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			1

			The beach smelled of death. Half a dozen sharks lay under the sun, waiting to be salted. Whenever Viridiana saw them, glistening belly-up in the midday heat, they reminded her of dominoes set upon a table before the game begins.

			An angry shark can bite through tin and metal, the locals said; it could cut through the boats they took out to sea. And looking at the jaws hanging from the wooden rack, Viridiana might concur. But she liked the sharks, she even liked the stench of their livers roasting on a fire. It was a bitter, foul smell, but she had pleasant memories of her father cooking it, attempting to extract oil. He’d done things like that when she was young, trying to make himself comfortable in Desengaño, to leave his city roots behind. He eventually stopped. It was obvious he was a city boy, with his books and his diploma from the university under his arm, and no amount of shoving a shark’s liver across a pan was going to make him a fisherman. Besides, there was no point in trying to master the nets and the boats, anyway, since sharks were almost worthless. 

			Once upon a time, during World War II, fishermen could make a fortune selling shark livers, and many a fool in search of quick cash had steered his boat towards Baja California. Synthetic vitamins had killed that business. In Desengaño, stubborn fishermen still dragged the sharks out of the water, but many others dedicated themselves to hauling shrimp or an assortment of fish. The ones left chasing sharks sold them to merchants who inevitably passed them off as valuable “cod” fillets. No one would pay more than a pittance for shark meat, but shark meat wrapped in plastic and advertised as “genuine Norwegian cod” was worth the effort. Not that this helped the fishermen, since they sold the meat for a peso while the merchant sold it for fifteen in the city. 

			But people had to make a living.

			Shark skin was sold to make boots, and the fishermen hung the sharks’ large jaws from a wooden rack, hoping tourists might purchase one, or else they might peddle the shark teeth dangling from strings. 

			There were not many tourists. The highway now brought Americans in their cars, pulling their boats behind them, dollars stuffed in their pockets, but Desengaño was out of the way. There was one hotel with two dozen rooms. The owner had a brother in Mexico City who owned a travel agency, and he convinced foreigners to take a trip to scenic Baja and funneled them into the hotel. 

			Desengaño was really nothing at all. 

			Viridiana stared at the sea, at the sharks. Reynier had asked her to stop by, but the Dutchman never woke before noon. She should have waited until later to leave home, but her mother had popped out another kid and it wailed day and night—a colicky monster. 

			Viridiana scratched her leg and looked at the shadows traced by the sun. She wasn’t wearing a watch, but there was no need for that here. You could figure the time by observing what the fishermen were doing by the seashore, or paying attention to the noises of the town. The church bell clanged early every morning and every evening to further mark the day. At nine Don Tito opened his tiendita, and everyone else followed suit, doors banging open or metal curtains going up. Around noon the doors banged shut again. They didn’t bother lowering the curtains; all the locals knew it was time for a nap. The bar in the hotel didn’t open until seven, but the cantina welcomed everyone at four even if the fishermen wouldn’t get there until eight. The bar catered to whatever foreigners were passing by and the more moneyed townspeople; the cantina took in fishermen, tradesmen, the local alcoholics who could spare the cash. By eleven, the pharmacy turned its sign off and the drunks stumbled past it, and stumbled home. Desengaño plunged into silence.

			The shadows cast by the sharks’ jaws indicated it was time to get on her way. The few foreigners who had built permanent vacation houses lived outside the town proper. All of them except for Reynier, who was located a few streets from the town square. He had a large yellow house, which distinguished itself from the houses of the wealthier Mexicans in town—the doctor, the pharmacist—by its relative simplicity. It was neither faux-­colonial nor boldly modern. Instead, it was made of wood—an oddity in a place where everything was stone, cement, or adobe—and had a gable roof, making it easy to spot. The Dutchman’s house was a landmark which you could use to map your steps. 

			Reynier didn’t bother locking the front door, and she let herself in, heading directly to his office. Reynier kept books in three different languages in the office, but they also spilled throughout the house. She had learned to speak English, French and Dutch thanks to these books.

			Reynier sat in his big burgundy chair, dressed in one of his prim charcoal suits. He never succumbed to the desire for casual fashions; the 1970s, with their polyester and flared trousers, had not been acknowledged in his home. Reynier’s white beard was neatly trimmed, his face tanned and streaked with wrinkles. Since she was a child he had always been old, weathered like a tree trunk, but around the house, black and white photos testified to a blond youth. 

			She sat on the slim, elegant gray couch opposite him. The shades were drawn and a fan whirled above their heads. It was not quite cool inside his office, but it was as good as it got without air conditioning. Some of the foreigners outside of Desengaño partook in that luxury. Reynier did not. In this, too, he was old-fashioned.

			“I have a job for you,” Reynier said, with that deep, soothing voice. “There are people coming to stay at Milton’s house and they don’t speak a word of Spanish.”

			Milton had been a long-­time visitor to Desengaño. He came every spring, since before they finished the highway in ’72, seven years ago. But Milton passed away over Christmas. 

			“His kids ?” she asked.

			“No. They’re renting the house to friends. They’ll be here in two days. I’ll hand them the keys. I already sent Delfina and her daughter to clean the place up and air it out.” 

			All the regular visitors knew each other, and they all knew Reynier. He kept an eye on their houses for most of them: Reynier was the only one who stayed all year long. It wasn’t difficult, since the regulars had only half a dozen homes. Although Narciso Ferrer, the hotel owner, was always talking about how tourists would one day flow in plentiful numbers through the town, his prophecy had failed to materialize. 

			“How long will they be staying ?”

			“A few months. The man I spoke to, Ambrose, has a notion to write a book while he is here. He needs a personal assistant. So it wouldn’t be a weekend touring them through the coves. He wants someone to type notes for him and the like.”

			This was different. When the tourist season was in full swing, Viridiana made a living as a guide. There was another guide in town, Alejandro, four years older than her and the son-­in-­law of the hotel owner, which meant all business from there was siphoned to him. Viridiana was left to attract the attention of the young people who were camping on the beaches or the sport fishermen who rattled into town with campers in tow. Reynier tried to direct business her way when he could, and he also paid her to stop by once a week and speak to him in Spanish. To improve his language skills, he said, but they spent more time practising Dutch or English, for her sake, than speaking any Spanish. He didn’t need the practise, anyway, he got by well enough. He did it because Viridiana’s father had been a friend and Reynier felt responsible for the girl, even if her dad didn’t feel responsible for anyone. 

			Viridiana frowned. Her father’s memory had been pleasant before, when she had been thinking about him frying the shark’s liver, but that had been a memory of their time together. Now she recalled his abandonment. 

			“What is it ?” Reynier asked. 

			“It’s just, tourist season is around the corner,” she lied. She did not talk with Reynier about her father, nor about any personal matters. They discussed books, music and the vegetation of the region. “There will be people going through town. I’d lose business.”

			“He has money. The pay would be good, I’m certain. If it’s not, you could turn it down.” 

			“I wouldn’t have time to see you each week if I’m busy with them. And the house is far,” Viridiana mused. Milton’s house was nicknamed The End for a reason. There was a big stretch of nothing between the town and that property. 

			“They’re expecting you Friday. You should introduce yourself. If it doesn’t suit you, turn it down,” Reynier concluded.

			“I suppose so,” Viridiana said. “The man, then, he’s a writer ?”

			A writer could prove interesting. She’d never met one. He might own a lot of books. She had probably read Reynier’s books twice-­over. There was no library in town, and no bookstore. For fun you could take a dip in the ocean or drive to the lighthouse and contemplate the view. Viridiana did plenty of contemplating.

			“I don’t know. He has a wife and there is someone else traveling with them, that is all I was told. Get the chess board, please, I’d like to play a round,” Reynier said, taking a pair of horn-­rimmed glasses from his suit jacket and putting them on.

			Viridiana opened the cabinet and took out the chess set, setting it on a circular table. Her father had been so good at chess that he played for money in a park in Mexico City during his student days. She recalled standing in this very room as a small child, holding onto her father’s leg as he spoke with Reynier and moved a chess piece—their conversations also centering on books or music. But there had been something different between those interactions and her gaming sessions with Reynier. Her father exuded a warmth, a joy, which she did not possess. He made many quips. They were not crass jokes, like her stepfather’s, but witty observations that brightened the room. Her father was charming. 

			Charming and hopeless and a city man. He had withered in the town, and when she was six he’d gone off to find employment in Mexico City, promising to send for Viridiana and her mother. He promptly found himself a new family instead. 

			Viridiana rested her chin against the back of her hand, fixing her eyes on the black and white squares of the board, the beauty of the dark mahogany pieces and the pale figurines carved in bone. The faces of the pawns, the horses’ manes, the towers’ walls, were exquisitely detailed. Reynier’s family were wealthy and although his circumstances had diminished—most of that money had gone to his older brothers—Reynier had bought himself a comfortable life in Mexico.

			They played two games, then Viridiana bade Reynier goodbye. On her way home, she ran into Manuel and his mother, Brigida. When Brigida spotted her, she gave Viridiana a venomous look. Manuel had his perpetual puzzled, slightly lost stare, while his mouth was, as usual, trembling. Had Brigida not been there, Viridiana suspected he might have talked to her and the conversation would have been awful. More awful than Brigida’s contempt. 

			They had broken up two months before. What would have been an ordinary occurrence in any city took on Hollywoodesque proportions in Desengaño. 

			The story was both prosaic and expected. Viridiana dated Manuel for two years. They had been pushed together by force of habit and their parents. Viridiana’s mother owned a store that sold clothes and makeup. Brigida had a stationery store and was also a moneylender. There was a tiny Banamex branch in the town square, but the fishermen would never be able to get credit there, so they all went to Brigida.

			Manuel and Viridiana’s families thought that if they combined forces, they could both profit handsomely. Brigida believed that if her daughter-­in-­law manned the counter, she could go to Mexico City with her son to replenish their stock and speak to their suppliers. Normally, Manuel went alone and Brigida thought he couldn’t negotiate, that she was better suited for this task. Or else she might take a vacation in Acapulco or Los Angeles, since the running of the store alone had not allowed her any respite. Fanning herself in the noon heat, she had imagined Viridiana breaking the chain which tied her to the counter. She’d said as much to Viridiana’s mother, Marta, over coffee.

			But Viridiana, rather than marrying Manuel when he proposed, turned him down. 

			Looking at him, Viridiana had read her future in his eyes: the house they would share with his mother, the long hours behind the counter while Manuel went to play dominoes, the three children. She was saving to move to Mexico City and Manuel was talking of tying the knot and settling down. Worst of all, Viridiana was well aware that he was proposing because his mother wanted him to—and because he was plain horny. A man of twenty, he wished to get laid, and often. Unfortunately, Desengaño was puritanical. The girls of his age and class kept their legs primly closed. The girls of the lower classes, who readily smiled at tourists or took up with the fishermen, appalled him.

			He was a snob. He also dreaded getting one of those women pregnant and then having to pay her off. His mother controlled the purse strings, and if she found out he was frolicking with a hussy, she’d beat him with a frying pan. 

			Besides, he coveted Viridiana. Years spent staring at her long neck, admiring the blackness of her hair, the eyes which everyone said had a “Moorish” touch, had built up his excitement. He had not seen her naked, small breasts, but he had touched them over her blouse, and the lack of full contact had turned into a sort of frenzy until he told himself he must marry her, sleep with her, possess her. 

			He thought of this as love.

			Viridiana, had she been a bit more like the other girls from “decent” families in Desengaño, might have made the same mistake. But for one reason or another she was suspicious—of herself. Of the world. Viridiana thought Manuel represented more desire than affection, and knew enough about nets and sharks to picture herself tangled in a certain placid mediocrity. That terrified her.

			Or perhaps, like they grumbled in town, she was as stupid as her father. 

			Brigida walked past Viridiana, rigid as an arrow, her elbow knocking into the girl. Manuel followed his mother, throwing Viridiana one more glance before they turned the corner. Viridiana hurried home. In the living room she found her mother talking with Reina Orozco and was glad. Reina was the town gossip and, with her mother immersed in conversation, Viridiana was able to slip into her room and lock the door, which she was not supposed to do.

			She opened the armoire and stood on her tiptoes, bringing down a box and setting it on one of the twin beds. The bedspreads were both pink, unchanged since her childhood. Viridiana’s younger sister, who shared her room, was ten, and perhaps the bedspread was not so outrageous in her case. But Viridiana was a woman. A woman, who if her family had had their way, would have been walking to the altar by year’s end. From pink bed to bridal bed, as if maturity were only to be allowed once the priest had officiated a ceremony. 

			Viridiana lay on the bed and took out the tape recorder and the microphone. Her father sent a card on Christmas, and every two or three years he mailed a birthday present which was both expensive and useless. He never sent alimony.

			A few months before, he had mailed Viridiana the recorder, with a note saying, “The girls are now keeping audio diaries in these cassette-­corders.” That was how he wrote it down, “cassette-­corder”, and included the manual, a leather carrying case, a microphone and a bunch of blank tapes. 

			Viridiana had not known what to do with the machine. At first, she sat by the seashore and recorded the sound of the waves against the rocks or the cry of the gulls. Then she started speaking into the microphone. It was not an organized diary. She did not record herself every day and sometimes she did not talk for more than a few minutes, while others, she went on for an hour. Her thoughts were tangled. She spoke about both meaningless and important issues, then carefully noted the date on a sticker or a piece of paper she affixed to each tape. January 1979, February 1979, March 1979. She kept the tapes in order. 

			She knew not what purpose it achieved, but she found the process oddly comforting. 

			Viridiana pressed the red button on the recorder. The microphone was much too close to her mouth and there was some popping as she spoke.

			“The problem with my technique, Reynier says, is not that I lack talent, but that I persistently deny my blind spots. My technical aptitude is overwhelmed by psychological factors.”

			Viridiana moved the microphone away a little.

			“I need to see movements more clearly, and I don’t see them because I don’t look for them.”

			Viridiana paused, the microphone resting against her chin for a moment.

			“Reynier wants me to meet these Americans who might need an assistant. I’ll have to see what they are like.”

			She stopped the recording. 

		

	
		
			2

			The ocean is uncertain in Baja California, as if it wishes to be two things at once: both wild and contemplative. It pounds violently against stark cliffs, then, a couple of kilometers away, sweeps onto gentle beaches. People think Baja California is the desert, and the desert is one single, flat, lonely space. Baja California is mountain ridges, clouds of fog spreading over the land, the salt fields, the shocking sight of a valley shaded by date palms, the orchards where olives grow, the stone missions with sun-­dried adobe bricks left to crumble into dust, ancient caves decorated with two-­headed serpents—and, yes, the desert dotted with cacti. The weather changes as quickly as the ocean. The sheltered Gulf of California is blazing hot and moist in the summer, while the waters off the Pacific coast remain noticeably cooler. Hurricane season begins in August. Storms are sudden, the rain carpeting the desert with flowers, transforming the land from one day to the next. 

			Everything changes here and everything stays the same, she thought. 

			But Viridiana was in motion that day, her feet pedalling with determination, her hat set firmly atop her head. She had that sensation, like when the winds pick up before a storm. Omens, Grandmother used to call it, her toothless mouth grinning. 

			Milton’s house was located on a jagged seaside cliff, up a narrow road, defiant and alone. The End. When you approached, it did indeed seem like it was the end of everything, this house left by itself against the immensity of the sky. Viridiana’s grandmother had told her folktales about the days when there were giants walking the peninsula, and Viridiana thought it was possible to picture one of those giants bending down and placing the house atop the cliff. 

			In front of the house, someone had parked a brand-new red Cadillac Eldorado. It was dusty from the highway and the unpleasant roads, but it was nevertheless a beauty, the sort of car Viridiana only saw in magazines or TV, never up close. 

			Viridiana rested her battered bicycle against a wall of the white house and took off her hat, dabbing her forehead with a handkerchief as she stared at the car, resisting the impulse to touch it and ensure it was not a mirage. She wasn’t car-­crazy, like boys were. Driving the family’s truck seemed to her pretty much the same as driving anything else, although her stepfather didn’t let her drive it that often. But this car. Now this was a car to gawk at. 

			She straightened her blouse, regretfully eyed her worn tennis shoes and ran a hand over her hair before ringing the bell. 

			A woman opened the door. She was tall and slim, her blonde hair all layered flicks. Her blue eyeliner matched her eyes and she wore a heavy lapis lazuli necklace around her neck. She looked like she was in her mid-­thirties, but Viridiana did not know any woman in her mid-­thirties who would wear a tight red jumpsuit like this lady did. She was beautiful enough to be in films. Like the car, she had been transported from a different, parallel reality. 

			“Hi, I’m Viridiana,” she said. “Reynier told me I should stop by.” She held out her hand. 

			“Come on in. I’m Daisy,” the woman said, but did not offer to shake Viridiana’s hand. Instead she started walking and Viridiana followed her.

			She had never been inside this house before. The living room was dreadfully large and the shaggy carpet under her feet was completely unsuited to such a warm climate. The carpet was white to boot, as was much of the furniture, which would make it extra difficult to clean. There were two couches—also white—facing each other, a lone, egg-­shaped chair in bright yellow and a matching yellow painting. The stairs leading to the second floor were on the left, and the railing too was painted white. Modern, chic and glossy, that was her first impression of this house.

			Two men sat in the living room, one on each couch. The one occupying the loveseat was an older man, his brown hair noticeably thinning, his eyes small and fanned by numerous wrinkles. He had a painfully receding hairline, a gut which could not be concealed and an expression of utter dissatisfaction.

			The second man was much younger. Late twenties, at the most. Like the woman, he was also blond, but a dirty sort of blond, and his eyes were green. If the woman looked like she could be a film star, he looked like he might be a model. His features were chiselled, his mouth generous. He gave the impression of a man who liked to laugh and was, perhaps, in the middle of telling a joke when they had walked in. 

			“This is my husband, Ambrose, and this is my brother, Gregory,” Daisy said. 

			“I’m Viridiana. Reynier sent me.”

			“Yes, Reynier, he said you’d come. Where are my smokes ?” the older man asked, looking up sharply at the blonde woman.

			“You left them in the kitchen,” his wife replied.

			“Go get them,” Ambrose said, making a motion with his hand.

			The woman exited. None of them had offered Viridiana a seat, so she stood rigidly in place and slid her hands into her pockets. 

			“Did Reynier tell you what I’m looking for ?” Ambrose asked.

			“He said you want a personal assistant, someone to type notes for you.”

			“And can you type ?” 

			“Yes. I took a shorthand and typing class in high school and I’ve done work for Reynier and other folks.”

			“Can you read and write in English ?”

			“English, Spanish and Dutch,” she said. “My French is serviceable, too.”

			“What do you know,” the older man said, looking surprised. “I didn’t realize you could study that here.” 

			It always seemed to amaze foreigners that they were not all running around in loincloths, praying to the rain gods.

			“You look awfully young,” Ambrose said, frowning. “How old are you ?”

			“Eighteen.” 

			“When Reynier mentioned you, I thought you were older.”

			“Eighteen or forty, what does it matter ?” Daisy said, walking back in and handing her husband a packet of cigarettes.

			“Kids might get bored here,” Ambrose said. He took a cigarette and then, as if considering seating arrangements for the first time, motioned for her to sit down. “Do you want a cigarette ?”

			“I don’t smoke,” Viridiana said, and she sat on the same three-­seater sofa as the young man, but kept a good deal of space between them. His shoes were two-­tone, blue and red, and he had loosely knotted a matching blue and red neckerchief around his throat. It was probably silk. She’d seen such a thing in catalogues. 

			“It’s a good thing. Filthy habit. I’m trying to kick a few of my filthy habits,” Ambrose said, leaning back on the couch. “The reason why I mention your age is because we’d like to keep you here full-time. There’s a guest room you could have. But young people, they need bars and movies and excitement, you know ? I don’t want you complaining that you can’t go out all the time.”

			“There are no cinemas in Desengaño,” Viridiana informed him. “But I can come and go, you don’t have to offer me a room.”

			She had never heard of such an arrangement. Only maids lived in a household and Viridiana didn’t want them thinking she would scrub their floors, cook their food, wash their clothes, and then also take dictation. They might be trying to get an all-­in-­one servant for cheap. She was not up for that.

			“My husband keeps odd hours,” Daisy said, sitting down next to Ambrose. “He wakes up at noon and works at midnight. I don’t think you can possibly come and go in the dark like that.”

			“Yes, I’m a night owl,” he said, patting his wife’s leg. “What would an assistant be worth to me if she’s not here when I need her ?”

			“My rates would have to go up to make up for the ­inconveni­ence,” Viridiana said. 

			“Name an amount, I can make it happen.”

			“Well . . .”

			“Don’t be coy.”

			She blurted an amount twice as much as she had originally thought to ask for. The man smiled and told his wife to bring his checkbook. Which she did. And then in sloppy handwriting he made out a check, which Viridiana carefully inspected.

			Ambrose P. Allerton. But more than his name, it said this was a man of great wealth and indifference, whose pen had not faltered for a second as he wrote down the digits. He did not have to worry how much money he spent. 

			“You understand I’ll need you here until the end of the summer,” the man said. “I don’t want to turn around and discover midway through July that you are off on a vacation or something of the sort.” 

			“I had none planned,” she said, setting the check on the wide, low coffee table between them. “But I also haven’t said I’ll take the job.”

			“You have to think it over ? Think it over. But come back and give me an answer,” he concluded. “Take the check. If you don’t want the job, return it tomorrow.”

			He stretched out his hand, holding out the check. She nodded and slid it into her pocket. Then she hesitated, not knowing if this was her cue to leave or if she ought to wait some more. Didn’t they have questions ? Was that the entire interview ? 

			The younger man, Gregory, stood up. “I’ll show you out,” he offered. 

			He walked her to the front entrance. He looked at her placidly, with an appraising eye that was foreign to her. It was the eye of an expert collector. 

			“It’s a good job. Ambrose is lazy. Most days you’ll probably do as you please while he waits for inspiration,” he said.

			He wasn’t wearing a jacket and his shirt was tight against his chest. She lingered by the doorway, even though she could have taken off with a simple “See ya”.

			“He wants to write a book ?” she asked. 

			“That’s what he says. Between you and me, I don’t think he’s finished a single page yet.” 

			“Why doesn’t he type his own notes, then, if they are so sparse ?”

			“Ambrose wouldn’t know the letter q from the letter p on a typewriter. Besides, I think it makes him feel like he’s a ‘real’ writer if he has a personal assistant. And we don’t speak a lick of Spanish. We’ll need your help when we run errands in town.”

			“And you’ll really be here until the end of summer ?”

			“That’s the plan. Don’t people usually stay for the summer ?”

			“Some do,” she said. “But most folks come for a week or two. Then they’re off back home or to see more interesting sights. La Paz, or even Mexico City.”

			“He wants to stay here. He thinks it’ll be quiet. He shipped all kinds of papers and books and things ahead to make sure he’ll be comfortable. And he’s already asked Reynier to make sure that cleaning woman he sent comes over twice a week.”

			“Delfina ?”

			“Yes, that’s the name. Like I said, we don’t speak a lick of Spanish so you’ll have to translate for us, even with her. But Reynier assured us she’s a hard worker and he said you’re reliable.” He leaned against the doorway after she finally stepped out, crossing his arms. “Is it true they hunt sharks here ?”

			“When the waters are warm.”

			“I’ve never seen a shark.”

			He smiled. What a smile. Teeth gleaming white, all neat and straight, and the curve of the mouth told her he was used to people noticing the smile, noticing him. The smile almost dared her to stare. 

			Instead, Viridiana looked down at the hat between her hands and placed it on her head. It had a string, which she tightened, ensuring it would not be blown away by the wind. 

			“You think you’ll take the job ?” Gregory asked.

			She’d gone to visit them late in the day, but not so late she’d be riding home in the dark. It was folly to take the bicycle in the nighttime. You’d get hit by a car. But now the sky was turning purple and she’d best be off. So she shrugged, and rode away. 

			 

			Viridiana’s mother was not pleased, and she made it known. They sat at the table, Mother, Viridiana and her step­father. Mother lit a cigarette and tapped it against the ashtray, almost violently. She only smoked when she was angry.

			“It’s nonsense, that’s what it is,” Marta said, her voice dipping. 

			In the next room Viridiana could hear her younger siblings playing and the noise of the TV. El Chavo del Ocho was on, the laugh-­track punctuating the jokes. There were loud cries—someone was chasing someone. Feet stomped upon the floor. The house was filled with noises from the crack of dawn until the late of night. It was a frenzied nest of activity. Marta’s husband was decidedly Catholic and he thought each child came into the world with a torta under the arm, hence he approved of his wife’s fecundity. 

			Viridiana’s aunt shushed someone, but to no avail, and then the dogs began to bark. They had three, they belonged to her step­father but he never took care of them. It was Viridiana who had to fill their bowls with leftover rice, bits of chicken, and old tortillas. It was Viridiana who scraped dog shit from the floor, tried to clean the stinking couch where the dogs liked to piss, and threw away the dirty newspapers from the bird cages. 

			She hated all animals. Except sharks. The sharks were entirely different. She always felt sorry for them, even when she ate their meat.

			“It’s good money,” Viridiana countered, pointing to the check she had set on the table and which her stepfather was examining. “I could save for university.”

			“University,” her mother said. 

			“Yes.”

			“And what would you do in your university ?”

			“Study something,” she muttered.

			“Study languages. Translate. Charge almost nothing by the page. Mexico City, the university, they’re nonsense. You should get married.”

			Marta had once made the same trek to the city, where she’d met a useless young man who could recite French poems and translate the lyrics of popular American songs. But then he’d gotten her pregnant and translating lyrics never paid the rent. So she’d journeyed back home, back with a belly full of Viridiana and a husband in tow. It turned out the husband was a fool who spent too many afternoons enthused with the contemplation of the sea when what she needed was a man of action, a man who would seize opportunities and save money instead of wasting it on ordering books from the capital. 

			Marta, made wiser by her brush with mediocrity and misspent dreams, wished tangible rewards for her daughter. A house, a car, vacations in Acapulco and Disneyland. Viridiana could get that if she married. God knew, with five brothers and sisters Viridiana could not expect any reliable support from her mother, not in the long run.

			“Your mother has a point,” her stepfather said. “Besides, we need your help around the house.”

			Babysitting. Feeding dogs and canaries. That’s how they expected her to spend her time. 

			“I’d give you a portion of my check, of course. A quarter for the family to help with expenses would be fair, don’t you think ?” Viridiana said. She knew that was what Ignacio wanted to hear. There was enough cash that she was willing to part with a chunk of it. She’d still be left in a good position.

			Ignacio pretended to think it through.

			“It might do her good,” Ignacio told her mother. “It would teach her about real work. She works only an hour or two a day during tourist season, and another hour with the Dutchman.”

			“I’m aware,” her mother replied. “She refuses to sit behind the counter. Putting on airs, that’s what she’s good at.”

			Viridiana did not protest. She scratched one of the white flowers printed on the plastic tablecloth. There were yellow plastic flowers in a vase in the middle of the table and a matching arrangement next to the figurine of San Judas Tadeo, who watched them from a corner. Beneath the saint a horseshoe dangled downwards from a nail. The horseshoe was wrapped in crimson rayon thread and decorated with gold sequins and a picture of San Martin Caballero. This was an amulet, quite pagan, but of course the inhabitants of the household were all devout Catholics who mixed superstitions and religions with ease.

			Once upon a time Viridiana had believed in the mystical powers of the horseshoe and the San Judas Tadeo porcelain figurine with the green robe, but the benevolent pale saint had not answered her prayers, never brought her father back, and she had long since stopped making the sign of the cross when she passed. 

			“Let’s see how she does having to work for these people every day, each week. It’ll teach her to earn her bread. High time, too,” he said.

			“They’re strangers.”

			“Reynier knows them, Mama,” Viridiana lied.

			Marta looked at the ashtray, brows furrowed, then snapped her head up and stared at her daughter. “You’d have to come home every Sunday, for mass, and then stay in the evening for supper.”

			“Sure.”

			“And you’ll have to be polite to Brigida and Manuel Esparza, if they are around,” Marta added.

			“Why would they stop by ?”

			“To play dominoes. Like we used to.”

			Viridiana understood the plan. They’d toss Manuel and her into the same room, hoping to rekindle their relationship. Hoping that Viridiana would get married and move out, solving their space problems in a house that was too crowded now that Marta had a new baby. Six kids, counting Viridiana. If they had a seventh, someone would have to sleep on the couch. 

			Viridiana had managed to avoid Manuel, but she couldn’t avoid him if he was sitting in her living room. Would Brigida object ? Perhaps, at first. But Marta must feel pretty sure she’d agree to the plan.

			Let Manuel come to visit again, then. Viridiana was capable of polite conversation—or an enduring silence, whichever suited the situation better.

			“And you’ll behave yourself in that house,” Marta said. “No nonsense.”

			“What nonsense ? It’s a boring old guy and his family,” Viridiana declared. She had not mentioned the family included a man who looked like he had stepped out of the pages of a fashion magazine. No need for that. 

			She glanced at the figure of San Judas Tadeo and thought that the little statue bore a vague resemblance to Gregory. The hair color, the carefully trimmed beard, most of all the eyes. Although the American’s eyes were green and she was certain the statuette had brown eyes, as did the picture on the plastic prayer card everyone carried in their pocket or placed by the nightstand. 

			Pray for me because I am alone and without help, the prayer card said. This was the real resemblance, the idea rattling in her brain that the American had been sent there to help her, to change her life. She could feel it, like when her grandma used to read omens, only she’d never taught Viridiana that sort of stuff. 

			But now, Viridiana thought it was definitely a good omen and that night, when they went to bed, she stopped in front of the saint and made the sign of the cross.
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			The guest room had white sheets and a white cover. All the walls were white, but the one behind the bed’s headboard was painted with red, yellow and brown circles. A curtain with a matching circle pattern hid a closet with built-­in shelves, next to which sat a table and a white chair with a red cushion. A large yellow pendant lamp with a chrome ring hung from the middle of the ceiling. 

			Viridiana set down her suitcase on the bed and contemplated the room. It looked modern, but sterile, like something out of a science fiction film. She could not imagine anyone living here. Viridiana’s room had posters of a couple of Luis Buñuel films which her father had owned before her: The Exterminating Angel and Viridiana. There were postcards from Paris and Madrid, also leftovers from her father—he had been in Europe for three months before he met Marta. The detritus of his life. And there were other bits she’d collected on her own, from newspapers and magazines. The picture of an actor or a model who struck her as handsome. A hairstyle she’d seen and thought to imitate. 

			But no one had ever lived in this room. It was an empty shell.

			An egg shell, even, since the table was rounded and there were circles on the wall. She imagined herself lying on that bed, on her side, curled up, like the chick inside an egg. Embryonic, lacking a shape.

			Viridiana opened her suitcase and took out her clothes and placed them in the closet. She hadn’t brought much, and she was done quickly. Then she unzipped her backpack and pulled out her tape recorder. 

			Several times she had thought to send the tapes to her father, so that he might hear her voice. But mostly she spoke to an unnamed listener. Like now, as she described the room. When she went to the movies in a nearby town, she cut out the ad for the film from a newspaper and glued it into a notebook. She was still at that age when every experience must be catalogued, and she described the room with the vague notion that it might be important one day. That she might be important and her haphazard recollections would be of value to historians. 

			There was a knock on the door.

			“Come in,” Viridiana said.

			“Hi,” Daisy said. “I wanted to see how you’re finding the place.”

			“It’s pretty good.”

			Daisy glanced at the tape recorder and the microphone on the bed and chuckled. “I thought you were talking to yourself for a moment.” 

			“I suppose I was, kind of. It’s a sort of journal I keep,” Viridiana said, tucking away the recorder in a side table by the bed.

			“I kept a journal, too, when I was a girl. But it had pages and I used a pen.”

			“I had one like that too,” Viridiana admitted. “But then my father sent the recorder. He never sends any sensible presents, but all my mother and my stepfather do is give me sensible presents. New shoes, that type of thing, you know ?”

			“My grandmother used to knit a horrid sweater for me each Christmas,” Daisy said, sitting on the bed with her. “She really couldn’t knit, so the snowmen were deformed and the reindeer were the wrong color. No matter how much I asked for something else, it was always a sweater. What kind of shoes do they buy you ? Are they chunky and horrid ?”

			“Yes,” Viridiana said with a chuckle. “Patent leather, like a little schoolgirl.”

			“And black ? And must you wear them often ?”

			“Yes, I have to wear them every Sunday.”

			Daisy smiled. “Then you have it worse. I only had to wear the sweater on Christmas Eve.” 

			Like Gregory, Daisy had a beautiful smile. But it had a different quality. Gregory’s smile was self-­assured, even vain. Daisy’s smile was magnetic. You knew, looking at it, that Daisy had been admired and well-­loved wherever she’d been. That when she’d left a town, people had thrown her a party. That she’d promised everyone she’d send postcards, she told them she would be back as soon as summer ended. That she had laughed and raised her glass of wine as others toasted her. And then they never saw her again.

			“I know you’ve asked only for Sundays off, but if you want Saturday, too, so you can go out with your friends, I can see if Ambrose would agree to that,” Daisy said.

			Viridiana glanced down at her backpack, tugging at the zipper. “No, there’s no need. I don’t have many friends these days.”

			“Oh ?”

			“I used to. But then my boyfriend and I broke up. You could say they took sides.” 

			“That’s sad.”

			Viridiana thought it was expected. Her ex-­boyfriend’s family had more money than hers and he was well-­liked. She, on the other hand, had quickly eroded the patience of the couple of friends who sided with her; she was curt and annoying. She could not help it. She hated how Patricia and Trinidad looked at her with their soft smiles and their hugs, hoping to find her heartbroken, and taken aback when she wasn’t. They had been quietly incensed when she finally snapped and told them the simple truth: she could never see herself married to Manuel, she couldn’t stomach being tied to this godforsaken town full of mediocre, silly people. 

			They took that as a personal insult—as ultimate proof that she was a cold-­hearted bitch. They took that to mean she was like her father, an outsider cruising through. 

			“I dunno,” Viridiana said. 

			“Maybe on a Saturday we can go to a spa and have our nails done.”

			“There are no spas around here. But there’s a lady who cuts hair at her home and—”

			“Of course there’s no spa. I keep forgetting where we are,” Daisy said, shaking her head. “We can do our own nails. Let me see those hands. You bite your nails! You shouldn’t, it’s crass. But it can be fixed.”

			Viridiana’s hands were indeed rather ugly, her cuticles a mess. She chewed and picked at them. Daisy’s hands, meanwhile, looked perfect, the nails long, painted a glossy red. They matched the car parked outside.

			“I’ve never really done my nails,” Viridiana said.

			“You’re kidding. I love nails. I have since I was a young girl. The perfect polish can perk up your whole day, like a new pair of earrings. You do have pierced ears, don’t you ?”

			“Yes,” Viridiana said, touching her earlobe.

			“Good. We’ll have fun.”

			Viridiana didn’t normally get this personal with the foreigners she worked for, but Daisy had that special quality which invites others to open their hearts. Within an hour she had decided that she liked the woman very much. She thought they might become best friends, that she could be like one of those lady’s maids in old movies. A traveling companion, merrily seeing the world together. 

			Ambrose, on the other hand, she did not like at all. He had told her to unpack several boxes filled with books and papers, but nothing else. It wasn’t hard work, but it was his tone that made her frown. He was used to lording others around.

			On Viridiana’s third night in the house, Ambrose ordered her to get a notepad and start taking dictation. He had not spoken at all about his book, so it was the first time she had actually been asked to do real work.

			They sat in the living room. Ambrose was on the couch in front of her, talking about inspiration.

			“Don’t take notes yet,” he snapped, when he saw her grab her pen. “We’re chatting right now. I’ll let you know when to take notes.”

			Viridiana placed her hands against the notepad and waited. And listened. And waited. 

			Daisy came back with two glasses filled with ginger ale and handed one to Ambrose. It had three ice cubes, as he had requested. As far as Viridiana could tell, Daisy’s main role around the house was to fetch things for Ambrose. He could never be bothered to stand up and walk to the kitchen.

			“What will your book be about ?” Viridiana asked, because all through his monologue about the art of writing, Ambrose had given no hints about what he was working on. 

			“Well . . . about a lot of things. California, for one. My life in California.”

			“Then it’s autobiographical.”

			“No, no,” Ambrose said, shaking his head and almost spilling his drink. He set it down on the coffee table in front of him. “It’ll only be inspired by my life. But it’ll have a realness to it, real stories, juicy ones. I know a lot of people. Big people. I have a lot of friends in Hollywood.”

			Ambrose set a hand on Daisy’s leg as he spoke. His wife was wearing white shorts and a white T-­shirt, but somehow the ensemble managed to look chic and effortless rather than plain. 

			“I even dated a couple of movie stars.”

			Daisy let out a little chuckle. “Don’t let him fool you. Ambrose, darling, strippers are not movie stars.”

			It was nothing but a little joke and Viridiana smiled at it. Ambrose did not find it funny. His face went very red, he narrowed his eyes and he lifted the big hand which had been resting on Daisy’s leg and brought it down with a dry thud. It wasn’t a playful slap. It was a mean, harsh blow. Daisy winced and Viridiana opened her mouth, but did not speak.

			Even if she had said something, she doubted Ambrose would have heard her because now he was screaming.

			“What do you know ?!” he yelled. “What the fuck do you know ?!”

			Daisy did not reply. She clutched her glass of ginger ale, her body stiff, her lips pressed together. 

			“Always with your little digs. You think I don’t notice ? I notice all right, I notice.”

			He stood up and walked out, muttering words Viridiana did not understand. Once he’d left, Daisy placed her glass on the coffee table and sat back. She did not look at Viridiana, but she also didn’t turn her head. She simply seemed to pretend she wasn’t there. Viridiana had no idea what to do. Should she stay ? Should she leave ? Finally she rose, clutching the pen and notepad.

			“You should ignore that,” Daisy said. “I do.” 

			“I’m . . . I don’t—” 

			“He’s not this bad usually. But he recently stopped drinking and stopped . . . the other stuff he did, and he’s a bit on edge still.” 

			“That’s a bit of an edge, for sure,” Viridiana said dryly.

			Viridiana had seen men mistreat women before. She guessed it didn’t matter if you were rich or poor, a local or a foreigner, there were always men wanting to be all-­important, making their wives or girlfriend feel like dirt, slapping them around when they got too mouthy. Still, it didn’t feel nice to have to witness such displays. It felt like a rerun of those times her aunt’s ex-­husband came by to make a scene.

			Daisy smiled at Viridiana, but the smile was cold. “Go to your room. I don’t think he’s going to dictate anything tonight.”

			Daisy stood up and left. Viridiana stared at the two glasses on the coffee table, the ice slowly melting. 

			Later that evening the couple were laughing, merrily going on with their lives. Daisy had forgotten her husband’s cruelties, or ­pretended to. Viridiana told herself that if a man was ever disparaging to her, she would not forget. She wouldn’t sweep it away. She’d hold it in her heart and notch down his cruelties. She’d bite. Hard.
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