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			To Olguita, my mother. All that I am I owe to her love.

			José Orlando Castañeda

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			I

			There are moments when the past appears to detach itself from the present, splitting life in two. For Manuel Tenesela, such a moment arose as he exited Guatemala City’s International Airport. One step back, he would still have the respectability of a law-abiding person; one step forward, and he would be exposed to the hardships of an undocumented alien.

			Manuel didn’t want to leave his family or his homeland, Ecuador. But when his household descended into poverty, and his mother insisted they could no longer go like that, he understood his time to leave had arrived. He had planned to travel with his wife by boat, but when the opportunity arose for him to fly out as a member of a fictional soccer team, he decided to go ahead of her with the expectation that she would join him later. His goal was to enter the United States; Guatemala was merely a transit point. Yet, given the scant information he received on his trip, he was more resigned than confident about his itinerary.

			The “athletes” boarded the designated bus outside the airport, filing nervously past the driver who stood at the door waving them in. The man observed them through a pair of dark sunglasses, pointless under the overcast skies that day. Once they settled in, the driver shut the door and yelled a series of commands: “Keep quiet! Close the windows! Stay in your seats!” He started the engine and took off.

			The bus eventually left the main highway, turning onto a deserted road with leafy trees. From his front-row seat, Manuel viewed the frequent eruption of birds, moths, and butterflies that the bus disturbed as it barreled through the overarching branches. Endless potholes on the road continuously shook the vehicle, and Manuel had to cling to a rail in front of him to avoid being thrown from his seat. Suddenly a wild animal darted into the road, and the driver ran it over without flinching. Manuel dug his nails into his knees and swallowed hard; the other passengers watched each other silently. Two hours later, the bus lumbered into an open area bordered with scrub, flattening the undergrowth as it went over. “Go hide behind the bushes!” was the driver’s new order as he slammed the brakes.

			One by one, the group descended from the vehicle and crouched behind the dusty vegetation. They waited for a new transport to take them to their next destination. Manuel struggled to cope with a flood of memories of his family, his home, his town. He expected to make new friends in his group, and that thought partially calmed his nerves.

			Concealed in the scrub, Manuel remained motionless, attentive to every rustle of the leaves, to every crackle of the branches. The day finally vanished behind a fringe of clouds, and the sounds of the night began to take over. He stretched out on the ground, clasped his hands behind his head, and fixed his gaze on the stars glimmering above. A light breeze cooled his face as the moon rose in the sky.

			The roar of an approaching heavy vehicle roused the group. Manuel struggled to his feet, clutched his backpack in his sweaty hands, and, like his companions, concentrated on the two headlights approaching from the distance. A beat-up dump truck came into view. Bringing it to a screeching stop in front of their hiding place, a mustachioed driver waved from his seat, urging them to climb in. The truck headed off on an unpaved road, leaving a dense cloud of dust in its wake. The travelers huddled together, holding on to one another to avoid falling onto the road.

			The bumpy journey ended at midnight in front of a large farmhouse amid spacious pastures. Its solid, uneven walls confirmed that it was built to last for generations. The new arrivals descended quickly from the truck. They were dazed, shabby, disoriented. A watchman led them to a large room and gestured toward a pile of mats reeking of body odors. Manuel picked one up and looked for a spot to lie down. Despite the commotion of voices and footsteps, he soon fell into a deep sleep.

			He woke up at the first crow of a rooster. Taking advantage of the full moon, he ventured out to explore his surroundings. On one side of the property, separated by a passageway where the firewood was stored, he saw the kitchen, with its oversized door and a smoke-roasted mud floor. He also heard a trickle of water that flowed from the mountain in bamboo conduits, as he later discovered. A naked lightbulb hung at the end of the porch, its light accentuating the cheerful green of the baseboards. From behind the railings of the veranda, he saw the foliage of a lemon grove. He breathed in its comforting aromas. As the sunlight softly illuminated the fields, the bees began their courtship with the flowers, and the butterflies fluttered nearby. “I feel the scents of my home,” he mused to one of his companions who had just joined him.

			In this shelter for people in transit Manuel found migrants from Central and South America, in addition to a small group of Asians in seemingly utter confusion for not speaking Spanish. Manuel noted an obvious need for better planning among the local staff. There seemed to be no one in charge of so many distraught people, and the travelers had to attend to their own ailments or dispel alone the poignant sorrows of their hearts.

			The catchword was to wait. Wait without demanding or complaining. That’s what Manuel did until it was his turn to get a refried bean tortilla with a few strands of meat—the hours dragged on. It was not yet nine o’clock at night when he lay down on his rancid mat again, longing for his journey to resume.

			His sleep was interrupted past midnight by the arrival of a new group of migrants. Curious, he threw his backpack over his shoulder, tucked the ragged blanket under his arm, and stood to wait for them at the entrance. The lone lightbulb served as a beacon for the new arrivals. A cloud of insects continually immolated themselves against the radiant light, and Manuel had to dodge the traces of gray dust they left behind as they died. The sound of women’s voices trailed from the kitchen, interrupted at times by the crackling of burning wood. The approaching visitors seemed weary and haggard; their clothes looked damp; their hair matted. Manuel was busy showing a man his way to the restroom when he was startled by a voice calling his name.

			It took him several seconds to locate the source of the voice and a few more to recognize the person calling him. It was Amanda, an old school friend who had moved away from Paute, his hometown, as soon as they finished high school. She had married a truck driver who took her to live in Cuenca, the Azuay provincial capital, and Manuel had not seen her since that time. As soon as she reached him, Amanda threw herself into his arms and burst into tears.

			“Oh, Manuelito, what a mistake it was to travel by ship!” she exclaimed through her dry, cracked lips. “What are we doing here?”

			While Amanda struggled with her misery, Manuel plucked some leaves from a healing plant he had seen outdoors and asked for a cup of hot water from the kitchen. He crushed the leaves with a stone and prepared a warm beverage with the mash. Manuel explained it would taste bitter like her sorrows but contained natural essences that soothed the soul. Amanda sipped in silence. Given the late hour, the two friends retired to their assigned places after promising to share their full stories the next day.

			In the confusion generated by the influx of new arrivals, Manuel lost his place of sleep; he had to pick up another mat and find a new spot. This time he settled for the corridor, where he had the advantage of receiving the scented breeze from the courtyard lemon blossoms. The moon now dominated the heavens, and the crickets struck up an enthusiastic concert that drowned out the other sounds of the night. Despite the uproar, Manuel became aware of some women’s voices coming from a nearby room. Some spoke with a distinctive Guatemalan pronunciation, others with the familiar accent of the Ecuadorian highlands. He soon recognized Amanda’s voice among them.

			“I can’t take it anymore!” he heard her say.

			“You’ll feel better if you talk about it,” insisted one of the women, her local accent markedly distinct. “Tell us the whole story.”

			Amanda cleared her throat and continued speaking as she wept. The few words that escaped through the cracks in the walls did not allow Manuel to catch the entire thread of her narrative, but what he heard was enough to kill his sleep. Moments later, someone left the door ajar, and the gushing words filled him with dread.

			From Amanda’s recounting between sobs, he now learned that on the traffickers’ ships, the food portions were scanty, the drinking water was unhealthy, and the treatment of the passengers was degrading. Manuel feared that his wife, Elvira Pintado, the restless dreamer he had the good fortune to find, would suffer Amanda’s misfortunes on her voyage by the sea.

			Determined to hear the whole story, he approached furtively to avoid disturbing the conversation. In her halting voice, Amanda continued.

			“All the women were forced to travel on deck, sitting on boards reeking of rotten fish. When we were starving, a crewman came down from the captain’s cabin and announced that those who went up with him would be well attended.

			“There were more than twenty women in our group. Most of us were so depressed that we didn’t even talk to each other. Even so, several girls agreed to go up. ‘The rest of you screw yourselves for being stupid,’ the crewman snarled at us. We later saw through cracks in the walls how the drunk sailors laughed and abused the girls.”

			“And the swear words they used,” added one of her traveling companions.

			“Yes, it was terrible; they had such filthy language,” Amanda said. “On top of that, the condition of the bathroom was disgusting. It was smeared with excrement up to the walls, and the toilet bowl was so clogged that we couldn’t even use it. We had to relieve ourselves on the edge of the railings, holding on to each other so as not to fall into the sea. The men stared at us, making loud, obscene jokes and laughing wildly.”

			Amanda’s voice broke with sobs again. After a short pause, she retook her story. “I had recently given birth, and amid the chaos, the bleeding I thought had stopped came back. I was not the only one; several women had left their babies behind. I remember one of those vile men shouting at us, ‘Why do we have to take these women who have recently given birth?’”

			A chorus of moans and voices filled the room. Moments later, there was total silence. Amanda’s voice soared again.

			“Some of us felt our breasts bursting with milk,” Amanda continued. “We decided to collect it in a cardboard cup and share it among us. Handing out my baby’s nourishment that way broke my heart.” Quietly weeping, she paused.

			“Tell us more,” urged a local woman. “What then?”

			Amanda continued. “Then, to make things worse, one of the men ordered that I be taken to the washroom, saying that my condition would attract the sharks. It was a small enclosure in the corner of the deck covered with slime. They poured buckets of seawater on me from above, which made my skin sting and itch because of the sunburn. Giggling, the man called out again. ‘This will teach them a good lesson,’ he said, laughingly.”

			Overwhelmed by tears, Amanda paused before she could resume her story. “Maybe the bleeding wouldn’t have happened if I’d taken the contraceptive injections before the trip,” she said.

			“Contraceptive injections?” asked one of the local women, alarmed.

			“Yes. The young girls take those on account of the rumors about sexual abuse during the trips. If it doesn’t happen on the ships, it happens at the border. The injections offer protection for up to three months, by which time they will have reached their destination—or so they hoped.”

			“It’s horrible that we had to suffer such torments,” she added, unknowingly aggravating Manuel’s anguish. Her voice trailed off, and a tense silence settled on the place. Manuel let out a moan of regret that almost gave him away. When he dared to look inside the room, he saw his friend sitting on a bed surrounded by a group of women, her face buried in her hands.

			“Several times the men descended from the captain’s cabin to grab a young girl sitting among us. She was barely sixteen,” Amanda said. “She clung to an iron bar to resist being taken away. She asked me to pretend to be her mother, believing I could make them respect her. I told her no one would believe her since I was only ten years older than her. Then, shaking and pale, she told us she had never been with a man. Another woman in the group began to pray while desperately making the sign of the cross. The rest of us hugged each other and cried in anguish. When the men came down again later, they yanked the girl from the iron bar and dragged her away. We could hear her scream and struggle the whole time.” Amanda’s voice trailed off in grief again.

			Manuel twisted one end of the blanket in his hands as Amanda’s story crushed his soul. His mind filled with an unsettling foreboding. A bitter taste of bile rose in his mouth.

			“And what happened next?” asked one of the local women, barely above a whisper.

			“When the girl returned, she sat frozen, staring ahead. She wouldn’t speak to us. We rubbed her forehead, moistened her lips, and tried to comfort her, but she didn’t respond. I don’t know what happened to her after we left the ship, but I have repeatedly asked myself if I should have at least tried to protect her. I have already asked God Almighty for His mercy, but I don’t think I can be forgiven for my neglect. Sometimes I think it would have been better if I had died there.”

			As Manuel peeked back into the room, he saw one of the women handing Amanda a cup. “Here, have a sip of this. It will calm you down.” Amanda brought the cup to her lips. As she finished drinking, she stopped crying and fell silent. Under a faint beam of moonlight, Manuel caught a glimpse of several women embracing her.

			The story kept churning in Manuel’s head. Confident that he still had time to dissuade his wife from the trip, he tried to find a way to call her. Yet, he found no one to talk to. Manuel walked out of the house and, with dewdrops clinging to his clothes, with the stars seemingly closer to him than usual, he spent the rest of that sleepless night lying on the grass.

			When the first lights of dawn appeared, he started walking back to the house. An older man with a shambling gait came by, and Manuel asked him how he could make an urgent phone call to his country. “You are not allowed to call from here,” the man responded in the hoarse voice of a smoker.

			Manuel felt a cold chill as he realized he could only wait and hope. The journey ahead remained shrouded in mystery. The few fragments of information he had gleaned from various rumors led him to understand that the road ahead would be torturous, the days to come would be long and hard and that he should focus on the future if he wanted to survive. He tightened his lips at hearing that. The reason he was there in the first place was precisely that he dreamed of a better future.

		

	
		
			II

			Elvira Pintado received instructions to travel from Paute, Ecuador, to Quito, the capital, two weeks after her husband’s departure. The time had finally arrived for her to leave her children, not knowing how long she would be away from them. As soon as she boarded the bus, she felt the first pangs of the pain of separation that would torment her from that day forward. Early that night, she arrived at the main colonial square in the city, the Plaza Mayor, where she boarded a second vehicle that would take her group of emigrants to the country’s northern coast.

			She sat down beside a young woman with a sad, withdrawn expression. The woman told her she had decided to emigrate when she discovered her husband was cheating on her. At first, she said, she wanted to confront and berate him, but her anger had subsided, and all she wanted now was to relocate as far away as possible from him and start a new life. Elvira did not want to stir up her grief by recounting her story. It pained her to leave, but she knew that not doing so would have crushed the part of her that expected something better.

			The new bus moved cautiously through the cobblestone streets of the colonial sector, leaving behind the pigeons dozing in front of the cathedral, the empty park benches, and the commercial establishments with their signs barely legible at a distance. Elvira found distraction in the city’s cluster of lights and the displays in the stores she observed from her seat. The facade of an ice cream store with numerous fruits painted on its windows reminded her of the handcrafted pushcart for selling ice cream, a wooden crate on wheels she’d seen on her first visit to Paute. It belonged to the legendary Don Moises, who at the time offered his treats under the flowering willows of the park. She remembered his short-brimmed hat, generous smile, and the bangs of white hair at his temples. With his old-style simplicity, Don Moises had explained the process to her. A metal bowl rested at the center of the wood box inside the cart, with ample space to surround it with ice. The dance commenced as the fruit shake hit the cold metal: the mix thickening as the vendor churned it, the ice cream forming as the cold grabbed it, and the children dreaming as they waited anxiously with their coins pressed in their fingers—everlasting memories for Elvira.

			Once the bus reached the open highway, the trip turned into an intense fight between the driver and the road that scared the passengers. From her seat, Elvira could not bear looking down the precipices the driver miraculously avoided. Despite the ruckus on the road, her children were constantly in her thoughts. Their little faces appeared in the darkness with more frequency the further away she traveled from them. It was impossible to leave them without her heart feeling crushed.

			She placed her backpack on her lap and closed her eyes. Soon she heard the woman next to her sobbing.

			“Did you leave any children behind?” Elvira asked her.

			“Yes, three,” the woman replied.

			“I left two. It was so hard,” Elvira said.

			And in broken sentences, Elvira spoke of her anguish as the departure time got near. She was leaving behind her six-year-old Andrea and her brother Nestor, who was nearly five. She had multiple errands to fulfill in anticipation of her trip. The instructions to their grandmother, their clothes neatly folded, her exhortations to the teachers, a million tasks to be completed, a million tender words to be expressed. She was leaving. She gave them a lasting hug, tender kisses, and a downpour of loving words. The time to go had finally arrived, and it was now or never if she wanted for them a better future.

			Her pain intensified.

			The two women sat in silence for some time. As the bus swerves altered the focus of their grief, Elvira remembered the two pictures she had grabbed from her family album when she left. A rush of emotions prompted her to dig inside her backpack. As she found them in the dark, she ran her fingers along their edges; she traced their textures and sizes, and when she was sure she had distinguished each of them, she pointed her attention, still intuitively, toward the picture of her children. It was taken on his son’s most recent birthday. He looked severe and annoyed, but his hair was shiny and neat, and his clothes looked impeccable. Next to him, carrying a doll, stood his smiling sister.

			Elvira took her companion’s hand and led it softly into her backpack, guiding her fingertips over her children’s faces.

			“This is Nestor, the little one,” she said.

			Elvira gently lifted her hand and dragged the woman’s finger over the following figure.

			“And this is Andrea, my oldest child,” she added.

			“Oh, they are beautiful!” the woman exclaimed.

			And pretending they had seen them in the dark, they burst into laughter. But in the middle of their laughter, their memories returned; and the dormant pain seeped back into their hearts. Soon their mood turned to sadness, until grief overcame laughter, and they both ended in tears.

			They quietly returned to their thoughts. Riding on the wings of her memories, Elvira slid her hand back into her bag until she located the remaining photo, the one of her First Communion, when she was barely eight. She was wearing the habit of a Carmelite nun, patent leather slippers, and white gloves. She held a lit candle in one hand and a prayer book with mother-of-pearl encasing in the other. Standing to her right was her father: solemn, distant, aloof, his hair recently trimmed, freshly shined shoes. To her left stood her mother: striking, overly serious. Next to her mother, her grandfather: a weary look, white shirt buttoned to the neck, woolen hat for that special occasion. At the center of the patio stood a three-tiered white cake dotted with sugar pearls. And behind her, behind her parents, behind the cake, behind everything, an ostrich-shaped piñata hung from a high pole. Her brothers, cousins, friends, and neighbors waited eagerly to crack it open.

			And almost like a miracle, Elvira’s contact with the images replaced the sadness of the trip with her happy childhood memories. And while caressing her loved ones with the soft tips of her fingers, Elvira fell asleep.

			* * *

			Elvira and Manuel had led a modest life in Paute, and it seemed improbable that they would have ended where they were now: clandestine travelers risking their lives with only a backpack full of hopes. Nothing in their experience had prepared them for such a daring journey; nowhere in their dreams had they contemplated such enormous risks.

			Elvira Isabel Pintado Alonso belonged to a prosperous family in Gualaceo, a town on the banks of the Santa Barbara River in the province of Azuay. Her father, Galo Pintado, had inherited a stationery and school supplies store and a small farm that he managed with the help of a laborer and Elvira’s three older brothers. Her mother, María Paz Alonso de Pintado, descended from Asturian refugees who had opened the wholesale store in Guayaquil seven decades earlier.

			María Paz lived in Guayaquil until her wedding with Galo Pintado, a young man who used to come from Gualaceo with his father to get supplies for their store. She married him in defiance of her mother, who could never accept that her daughter rejected a future of good opportunities in the port city by falling for the son of one of her clients from the highlands. That client was Elvira’s grandfather Santos, whom she loved so much.

			The family lived on the same site as the store they ran, a two-story corner house just three blocks from the city’s market. María Paz ended up running both the business and the home, which took every waking hour of every day of her life. Her days were spent behind a counter, separated from the rest of the family by a worn-out string curtain, and by a curtain of bitterness and bad temper that isolated her even more than the string one.

			Galo Pintado adopted the routine of taking produce from his farm to Guayaquil, and returning with supplies for the store, just as his father had done for years. On each trip, he was absent for several days, and María Paz was assailed with the suspicion that her husband had some secret liaison in the port city. In addition to that nagging doubt, she was burdened by the obligations of home and business, and by a continuous regret for not having married some other suitor in Guayaquil who, instead of bringing her to be holed up in a store, would have taken her to see the world.

			Elvira inherited from her father the coppery tan that highlighted her exotic beauty. From her mother, she took her perky bearing, delicate features, and beautiful Spanish eyes destined to be remembered. She also had a gorgeous head of hair that she owed to her mother, not by inheritance but from her care. When Elvira started school, María Paz conditioned her hair with chamomile blossoms in warm water. Seeing that Elvira’s hair grew lustrous and abundant, she continued the treatment, and the girl conserved her adornment. A coveted one it was, prompting the amazement of the girls, the admiration of the boys, and the talk of female teachers. It was vigorous, glossy, bountiful, lush, with an opulent flow down her shoulders; attractive if she tied it with a ribbon, splendid when she let it loose.

			Of the entire family, including the children of her aunt Eloísa and other cousins, Elvira was the closest to her grandfather Santos. She learned from him the rhymes and poems she recited before visitors and later at school. “A little bird in the tower feeds off mosquitoes and leeches; I also get my nourishment from lots of kisses and peaches.” That was the first thing she recited when she began to speak, and she was showered with kisses.

			From early childhood, Elvira accompanied her grandfather to the market in Gualaceo. There she saw a Roman scale used to weigh the produce for the first time, a maneuver that remained engraved in her memory. The scale was hung from the center of a pole that rested on the shoulders of two peasants; an intimidating hook suspended from the middle was used to hold the load, and a graduated arm marked with kilos and grams pointed to the horizon when it received the weight. On those outings, she listened with interest to her grandfather’s conversations about the local products, including the variety of flowers offered for sale. She loved to watch him select the carnations, chrysanthemums, and petunias to take home, as she was always in charge of arranging them in vases.

			On one occasion, they talked about her aunt Eloísa’s farm, where they baked bread and cookies on weekends. Given the girl’s interest in the process, her grandfather took her there one Sunday morning. The aunt dressed her in an adult’s apron folded at the waist, gathered her hair in a bun, washed her hands in the sink, mixed flour, butter, and eggs into a dough, and assigned her and her cousin the task of kneading it. They repeatedly kneaded until they created a large sphere, which they rolled out on a table covered with more flour. Following Eloísa’s instructions, they kept stretching the dough until it ripped. After a burst of laughter, they resumed kneading and stretching until it pulled again, and they would explode in laughter yet again.

			And with her apron dragging on the floor, her hands smeared with dough, her hair and nose whitened with flour, Elvira kept kneading, laughing, and stretching until her aunt announced it was time to leave the dough to rest. A while later, they spread the mass on the counter, and with the aunt’s hand over the girl’s little hand, and the girl’s little hand over a big knife, they cut it in sections and slid them into the oven. When they brought them out, the bread was warped and fluffy, and the animals they had formed with the leftover dough took on the shapes of other animals whose names they had to guess. Ultimately the loaves they brought home that afternoon gave off a warm, toasty fragrance engraved forever in Elvira’s memory.

		

	
		
			III

			Manuel had to leave the house with the lemon grove without saying goodbye to Amanda, his hometown friend who had recounted her tortuous journey by boat. As he approached the bus that would take him to Mexico, he realized that his group would travel like contraband luggage in a secret compartment under the seats. Only when he was about to board did he learn that the only access to their refuge was through a trapdoor in the trunk. The driver and his assistant prodded the migrants with a stick as they entered the hold. They would have to travel in the dark, lying over the bare metal with no room to move on either side. Preoccupied with his wife’s impending trip, Manuel started to ask if anyone knew about the trips by boat. But the bus driver shouted that they were forbidden to speak until he or his assistant addressed them.

			In their dark lair, the migrants could hear the footsteps and muffled voices from the regular passengers above as they boarded the bus and settled on their seats. The vehicle drove away, and the air was filled with diesel fumes that entered through a vent. Amid arguing and coughing, some demanded that the vent be covered, while others suggested they cover their noses and let the air in.

			A woman near Manuel sobbed constantly; others complained in stifled tones. The demands of his body soon compounded Manuel’s worries. His throat burned, his guts twisted, his armpits itched, his bladder strained. Why didn’t they tell us of all we would have to suffer? He asked himself as he imagined his wife preparing for her departure.

			The driver announced the names of the places they approached along the way, his voice barely audible through the metal floor. El Platanar, San Vicente, the border town of Ayutla, the bridge over Rio Seco. Finally, as evidence that they were already in Mexico, he mentioned Ciudad Hidalgo, in Chiapas, where some additional passengers climbed in. The vehicle made brief stops at checkpoints and refueling stations while the travelers below appeared to have been relegated to oblivion. As the bus careened around curves or bumped over potholes, the migrants’ aching bodies bore the brunt. At the Tapachula station, a few vendors approached the vehicle hawking their drinks and snacks in loud voices: hibiscus flower refreshments, hot tamales, cream-filled fritters. Manuel’s hunger worsened as the voices offering other popular treats rang in his ears: “Hot burritos and stuffed chiles!” “Pork rinds and fried plantains!” Those words his stomach understood.

			During an extended stop in Oaxaca, a six-hour drive south of Mexico City, their hideout was filled with the aromas of grilled lamb that made them salivate. Manuel imagined himself taking a piece of meat straight from the fire while blowing hard to avoid getting scalded. The illusion of the culinary essence was soon displaced by the buzzing of a wasp that had sneaked into their space. They tried to swat it with shoes and hats; they wanted to crush it with their bare hands, until the insect finally fell over someone’s sweaty body. The driver turned on the radio, and the compartment was flooded with the rhythms of Mexican Northern music.

			Manuel could not dispel his fears for Elvira. He imagined her on her way to the ocean; he thought of her already on a boat, and he grimaced with anguish as he visualized her struggle to escape the assaults of the crew. Yet he later estimated there still was some time before his wife’s departure. He would call her at the first opportunity and beg her to cancel her trip. But he would soon succumb to his fears that she was already on her way, and his torment would cycle again.

			* * *

			Manuel Ignacio Tenesela was born in Paute, a city at the heart of the Ecuadorian Andes. He grew up in a spacious house built on a two-acre plot of land watered by the Cutilcay River, which dispenses its breeze as it descends from the mountains. The sun seemed to conspire with the wind to sneak through leaves and branches along the riverbanks, casting a lulling play of light and shadows on radiant afternoons. To the left of the house stood two guava trees that Manuel’s late father had covered with a wire mesh, turning them into a fruit-packed natural cage. Inside lived bluebirds, blackbirds, cardinals, and a parrot that fluffed its top feathers at the sight of a stranger.

			In their garden, the family had planted beans next to the corn stalks. The beans sprang up under the corn shade and grew with its support, and the two plants ended in a tight embrace like orphans of the fields. At the other end of the lot, separated by furrows of roses and gladioli, were two rows of medicinal herbs that Grandma Encarnación cherished as if they were her children. On sunny afternoons, after spraying, weeding, and whispering to them, Encarnación would sit down to knit her woolen blankets. She was known to keep entwining her two needles long after she appeared to fall asleep.

			Manuel was nine years old when Pachito, his only brother, was born. When he was still an infant, Pachito was knocked down by the family donkey, an accident that left him with learning challenges and dependent on others. With his innocent and happy manners, he became the family darling and Manuel’s inseparable companion. The terrain surrounding the house was filled with peaches, oranges, Queen Claudia plum trees, and a mole tree held by tradition to bestow good luck. Growing up among these orchards, Pachito became an expert in climbing the trees, often swinging from one to the other like a trapeze artist. The family never succeeded in keeping him down, which would have required him to renounce the joy of soaring over the tops.

			An exuberant hedge of lantanas surrounded the property. This natural enclosure protected the grounds so well that a visitor would have to push aside the leaves and flowers to contemplate the small Eden they concealed. While their deep-green leaves shielded the house from street eyes, its multicolored flowers seemed to compete with one another to show off to the bystanders. Only up close could a visitor confirm that each bouquet was a tightly packed cluster of tiny flowers offering landing strips to their favorite insects.

			A year after Pachito’s birth, Manuel’s father suffered a fatal heart attack while feeding the chickens. The morning after the funeral, when the leaves had just begun to release their warm tropical scents, Rosalía, Manuel’s mother, took him around the yard to review the patrimony of crops and animals that, according to her, they should always try to preserve.

			They had a vegetable garden, medicinal plants, and a variety of flowers and fruit trees. They also had the rooster that woke up the neighborhood before dawn, his egg-laying hens, a colony of guinea pigs, the birds in the cage, a flock of ducks, and the old donkey that knocked Pachito to the ground. The ducks were the only exception to the promise not to squander the inheritance. The family had built a duck shed and pond in the middle of the terrain. On one occasion, Pachito had the idea of throwing bread morsels to a flock of cottony ducklings swimming in the pond. To everyone’s shock, Rosalía later found them with their tails pointing skyward and their beaks submerged in the water, pulled down by the weight of the soaked bread. While overcoming their grief, the family analyzed the costs and benefits of raising ducks and concluded that they ate much feed, produced too little, and crapped too much. A distant relative finally bought the remaining ducks on the condition that Manuel would deliver them to his house. And so it was that the next day Manuel crossed the town herding the ducks with a slim stick, one behind the other, stopping traffic and making people laugh with their Charlie Chaplin waddle.

			Since childhood, Manuel had helped tend to the flowers and medicinal herbs Grandma Encarnación took to sell on market days. Alongside this herbalist home-schooling, Manuel studied at the Isidro Ayora Elementary School and then at the Salesian Agronomic School, both in Paute. At the Salesian School, he had to attend Mass on Sunday mornings. And since the curriculum was oriented toward agriculture, he also had to perform fieldwork in the afternoons, which included collecting manure to fertilize the fields. At this school, he took lessons in watercolor painting, for which he developed an exceptional talent and affinity. He would spend hours on end creating still life works, moving later to painting landscapes and naturistic scenes.

		

	
		
			IV

			The constant wobbling of the bus on its descent from the mountain allowed Elvira only a brief rest. When she opened her eyes, the moonlight showed the driver’s fiery struggle with the steering wheel. The strength of his sweaty arms finally prevailed, and the vehicle arrived tamely at the plains. Once there, the spell of the warm air chased away the chill from the mountains. In the distance, Elvira could distinguish the dim lights of La Concordia, a city bordering the provinces of Pichincha and Esmeraldas.

			La Concordia was celebrating its annual festival. The crowd had spilled into the streets in the city’s center, and the driver was forced to stop. A wave of smoke, redolent of the thick, pungent smell of outdoor grills, invaded the cabin. As the driver opened the door, boisterous dancing and romantic music swelled.

			The bus had stopped alongside the terrace of an outdoor cantina, and from her window, Elvira could see the partying scene below. Around the tables full of bottles, swarms of men, young and old, and the occasional teenager pretending to be older, talked, laughed, argued, and drank. Over their voices and the clinking of glass, the sound system played love songs. Some customers followed the rhythms with their hips; others tapped their fingers on the tables to the beat of the music. The bartender, a skinny man with the air of a grudging sergeant, took note and seemed attentive to repeat the songs that encouraged more drinking.

			Elvira opened her window and stared at a group of men, one of whom seemed to be crying as another talked, poking a finger in his face; a third appeared engrossed by the first two. Several waitresses cleared the empty bottles while dodging a naughty hand or two. She watched a man fumble in his pockets until he pulled out a fistful of wrinkled bills to pay the check. There goes the food for his family, Elvira thought in disgust at the sight of the man’s senseless squandering. She thought about Manuel, grateful that he had always been different.

			While Elvira was immersed in those thoughts, an older woman entered the bar grounds to offer grilled chicken and corn patties out of a brightly colored basket. Moments later, a young boy with a wooden box slung at his waist approached her window. He repeatedly called out his goods: “Caramels, mints, gums, chocolates, coconut cookies, cigarettes, matches!”

			“A mint,” Elvira said, stretching her hand to pass the change.

			“Where are you traveling to, miss?” the boy asked, handing her the candy.

			This harmless question awakened her sorrows, and Elvira’s eyes filled with tears.

			“Far away,” she managed to say.

			“Well, let’s hope those who leave don’t forget us and those who stay don’t tire of waiting. Have a good trip, miss!”

			Elvira was so sensitive at that moment that she clung to the boy’s words to mitigate her sorrow. Her seat companion soon returned with a bag of refreshments and sweet pastries. Elvira could not taste them, as she was nauseated by the stench wafting from a nearby public urinal—a cemented pan protected with ragged curtains.

			The bus finally took off, and the city lights faded behind. With the photos of her children once again nestled in her hand, with the image of her husband lodged in her thoughts, Elvira returned to the sanctuary of her memories.

			* * *

			She remembered her school days when she rose at dawn to memorize her lessons by rote, a relentless chant that exasperated the family. Her mother complained that such chattering triggered her headaches. One morning, María Paz’s temper flared so much that Galo Pintado was forced to intervene with a clarifying sentence.

			“The problem in this house is that Elvira talks too much, and María Paz doesn’t let her talk.”

			When Elvira was fourteen, she got her hands on a worn-out edition of Madame Bovary and became enraptured by the story. Flaubert’s work, which she read secretly, aroused her desire to enter the hidden spaces of literature and learn about the dramas, adventures, and other entanglements of the imagination. She soon recognized the potential of enriching her soul through her readings. In her later searches, she acquired books from the Antares and Ariel Illustrated collections, and some volumes from the Junior Pocket Library with its Spanish classics. The books transported her to other times and other lives full of expectations, often similar to hers.

			At that time, her relationship with her mother was already strained. María Paz had jumped from her adolescence into an unhappy marriage in Gualaceo. One day, abandoning all good sense, she began to imitate her daughter by dressing and preening herself youthfully. These attitudes soon went from the peculiar to the pathetic, earning her a trail of censures in her neighborhood. María Paz was Elvira before she fell into a marriage that crushed her, and Elvira was María Paz in her youth: same mold, two diverging destinies.

			The teenage Elvira always thought that her mother often ignored her. However, the day she celebrated her fifteenth birthday, her quinceañera party, she concluded that her mother only paid attention to start nagging her. That day María Paz pulled Elvira away from a local boy with whom she had been dancing to caution her. “Watch out not to get tangled with someone with nothing to offer you. You know that your future is in Guayaquil,” she warned in front of her friends.

			If her relationship with her mother was short on harmony, the one with her father lacked closeness. Galo Pintado’s prolonged absences made him a passing guest in his house, lacking personal authority and missing the bonds forged through family life. In the face of her father’s apparent indifference towards her and the constant tension between him and her mother, Elvira came to wish he wouldn’t return. Years later, when Galo Pintado passed away, she regretted that she never knew him.

		

	
		
			V

			Manuel was trying to sleep in his hiding place when the bus suddenly stopped in the middle of the road.

			“What is it?” asked an obese man jammed beside him.

			“A police checkpoint,” answered Manuel, guessing.

			They heard the regular passengers above hurry off the bus. Moments later, footsteps entered the vehicle, followed by a wild banging against the backs of the seats: Wham, wham, wham.

			“Are you all right? You guys want some water?” asked a voice in a martial tone. Manuel held his breath and clenched his fists.

			“We know you’re there! If you don’t answer, it will be worse!”

			A short pause followed, and the voice turned rude.

			“Come on out, you bastards, or I’ll burn this bus with you inside!”

			No one answered. The footsteps stopped next to the driver’s seat.

			“Bring the gas!” the man shouted.

			“Gasoline!” a subordinate repeated outside.

			A pause, new footsteps, more shouts, new blows, wham, wham, wham . . . and the travelers were gripped by terror.

			“Matches!” boomed the commander.

			“Maaatches!” echoed the second voice.

			The man lying next to Manuel had complained of an upset stomach throughout the trip while sharing a seemingly inexhaustive supply of natural gas with the group. At that moment of tension, he released a new explosion with the ferocity of thunder. Shocked by his affrontery and angered by the stench, the men and women in the enclosed space cursed and threatened to smack him.

			“You filthy pig!” one of the women hissed between her teeth, running the risk of being overheard.

			The brutal club blows against the seats frightened the hearts. The voice of the driver suddenly interrupted.

			“We can sort this among us, Lieutenant. No need to go to extremes.”

			“Just tell us what you have in mind,” snapped the representative of the law, already mellowing his voice.

			From inside their compartment, the migrants heard the driver converse with the intruders. Soon after, the officers exited the bus, their voices trailed off, the regular passengers returned to their seats, and the flatulent man stopped expressing his disquiet. The bus drove away moments later. While the migrants soothed their fear with hushed comments, Manuel suffered the ordeal of an impending nature’s call. As a last resort, he drank the rest of the water in his bottle, slid it down his body, and calmly used it to discharge the contents of his bladder.

			The only light in the confines of Manuel’s hideout resided in his thoughts. Seeking to allay his fears, he recalled the world he had left behind—the world of Paute.

			* * *

			Manuel attended Mass with his grandmother every Sunday morning at San José church. From there, they would go to her herbal and flower stall in the market. It was a place where vendors traded with the essences of the earth and the spirituality of the people, where they exchanged healing recipes and homely advice to improve their lives. In this environment, Manuel passed from childhood to adolescence, and he learned about the rich world of curative plants.

			He learned of remedial beverages, cleansing baths, homemade ointments, and herbal spas. Of the therapeutic qualities of stems and flowers, the healing properties of teas and powders. Calendula ointments for insect bites, including mites and most parasites. Of dandelion root for hypertension and boiled turmeric for inflammation. Of chopped ginger to fight dyspepsia, three cloves of garlic with olive leaves for anorexia. A speck of clover with aloe pulp for irritation; lemongrass infusion for constipation. And in preparation for all hot baths, eucalyptus twigs or fresh dill stalks, add a full cup of magnesium salts. To spare his home from spiritual harms, he learned of amulets and talismans, plus bear grass with pitaya stalks against the evil eye or foul witchcraft.

			One rainy day in April, Manuel found a distressed hen in his yard that barely opened its beak to let out moribund burps. The traditional recipe in case of a bloated belly was to give the animal fresh slices of aloe vera. However, Manuel resorted to another practice as the animal did not improve. He boiled a needle and thread, placed a razor blade on the flame until red hot, tied the hen belly-up on a table, and proceeded to operate on it. He clipped the feathers off at their root, made a horizontal cut in the epidermis, separated the first layer of skin, and washed the wound with slightly salted warm water. Following an exposed natural seam, he cut away the second layer and sliced open the crop to empty its contents: a mud-colored grit. He rinsed the area and stitched back layer by layer until he reached the plumage skin again. After he was done, he accommodated the animal in the refuge of the warm kitchen. The next day he didn’t find it there; it had gone out to pick up worms with the other hens.

			On Sunday afternoons, Manuel routinely set up his homemade easel in the yard and began to paint his watercolors. At first, he painted the cardinals in mid-flight, the blackbirds in the fountain, and the parrot on top of his control tower. He later painted them flying in the sky, even though they had never left the cage. And when he gained more skills, he painted them in trees and parks where they’d never been or above mansions that only existed in his imagination.

			That was Manuel’s life the afternoon that a young lady and her grandfather appeared at his house. They came from Gualaceo searching for chilpalpal, a plant recommended for a stomach ailment that afflicted the older man. Since the plant was only available by prior order, Encarnación advised them to return in a week. While the grandfather went off to look at the herbs and flowers in the garden, Elvira remained behind to watch Manuel work on his painting. She saw him gently soak his brush in a water vase, spread a dew of moisture over the pigments, and gradually apply the colors to the canvas suggesting shades of light that faded in the distance.

			When Manuel and Elvira’s gazes finally met, their silence broke. In simple words, they exchanged life impressions; and in a slip of their souls, they felt a strong attraction.

		

	
		
			VI

			The bus picked up speed when it left La Concordia, taking Elvira farther away from her loved ones. A motion-sick passenger asked for a waste bag at the end of a stretch of hairpin turns.

			“Hold on, we’re almost there!” shouted the driver’s assistant.

			They were approaching the San Mateo Bridge, and the lights of Esmeraldas, the old port for Spanish galleons, could now be seen in the distance. The vehicle skirted along the coast until it left the city behind. Finally, when daylight began to break at twenty minutes past five, the driver announced their arrival at Camarón, a site of picturesque houses and spacious beaches. Here the travelers would have to get into speedboats that would ferry them to a waiting ship for the next leg of their journey.

			The weather had now changed, and a fierce rain prevented the passengers from getting off the bus. The downpour came in crisscrossing gusts that promised to drench them, and the driver had to give a forceful order for them to abandon the vehicle. On their way to the waiting speedboats, they had to stride across a barrier of seaweed and dead fish deposited by the tide. Elvira smelled the scent of the sea breeze for the first time, a distinct tang that would stay forever in her memory.
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