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For Tita,


my first and favorite storyteller
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Nothing was foreseen.


All was imminent.


—Eunice Odio, 
The Fire’s Journey


The only thing left was to discover,


to fall into the purest, swiftest accents;


only the warmth of the World to be born perfect;


so that henceforth the ascension


could be a true and visible act.


What voice, what damp cup


would hold the sound of her heart?


—Eunice Odio, 
The Fire’s Journey
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Teresa, Barrio Ávila, 1968


Some still talk about how hot that night was. Old women whisper it over coffee, their just-as-old husbands debating over checkers outside. Even a tow truck driver named Luis, born that night, has been told about the malignancy of the heat. Its teeth. He says if his mother hadn’t known any better, she would have sworn she’d just given birth to the Antichrist.


That Friday was good until it wasn’t. Crucifixion reenactors drank clandestinely in bars, pyretic palmers unlocked their knees to scuttle home. Time wasn’t tallied, because the priests who normally manned the belfries lay naked inside the darkness of their churches, praying for the heat to pass. No singing bells to interrupt the hours. At dusk, it felt as if a second sun had risen—a sugar-white impostor with no warmth to its light. The full moon climbed center-sky, its body no longer a mirror but a magnifying glass focusing its beams on San José’s valley. It cast long shadows, boiled away stagnant pools of water. And when its glow leaked through the stained glass of the dark churches, the sweating priests, draped like towels over pews, couldn’t ignore the inkling that somehow the burning they felt was closer to that of the gnawing sensation of ice.


It all began on a banana plantation owned by the American Fruit Company. From its cantina emerged a man as drunk as the father he was named after. He stumbled out into a mud-dirt road and swayed in the imaginary breeze only drunken men feel. He gripped something invisible—a bottle … a machete?—and lumbered along La Guaria Railroad. The rails glittered in the moonlight, hypnotizing him. Over his slurred thoughts, a cool, rum-sweet voice persuaded him along. Past wilting hibiscus bushes. Past muggers, and mongrels, and Mothers Superior. Past shrieking ghosts tied tightly to the track like damsels in distress. This voice beckoned the man back to his home—a fragile little affluent neighborhood by the name of Barrio Ávila. There, his family and neighbors were still stuck in dreams, oblivious to his pilgrimage.
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THE MOON WAS highest in the sky when Teresa startled from sleep, her face wet. Outside, Barrio Ávila slept peacefully. La Guaria Railroad sprawled out like a fat, tired snake, dividing Teresa’s lonely house from the rest. The newly installed streetlamps stood sentinel, their heads swarmed by lazy gnats and tiny things that touched the lights and fell to the track below. Trees gossiped in the hush. Two hounds lapped up each other’s urine. A cane toad’s croaking haunted streets and shadowed corners.


Teresa rubbed her eyes of sleep and picked her ears of echoes. The humidity trapped in the bedroom lay atop her, thick as caramel. In a tender reflex, she felt gently for her grandmother’s arm, but the sheets beside her were dry and undisturbed. A reflex she couldn’t shake, even though it had been many years since her grandmother died.


Saints are just devils who cut off their tails, her grandmother’s voice said in the darkness. She’d been a famous soothsayer and sage, an encyclopedia of proverbs and sayings. Again, the echo of those saints and devils. It had been her grandmother’s greatest wisdom; she spoke of those who sanctified themselves by ridding their lives of vices and wickedness. But eventually she decided on a plain, simple addendum to her own adage: Men are the devils, and women the saints. And every woman is born with a sharp machete inside her heart. She must learn to wield it, to cut off men’s tails.


Women far and wide subscribed to her grandmother’s gospel, and she even advised Teresa to keep the tail locked away from the things she loved. If you were to open my drawer, the tails would scramble and jump out like vipers, her grandmother confessed. They would slither away and try to reattach themselves.


Teresa looked to her rattling nightstand, its varnished wood glimmering in the moonlight. There, she had locked away the only tail she’d ever collected: her husband’s, José María’s.


A man’s voice broke through her radio’s static.


“It’s almost midnight, folks, and it’s a scorcher,” crooned the announcer. “This next song is for all the lovers out there.”


“Historia de un Amor” played in a sensual, somber cloud. It was a familiar song for those who couldn’t sleep. Eydie Gormé’s seductive soprano filled the bedroom. A trio of guitars accompanied the velour of her voice. A damp nightclub’s smoke blew out from the speaker and danced a lazy bolero with the humidity.


“Tonight, the moon turns red as a heart,” said the radio announcer before signing off. “So hold that lover close.”


Another of her grandmother’s sayings bubbled up in Teresa’s memory. Beware of rainless nights. Never let your husband stand directly beneath a blood moon. His body will beckon for his tail, and it will find him with the help of the light.


Her nightstand quieted, and Teresa felt the other side of the bed again—not for the memory of her grandmother this time but for José María. He should have been home hours ago to escort her to the theater. They’d been invited by Cristina, Teresa’s best friend, who lived across the street. But José María never showed up, so Teresa had gone to tonight’s play without him.


Teresa’s head pulsed, and she couldn’t quite remember how she’d gotten to bed. She sat up, filing through the day’s memories.


She’d woken up at five in the morning to make coffee. José María was already awake, sitting sullenly at the kitchen table. It was the largest banana harvest of the year, so Teresa assumed he was mentally preparing for the day, and despite the rest of the country observing Holy Week, the American Fruit Company forced every worker to complete twelve-hour shifts. To fill the tense silence, Teresa reminded José María of Cristina’s invitation to see a production of Bodas de Sangre, a classic García Lorca play. Teresa knew he’d be exhausted from hacking millions of bushels, but she thought it would be a treat: to breathe easily in the new air-conditioning of the National Theater, to think of something other than the fruit.


“The reviews are spectacular,” she said in response to his hms and mhms, but she knew she wouldn’t get anywhere. José María had told Teresa many times he found Cristina pretentious, a classist who looked at him with the same eyes as her mother, Amarga; but like a good fake socialite, Cristina smiled instead of sneered. He said Cristina merely put up with him because of Teresa’s friendship. “To women like Cristina and your mother,” he said, “I’m just a peasant with bananas for fingers.”


José María left without finishing his coffee. Went off to the harvest on an empty stomach, his gleaming machete in hand. Teresa had ironed his suit anyway and set it out on their bed.


She looked to her feet, where it still lay, crumpled from tonight’s uneasy sleep.


Teresa’s two daughters, Lyra and Carmen, had skipped into the kitchen after their father left. Teresa fed them gallo pinto and a fried egg each. Coffees with milk, a pineapple cut into yellow suns. Then Teresa walked them to the house of a classmate, whose mother was to take them on a trip to the zoo. “The monkeys are the best part,” Teresa had said before kissing Lyra and Carmen on the lips, just as her grandmother used to do, and shooing them off to their friend.


At midday, Teresa’s mother, Amarga, left the refuge of the guesthouse and came over for lunch. Passing through the washroom between the yard and the kitchen, she grimaced and put her nose to José María’s drying work clothes. “They still stink,” she said, scrutinizing the grainy white bar of soap Teresa had used to scrub them. “With chemicals like that, you have to use baking soda.”


While Teresa served stew, Amarga flipped through the newspaper’s limp pages. “They killed El Martin Luther King last week,” she began. “Right on his hotel balcony. Imagine that, stretching in the sun and they shoot you dead, right there.” Teresa nodded, lighting the first in a long chain of cigarettes, eyeing grains of rice and white dribble congealing in the corner of her mother’s mouth. “And they’re burning every city to the ground,” Amarga continued. “On every street, every other negro lit a match, and they are watching it all burn. Good for them.”


Teresa fanned the smoke from her surprised face.


“Let Gringolandia burn,” Amarga said, and went right back to a fibrous short rib.


At five in the evening, Teresa dressed herself. She perfumed her hair, sneaked a double shot of guaro, and sat like an ember on her bed, waiting until Cristina knocked on her door at six.


After that, nothing. A blank as large as the room. And all Teresa knew was that right now she was upright on her bed at almost midnight and the landscape was so bright that she wondered if she’d overslept until noon.


The fact that José María still wasn’t home worried her. Sure, he liked to drink, but an all-night bender was rare. In fact, he had only ever stayed out till morning a handful of times during their eleven years of marriage, returning home at dawn, stumbling into the walls and obstacles that drunken men make of inanimate objects. Or crawling into bed, with his laughter and annoying jokes beneath the sheets. Once, after a whole bottle, his voice took on a childish tone and he cried in Teresa’s lap. And after the most recent bender, he yammered in his sleep about boars. But always, no matter the jubilance of his inebriation or how harmless he seemed, there lurked something gnashing: the beast that all men are capable of unchaining, alcohol often the key to the lock. With the echo of her grandmother’s warnings, Teresa now plucked the worst outcomes from her imagination. Maybe José María had fallen into a ditch and broken his arm. Or maybe another woman had seduced him at a bar. Or, worse but most improbable of all, maybe La Cegua had found him alone on a road and taken his life with her toothy smile.


Teresa couldn’t control José María’s absence, but she could find a way to fill the gap in her memory. Cristina might know. Teresa walked to the bedroom window. Barrio Ávila was growing eerily dark. A shadow devoured the moon mid-sky. Mansion roofs were painted black, then copper. Only Cristina’s gaudy pink abode resisted the night, shining like a lighthouse, its top floor illuminated. It was where her husband, Desiderio, kept his studio, where he sharpened tools and chipped at marble. Where he carved statues as large as men. If Desiderio was awake, he could explain to Teresa what had happened. He could ease the tension in her shoulders.


The entire house yawned as Teresa opened the bedroom door. She tiptoed down the hallway that expanded like the esophagus of a leviathan. At the other end of the house, a small octagonal window peered out to the back of the property, where the guesthouse moped like an afterthought. It was where Amarga slept uneasily, because she hadn’t slept soundly since the year Teresa’s father went missing. He’d disappeared without a trace, and now Teresa worried the same of José María.


Teresa slipped into the bathroom and out of her dress. Her hair curled tight in the humidity. Coarse, shiny black waves streaked with silver. Sterling sea snakes, jellyfish tentacles. Siren songs. The sudden fluorescent light faded her dark brown skin like winter. She ran her fingers over her cheekbones, high and soft on her face, wiped her full lips of gloss, and removed her dainty gold hoops. Cristina often said Teresa was breathtaking enough to star in movies. That is, if movie starlets—Mexican or gringa—were allowed to look like her.


Teresa checked her wristwatch again. She was nervous about knocking on Cristina’s door at this hour. She didn’t want to be a disturbance, especially with something so trivial as a husband yet to come home. But Teresa knew her anxiety was really because of Desiderio. Because of the way he had begun looking at her. She didn’t want to admit it, but these past few months she’d been aware of Desiderio’s glances. The salacious, arrogant eyes he made at her in front of his own wife. It made Teresa uncomfortable, but what made it worse was that Cristina never seemed to notice, while José María noticed immediately.


“Teresa,” José María had said a few weeks back, sitting petulantly on their bed. “I’m not kidding.”


“I didn’t say you weren’t serious, José,” Teresa said. She kept her back to him at the vanity mirror and blocked her reflection with folded arms, removing bobby pins from her hair. “You have to calm down. You’re imagining it.”


“I’m not,” he countered.


“Look,” Teresa sighed, “I’ll talk to him. He’ll tell me it’s all in your imagination. Because that’s exactly what it is. You’ll see.”


But Teresa never addressed it. She received Desiderio’s very real gazes yet never said a word. Like a corrupt judge, she condemned the part of herself that found her husband’s jealousy exciting but let it free anyway. Teresa had become complacent with José María’s unwavering devotion. With no conditions, his love had become stale and patronizing. She’d grown bored with the man she married. And it didn’t help that he often had trouble performing—going soft, or unable to finish. But José María’s growing anger energized his body again, made his flesh hard and sharp. And that slight danger, the addictive syrup of his jealousy mixed with the honey-sweetness of her arousal, was intoxicating. Teresa had never felt more alive.


In the bathroom mirror, José María and Desiderio both appeared behind her. Naked, sweating. Both their images touched her shoulders with calloused hands, tickling either side of her nape with their mustaches. But when Desiderio’s lips reached hers, she turned away. Teresa kissed her husband instead.


“José María,” she whispered. “¿Dónde estás?”


After washing her face and slipping into a fresh linen dress, Teresa went to check on her daughters. The covers from Lyra’s bed had spilled onto the floor, while across the room Carmen’s bed remained practically untouched. Despite the heat, her daughters still curled up next to each other like cats, their little silhouettes breathing in harmony. Even in the daylight, Teresa had trouble telling them apart. Though Lyra had just turned eleven, she was barely bigger than Carmen, who would be eight in July. Busybodies at the market commented that cuter twins had never existed. Nettled but courteous, Teresa would agree and hurry the two girls along, trying to avoid any unwanted criticism—with which strange old women are notoriously generous—of Lyra’s eating habits.


Notwithstanding their bodies’ obsession to be one and the same, her daughters’ minds couldn’t have been more different. Lyra had inherited the pigheadedness of José María’s family (though he was the only surviving member they knew of), the Sánchez genes scooping coals into the furnace of her heart. She picked up snakes by the head, rats by the tail, and neighborhood boys by the balls. Lyra’s unpopular, combative temperament allowed Carmen the necessary space to express her own nature, one of kindness and unimaginable sensitivity.


To say that Carmen had spent most of her young life in tears was an understatement—Teresa and José María snickered that the rainy season started every time her face frowned. And no one in the capital had ever seen a child show so much affection. On more than one occasion, Teresa had turned around in the market to see Carmen embracing complete strangers. Rabid dogs licked her delicate fingers, feral cats rubbed their mangy bodies against her shins, and the neighborhood boys brought her flowers cut fresh from housewives’ gardens.


But the sisters’ relationship was like hot air and cold. What ensued could be a clear, calm day—or a tempest. And while Lyra provided more than her share of wind, Carmen exploded with water. And every time, Teresa and José María watched unaffectedly, two bored weathermen waiting for the storm that was their daughters to pass. However, there was no one more protective of Carmen than Lyra. If José María scolded Carmen, Lyra intervened like a shield. If a classmate yanked Carmen’s hair, Lyra yanked back. The two sisters loved each other more than anyone else.


Teresa waded in her multitude of feelings, in the endless options spread out in the febrile dark—kiss her beautiful daughters awake, rap courteously on Cristina’s door, or await José María downstairs, the ember from her cigarette a pulsing beacon in the night. All was possible, there in her daughters’ doorway, watching them sleep next to each other like cats.
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MANY YEARS LATER, Lyra’s memory of that night would begin with the creak of the bedroom door. She’d been wide awake, stuck in the same position for several hours. Even if the stagnant heat pressing down on her relented for just a second, she wouldn’t have been able to move without waking Carmen. So the hours passed, and the heat intensified, and her own sweat and Carmen’s drool glued her nightgown to the sheets. An uncomfortable scream surged from Lyra’s toes and flushed through her. If she could just release the scream, that in itself would refresh her, free her—if only for a moment—from anxiety’s shadow closing in all around her. But before she could, the door creaked open. Her mother was peering in from the other side. Lyra knew it by the inexplicable warmth radiating into the room. A warmth that cooled the heat.


Many years later, Lyra would regret not having screamed. Maybe if she had, she could have woken them all from that vengeful, nightmarish chain reaction. She could have given her mother more time to run, more time to sweep them out of the house.


Every what-if would hang obdurately in the air like fallout and echo chillingly like the front door her father had slammed open, a sound as deafening as a car crash.


Each event after that sound repeated in Lyra’s dreams episodically. Intangible black spaces separating the pieces of her memory, so that night would replay like a badly edited film. Every now and then, new scenes manifested, filling in the transitions:


The crash.


Teresa’s frantic footfalls down the hallway and the stairs.


Lyra begging Carmen to wake their grandmother in the guesthouse.


Twenty-seven years later, the movie itself was almost complete. When Lyra dreamed of that night—whether by daylight, attending to her clients, or before sleep’s blanket smothered her in the dark—all her memories put themselves back together in their correct sequence: cut, glued, and played without intermission. Lyra cast the characters in their proper roles, pieced together the plot as best she could. And everything that happened after that night was an epilogue—no, a sequel. She was living in the aftermath of her father’s crime. They all were.
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Lyra, San José, 1995


The week began with brilliant sunshine and a cool, unseasonable breeze. Even though the warm Christmas winds were now a month behind them, that Monday brought a tickling chill that froze old women in their tracks and forced them to look up at the clear, untrustworthy sky. They rubbed their knees with arnica and hurried to the markets to prepare. Tomatoes, pineapples, and every type of lemon sold out. Anything with vitamin C, as if the country would transform into a ship, and homemakers worried only of scurvy.


Lyra stopped her cherry-red Peugeot at crosswalks and watched the nervous, geriatric scrambling with cynical curiosity. An army of aunts and great-aunts, mothers and grandmothers, invaded the streets of San José, groceries lining their bags like soldiers’ rations. At each intersection, Lyra’s vexation grew. She was running late. Gabriel, her son, had refused to wake up this morning. He had tossed around in a playful tantrum as Lyra tried to dress him. She laughed as he fought his uniform, kissed his little smirk as he stomped. “You’re ten years old, Gabby,” she said. “Stop being such a baby.” Gabriel stuck out his tongue in defiance, snatched up his lunch from the kitchen counter, and went to sit quietly in the car with his arms crossed.


Lyra had studied him in the back seat with a grin; they never lost eye contact in the rearview mirror, never let down their smiles during that thirty-minute drive to school. In front of the one-story concrete schoolhouse, Lyra unlocked Gabriel’s door, and he gestured his head for Lyra to pet him. To tousle his hair, then fix it, all for the tickle of fingernails behind his ears. “Goodbye,” he said, winking.


“A-di-os,” Lyra responded in an American accent. And with Gabriel inside, Lyra was off.


BURGEONING CLOUDS REFLECTED in the speeding car’s windshield. Lyra’s lateness was now bordering on unprofessionalism. An hour was unforgivable. By now her most punctual and vocal clients would be crowding the tastefully decorated waiting room (designed by a closeted boyfriend); these women, who often complimented the mid-century furniture, gold accents, and the healthy palm tree, would overwhelm Milady, Lyra’s secretary, who was good at filing but terrible with customer service. Lyra would be stepping into her practice with no crowd control to cushion her tardiness. When she pulled up to her office, she inhaled the last bit of pine-freshened car air and prepared Sorrys and It won’t happen again. But when she made it to the door, the lights were off, and the door was still locked. No Milady, no clients.


Lyra was an infertility counselor. She’d founded her practice ten years ago, shortly after Carmen died. Lyra poured her heartbreak into her new business, where she could use her personal experience to counsel women with fertility issues. Those who’d experienced miscarriages or the rare ectopic pregnancy. Those who reminded Lyra of herself.


She took out a loan, bought a small building with a few rooms, and, after years of hard work, had fashioned it into one of San José’s most respected practices. Lyra held private sessions and weekly grief counseling groups, with coffee and doughnuts and a small prayer her clients insisted on. Women of all ages made appointments, and most of them stayed. Many had been seeing her since she opened. Few can shake that kind of grief.


Lyra put the answering machine on speaker and tidied up in the dark. Why waste electricity on an empty waiting room? Message after message confirmed cancellations. Lyra half listened while wrestling a jug into the water cooler, emptying wastebaskets, and dusting with her bare palms. Cynthia Mora, Gladys Hernández and her sister Gloria, even the punctual Silvia Morrison—every voice mail ended with I must get ready for the storm.


Lyra was returning the last of the patient files to the cabinet when the final message played. She froze upon hearing Father Silvino’s somber, supplicating tone. The papers and envelopes spilled out of her hands and onto the office floor. Our psychiatrist, Father Silvino said after a kind greeting, has taken maternity leave. The patients here will be without care, without the therapy to keep them calm. I fear the worst, as I am not equipped to properly help. It is only for a few days, whatever you can spare, really, Father Silvino continued. That’s all I ask for until I can get a proper substitute. Please, Lyra.


Father Silvino was the founder of La Iglesia, a convent-turned-asylum on the outskirts of San José, only a short drive from Lyra’s duplex. La Iglesia served as the capital’s last resort for patients who’d been rejected by the government hospitals. Those who had attacked nurses and growled at their reflections; who had ripped out their eyelashes and those of their children; thanatomaniacs, pyromaniacs, and a sly necromaniac under lock and key. It was a notoriously run-down facility, its living conditions questionable, but the government was happy to be rid of those patients; the bureaucrats grateful they didn’t have to deal with any potential lawsuits. Lyra knew only one patient there: Juan Julián, Carmen’s husband. Well, her widower.


Father Silvino had delivered Carmen’s funeral service himself, and had been kind enough to gloss over her suicide. He’d shared anecdotes of Carmen volunteering at La Iglesia. Hers was an empathy like no other, Father Silvino sobbed at the pulpit. As if it were a magic power. If grief hadn’t welded Lyra to her seat, she would have approached the lectern to deliver her own tribute. She might have confirmed Father Silvino’s theory—Carmen’s empathy had indeed bordered on mind reading. But Lyra did not approach the podium. Instead, she sat paralyzed in the front row of the church by herself. Teresa left a noticeable absence, as did Juan Julián. In Lyra’s arms was Carmen’s baby, born the week she’d jumped from a window of the maternity ward into the rain. His name the first and last thing Carmen gave him: Gabriel.


Lyra was at a fertility clinic in Texas when Carmen jumped. The moment Lyra came of age and moved out of Teresa’s house in Barrio Ávila, she craved motherhood with an overwhelming instinct that bordered on obsession. She promised herself that she would become the mother Teresa never was. For years she tried with men she loved and those she didn’t, dreaming of motherhood’s rewards the way a child dreams of gifts on Christmas. But her periods wouldn’t leave her, and Lyra became increasingly frustrated with each month’s new blood. She berated the men she slept with, the boyfriends she broke up with, and even random suitors on dance floors for not being man enough for the job. Eventually Lyra blamed herself. And after a miscarriage, she decided that God, or the universe, or some hardheaded fate was the culprit. That she’d been forsaken for an unfair, evil reason.


Carmen’s pregnancy was the last straw. With just one thrust of her beautiful husband, Carmen got what Lyra wanted more than anything else. Lyra phoned the clinic in Texas and scheduled an appointment that night. She avoided Carmen and her inflating belly for months, couldn’t stand the idea of obsessed acquaintances rubbing it like a crystal ball. As if a baby in a womb could tell the future. Lyra didn’t attend the intimate, joyful shower, or any of the ultrasounds. She didn’t hold up sonograms to the fluorescent lights, searching for a ferocious heart or cells that would bubble into limbs. On the phone, Carmen begged Lyra to be there, to hold her hand, to yell at incompetent doctors or balance Juan Julián’s camcorder when the contractions came and he fainted.


Yes, their mother would be there, but that wouldn’t be the same as her sister.


Answering the phone was all Lyra was able to do. Those nine months that Carmen needed her big sister, Lyra marked the calendar for the day she’d land in Texas. Lyra wanted to finally get the answers for why motherhood didn’t find her worthy.


Lyra took only one of Carmen’s calls while she was there that week in the States—the day she was to visit the clinic, and the fifth morning Carmen had been with her new baby. Carmen was frantic, said Gabriel wouldn’t stop crying. It began the second they severed mother from son. Gabriel screamed in Carmen’s weakened, swaddling arms. He cried when the doctors bathed him, weighed him, examined him for all his digits. He even screeched when Carmen tried to breastfeed. (The nurses couldn’t help but slope their brows in judgment.) In the nursery, he wailed—so they moved him back into Carmen’s room. The comfortable bassinet didn’t deter him either. Carmen didn’t sleep, but she would not leave her child’s side. Teresa visited every day. Juan Julián was useless, like all new fathers. He could only twiddle his thumbs in prayer.


Nothing Carmen tried worked: soft blankets, tender kisses, mother-love. Nothing.


Lyra tried to assuage Carmen’s anxiety that the baby didn’t love her, but jealousy made her attempts halfhearted, and besides, she had her own business to attend to. “I love you, little sister,” Lyra said as she grabbed the room key to leave. “I have to go now, I have an appointment. I can’t wait to see you and my little nephew.”


But the visit to the fertility clinic bore no fruit. The specialist took Lyra’s temperature, examined her cervix for signs, asked for her journal of ovulations and periods. And as all doctors do when a woman is convinced there’s something wrong with her body, he said, Everything looks fine to me.


Lyra cursed the specialist under her breath and picked up his assistant, whom she dragged to a local bar, where cowboys danced in squares and steer horns hung over doorways. The assistant ordered Lyra cheap beer and touched his feathered blond hair too much. But Lyra considered the fun of an American baby, and she took him back to her motel room.


Lyra was smoking a lonely cigarette next to the naked man when the motel room phone rang. She answered reluctantly and hung up without speaking. The words on the other end of the line were incomprehensible. They mimicked the tacky, buzzing neon sign outside. A violent, rhythmic flickering.


THE SIESTA INN … SWIMMING POOL … FREE CABLE … VACANCY … NO VACANCY …


The phone rang again. Lyra held the receiver to her face. It was Teresa sobbing, her words made unintelligible by bouts of hollering. Lyra heard Teresa slamming her fists on something hard.


“My Golondrina has flown away,” Teresa wept. “My little swallow has finally flown away.”


Again, Lyra hung up, and the blond assistant strummed her back. “What’s wrong, baby?” he asked in that stupid way Americans ask the obvious.


“It’s all my fault,” Lyra said. “It’s all my fault.”


The blond assistant zipped up his Calvin Kleins and didn’t say goodbye, left Lyra alone in the abrasive pink glow from the sign, wet crystals studding her cheeks.


VACANCY … NO VACANCY …


LYRA REENACTED THAT night more often than she wanted to admit. After picking up a drunken man in Barrio La California or Barrio Amón, Lyra would lure him to a cheap hotel bereft of furniture, except for the bed, a barred television, and a telephone. After sex (sometimes good, usually bad), Lyra would crawl up into herself, her body a shivering cocoon, the man snoring over her racing thoughts. She would swaddle the telephone, waiting for it to ring, wishing that this time her mother or Carmen would call with news that Gabriel had been delivered without issue. That he was a slippery, happy child. She wished to hear how they couldn’t wait for Lyra to return. And when her plane touched down at Juan Santamaría, she would tell them how glad she was to be home.


When Lyra regained herself after Teresa’s call, she paid the half-asleep motel attendant, drove to the airport, and took the first flight back to Costa Rica. Teresa wouldn’t answer the phone or open her door, so Lyra made the funeral preparations by herself. Typical of her mother, Lyra thought. The escape artist.


Lyra chose a closed casket for the church service. They’d had to reassemble Carmen’s broken body. Father Silvino gave the eulogy. He spoke so sweetly of Carmen, glossed over her suicide. Gabriel lay still and cheerful in Lyra’s arms. She stared at Carmen’s photograph with a halo of flowers, a soft, grainy smile on her sister’s beautiful face.


“The rain cleaned up most of the mess,” Lyra overheard a woman say as the pallbearers loaded her sister into the marble family vault, in the space below their grandmother. Those in attendance shielded their eyes with black umbrellas and matching sunglasses.


“You know, she jumped out the window as if she were going to fly,” another woman said.


“I saw the whole thing from across the street, and if I didn’t know any better”—the first woman lowered her voice—“it looked like she could have done it.”


Juan Julián left an absence as noticeable as Teresa’s. He was driven mad after being unable to stop Carmen on that window ledge. Lyra was the logical candidate to care for Gabriel, who’d been left with no mother or father. He was now her son, and Lyra convinced herself that adopting him was done in honor of Carmen’s memory. And to bolster that, Lyra convinced everyone else of it too. She imagined that her girlfriends thought to themselves in their late-night taxis home, Wow, I wish my sister loved me so much she’d honor me like that when I die.


But when forced to be alone with herself, Lyra knew that what drove her duty to Gabriel wasn’t sentimentality for Carmen or immovable love.


Guilt is what had set Lyra down this path, guided her pen as she signed Gabriel’s adoption papers. Guilt that Lyra had been so jealous of Carmen that she refused to support her. Lyra felt that she had abandoned Carmen as Teresa had abandoned them so many years ago.


And Teresa’s absence at Carmen’s funeral was the final straw. That was why Lyra hadn’t spoken to Teresa in ten years. Without Carmen’s sweet nature to prevent it, Lyra’s bitterness went into full bloom, and cutting Teresa off was such a flawless, easy act. Easy, but admittedly painful. Painful, but so cathartic it frightened her. And an even greater catharsis was Lyra refusing to let Teresa meet Gabriel.


Grandmother hadn’t seen grandson since his birth.


Daughter punished mother as she couldn’t punish herself.


For a decade, Lyra imagined Teresa trapped by herself in that house in Barrio Ávila. Where nightmares stained the walls, and the dead held up the foundation like concrete.
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Teresa & Cristina, Barrio Ávila, 1995


At nine that morning, a growing chorus of weathermen convened with their mothers to analyze the sky. They announced that a storm was indeed on its way. When? No idea. What kind? Even less information. But these meteorologists knew that the women in their lives could forecast better than any instrument—a pulsing knee’s accuracy over a barometer, a spit-slicked finger enough to predict wind speed. No satellite could compete with their rural grandmothers, who had once danced for rain. So they glued their ears to the phone and their eyes to the radar and reported what they could. And what they couldn’t, their producers filled with replayed interviews and fashion segments.


Observant clouds gathered over Barrio Ávila. Teresa sat up in her bed, startled by a flashing news report on the television. She wasn’t sure when she’d fallen asleep. Four in the morning, maybe. On most nights, sleep came quickly to her. Violently. But last night, Teresa felt as if she had waded into it slowly, almost willingly. As one does when playful moonlight splashes in the receding tide and invites you to join it. When it begs you to slip off your clothes, fold them neatly on the beach, and walk into the surf.


Last night, Teresa allowed herself to dissolve into sleep. As if she were salt, or sugar, or already ashes. Immersed in it, she felt the borders that defined her disintegrate, and what was left inside her expanded, exploded until she was everywhere and nowhere at once.


It wasn’t sleep but an impenetrable darkness that had swallowed her. A vacuum with enough gravity to warp time and space. It relieved her of her skin and each and every one of her memories: her daughters’ laughter, the echoes of their screaming; the daily aching of her bones; the sweet tickle of a lover’s bite; the aroma of sex, the stench of sex, the nostalgic, metallic taste of it. For twenty-seven years, Teresa felt that she was dying every night.


“You’re such a pessimist. It’s not so bad, you know,” the portrait of Amarga said. “Death.”


The painting of her mother hung next to the vanity. The canvas cracked, its expensive oil paint darkened by the years.


“¡Teresa! ¿Do you hear me talking to you?” Amarga continued chiding.


Teresa shuffled over to the vanity with the gait of a moon crab. She scrutinized the state in which age had left her reflection: Crows left careless footprints around her eyes. Gravity swung rambunctiously from her jowls, her breasts. Shocks of wavy white hair sprouted from her temples, giving her an uncanny resemblance to the Bride of Frankenstein.


In four days, Teresa would turn sixty. The same age Amarga was when she died.


“Add a couple of sixes,” her mother’s portrait said. “And you’ll finally understand yourself.”


Teresa gathered breath as if for a plunge.


“It’s your fault, you know,” Amarga said. “It’s your fault I’m dead.”


Teresa faced the portrait. Her mother raised her left eyebrow and let out a guttural cackle. “¡See! You know it’s true. That’s why you’re being punished. Me, your father, ¡even Carmen! We’re all gone, and you’re still here.”


Teresa sat back down on the bed to turn up the volume on the television. “Yes,” she replied weakly. “I’m still here, aren’t I.”


Same as in life, Amarga’s portrait wouldn’t let up. “You’re still here,” she said. “You’re still here, ¿but how long did it take you to get the nerve to come back?”


Of course, Teresa knew how long it took—she’d counted it to the precise day. Amarga died that April night in 1968 and Teresa fled Costa Rica. Abandoned her daughters and exiled herself in Washington, DC, where she stayed for six years, two months, and nineteen days.


When Teresa returned to Costa Rica in 1974, the house was just as she’d left it, because neighbors and burglars alike had convinced one another it was cursed. Teresa pushed open the black iron gate, its screech of metal and memory. She tried the front door, but her entry was blocked by a thick, stubborn chain. Instead of waiting for a locksmith, Teresa had slipped off her heels and trekked to the end of the property through the gardens, hoping to try the back door.


Six cycles of dry and rainy seasons had mutated the rows of manicured plants into a dense, powerful rain forest. Its canopy reached over the two-story house, while the underbrush cawed, then hushed as Teresa advanced. Trumpet flowers from the tree called Queen of the Night heralded Teresa’s prodigal return. Skull-shaped pomegranates littered the grass, seeds spilling from their surprised mouths like bloody teeth. Teresa caught sight of the dilapidated one-story guesthouse at the back of the property, to which Amarga banished herself after Teresa married José María. Amarga had refused to watch her daughter fall in love with a peasant, shuddered at the idea of living off a laborer’s salary. Amarga lived there alone and refused Teresa entry for twenty years.


No one had even bothered locking the guesthouse’s door. It opened with a slight push. To Teresa’s surprise, the lighting still worked. It revived the rooms as a mortuary artist does a corpse’s face. But what Teresa saw inside immediately made her drop her heels, slam the door shut, and sprint back through the gardens. Her voice broke as she telephoned a gardener to fell the rain forest, a locksmith to crack open the main house’s front door, and a construction company to demolish the guesthouse. All three tasks to be done as soon as possible, or she swore to herself that she would leave Barrio Ávila for good.


In the guesthouse, from every surface—the dressers, tables, chairs, armoires, bookshelves, desk, window ledges, and the old Motorola television set—green candle wax cascaded onto the floor. Coating the walls in a delicate dew. Sealing the furniture shut. Overflowing into an emerald lagoon that left not even a centimeter of tile visible. If Teresa had recovered from the sight, and left muddied footprints as she crossed the floor of wax and made her way into her mother’s bedroom, she would have found a letter pinned lovingly above the bed. A letter from Teresa’s father, Tácito, who had been a lawyer for the American Fruit Company; a letter addressed to Amarga, dated the night he vanished: August 19, 1948.


Amarga’s portrait interrupted Teresa’s memory. “I waited for him,” she said in a melancholic, disarmed tone. “That’s what the letter told me to do: wait. ‘Wait for me. Light a candle every night until I return. I will use it as a beacon to find my way home.’ And I did. I waited.


“Before he disappeared, your father told me that the plantation workers in the south were planning a rebellion, and they were sending him to negotiate. To send a lawyer to reason with peons and their machetes, ¿who thought of such an idea? A gringo, no doubt. But your father was brave. That is, except when it came to facing me. That’s why he left me a letter instead of saying a word.”


Teresa remembered the green wax, its softness beneath her feet.


“Imagine the sensation under my feet. Twenty years of wax is oily. I almost slipped every day, waiting for your father.”


Teresa estimated the number of candles. How many wicks had Amarga burned?


“Over seven thousand,” Amarga said. “Until the night I died, I lit that many candles. He never came. But you know that. We’re all dead, and you’re still here.”


The doorbell startled Teresa, and her room was silent again. No chiding from the portrait; the shut-off television became a black, convex mirror; even the chilled breeze was courteous to the quiet.


Teresa heard Cristina jangling the gate. “¡Upe! ¡Teresita! ¡We’re late!”


She’d forgotten about their trip to the market, and about the doctor’s appointment at the local government hospital afterward. Teresa wanted to cancel, to crawl back into bed and let the clouds paint her turquoise walls gray. To let the day pass until it was time to sleep again. But Cristina rattled the gate and sang with the joy of a prisoner giddy for the freedom of an execution.


“¡Coming!” Teresa yelled. She slipped on a silk blouse and some cotton slacks, but no jewelry, because muggers on buses were targeting women as old as Teresa and Cristina.


Teresa descended the stairs, opened the glass and iron door. She smiled. “¿Should we take umbrellas?”


“No, Teresita,” Cristina said. “My back’s telling me the rain won’t start until tomorrow.”


Cristina hugged Teresa harder than Teresa hugged her back. It went that way often, Cristina more affectionate, more willing to demonstrate love to others. “Come on, Teresita,” she said. “The bus should be pulling up any minute now.”


The two women walked alongside La Guaria Railroad’s track. The steel rails had dulled after so many years of abandonment. The American Fruit Company no longer existed, so the train left but a ghost in Barrio Ávila. Only the memory of its engine smoke and screeching whistle—a banshee enjoying a cigar on its way to the Atlantic port, bananas fresh from the market. The track curved like a scythe toward the main avenue, and on either side of it, ground had been broken for construction. Skyscrapers would bloom in place of the bougainvilleas that had been uprooted. Progress visited Barrio Ávila as it had the rest of the country. Half-abandoned neighborhoods—no matter how illustrious their histories or wealthy their once residents—were fair game to Costa Rica’s growing economy. Its swelling middle class, seemingly infinite lines of credit, two cars for every person. With progress came industry and technology, coffee fields patriated by Starbucks or Illy, local cobbler shops replaced with offices for call centers. Costa Rica now sold land and services as it once had fruit. It wouldn’t be left behind in the twentieth century. It would trudge ahead into the new millennium, one loan from the IMF at a time.


Cristina rubbed Teresa’s back as they marched to the bus stop. Cruel memories were reflected on the track of La Guaria Railroad. Any reminder of the American Fruit Company—where Tácito once worked and José María, too, when he and Teresa were married—stiffened Teresa’s posture, turned her head slightly to the left. A blank, avoidant stare. Cristina hummed as one does in a graveyard; it anchored Teresa’s mind until they could make it to the bustling avenue.


THEY’D MET BACK when Cristina and Desiderio, a year into their marriage, moved to Barrio Ávila. The unloading of boxes and valuables was brief—mostly newspaper-wrapped statues and padded paintings. They’d left a one-bedroom apartment in downtown San José, both having finished art school in the same semester. Desiderio would build a career in sculpture, and would even end up commissioned by the government for public arts projects. But Cristina abandoned her promise as a great painter to raise their newborn son.


Cristina cradled a cooing Juan Julián, while Desiderio directed the movers to be more careful. All of Barrio Ávila’s inhabitants appeared from their houses in steady waves of ulterior-motivated welcome—the nosiest busybodies came first, gave unsolicited advice until Cristina unbuttoned her blouse to breastfeed (nakedness scattered these people like roaches). Then came the wealthier residents who brought desserts their maids had just whipped up. This time Desiderio unbuttoned his shirt as if to breastfeed, and again they scattered. Only when Teresa rang the doorbell did Cristina pay full attention. Teresa cradled a newborn Carmen, and Cristina invited Teresa to the pristine garden of rosebushes and bromeliads to feed their babies together. They took an instant liking to each other, and began integrating their lives as all best friends do. They introduced their husbands, who took an instant disliking to each other. Desiderio found José María common, and José María wanted to pummel Desiderio to the dirt. A rich boy and a boy from poverty cannot mix, no matter their loyalty to the same masculinity.


Cristina fawned over Lyra and Carmen, bought them expensive games and gifts. And eventually Cristina warmed up to Amarga—admired her, even—and Amarga, in turn, commissioned Cristina for a portrait.


Though gossip was as fresh as spring water for Cristina, she ignored any semblance of it about Teresa’s family—how Tácito had been a successful lawyer for the American Fruit Company and disappeared, leaving Amarga and Teresa in a state of denial and poverty, how José María was known for his bouts of anger at strangers who complimented his wife. Gossip was for those one didn’t like or was planning not to like. Rumors about best friends were to be dispelled, nullified, and denied. Cristina saw Teresa only as she was—a good wife, a better mother, and a best friend.


THE BUS RIDE proved uneventful, no lurking muggers to snatch gold and purses. Cristina led Teresa to the enclosed Borbón Market, where Cristina haggled with every vendor. Teresa changed her composure—she chitchatted with a Nicaraguan man selling lottery tickets, complimented a woman for the quality of her fruit. No one this deep into San José knew Teresa, her story, so she was just another woman grocery shopping. No news of Amarga’s death to influence the tone of conversation; no condolences for Carmen’s suicide (though no one with any manners would use that particular word anyway); and no roundabout questions of José María’s whereabouts, how many decades had passed since he disappeared. No one to highlight all the human-shaped voids in Teresa’s life, including the still living, still pulsing one left by Lyra. A smaller one, perhaps the most agonizing, by Gabriel.


With enough melons, guayabas, and rambutans to fill a small barge, Cristina and Teresa caught a cab for Teresa’s doctor’s appointment. They entered the government hospital, assaulted by cleaning chemicals and the ever-pervasive, immediately recognizable aroma of death. They made their way through multiple buildings, passed crowded waiting rooms (a man sat dead on a bench, and the nurses wouldn’t notice until their lunch break), and arrived finally at Neurology. Teresa’s appointment was for an MRI scan, and Cristina her chaperone and moral support.


The doctor named Gallegos, an ex-classmate and ex-lover of Lyra’s, was waiting at the front desk, chatting with the nurse who’d taken over for the receptionist. Teresa had gone to an appointment with him two months ago, complained of a series of searing headaches, and he scheduled the MRI to perform when hospital bureaucracy deemed it suitable. Today was that day. The doctor abandoned his conversation and approached Teresa. “Come, doña,” Dr. Gallegos said. “You’ll be fine. It’ll be quick.”


But it was not quick, not for anyone involved.


Dr. Gallegos took Teresa to the room and left her to change into a paper-thin gown. The MRI machine stared at Teresa with the glint of a guillotine. When Dr. Gallegos reentered, he placed his hand on Teresa’s head reassuringly, as he would have with his own grandmother. Or a poodle. “This is just going to give me a chance to read your mind,” Dr. Gallegos said, smiling. “You’re much too quiet, ¿how else am I going to know what you think about me?”


Teresa didn’t laugh. Her mind could focus only on the terrible deformities the machine would uncover: a botfly’s larva wishing to slink out of the scalp like a flower, fungi that replace the skin in a year, memories purposely buried too deep for anyone to find.


Dr. Gallegos cleared his throat and straightened his tie. “You’re a tough crowd, doña. Always have been, I guess. Anyway, just lie down for me. It’s all going to be fine.”


The uncomfortable plastic bed pulled Teresa into the machine, trapping her in what felt like the vibrating chamber of a jet engine. She closed her eyes until it was time to be freed from this newly discovered Hell.


[image: ]


IN THE WAITING room, the nurse waved Cristina over with a limp, flitting wrist before reapplying purple lipstick, a Christmas present from her daughter-in-law. “I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you this, lady,” the nurse began, “but your friend, I don’t know if it’s going to turn out well for her.”


Cristina couldn’t tell if the nurse was smirking or frowning. The nurse’s eyebrows, tattooed on, couldn’t make up their minds either. “Dr. Gallegos doesn’t pull people in here all willy-nilly,” she said. “No, there’s got to be something wrong.”


“Oh, come on,” Cristina said. “Teresa told me he said it was routine.”


The nurse sucked her teeth. “Routine …”


The nurse’s tone disturbed a hornet’s nest in Cristina’s heart. Her skin pricked hot as if stung from the inside out.


“Cancer, I bet,” the nurse said. “I’ve seen it before, I’ve been here for quite a while. I’m older than I look, you know.”


“¡How dare you!” Cristina raised her voice. “I should report you, you can’t say shit like that.”


“Look, lady, I’m just looking out for you. A couple of old tortilleras like you, I figured you’d want to know what to expect. To make preparations and whatnot for your partner.”


Cristina was left speechless.


“Look, I get it. My cousin’s a lesbian. That’s why I’m trying to look out for you. I’d do that favor for her.”


WHEN DR. GALLEGOS escorted Teresa back into the waiting room, Cristina was standing by the window, watching vendors in the plaza hassle patients on their way into pharmacies. She didn’t turn around to face Teresa, not at first.


“I’ll call you next week to let you know if anything’s off,” Dr. Gallegos said to Teresa. “But I’m certain everything will be where it should be.”


The nurse rolled her eyes.


“¿How is Lyra, by the way?” the doctor asked. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her. ¿Do you think she’ll answer if I call?”


Cristina rushed to grab Teresa’s elbow to sweep her into the elevator. She glared at both the nurse and Dr. Gallegos. The nurse cowered for a moment while Dr. Gallegos clicked his pen to a popular beat. He did this often with any instrument, medical or otherwise—he made music only he appreciated. On Fridays he played in a Queen cover band.


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/p002.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pvii.jpg
— FAMILY TREE —

Dolores

Tacito + Amarga

Desiderio + Ciristina Teresa + José Maria

1

Juan Julidn + Carmen Lyra

Gabriel





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
WHERE
PHERE
WAS
FIRE

JOHN MANUEL ARIAS





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
' WHERE

THERE WAS
FIRE

—

E

Wl &

JOHN MANUEL ARIAS

PICADOR






