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For Christian, Clifford, Karl, and Edna, my sibs




There is the house we all inhabit
the house which is the body and only the body 


Where ghostly families in the corridors of the blood 
record their odd abbreviated histories 


Then there is the yellow house and the doorway and 


The child standing in a pool of yellow sunlight 
the bright blood shed by the sun at sunrise 


— Gwendolyn MacEwen, “The Yellow House”




PART ONE
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AMULETS




RAT


Somewhere between Texas and Managua, their bags go missing.


The Friesen family steps off the plane into a wall of heat. They are unencumbered by toothbrushes, diapers, and fresh underwear. They cross cracked tarmac to a flat, squat terminal and the children wait with their mother on gritty tile while their father sorts out visas and donates American cash to armed officials in green uniforms. They wait for hours. At last, a man named Simon, a stranger, arrives to collect them in his silver pickup, to ferry them across this new city, beneath this new sky, wavery with dust. Juliet and Keith rattle around the open truck bed like loose teeth, amazed and elated by all that’s here to be seen. Their mother, Gloria, hammers on the glass and tells them, “Get down!” Baby Emmanuel hammers too, but Bram, their father, waves expansively out of the open window. He feels as they do: Look at this.


The city is falling down, or already fallen. Dark green canopied vehicles, spilling with soldiers, cruise the streets. Among shacks and shanties run skinny dogs and loose pigs. Children dart towards the truck to touch Juliet’s hand, fingers scratching, papery and dry, as they cross her knuckles.


Managua smells like cooking fires, like the sultry burn of incense.


It is dusk when they arrive at Simon and Renate’s house. The gate swings shut and Renate shows them to the room in which the Friesen family will temporarily camp: Renate’s office.


Renate is a missionary from Canada, and so is her husband.


Juliet knows all about missionaries; that is what Grandma Grace and Grandpa Harold used to be. Two days ago they kissed goodbye outside Washington’s National Airport; the wind blew jagged sparks of snow into hair and eyelashes. Grandma Grace said to Gloria, her daughter, keep your purse strap wrapped around your wrist; there are bound to be pickpockets. To Juliet she said, don’t forget to say your prayers. Jesus Christ, I don’t even have a purse, Gloria said to Bram, laughing, as they waved through the closing glass doors and Grandpa Harold helped Grandma Grace into the front seat of his Cadillac: American built with American pride. Nobody cried, not then. The crying part was over, and the questioning, and the lectures.


Missionaries tell other people what to do.


“I’ve removed any papers of importance,” says Renate, standing in the middle of her office, “but I trust you will keep the children from touching anything.”


“We thank you for your hospitality.” Juliet’s father clasps Renate’s hand between his own, warmly. “The Roots of Justice thanks you.”


Juliet’s mother drops to the floor all that they possess: a carry-on backpack containing two paper diapers, four mini cheeses pilfered on the Washington-to-Dallas flight, a box of broken crayons, and a colouring book. In the front zippered pocket Gloria keeps a pack of gum, in case of emergencies. Juliet loves to imagine the type of emergency her mother might solve with a balled-up wad of pink stickiness: split pants? broken car part? severed finger?


If her family has nothing, Juliet doesn’t know it. She isn’t waiting for something better to arrive: not for the luggage, not for her father to find them a home of their own, or to begin his new job in earnest. Juliet can plop herself onto a blanket on the floor, stretch out, and — there, she’s settled.


Juliet and Keith have interrupted Renate’s nap, and with fallen palm leaves and sticks and industry, they are destroying her backyard. Renate’s face appears bisected, glaring through the black bars over her bedroom window as she opens the slats of glass she’d carefully closed to keep out the heat and the dust.


“There is a park down the street.” Renate drops each word down onto Gloria’s head. Gloria, cross-legged and silent under the window, nurses her baby and watches her children play in the blazing sun. “Go,” says Renate. “You will enjoy it.”


The yard is not a secret garden. The secret is a city unseen that sprawls outside the yard’s concrete walls, which are spiked on top with embedded glass shards but can’t keep out the tantalizing squawk of neighbouring chickens, the shouts of children and women, smoke wafting, oily from cooking fires.


“Can’t we go, oh, can’t we, can’t we?”


Gloria lifts Emmanuel off her breast and staggers to her feet. The baby lolls, heavily asleep. “Yes, let’s,” she says, drawing a circle around the four of them — their father is not here. Simon has taken him to meet someone who knows someone who is selling a motorcycle.


It is early afternoon: the worst hour to venture out. The sun stares mercilessly through leafless trees, dust rising and swept about by a rough wind off the lake below. Nor is the park at the end of the street as promised; instead, they meet a highway noisy with ox carts, and motorcycles spewing black clouds, and elderly school buses crammed to overflowing with passengers and livestock, and little Russian-made cars darting like toys.


As if falling from a great height, Gloria grabs the arm of a woman slowly picking her way along the road’s narrow shoulder. “¿Direcciones? ¿Parque?”


A wide plastic bowl, laden to overflowing, rests on cloth wound into a circle on top of the woman’s hair, and the bowl does not slip, even as the woman gestures vividly with her lips: Over there, over there. Juliet suspects magic.


“¡Gracias, gracias!” Gloria squeezes the woman’s hand in thanks, but to Juliet’s ears everything her mother is saying is wrong: her flat American vowels crashing against leaden American consonants, her r’s sodden l’s.


They tumble downhill. The mirage of a park shimmers and appears before them. “Ta-da!” cries Gloria, as if she’s invented it from scratch. She punctuates the moment with a dance of delight performed in her stained white dress. Juliet watches as if from a distance, as if she’s taken a step and then another and another away from her mother.


At home in Indiana, Gloria was just her mother, warming homemade soup on the stove as Juliet and her best friend, Laci, burst through the front door for lunch, or standing framed in the front window watching Juliet climb to the top of the school’s monkey bars and walk across, the only girl in grade three who dared. But here, in this strange city, Juliet glimpses the stranger Gloria could become, giddy in her jubilation, separate and apart from her children; hardly a mother at all. A novel sensation grips Juliet’s gut — shame. She is angry at herself for feeling this way, but mostly at her mother, for making her feel this way.


She can’t run fast enough away, to the stripped-down ghost of a playground, metal structures flaked to dim apparitions where Nicaraguan children climb despite jagged edges and corroded-out holes through which entire limbs might plunge. There are swings, and slides no longer slippery, and the remnants of what might have been a merry-go-round. Giant trees grow out of concrete-rimmed knolls, silver bark peeling to white skin beneath.


Juliet darts to the tip-top of a metal-barred apparatus. Something sharp rips her inner thigh, opening a gash, but she ignores it. Her knees are orange with rust, palms dusty as she swings down. Her brother Keith is sprinting towards a real train engine that sits on a concrete platform bereft of track on the far side of the park.


“Ahoy, matey, ship ahead,” he shouts, and Juliet yells after him, “That could be an island. Let’s pretend it’s an island.”


“Treasure,” Keith pants.


“Wait for me!” Gloria is hampered by baby Emmanuel’s bulk.


As she runs, Juliet sees without seeing the old men sitting idle and watching them, and the stillness of the other children, sees without seeing the scene they are making, helplessly.


Keith and Juliet straddle the engine’s nose. Juliet is riding a wild horse and Keith is surveying a jungled mountain. Both could be true.


The heat hits Juliet and Keith all at once, and they dismount and slump on a tree root the size of their father’s torso: expansive.


“What’s that on your leg?” Gloria asks Juliet.


“What, this? Oh, nothing.” The cut flames red.


“Tetanus,” mutters Gloria. But everyone’s shots are up to date. Proof is on the immunization cards, which are in the luggage, which is lost.


“I’m thirsty,” says Keith.


“Not right now,” Gloria snaps in a tone Juliet recognizes. She is mustering herself.


Before them loiters a boy. He eats ice cream out of a paper cup with a stick, licking, staring, patient, as if he has been watching them for a while. His cheekbones are broad, his eyes’ cast is green, strange wide freckles cross skin that is almost pale, and his hair is as red as Juliet’s, though tougher, textured like weeds.


“¿Helado?” Gloria asks, thumping hard against the final syllable of the word for ice cream, one of the few in this new language known to Juliet and Keith.


The boy is clearly thrilled to escort them to a small wooden stall on the dark and shady side of the park. Painted white, it could be any concession stand anywhere in the world. Before Gloria can give permission, the boy has ordered on their behalf. Gloria fumbles for the cloth moneybag that swings on string around her neck, dropped down inside her dress. The boy hands them each a paper cup, the dull green metallic-flavoured sweetness within already melting even as Juliet laps it up. The texture is granular on her tongue, swallowed and gone.


Around them a chorus of children is gathering, spilling out of an invisible source, drawn in this direction like filings to a powerful magnet, feet crusty with dust, clothing ripped and repaired and ripped again. Girls much smaller than Juliet carry baby brothers or sisters in their arms or on their backs, tending to them, casually responsible.


With authority, and without consultation, the boy places another order at the window. Gloria and the children watch the woman behind the counter pour the contents of a glass bottle of jewel-red pop into a small plastic bag. The woman secures the bag with a knot on top. The beverage is for Gloria, who does not want it. The boy offers the bag to Keith instead, and mimes instructions. Keith chews, spits a triangle of ripped plastic, wipes it off his lower lip with his wrist, and spills red pop down his chin, staining his only shirt.


The crowd of children cheers.


“It’s not fair,” says Juliet, feeling this deeply. “I’m the oldest.”


“This is it, Juliet. I’m out of money.” Gloria buys a second bag. No more, she tells the boy, waving her hands. The pop, called Fanta Roja, tastes like cream soda, a flavour Juliet loathes. But she knows better than to complain again; she sucks the pliant plastic breast dry.


Gloria settles on the ground, unties her shoulder strap, and smiles up at the boy who has helped them, as comfortably as if she were seated on the rag rug in their former kitchen; she doesn’t seem to notice Emmanuel’s restless head exposing her nipple. In Spanish she asks the boy, “What is your name?”


“Freddy.” The boy stands out from the others. Discreetly belching Fanta Roja fumes, Juliet can’t stop examining him: his green eyes glitter; he swaggers.


“Freddy?” Gloria repeats his name with surprise. They have not been in the country long enough to know that foreign names pronounced with a Nicaraguan accent are commonplace — Freddy, Edwin, Clifford, Millicent. Who knows what else outsiders have left behind?


“Freddy,” the boy repeats, and from behind him comes the call “El Chelito,” the nickname repeated gleefully. A girl with a cardboard box tied around her neck points to Juliet — “Chelita, chelita,” she says, like a little bird calling. The flat box sticks out like a tray on which the girl displays what she is selling: cigarettes and gum.


“What does it mean?” The children press so near that Juliet can smell their breath, see where they are missing teeth and how their hair shines, unwashed, with grease.


But Gloria doesn’t know either and is not paying attention to Juliet. Her eyes are locked on Freddy. “¿Donde vives?” she asks him. Where do you live?


Freddy gestures generally: Over there.


“Freddy.” Gloria tilts her head in appeal, says, “Ayudanos.” Help us.


Fear alters every angle. Juliet understands: they are lost, and Gloria has chosen this boy, Freddy, to rescue them. Noise rises, the buzz of disorientation.


Keith’s back presses Juliet’s. She would never tell him, but she is comforted by the irritating warmth of her brother’s proximity, by his sturdiness and height — as tall as she is, though she is nearly two years older. He takes after their father, as she takes after her mother; everyone says so. Between them they share the same wish: that their mother tie up her dress strap, that she cover herself, that she rise.


Puzzled and delighted, Freddy points to himself as if to say: Me, help you? And he bows. But of course.


“Casa,” says Gloria; she may not know the word for lost. She waves her free hand, clutching for her high school Spanish. “Grande. Blanca. Americanos.”


The girl with the tray wags a tiny rectangular maroon packet of gum at Juliet. She singsongs a word that Juliet does not understand. No, no, no, frowns Juliet, and though the girl understands, she refuses to believe, shaking the packet, rattle, rattle, rattle, like a handful of little stones.


The girl doesn’t know that Gloria has spent all their money on ice cream and soda pop; she doesn’t know they aren’t rich. They aren’t rich, are they? Or does the girl know better than Juliet what they are, what all of the gringos are, no matter what they think they are? The gringos have passports and American dollars; they have another country to call home. They can come, and they can go, and they do, and they will.


They make a ragged parade out of the park, a confusion of followers and pursuers led by Freddy, who dances them down different streets from those they came on, past shacks with dark interiors and dirt floors, chickens scraping in front yards, stray dogs and pigs prowling ruts of soapy garbaged water. This is the smell of a city with inadequate sewers, yet it’s a smell that will always remind Juliet of something good — something lost and something good. Because she is ten years old under an open blue sky, because there is no reason ever to arrive anywhere, because she has never felt exactly this way before — this loose in the world, this capable of escape.


Nothing can shift this feeling of goodness, not even the man in black pants stumbling through his gate. Juliet sees his feet in torn plastic sandals, his damaged toenails. She sees that his zipper is down, perhaps broken, and she sees the exposed and flaccid flesh within, pale as a dried cob. There is a whirring in the air, a collective gasp, as the man reaches heavily for Gloria. Her body spins sideways under his weight, baby Emmanuel loosened from her grip, slipping, falling.


Freddy: running past Juliet like a shadow, running at the man, fists shoving gut. “¡Vayate, viejo!”


The man’s cheeks hang pouched. He staggers a step and collapses. The children — the others, not Juliet, not Keith — explode with laughter. Boys pelt the man with pebbles.


Gloria’s body hunches, pinched shut. Time abandons them to one steeply turning moment, slowly, slowly, pinning them here until they wake — it is like waking — to Emmanuel’s howls in the dirt. Gloria cannot lift him: her hands shake, her wrists, a shudder that shoots up her arms and rocks her whole body. Juliet tries. She will carry him the way the Nicaraguan girls carry their little brothers and sisters; but Emmanuel is not a Nicaraguan baby. Livid, veins popping from his neck, he kicks Juliet and yanks her hair. She talks to him in a baby voice — “No, no, bad boy, bad Emmanuel” — and renders him ever more furious. His uncut nails scratch her face.


“Put him down, for the love of God,” Gloria says. “Stop trying to help.” Being angry at Juliet steadies her, and she grabs Emmanuel into her own arms and squishes him to her chest. “Poor baby, poor baby, poor little dropped soul.”


Emmanuel’s tantrum continues unabated. This soothes Juliet.


They step over the man, around him, away, Freddy’s hand in the air near Gloria’s shoulder, but not touching her skin. Her long, dark hair hangs loose and smooth all the way to her waist, a veil behind which she hides, and Juliet thinks: She’s crying.


“¡La casa de los gringos!” Freddy waves his arm in grand offering.


But the gate is padlocked shut. Emmanuel is a glowing force field of rage. Gloria wrenches the metal catch and wails: “Could this possibly be right?”


Freddy frowns politely. He has delivered them. Confusion spills all around Gloria, that is what it seems to Juliet. Only a moment has passed. The gate is locked, but there is the wicker sofa on the porch, the clump of coconut palms growing out of a raised bed in the otherwise bare front yard, the walled back garden. This is the right house.


In confirmation, Renate staggers out, hair askew. “Good God!” Because she is a missionary, she makes it sound like a prayer, not a swear.


“The gate was locked, Renate, it was locked!”


“I see that.” Renate turns a key and they file past with their crumpled clothes, their dusty legs. “The maid must have locked it. I could hear you from a mile away.”


The gate swings shut on Freddy. He is cool, sparkling water. He winks at Juliet. “Adios, chelita linda.” But he loiters, as before, watching them.


“What’s this?” Renate snaps the padlock shut. What, not who.


Perhaps Gloria cannot hear over the screams. Gently she lays Emmanuel on the tiled porch, strokes soaked hair off his forehead.


“His name is Freddy,” offers Juliet. “What’s a chelita?”


“Chel-ita.” Renate breaks down the word. “Chele is the root; ita means little; ends with an a, feminine form — so, ‘little girl.’ Little white girl. It’s not very nice, you shouldn’t say it. They use it for people who look like him: different.” She claps her hands, off you go, as if shooing away a bothersome animal, turns and says loudly, “You have to be careful. Set clear boundaries. You can’t let them take advantage.”


Renate is not addressing Juliet, but who else is listening? Keith hangs on the fence, waving goodbye through the metal grating. Emmanuel has wrung himself out, and Gloria lifts and cradles him in her arms, carries him into the house without a backward glance.


Juliet finds them in their bedroom. Gloria kneels beside Emmanuel, who sleeps, utterly relaxed, on Juliet’s bed. Gloria’s hands are on her knees, palms up, head erect.


“Mom,” says Juliet from the doorway.


“Shhh,” Gloria frowns.


“Renate wants to know if you want a drink.”


“In a minute.”


Juliet waits.


“I said, in a minute, Juliet. In a minute, for the love of God.” Gloria is not a missionary. Her prayers are swears.


In the kitchen, Renate pours fresh lemonade squeezed by the maid. “Does your baby brother often scream like that?”


“I guess so.”


“Did you have fun at the park?”


Keith is not helping out.


Juliet darts a glance at Renate, and away; no one has warned her that this looks sneaky. “I don’t know,” she says finally, speaking the truth. But what she really doesn’t know is that there are questions grown-ups don’t want answered truthfully; grown-ups will accept a polite yes, but what they really want is confirmation of their suspicions, suspected moral failings guilelessly revealed, though this will bring the child no favour. Nothing will. In this context, the child is immaterial to the grown-up, useful only as an unwitting spy or pawn.


Renate turns to Keith and observes, “You have spilled something on yourself. The maid will wash it for you.”


Keith obediently removes his shirt. He hasn’t got another.


“Oh, but you shouldn’t have, you shouldn’t have,” Gloria grieves when informed of Renate’s action. She is not upset that Keith must spend the rest of the day half-naked, Juliet knows. She is offended that the maid should have to do anything extra for them.


“Don’t be ridiculous!” says Renate. “How else would we get our work done? You’ve no idea, Gloria.”


Renate adds in a confiding tone, “You mustn’t pay your girl too much. She will be more than pleased to work for a nice American family. It’s cruel to pay them more than they will be able to earn when you are gone.”


There is silence.


“Work!” says Renate, emphatically and cryptically. She is finished, and Gloria has made no reply.


Juliet never expects to understand fully. She listens, she squints down dark-walled passages lit by cracks of flitting sunshine, following through intertwining tunnels her mother — in conversation with another grown woman. Mystery is a shroud over words, phrases, entire paragraphs, over facial expressions and gestures, over inexplicable laughter, chilly quiet. Usually, though not now, cups of coffee are involved, and a dreamy exhaustion, kitchen chairs pulled up to the table, sugar spilled and brushed onto the floor, interruption and return, laughter, a hushed “Now when did this happen?” to alert Juliet’s ear. This exchange is different, because Gloria and Renate are not friends. They are not leisurely. But it is somehow the same, because they are women. They are speaking, with words or without, of puzzles that do not yield to easy solutions.


It is February, 1984.


Ronald Reagan is the president of the United States of America. He is fighting the commies. Commie is short for communist, a thick plank of a word that is used often and ominously on American television; on American television communist means evil. But Juliet takes her definition from Gloria, who says that communists are people who share everything. (Imagine fighting against people who share! It is the punchline to a joke. Juliet writes a skit on the subject, and Keith plays Ronald Reagan with gusto: “I declare a war on sharing! There will be no more sharing!”)


Juliet loves and craves definitions. What is the specific meaning of each heavy word that falls from the sky? But a definition is not an answer. It is temporary shelter, a camp that is put up and broken down. The more she knows, the frailer the originally stable definition, as its meaning comes stamping into her brain shadowed with everything it has been and will ever be, everything connected to it.


Nicaragua is a country shaped like a triangle where it is hot and never snows; also, they are having a war. Managua is the capital city, where it is safe to live except for the volcanoes and the earthquakes. The Sandinistas are in charge and they might be commies, but that would be okay — see definition of a communist. The Cold War is America versus the USSR; somehow this matters, even though Nicaragua is neither of those places. The CIA are scary Americans who sneak around and do bad things, playing nasty tricks on people; they might be anywhere, even pretending to work for the Roots of Justice. The Roots of Justice is going to stop the fighting in Nicaragua; Juliet’s parents work for the Roots of Justice. They will bring Americans into Nicaragua to protest against the Contra war.


Freedom fighters: what Ronald Reagan calls the Contras. The Contras: masked men who stab Nicaraguan babies with bayonets, which are knives attached to the ends of their guns. The Contra war: the Contras are fighting against the Sandinista government. Ronald Reagan is paying, but nobody knows. Everyone needs to know. A protest is a way of telling, yelling when no one is listening.


Pay attention!


In Indiana, Juliet marched in a protest and got on television, carrying a sign decorated with a crayoned blue and green ball beneath a rainbow: please don’t blow up my world. It was a spring day, sunshine and a chilly wind. They walked down the middle of the street and stopped for speeches in a park. Juliet was excited, and then bored, and then hungry, and then she had to pee, and then she was excited again, and mildly jealous, because her best friend, Laci, had been chosen to speak at the microphone. Laci was supposed to read a poem about flowers, but her voice shook and she forgot and instead cried, “Please stop making bombs, please stop making bombs!”


Others were crying too. But they are still making bombs, as far as Juliet knows.


Juliet’s parents believe they can stop the Contra; at least, they believe they have to try. That is why the Friesen family have come to Nicaragua. They have come to stop Ronald Reagan. They will take ordinary Americans to the border towns where Contras ambush and murder ordinary Nicaraguans. The ordinary Americans will not let that happen. They will stand, peaceful and strong, in between. They will wear matching green T-shirts and they will hold hands and sing songs. They won’t get hurt.


Ronald Reagan and his freedom fighters won’t want to hurt ordinary Americans.


Juliet would like to go too, to stand in the line and hold hands and sing. Juliet’s mother says she won’t be able to. Juliet will stay with her brothers in Managua, where it is safe and no one is being killed.


“But what about you?”


“I will stay too.”


“But what about Dad?”


Tonight the Friesen family sleeps on the floor, in the room like a womb sheltered and dark, lit by the glow of mosquito coils, orange in the breeze. Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, the Friesen family rises to eat dry toast and drink café con leche (even the children; Gloria says they may) and to clog Simon and Renate’s toilet because they’ve forgotten that paper is not to be flushed: more work for the maid.


In the afternoons, no water flows from the taps. The quick-falling evenings summon enterprising swarms of mosquitoes; Renate promises it will be worse in the rainy season. For every meal of every day, even for breakfast, the maid prepares and serves gallo pinto, red beans fried with rice, yet no one grows tired of eating it.


Finally, an evening that stands out from the blur of temporary routine and heat-stupored stasis: Renate hosts a dinner party and invites the three other Roots of Justice team members, who live in Managua too. At last they have something to celebrate, especially Renate and Simon: the Friesens have found an apartment. The maid serves buttered squash and fresh corn tortillas and a vat of gallo pinto, and for dessert, Renate surprises everyone by preparing her specialty, baked Alaska.


When the moment arrives, Renate switches off the lights and emerges from the kitchen balancing a mounded confection lit spectacularly on fire. In the glow of blue flame, her angular face floats pale and eerie. The smell of burning rum pervades the air.


An impromptu cheer erupts from the emaciated Roots of Justice team members: Andrew, Jason, and Charlotte.


“I’ve never had a baked Alaska,” says Gloria. “Everyone tell Renate thank you, please.” She is speaking to the children, who understand.


“Thank you,” Keith and Juliet echo as the flame burns into nothing.


From Gloria’s lap, baby Emmanuel emits a dull rumble. His bedtime bile is rising.


“What an unexpected treat! And here in Nicaragua, who would have imagined it. Tell Renate thank you,” Gloria repeats, as if deaf.


“We did,” says Juliet, and Renate frowns as she dishes out miraculously unthawed ice cream revealed beneath meringue topping. Juliet senses displeasure, distaste, but she does not know why.


Renate passes the first bowl to her husband.


“When exactly are you able to move out?” Simon wonders, licking his spoon before anyone else has been served.


“Imminently,” Bram promises. He has rented them several rooms on the second floor of a seminary located in the broken downtown core. He can’t sit still. He plucks Emmanuel from Gloria’s arms, pacing the room and hurling the fussy baby into the air until Gloria warns he’ll be sick. But the rented apartment is only the beginning, a shining omen of all that’s to come, and Bram’s list grows with each toss, grand and grander: “And we’ll find ourselves a real office, and a proper house for you volunteers. We’ll buy desks, furniture, a truck, a bus. We’ll need a bus driver. We’ll get these kids into a Nicaraguan school, learning Spanish — right, kids? And our office will have everything we need. Telephone, typewriter, computer, tape recorders, cameras, walkie-talkies …”


Everyone looks at Juliet’s dad, and their faces are flushed with sweet sugar and sweeter promises. Like Juliet, they believe him. They do not doubt.


“Bedtime,” says Gloria, ending it all. She takes Emmanuel from Bram. “You’ve gotten him all worked up.”


Juliet and Keith sit still, hoping their mother won’t notice them too.


“Bedtime!” She snaps her fingers. “Juliet. Keith. Say goodnight.”


“Just a little longer, please? We’ll be quiet.”


“Enough. Say goodnight.”


“It’s not fair!”


“Say goodnight.”


“Goodnight.”


“Goodnight. Sleep tight. Don’t let the mosquitoes bite.” One of the volunteers, the one with the moustache — Andrew — smiles at them.


It isn’t fair. Juliet and Keith know this for a fact: no one else goes to bed at seven o’clock, no one but babies. They whisper in the dark, the throaty snores of their brother sighing inside his pen of overturned chairs in the corner. Through open windows they hear other children playing in the street, the sound of firecrackers — or is it gunshots? The blare of a radio, the motor of a passing car chased by a pack of dogs.


A warm breeze deepens the orange of the lit mosquito coils on the windowsill, the scent of citronella drifting on a line of smoke.


From the dining room, laughter bursts in high-pitched waves — could it be real when it sounds so fake? Juliet and Keith resent its existence: fun that excludes them. They are not sleepy. They will not sleep.


Juliet tiptoes to the door, pulls it wider, Keith on her heels.


Shhh!


Candlelight flickers down the hallway, tossing shadows. They crouch against the door’s frame, conspirators clad in underwear. Smoke from cigarettes floats overhead, thick and blue. They hear the clink of glass on glass. They hear the squeak of borrowed guitar strings. More laughter, as their mother searches for a song — they know the sound of her — trying out an opening, and another, chording suggestions; and then, her discovery of the song itself, lonely before it fills out with other voices that ride in, uncertain and stumbling, till the chorus gallops by and they all catch hold, and the song swells full up, and they are vanished inside it, in another room in the mind.


Juliet inches across the tiles, naked from the waist up, her hair hanging long and unbrushed for days, a scramble at the back that will take persistence and bitter struggle to comb free. The grown-ups slump on chairs around the table, with eyes that do not care what they find — even when they alight on her. They are lost somewhere else, in song and drink, in cause and dream.


Gloria’s back is to Juliet, her shoulders bent over Simon’s guitar. The instrument slips out of tune, and Gloria fiddles with the pegs on which the strings are wound. Beside her, Simon slowly sips a bottle of beer while Bram tips his chair back on its hind legs, his expression animated, the wild brush of pale orange hair rising off his scalp, skin peeling in flakes; yes, yes, Simon nods seriously. Around the table dances Andrew, an elfin man, nimbly topping up glasses from a bottle of white rum; as he passes, he inclines his head and winks at Juliet.


No one else spies her.


Jason, another volunteer, is a man of many twitches; one of his eyes wanders independent of the other. Juliet takes a shiver of pleasure in her fear of him. He only sets down his burning cigarette to take in a bite of food, or to drink.


The last of them is Charlotte, her round face as softly appealing as the moon’s, angled upward, her eyes half-closed as she tracks a path through her private forests.


Gloria has found another song.


Charlotte’s timbre rolls low under Gloria’s, honey spilled on the floor, sticking; Juliet’s palms are caught in it. They are similar, Gloria and Charlotte: long, dark hair, and powerful voices. But Gloria has her back to Juliet, and Juliet prefers it that way. Gloria’s face is like the sun. Do not gaze upon it. If Gloria were to see Juliet, she would send her away, back to bed, impatient with being a mother; in turn, Juliet is impatient with Gloria, for being unfair and dismissive, but most of all, for being her mother.


Juliet does not see Renate, offering black coffee, watching her.




“You are a little rat,” Renate tells Juliet.


Juliet, who is on her way to the backyard with good news to tell. Juliet, who has just seen by accident — by slippery, stand-in-the-doorway-and-stare accident — Renate in their hushed bedroom (her office) silently kicking and trampling the Friesens’ bedding and meagre belongings.


The two of them stand alone in the hallway, brilliant sun flashing through the open back door, making of Renate a silhouette.


“Rat.” Renate speaks in a whisper, menacing, in Juliet’s face. She anticipates betrayal, tattling, though Juliet has no intention of telling. What to tell? Her family is living in a state of such untidiness — Gloria incapable of picking up after them or demanding that they do so for themselves, Bram oblivious — that Renate’s tornado can neither create damage nor leave behind evidence. But Renate is right.


Juliet is a little rat.


Just for now, she’s a packrat, adding to her piles, her secret stash; but one day, someday, she will be that other kind of rat, she will tell, in her own way, wearing the sheerest of disguises, quite remorseless. And none of it will be true; and all of it will be. And even that is not true, because there is nothing absolute about telling: there are only fragments, shards, the rare object retained whole, ciphers removed from original context, hoarded by shifty, impecunious memory.


Why is one thing taken and put away and another not? And who is to place value on the worth of either? The thing that is lost may have mattered more than the thing that is saved, and there is no way to judge.


Silence.


Renate whirls past, and Juliet thinks it might have been a dream. She makes it into a dream. It becomes one. It was.


Juliet wakes, blinks, and she is running down the hallway, chased into the white-hot backyard by the good news she’s come to tell. She shouts at her mother: “Our bags are here! Our bags are here! Dad says!”


By the time the Friesens pile themselves into Simon’s polished pickup for another drive across the city, the scratch on Juliet’s leg is just a scab and she has brushed her hair free of knots. The truck enters Managua’s ruined core, speeding Juliet away from You are a little rat, from the boy called Freddy and the children throwing stones and the smell of burnt rum, as if these have vanished forever.


The air swarms ripe, thick as nectar, closing around them like the seminary’s iron gates. Gloria hauls Emmanuel and a heavy rectangular suitcase up the clean-swept concrete stairs to their new apartment. Juliet follows behind.


Imagine that someday everything in that suitcase will no longer exist. Everything that made its journey, lost to found, will be used up, discarded, replaced, forgotten. Into that someday, imagine Juliet. Imagine that she has found these other bags, ones she has no memory of packing. They seem to belong to her.


Imagine that she has gotten around to opening them.




BORROWERS


The seminary stands encircled by a chain-link fence and surrounded by the remains of less fortunate buildings felled in the earthquake of 1972, crumbling cement skeletons occupied by those who refuse to leave what once was the bustling downtown core. But Bram says there’s a library nearby. He’s scooted past it on his motorcycle.


Juliet scrapes the corner of a book against her two front teeth: it’s borrowed from a Canadian family living in Managua, not-quite-acquaintances. Juliet chose the book for the horse on its cover, only to discover that horses are peripheral to the plot, an adventure story about a forest fire and a daring rescue. The Canadian family has two boys, older.


“I need more books!” Juliet begs, but Bram leaves a trail of breakfast crumbs on his way out the door, and Gloria can’t decide whether to attempt an adventure before or after the maid is to come. Before would be ideal — it is scorching by mid-morning — but the seminary director has been unwilling, or unable, to pinpoint the maid’s arrival time. A shrug, a smile, a “what does it matter?” Because it doesn’t, in this country, in this heat. Time is a liquid, improvisational substance that only a foreigner would attempt to freeze into symmetrical cubes. Tomorrow morning, the man said.


“Mañana, en la mañana,” Gloria mutters. Sunlight licks thin, dirty curtains. “Besides,” she argues with herself, “Emmanuel’s napping.”


Plastic institutional breakfast dishes crowd the sink, stale crusts uneaten. The Friesens supper in the cafeteria among the seminary students, and otherwise fend for themselves. Their kitchen consists of a miniature fridge squatting beside a gas-fired hotplate, and a sink set in a scrap of rotten countertop. Mouse dirt spills from drawers and cupboards; cockroaches the size of toy cars beetle freely about the floor.


Gloria disappears through the curtain of beads that separates her bedroom from the main room. Cigarette smoke drifts lazily.


Keith pens on the inside of his wrist and watches Juliet chew the borrowed book. “I’m telling,” he says.


“Keith’s drawing on his arm!” Juliet counters.


“Juliet’s chewing on the book!”


“Am not.”


“Are too.”


There’s a rap on the door. The mop handle bangs as the maid enters, bucket dragging behind. Emmanuel flares from the towel on the floor where he’s been left.


“Out of the way, children,” says Gloria, hurrying through the chiding beads. She plucks up Emmanuel.


“Ah, what a pretty baby,” says the maid in Spanish. She is thin, bony, young — not youthful. Juliet sees that she is missing what looks like an important front tooth.


“Now are we going to the library?” she asks her mother.


“I have four of my own,” the woman continues. She bends and waves her hand close to the floor. “Little, little ones.” This is only the beginning of all she has to tell. Juliet understands the new language like a haze on the horizon, like she’s hearing without seeing, understanding without interpreting.


Complaints.


Patchy elbows exposed, the maid runs cold water (there is no other kind) and washes dishes, wipes them dry, casually stacks them in the dark, bug-ridden netherworld behind the rickety cupboard door. Gloria’s face contorts in protest — she’s been storing them on the table when cleaned and not in use — but she stands frozen in the middle of the room, staring, as they all stare.


The maid fills her bucket at the sink, grunts as she lugs it past Gloria, who rouses herself as if speaking in a dream: “What is your name?”


“Bianca.” The woman laughs without smiling and enters the children’s bedroom.


Juliet licks loose a fragment of flame-illustrated paperback cover, chews it to pulp, spits it out discreetly onto the back of her hand. She sees Bianca at her cot, folding and tucking the sheets. She mops backwards across the bedroom, long grey tentacles swiping the tiles, swish, swish, swish, until she is back in the main room.


“Lift your feet,” Gloria says to Juliet and Keith.


“Oh, how hot it is.” Bianca’s ropy arms strain. “What heat.”


She props her mop, wipes her forehead, and advances upon Gloria’s bedroom, where Gloria stands guard before the veil of beads.


“Your clothes, your clothes,” Bianca demands, snapping fingers with impatience.


Gloria’s eyes dart.


Bianca explains: She will take home their dirty laundry and return with it, cleaned, dried, and ironed, in the morning.


“Wonderful, wonderful!” Gloria dashes about, her pleasure all out of proportion: perhaps because she hates doing laundry, or perhaps because she’s kept Bianca out of her bedroom and wants to compensate for the imagined offence.


Bianca stuffs their soiled clothing into a plastic bag and gathers her supplies. She is going. Gloria holds the door. It doesn’t seem possible for Bianca to transport on her person everything that she must.


Gloria calls anxiously down the stairs, “Is it okay?”


“Yes, yes, it is fine,” Bianca calls back.


“Mom? The library?”


“Not today,” says Gloria. “Just play outside. Now. Take Emmanuel.”


“We need to make a trip to Jalapa,” says Bram after supper.


Juliet and Keith, freshly showered and wearing T-shirts for pyjamas, dart around the main room, scaring into oblivion the mice and cockroaches. Gloria’s reply goes missing beneath Keith’s rattling cough.


“It has to be done, and quickly,” says Bram. “The first team arrives next week.”


“By ‘we’,” says Gloria, “you mean you — don’t you.”


“We could all go.” Bram scratches the back of his neck.


“On your motorcycle?”


“We’re getting a truck.”


“Over the land mines?”


Bram inhales deeply, his chest broadening with breath. “So stay,” he says.


“You don’t want us to come,” says Gloria.


Bram opens the fridge, removes a bottle of beer. His shoulders slump fractionally and the underarms of his shirt hang damp. But he is revived by his first sip.


Gloria cries, “Brush your teeth!”


“You heard your mother,” Bram says.


“He’s going to leave us here, all alone!”


Juliet blinks at her dad. His face is crinkled with sunburn, and she can see all the way to his crispy scalp. They share the same thin red hair, fragile skin, but there the comparison ends. Nothing scares Juliet’s dad, not even her mom.


“So come,” Bram says lightly.


Gloria begins to cry, which everyone hates, including Gloria, but most especially Bram. “It’s nothing to you to leave us, is it.”


Juliet understands that no one is listening.


In the bathroom, Keith coughs again.


“Your germs are all over my toothbrush!” Juliet punches her brother in the arm; she can’t say why, but she must. He aims for her shoulder. She tackles him and they roll on tiles scented with Bianca’s vicious lemon Pine-Sol.


“My glasses!”


“Disgusting!”


“Stop.” Bram is visible in the doorway for a solitary beat of time before the electricity fails, extinguishing the buzzing light overhead, emblazoning their father’s outline on Juliet’s retinas: he stands solid as a tree trunk, strong as stone. At the apartment’s core, the windowless bathroom is black and it hums in the wake of machinery fallen silent: no fan blades rotating and exhaling, no refrigerator murmuring, no radios blaring outside. Juliet feels herself lifted, like a child much smaller than she actually is, and pressed to her father’s chest, Keith mashed next to her.


“Apologize.” Bram smells sharpish.


They hear the grunt and slurp of Emmanuel suckling at their mother’s breast. They hear and feel with disgust each other’s half-brushed breath, hear and feel the lonely beat of their father’s heart against their cheeks.


“Sorry.”


“Sorry.” Juliet turns her head away from her brother. Faint moonlight ghosts the curtains in the main room. She can’t remember what she’s trying to forget — something specific dissolved into an emotion, a crack of fear opened in the wall of her rib cage, a splinter of cold fingering its way inside.


Sweat pastes them together. Something has to.


It is dawn. The children and Gloria rise early to admire the new truck. The men are on their way.


“Call as soon as you get there,” says Gloria.


“No phones,” says Jason from the driver’s seat, his face sectioned into nerve endings, cigarette burnt down to the filter as he lights a fresh one off the old.


“No phones?”


“No phones.”


“But how will we know you’ve arrived safely?”


“Assume the best!” says Bram, squashing Keith and Juliet like bugs against his ribs. “Always assume the best.”


“Don’t worry,” Andrew says to the children. “We’ll look after your dad. We’ll take good care of him.”


“Okay,” says Juliet. She would agree to most anything Andrew says.


“It’s going to be fine,” Bram whispers into Gloria’s hair, fingers tangled, stroking. The grown-ups gaze the other way, but not the children, for whom every scene is open, yet closed. “It has to be done. It’s a routine trip, nothing to worry about. You’re strong.”


“I’m not.” So quietly Juliet might be wrong.


“You are.”


“The sooner we go,” says Jason, “the sooner you’re back.”


“So long! Farewell! ¡Adios! Goodbye!” Andrew leans across Bram to call out the window as Jason taps beep-beep on the anemic horn and the white truck bumps down the potholed street and around the corner, ignoring a broken stoplight.


Goodbye, Juliet waves in return, practically frantic.


“Can we look for the library?” asks Juliet.


“No.” Gloria paces. After she’s gone around the room a few times, she disappears into her bedroom.


The children gnaw stale bread. Gloria purchases it fresh from a bakery just beyond the seminary gates, but it arrives out of the oven dry and rough-textured, tasting of the mould it promises to grow.


Keith places his slice on the tabletop, one hole gnawed into the centre, and rests his head on his wrists.


Cigarette smoke trails through beads. What is she doing behind there? She is reading a book — not the Bible but like the Bible, given to her by her parents, Grandma Grace and Grandpa Harold. Juliet has opened its sunrise cover and skimmed its soft pages. One entry for every day of the year, a passage of scripture, a meditation on which to reflect, ending with a suggested prayer, each sounding very much like the others: God, greatness, goodness, love, Jesus, spirit, forgiveness, obedience. Something else about the book: Bram would never read it, not because he doesn’t like books about God or Jesus, but because this book is a book written for women. Only a woman would read it, ashes and tears marking the cracks between the pages.
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