfectly describe the curl in their hair, the freckles in an old man’s hand, or the twists and turns in a life. Sentences deserted for lack of the spot-on verb. Didn’t she know art could also be forgiving?


I don’t want to take you away from your own work. Alma gestured at the towering woman with the half-formed hand.


My work, your work. Querida, it’s all of a piece. Brava was ready to throw herself into the deep end while Alma was still hesitating, dipping a toe into the shallow end. You’ll be doing me a favor. Look at this closet. Brava gestured, the hands at the ends of those arms seemed to belong to a bigger person. I need more space for my work. For your characters, it will be un cementerio, for mine, a gallery garden.


Instead of a handshake, the two women fell into an abrazo. It was like hugging both a child and a genie stuffed in a bottle. They held on to each other until that suffocating self-consciousness set in, You are you—I am me. They pulled apart, laughing.


Before returning to Vermont to pack up her old life and put her house on the market, Alma needed to find a place to live. She considered asking Brava about being housemates. But two genies stuffed in one bottle would not work. Why not build a house on the property? Brava suggested. Construction was a lot cheaper here than in the States. Brava must have seen the uneasy look on Alma’s face, because she added, una casita, the diminutive making the house sound reassuringly small.


But it wasn’t the size of the house that worried Alma. The specter of all the kidnappings and rapes and murders that Consuelo had summoned in their phone call filled Alma’s head. That was the problem with stories. Once they got in there, they were like a digital footprint, you couldn’t erase them. Her cousins had hired guachimanes to protect them. Alma wouldn’t be driving a Mercedes, but she was an Americana with a big dollar sign like a scarlet letter on her chest and a blue pasaporte in her satchel. Is it safe? she wondered.


Brava laughed incredulously. Mujer, who do you think lives there? The old syllogism the privileged ensconced in their gated communities often forgot. People live there. You are a person. Ergo: you can live there, too. Alma bowed her head, chastened.


Still, her style had always been to take her time, second-guess. Revise, revise, revise, as a way of life, not just writing. But borrowing Brava’s bravado and contacts, Alma consulted an architect about maybe/perhaps/quizás putting a small house on the newly acquired property. Nothing fancy, something sweet and simple, like a child’s drawing, a front door, a window on either side like two eyes, vividly colored walls—like the pink-and-turquoise casita with the woman waving she’d seen across the street from the property. Above it all, a perennially smiley-faced sun beaming down its blessing. See? The world is safe, the people are happy.


In the meantime, Alma asked her wealthy cousins if she could crash at their beach house. I’d only need one room for a month or so, she added, embarrassed to be imposing. As long as you want to stay, they reassured her. No big deal. We hardly ever use it. Hey, maybe you’ll get inspired and write up a storm. Her familia still imagined Alma turning out a novel every other year. None of them were big readers, so they wouldn’t know the difference. Her books were paperweights on their coffee tables.


Alma felt reluctant, occupying her cousins’ getaway and further increasing her debt of gratitude. What could she offer in return? Her little clapboard house in Vermont would hardly meet her familia’s standards, adequate perhaps for their maids and gardeners. Not to mention, she would soon be selling it.


You don’t have to pay us back. We can put up a plaque at the door. Instead of “George Washington slept here,” we can say our famosa prima wrote her novels here. They were proud of Alma. She had made a name for herself in the First World they all aped and aspired to. Too bad the pen name didn’t rebound to their shared surname. Mami’s small-mindedness had gypped la familia of a feather in its cap.


Though she didn’t always agree with their politics, Alma availed herself of the perks that came with being a part of an extended family. She had grown up with the cuzzes, as she and her sisters referred to the cousins, their blood coursing in her veins, bone of her bone, flesh of her flesh, their stories circulating inside her story.


Back in Vermont, Alma was swamped by the volume of details that ending one life—while still alive and starting another—entails. Every time she’d feel an attack of panic or indecision coming on, she’d calm herself with a line from a favorite poem, Practice resurrection. A useful skill to master for the hereafter.


Her mind sort of made up, her bridges not burned, not Alma’s style, but blocked off, Alma set up a Zoom meeting to announce to her sisters that she was indeed moving to the DR—a trial move, she hedged, so as not to start up the chorus of warnings.


Which started up anyhow. Be reasonable, her sisters argued, as if their lives were examples of that approach. Alma knew better than to point this out.


Every time we’ve tried going back, it never works. Piedad cited any number of instances. As Mami always said, Piedad should have studied law. Argument was her native language.


But those earlier homecomings had taken place in the thick of their lives, Alma argued back. As hippies in their jeans and peasant blouses, they didn’t fit in with the “hair and nails” cousins. The oppressive poverty was demoralizing. They couldn’t find jobs unless they were willing to tap the nepotism network, and what jobs they could land were as receptionists, trophy secretaries with their pale skin, fluent English, and “good hair,” window-dressing up front. They had discovered that indeed they couldn’t go home again. It was easier to love their dear DR from afar, preserved in memory and scented by nostalgia. An Eden they had lost and could take into therapy as a way of explaining failure, depression, mediocre marriages.


Now closing in on old age, going back to the DR no longer seemed a defeatist move, but the best option. What if?—Alma didn’t want to mention the dreaded word, but—face it, two parents with dementia, one a certainty, Papi a question mark but likely—what were the odds? Alma had read and shared with her sisters a clinical study by Columbia Presbyterian doctors that found a genetic propensity for Alzheimer’s among Dominican participants. All that intermarrying of cousins, trying to keep the bloodlines pure. Should Alma follow in her parents’ footsteps, she’d be much better off in her native land. Even if it wasn’t first rate in terms of social services, that world had been her first world: her senses, her body’s rhythms, her psyche were all steeped in it. The weather, the smells, the sounds of Spanish, gestures understood without explanation. Life was also cheaper there. Her social security checks could be forwarded as well any royalties and permissions fees that might trickle in—the safety net of el Norte, should Alma’s emergency-cord experiment fail.


Not to mention that Alma didn’t have a passel of Stateside kids to tether her here.


You have us, her sisters argued. Don’t say we didn’t warn you, they added in their mother’s you’ll-be-sorry voice.


It’s just a temporary move, Alma repeated with less assurance. They had succeeded in seeding her mind with self-doubt. Maybe she’d rent, not sell, the house in Vermont until she was sure. You can always visit, she added. Come winter, it might be nice to have a sistercation in the tropics.


Where would she host them?


Alma didn’t dare breathe that she was planning to build a small house on that dangerous property. Their cuzzes had offered the old family beach house. There was plenty of room.


Alma stood her ground, albeit on shifting sand. The Zoom meeting was drawing to a close. The sisters grew quiet. The imminent parting. The end of something.


We still have no idea what you’re going to do down there. Piedad would have to pick that bone again.


Jesus, give her a break. I hope you meet a really hot guy, Consuelo said, trying to put a positive spin on Alma’s decision. That illusion they still clung to, that they were beautiful and young with romantic choices.


They said their goodbyes. Love you! they called to each other from their small boxes. Love you more! About that, too, they would have to compete.


The last tough call was to her literary agent. Alma informed him she was closing up shop, no longer accepting invitations to blurb, perform, or give opinions on any number of topics from the death of the novel to the importance of multicultural representation in school curriculums. She was shipping her old manuscripts to the homeland, putting them to rest there.


Her agent tried dissuading her. Alma could sell these additional boxes to the university library that bought her papers years ago. The Scheherazade Archives would want them.


Maybe they would have in the past, back when Alma was in her flush period, actively publishing book after book. Introductions at her readings often mentioned “the prolific author,” a phrase that carried a whiff of the pejorative, as if fertility in female writers was a kind of indiscretion, the way her mother’s family regarded the campo custom of having large families as a lack of self-control, breeding like animals, all those mouths to feed. Don’t they have any sense?


TMI, she told her agent. Too much information already out there about me, my books, articles, opinions. Storytellers should learn when to shut up.


Her agent disagreed. There were young critics making their academic careers studying the multicultural boom in American literature. Scheherazade had been part of that abriendo-caminos pack. In fact, there was a pesky young professor—a Dominican-American, her agent added as bait—who was writing a book about the influence of canonical and classical texts on Latinx literature. Because of her pen name and avowed connection with the Arabian Nights, he wanted to interview Scheherazade about her work.


It speaks for itself, or not, Alma said. She was done. Period. Colorín colorado. End of story.
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