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    As always, with love to my children, and to Paul, the bearer of unconditional things.
 






CHAPTER ONE



    “HD,” I SAID, GREETING MY best friend, Jennifer. I slid into the desk-chair combo in front of her, feeling the backs of my legs stick to the plastic seat. May in Florida.


“HD,” she said back, and we gave the lackluster grins appropriate for fifth-period AP US History. Fifth period = the dead zone. It was right after lunch, incredibly hot, and too bright outside, and despite the air-conditioned classroom almost every student in here was about to nod off. I felt like I was moving through muggy air so thick that I had to go slowly and with purpose or I would subside into place, coming to a slow halt, maybe by my locker or something. I bet Ms. Harlow was hating it.


“You did the homework?” I asked, unwilling to lean against my seat because my damp shirt would stick to it. Florida. The state that antiperspirants—and deodorants, if we’re being honest—were created for.


Jennifer nodded and offered me a piece of gum. I took it, crunching through the outer shell to taste the burst of icy mint on my tongue, so bright and sharp it was almost painful. Maybe chewing would help me stay awake.


So—HD is not short for Jennifer, obviously, or for my name, Vivi. It is short for Heartbreaking Disappointment, and we’d been calling each other that since eighth grade, which was when it became so horribly clear that was what we were to our parents.


• • •


“Everyone take out your notebooks,” Ms. Harlow said. “I know you’re all excited about finals next week, so let’s start reviewing topics that will be on your exam.”


Last high school finals, I told myself. Next week is the last time you’ll ever have to take a high school test, ever. Soon you’ll be free, free, free . . .


“Ready for tonight?” Jennifer whispered as we opened notebooks and fished in our backpacks for pens. In the seat in front of me, Annamaria Hernandez flipped her long cheerleader hair, and it almost hit my forehead. Even today, even during fifth period, Annamaria looked pert. Her skin was smooth and dry, her hair was unfazed by the 100 percent humidity—even her clothes seemed crisp and clean. My Piggly Wiggly T-shirt had, let’s face it, never, ever been crisp, even before it had been washed so many times it was starting to shred. My skin was shiny and damp, and I didn’t know what my hair was like because I’d gathered it into a big lump on the back of my head and stuck a pencil through it to keep it there.


Answering Jennifer, I nodded briefly. She had already wished me happy birthday first thing this morning, and she and some of my other friends had decorated my locker. I wished they hadn’t duct-taped condoms to the locker door, but those had all been stolen by second period, so it was okay.


“What’s on the menu?” she asked, pitching her voice below teacher-hearing range. Ms. Harlow was on the other side of the classroom, answering Bud Baldwin’s question about how long the exam would be. (His name really was Bud. He was Buddy all through lower and middle school, but had finally drawn the line in high school.)


I glanced over—now he was asking exactly what material would be covered. Probably everything we’ve been taught in this class, Buddy; that’s why they call it a final.


Keeping my voice low, I said, “Shrimp empanadas, egg rolls, fish tacos, coleslaw, and corn bread.” Every year my parents took me on a picnic for my birthday. It was kind of corny, but it was a tradition, and they were very big on tradition. To use almost criminal understatement. Lately we’d been fighting almost constantly, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d ditched any birthday festivities at all. But my mom had asked what I wanted like nothing was wrong, and I’d told her. Like nothing was wrong.


“Yeah, that won’t make you sick,” Jennifer murmured, and I smiled.


“Girls?” said Ms. Harlow. “Pay attention here.”


I sat up straighter and tried for at least the illusion of alertness. Next week was the last week. Just one more week.


• • •


Some kids were embarrassed to be seen in public with their parents and tried to walk ten feet behind them, or ignored them when they talked. I didn’t do that. In public my parents were fine—not really old like Chris Gater’s folks, who’d both been almost fifty when he was born. Or oddly young like Tara Hanson’s mom, who was now literally thirty-four. Which was just bizarre.


No, on the surface my parents were super nice, friendly, attractive, had okay jobs. Yes, they were Brazilian, which could have been weird except this was Florida and there were tons of various ethnicities here. Their accents didn’t stick out like they might somewhere else. In public, on paper, Mami and Papi were great. It was all the hidden, underneath stuff that made my head explode.


After school Jennifer gave me a ride home, as usual, in the Volkswagen bug she’d inherited when her older sister had gone to college. She pulled into my driveway, and for a minute I just sat there, trying to feel eighteen.


“Hey, you can get married now, right?” Jennifer asked brightly.


No. Not ever. Never. “Yep. Course, I need a fiancé first. Or a boyfriend. Or more than three dates in the last two years.”


“That’s your own fault,” Jennifer said. “Guys ask you out but you never go.”


And I could never tell her why. I sighed and rolled down the window—the car was instantly stifling without the AC on. It wasn’t like we had to slog through three or four months of summer but then in September we would have a real autumn. There was no autumn in Florida. There were nine months of summer and three months of yucky chill.


“You can sign up for the armed forces,” Jennifer went on. “And vote.”


“Yep.” I looked out the window at my house.


“You don’t want to go in. It’s been bad?”


I let out a breath. “Yeah. I mean, it’s not like they’re evil. Just determined. Last night they actually said they’d move back to Brazil in order to fully immerse me . . . in their culture. I was like, I’m going to college in three months.”


“Crap,” Jennifer said, frowning. “I’ve never understood exactly what the issue is. Like, how do they want you to conform? Be more Brazilian? Speak Portuguese at home? Or be more girly?”


I rolled my eyes. My clothes choices did make my stylish mother crazy, but it was such a tiny chunk of the glacier that it hardly mattered. It was another thing I couldn’t explain to Jennifer. I couldn’t explain it to anyone. With any luck I would go to my grave without anyone knowing.


Jennifer patted my knee, her short blue nails glittering in the sun. “It’ll be okay, you li’l Heartbreakin’, Disappointin’ thing. You’ll have a nice picnic, and then it’s the weekend. And three months from now you’ll be headed to Seattle.”


I nodded, trying to let that make me happy, like it usually did. “True. Three months. Then it’ll be cool, gray weather all the time. Mountains. Three thousand miles from here.” Of course I would still be me, which was a problem, but there I’d have better luck pretending I wasn’t.


Jennifer made a sad face. “You should come with me to New York.”


“You should come with me to Seattle.” Jennifer and I had been best friends since third grade, and I’d thought we’d stay that way our whole lives. As I got older, though, I realized that I’d be forced to leave Jennifer behind at some point. Because best friends knew each other deep down, shared almost everything with each other. And I was already keeping an enormous secret from her. And always would.


I had to get as far away from here as possible. And she had to go to Columbia in New York City because it was the only school her parents would pay for. The reality of not seeing each other almost every day was starting to sink in, one gray inch at a time. Most of me was already dreading the end of the summer, when we would split up, but a tiny part was relieved, also. Because then I would be free—free to keep my secret. Right now that carried so much weight that it made even losing Jennifer almost seem like a reasonable price.


The front door opened and my mom came out.


Jennifer sighed. “Your mom is so gorgeous. Despite the crazy-making.” She said this every couple of months, in case I had forgotten. And it was true. My mom’s shiny black hair swung in loose waves below her shoulders; her skin was smooth, tan, and clear, with some laugh lines at the corners of her eyes. Her unusual golden eyes were large and almond-shaped, making her look exotic and foreign. Ha ha. Today she was wearing tailored black shorts and a fuchsia sleeveless polo top. Gold bracelets jingled on her toned arms, and black Tory Burch thongs showed off her pedicure.


Smiling, my mom came to the car. “Zhennifer!”


“Hi, Ms. Neves,” Jennifer said. While totally loyal to me, she couldn’t help adoring my mom. “Vivi was telling me about this year’s menu, the Pepto-Bismol special.”


My mom smiled, her teeth white against her tan skin. She was forty-six but looked much younger without working at it. Strangers turned to look at her almost everywhere we went—partly because she was beautiful and partly because she was intensely alive, incredibly charismatic, open, genuine, generous. I’d never seen anyone more feminine, but it was a strong, womanly thing unrelated to pink ruffles or being dainty. Everyone loved her. And I did too, I did. But it was all so much harder than anyone realized.


“I know, can you imagine?” my mom said. “And then coconut cake. Tomorrow you come to bring us chicken soup, okay?”


Jennifer laughed. “I will. You guys’ll need it.” Turning to me, she said, “Did you make the cake or did you let your mom attempt it?”


“I made it,” I said, getting out of the car and taking my backpack from the backseat. I’d made all of our birthday cakes for years, trying more ambitious recipes and decorations each time. My mom was definitely a good cook and could make a perfectly decent cake, but I made great cakes.


“She didn’t trust me to make it,” said my mom, pretending to look exasperated.


“It was complicated,” I said. “Thanks for the ride, H. See you tomorrow.”


Jennifer started the car and nodded. “Pick you up at four. Then movie at seven.” As she pulled out of the driveway, my mom came over and kissed my forehead, then lightly put her fingers where she had kissed, like she always did, as though to make it stick. She had to go up on her toes these days—at five foot ten, I was a good six inches taller than her. I stood there stiffly, though my deepest core longed to melt into her arms, to just be able to love her. But how could I? It would be the last wall breaking down, the last wall that kept me being myself and not just a clone of her and my dad. That would be terrible. Terrifying. Literally my worst fear.


“My darling,” she said, her eyes shining with love but shaded by caution and crushed hope. “My darling. Eighteen.” Her hands were on my shoulders; the sun glittered on the diamonds in her wedding ring.


I nodded. We’d done this already this morning. “Yep,” I said. “You’re home early.” My mom taught French and Spanish at a high school in the next county. Her students loved her.


“I had to get home and make your picnic, right?” she said, putting an arm around me as we walked toward the house. “Papi should be home any minute. Where’s the big beach blanket? I couldn’t find it.”


“I think it’s in the luggage closet,” I said, and entered the cool, dry air of our house.


• • •


An hour later my dad was home, the car was loaded, and I climbed in the backseat of his black Escalade next to the laundry basket filled with food. The whole car smelled so good that my mouth tingled with anticipation. But even this, even making my picnic, felt like a bribe. Like, if we do all these nice things for you, then you should do what we want. It made me beyond furious. Ironically, besides this one huge thing, they were fine—didn’t hassle me about homework or grades, liked all my friends, let me borrow the car, didn’t micromanage my life.  We could be happy. I tried to be a good daughter, in every way except the one they wanted. Our house could just be calm and happy. Instead of a minefield.


Sudden anger ignited in me, and I wanted to refuse to go, refuse all the fabulous food my mom had made. Stay home alone with my cake. It would devastate her. Both of them. But then I had already devastated them lots of times.


I was quiet on the way to Everglades National Park. My parents tried to chat, tried to be cheerful, but I could swear that my mom seemed disappointed every time she looked at me—my thick dark hair pulled back into a plain ponytail, my ratty Piggly Wiggly T-shirt, my faded cutoff sweatpants that were the most comfortable shorts I owned.


When I was in ninth grade, she had quit telling me how pretty I could be if only I made an effort. Now it was more like subtext every morning when she saw how I had dressed for school that day.


Sometimes I saw cute clothes at the mall or somewhere and was almost drawn to them, but I always stopped myself. I wasn’t trying to make myself as unattractive as possible—that was sort of a by-product. But not caring about how I looked was another way to not be her.


The Everglades are in a park, but they’re more like a state all by themselves. We’d been coming here to picnic all year round for as long as I could remember. Years ago we came with family friends, but now it was almost always just the three of us. For a while I had lobbied for someplace air-conditioned, but though I could choose the menu, I could not, apparently, choose the venue.


“Has Jennifer found a dress for the prom?” my mom asked, searching for a relatively safe topic.


I shook my head. “We’re going to the mall tomorrow to look again, and then to a movie.”


“I saw my friend Marielena the other day,” Mami said casually. “She said Aldo was doing well . . .”


The hints about finding a nice boy—almost always some son of one of their friends—were so mild compared to the other stuff that it was easy to let them slide. I kept my voice deliberately casual as well. “Oh, good.” I looked out the window as we drove through the familiar park gates. My stomach was starting to knot up. I just wanted to get through this. Later I could go home and lock myself in my room as usual.


Mami was silent, and I saw her and Papi exchange a quick glance.


“Gosh, I’m hungry,” I said, sounding artificial even to myself. “It all smells good.”


Mami forced a smile. “I hope so. I just can’t believe my baby is eighteen. You were the most perfect baby . . .”


Only to become a Heartbreaking Disappointment when I turned thirteen.


“Okay,” Papi said, parking the Escalade. “I guess you women want me to carry the basket, eh?”


“Yes,” my mother said, and they smiled at each other, genuine smiles. Jennifer thought their relationship was so romantic—they were still really nice to each other and truly liked to be together. Her parents hardly talked—her dad practically lived in the little workshop behind their garage, and didn’t even come in for meals for days sometimes. The main things her parents still agreed on were that Jennifer had to follow her older sister, Helen, to Columbia; both girls had to spend part of every summer with their family in Israel; and they had already started saving money for their daughters’ weddings, so Helen and Jennifer had better come through and the guys must be Jewish.


Helen might be able to accommodate that, but Jennifer was gay, as she’d announced at her bat mitzvah. Mrs. Hirsch had actually fainted, right in front of everyone. I’d never seen anyone faint before.


So on Jennifer’s thirteenth birthday, she’d had her bat mitzvah and made her mother faint in public. On my thirteenth birthday, I’d found out that I was a freak, a monster, an abomination. Of course, I hadn’t told Jennifer the truth—I’d mumbled something about how my parents wanted me to be less American and more Brazilian, and that they wanted me to promise to follow their weird Brazilian religion. In that context, I was using “Brazilian” as a euphemism, but Jennifer didn’t know that. Anyway, it had been a rough year for everyone. And Jennifer and I had started calling each other HD.


“Viv, grab the blanket, querida,” said my dad, pulling the basket out. “Aracita, can you bring the cooler?”


“Of course,” my mother said, taking the small cooler from the back of the car.


My dad, Victor, was fifty-one but looked at least ten years younger, as if he were a well-preserved movie star instead of a regional manager for a huge office-supply chain. Without being prejudiced, I could say that he was the handsomest dad out of all my friends’ dads. He had thick black hair, just starting to be tinged with a few silver threads, green eyes with long lashes, and a strong, straight nose. When I was little I’d thought he was the most handsome man ever. I mean, objectively, he still was, but now I knew that nothing was that simple.


Mami led the way, I followed, and Papi lugged the basket behind me. We trudged along the hiking path for a good fifteen minutes, trying to avoid the occasional buzzing clouds of gnats and no-seeums. It was almost six in the evening but still eighty-eight degrees and sweltering, becoming only more sweltering as we got farther into the pine trees. My skin was sticky and damp, sweat ran down my temples, and all I wanted to do was take a cool shower. I mean, what was wrong with a nice dinner at Ruby Tuesday? It was air-conditioned. Was it that they wouldn’t be able to harangue me if we were surrounded by other people? Even better.


Five minutes more on this trail and we would run into a cypress swamp; if we turned east for a mile, we would come to one of the mangrove stands.


We ignored the clearing with the picnic benches and went instead to a small glade, only about fifteen feet across. It was our special and secret picnic spot, remarkable because it was flat and root-free, shaded by pines and a few knobby cypresses. All around it trees grew so thickly that the light was dim even at midday. I spread the blanket and hoped to get through most of dinner before everything started.


Fiendishly, they waited till I had my fork poised over a slab of my rich, moist coconut cake, its scent swirling up to my face. I’d been thinking about it all day, fantasizing about just planting my face in it and scarfing it up. Now I was much too full, of course, but by the gods I was going to get this down somehow.


“Dearest,” said Mami, looking strained, “eighteen years ago today, you came into our lives.”


I tried to smile through a mouthful of cake.


The most perfect baby.


“The most perfect baby,” my mom said.


Every time she said this, I wondered if she was comparing the perfect baby me to the current me, which seemed by any standard to be considerably less perfect.


Mami hesitated, then went on. “When you were thirteen, we shared with you the wonder, the beautiful mystery of our kind.”


My throat closed up, the coconut cake turning to a lump of florist’s foam in my mouth.


Papi looked serious. He put down his fork and rubbed the back of my neck, which he always did when he wanted to talk seriously to me. “Querida, now you are eighteen. You know we’ve tried so hard to show you the joy in being who you are. What you are.”


The cake moved very slowly down my esophagus, as if I’d swallowed a whole hard-boiled egg. I breathed through my nose, hoping I wouldn’t gag.


“I don’t want any part of this,” I mumbled, my mouth bone-dry. How many times had I said that? Like a million? “This isn’t me.”


Sounding near tears, my mom said, “Of course it’s you, Viviana. Of course—”


Papi went on quickly, “But now you are eighteen, and when a haguari child turns eighteen, she or he is given the family book.”


My brain rang with the most awful word I knew: “haguari.” My parents pronounced it “ha-HWA-ree,” but I’d heard friends of theirs say the g: “ha-GWA-ree.” It meant “jaguar people.” A bit hysterically, I wished that it meant people who totally, totally loved their British sports cars.


“The family book?” I asked faintly. It was the first I’d heard of it. Could they read the dismay on my face? Of course they could.


As we’d sat there, the sun had gradually sunk below the line of trees, and our little glade was now even more private, deeply in shadow. I wanted to jump up and run into the pine-scented darkness and just keep running. I wanted to leave them forever, and knowing this made me want to die. Do you know how hard it is to feel that the people you love the most can’t help destroying you?


“Yes,” said Mami. “It has the history of our people and the history of our family. When you marry, you will continue the book for your children.” She spoke firmly, as if there were no question I would marry and have children—children like me. Like them. Oh, gods. If only I could hold on until I could go to Seattle. It couldn’t come soon enough.


I shook my head. “I’ve told you every way I know how,” I said tightly. “I understand what you are, but I don’t want to be like that. I want to be regular. You can yell at me every day for the rest of my life, but it won’t change my mind. I want to be like me.” My face was hard. “I don’t want to be like you—I mean . . . the other part. The . . . people part of you is fine. But I’m rejecting the other part.”


“How can you say that?” my mother cried, as if this were a brand-new argument, as if I hadn’t already said those exact same words a hundred times. “You haven’t even tried—” She stopped abruptly as my dad put a hand on her knee.


“Whatever you decide, our book is in—” Papi began firmly, but his words were drowned out by a sudden, startlingly loud growl that made us all jump. An animal growl, coming from . . . behind the trees? In the darkness there? Instantly my parents were on their feet, and my mother grabbed my arm and hauled me to mine.


“What’s that?” I asked, peering tensely through trees. A wild dog? Something big. Maybe even a Florida panther? They weren’t supposed to be in this area. My blood had turned icy with the sound, and the little hairs on my arms were standing up. There was another growl from the woods, sounding like the snarl of a circus cat when the trainer pokes it with a stick.


And then . . .


“Oh, my gods,” I muttered, appalled, wanting to look away. My father had started to change, right there in front of me. It was amazingly fast, like a sped-up film. I’d seen it happen only once before, on my thirteenth birthday, and it had been horrifying. Since then I’d seen him in his other form just a couple of times, and never on purpose.


His other form. His jaguar form.


He was already on all fours, his clothes slipping off, one shirtsleeve ripping. His face had broadened, his jaw jutting forward, and thick dark fur was covering his tan skin. Bones shifted and moved; muscles swelled; limbs elongated; his spine bent and lengthened. It was repulsive, disgusting. Grotesque.


From deep in his throat an answering snarl—raw, angry, full of menace—made me suck in my breath. His teeth were long and knifelike and—


“Vivi!” My mother’s voice was harsh, her grip on my arm painful. “Go! Run!” She pushed me away, toward the edge of the clearing.


I stared at her. “What?”


“Run! Get out of here!” Now her face too was broadening, starting to transform, her shoulders hunching, her spine curving down sharply. I didn’t want to see this. What was happening?


“Run!” she said again, but it came out as a half roar. I burst into tears, turned, and ran.


• • •


I’d been coming to this park my whole life, had spent countless sweaty hours on the hiking trails, canoeing through the swamps, watching baby alligators from viewing decks above the waterlogged, sun-soaked fields of sedge grass.


Now I ran blindly, my panicked brain barely registering that I had left the trail and was crashing through the woods. Broken twigs jabbed my feet, scratched my arms and face, and still I plunged forward. What was happening, what was going on, should I call for help—?


Another furious, high-pitched roar wove its way through the trees to my ears, making my heart pump harder and my stomach twist in fear. Was it coming after me? I refused to look behind me. Didn’t want to know.


And then, with no warning, it began to happen, the way I’d always feared it would: The world shifted in my eyes, details becoming more precise, some colors fading, some enhanced. My running feet sounded like bricks crushing the leaves on the forest floor, the snap of twigs like rifle shots echoing in my ears.


My running became awkward, unbalanced as my legs got tangled in my shorts. I fell, my hands outstretched, and then I was racked with sudden pain that made me crumple up and cry out. My joints were bending unnaturally, dislocating, the bones lengthening horribly. My face was splitting, my jaw unhinging; my skull was in a vise. Every muscle screamed, its fibers being split and stretched. My clothes, annoyingly in the way, fell off or ripped.


Curl up pant pant pain


Curl up small


Muscles hurt close eyes smell dirt smell pine smell me animal me my fur


Pain breathe in slow shallow


Smell dirt smell fear


Open my eyes the pain is fading


Sun down dark but shapes outlines see quite well see everything


Trees and leaves I see lines depth land picked out so sharp


Strong scents fill my nose my mouth pine cypress stagnant water thick and green


Rabbit and insects pungent like roly-poly bugs I smell saw grass and pine needles and birds


Can’t hear my parents where am I how far away am I


Where are my parents I get to my feet I am on all fours


I am solid I have strong muscles I am powerful I am jaguar me I am a jaguar


Before it hurt so much took so long was a birth


This is still awful


These eyes can’t cry tears


There is no movement it has stopped


Every creature senses me and has gone silent becoming still like a tree a rock a root


Because I am a predator I am at the top of the food chain


Where did I come from which way did I come my new eyes see everything my new eyes see weird but so well


Should I go back to find my parents


The snarls were so scary from the purple shadows maybe I should wait here


Mami said run get out of here now


I sit down it is odd my haunches sit but my shoulders stay up I have haunches it is funny


Mami Papi where are you will you come get me


Ground is not safe want to be up


Cypress tree here I coil muscles and jump like a spring like a jumping bean


I float I land on a branch my claws are steel hooks on the branch they are talons


I am up high these branches can hold me I climb high and high I cannot see any clearing


I cannot see our car


I cannot hear anything but birds and insects and leaves twitching like my ears


There is a breeze up here waves of scents honeysuckle wild blackberry palm bark bird


I don’t want to be here I am scared I have no idea what to do


I have never felt so alone


Stars in the sky arc as night comes the darkness grows deeper covers me like a blanket


Nighttime insects begin their scratchy evensong


A big black beetle scuttles past me it smells just like itself


I smell like myself I smell like a jaguar


There is life all around me the night is full of hot little beating hearts


Jaguar me stays very very still for long time but fear is a sparkler in my stomach


I have to see Mami and Papi have to see them have to see them I don’t care


I climb down tail first I don’t know how finally I jump I land silently on pine needles


I scan for danger nothing here can hurt me nothing is worthy of notice


I am not lost I smell my path the fear scent from my paws as I ran I brushed against trees I tripped on roots I left scent everywhere everything I touched smells like fear my foot bled I smell the drop of blood it is a beacon from fifteen feet away


I move quickly and quietly along the trail I find a pile of cloth it smells familiar it smells so familiar this is what I wore this is mine I can’t carry them what to do cannot carry them leave them there


Please let my parents be looking for me be waiting for me calling my name worried about me let everything be okay


This is a prayer this prayer drowns out the sounds of night


I head back to our glade and then a hundred yards away the scents come to me


I smell fear like dark vinegar like sweat and I smell blood cold not hot not fresh sick


I smell death


Blood breaking down meat flesh


I will wait jaguar me will wait I will hide beneath this bush my ears catch every sound every heartbeat my eyes snap into focus on every leaf bobbing on the wind


I wait my stomach is sick my heart is thudding my lungs will explode I wait


There is no threat to me I crawl out from the bush the moon is bright the glade is bright with moonlight I see everything clearly I see everything


I don’t understand I don’t understand


There is a body a human body


The chest is cut open I go closer sniffing it smells familiar it is family


It is covered with blood my nose wrinkles wet copper scent of blood


My paws are silent there is a jaguar nearby it is alive it is warm but growing cooler


It smells like family it has golden fur splotched with black and dark red roses of blood warm blood dark maroon in the moonlight


I smell fear I smell death there is a human body why is this jaguar dying why


I sniff the jaguar its eyes open they are golden


And beautiful


I know these eyes


The jaguar is Mami she is dying the human is my papi he is dead


There is blood everywhere


My mouth opens my pupils flare my gut churns this is Mami this is Papi


My veins flood with shock with white-lightning adrenaline


Suddenly I drop to the ground


I am in knots


And with no warning I was changing back, diminishing, becoming flimsy and stiff, weak and pale and naked. My lovely muscled strength ebbed away as if I myself were dying. The world became brighter but also less vibrant. Sounds were muted, scents muffled or nonexistent. I was shaking with cold, my skin clammy and damp. I was no longer the top predator in this area; I could be hurt by any number of things. So many things.


The jaguar next to me made a rough sound as I grabbed the edge of the rumpled picnic blanket and pulled it around me.


I crawled closer to her. “Mami?” I said softly, reaching out and stroking dense fur I had never touched before.


She groaned, her beautiful golden eyes meeting mine.


“What happened?” I cried, so far away from understanding any of this that it was like I’d been dropped into another world. Shaking from shock, I got closer and pulled Mami’s head onto my lap. It was heavy and warm. Her mouth opened, and I saw her long white teeth were stained with blood.


“Mami, come on,” I pleaded. “I’ll call for help. I’ll get the car.” I was babbling, unable to think, forcing my eyes to stay on her, not looking over to where my once-handsome father lay, a cooling body in the moonlight.


As I held her, my tears falling into her fur, she began to change, shrinking and losing her beautiful coat, her coiled-rope muscles.


“Mami, who did this?” Now I could touch her human face, spattered with blood, her long dark hair falling over my knee. I was crying, unable to take in what had happened, how suddenly and irrevocably my life had changed.


Mami managed a wan smile. The ground under my knees was soaked; several deep cuts in her side were still bleeding heavily. I put my hand over them, trying to keep her blood in.


“My beautiful . . .” Her eyes unfocused, seeming to look past my face at the night sky. I gripped her shoulder.


“Mami! Hold on! I’ll get help! I’ll find my phone!” But I was too terrified to move even an inch away from her.


She blinked slowly and looked at me again, frowning slightly as if confused. “Donella? I’ve missed you . . .” I could barely hear her voice.


“Donella?”


Mami smiled slightly, and her eyes focused on me again. “My perfect . . . baby . . .” Then the frown between her eyes smoothed, and her face went lax. Her golden eyes gazed sightlessly at the stars above me.


My parents were dead.





CHAPTER TWO



ON TV SHOWS WHEN PEOPLE call 911, even if they’re hysterical, they can get words out. I couldn’t.


I found my phone, covered with dirt and blood, beneath the blanket I’d pulled around me. I called 911, but my brain had disconnected and I didn’t seem to know any words. I wanted to be away from here. The dispatcher asked increasingly urgent questions that I couldn’t answer. Finally he said, “Does your phone have a GPS?” I nodded, as if that would help. “Turn on the phone’s GPS,” he ordered.


I did. Then I dropped the phone, crawled a few feet away, and threw up. Then, oh my gods—I realized we were all naked. Not only was this the worst thing that could possibly happen to us, but it was also . . . shameful. Like the cops would think we were out here being freaks. And we were! But not that way.


I had no idea where my clothes were—didn’t think I could ever find them, back in the dark woods. My eyes flew wildly about the horrific scene, our picnic scattered, my cake smashed and bloodied, the bodies. My parents were bodies now. Everything they had been, every facet of their personalities, had ended forever. My brain could not begin to comprehend that.


My mom had brought my birthday presents. I grabbed a flat one and ripped it open. It was a cute patterned halter top and a pair of trendy booty shorts that I wouldn’t have worn in a million years. I scrambled into them. In the distance, sirens started wailing.


My parents were naked. No child ever wants to see that. I was sobbing now, blubbering without thinking what I looked like, what I sounded like. My face was wet with tears, my nose was running. I wiped it on my arm. I got my dad’s shorts on him, and then I threw up again.


I got my mom’s top and underpants and shorts on. Then I collapsed in the blood-soaked grass and cried so hard I heaved again, except my stomach was empty so it was just bile. I wished I were dead. I wished I had stayed and been killed too. I wished whoever had done it would come back right now and finish me off, because I simply could not live through this.


The sirens were closer, but they couldn’t bring cars right here. I lay there and cried and retched and finally I heard voices and running feet.


They asked me questions. I understood the words but didn’t know why they were talking to me. I couldn’t sit up. Someone said, “She’s in shock. Get her on a board.” I started screaming when they put me on a stretcher. I needed to stay with Mami and Papi, because they were all I had. I was strapped down, struggling and shouting, and then someone stuck a needle in the back of my hand. About ten seconds after that I fell asleep.


• • •


When I woke up, I was in a hospital room. I looked around groggily and saw Jennifer and her parents. I felt thick-headed and unnaturally calm.


“Babe,” said Jennifer, and took my hand, squeezing tight. Her face was pale. Her eyes were huge and dark.


“What happened?” I asked, my words slurring.


Jennifer put her hand over her mouth and started crying. I just looked at her.


Mrs. Hirsch came closer. “Hi, sweetie,” she said, looking very serious. “I’ve contacted your aunt Juliana, in Brazil. She’s on her way.”


“Why?”


Behind her the wooden door wide enough for hospital beds opened. A tall woman with sand-colored hair came in.


“Hello, Viviana,” she said gently. “I’m Detective Virginia Parnes. I need to talk to you about your parents.”


I tried to sit up. “My parents! Where are they? Are they okay? Can I see them?”


Jennifer choked a little and looked at her mom. Mrs. Hirsch pressed her lips together.


Here’s what was weird: I knew they were dead. I remembered what happened. But it was like if I refused to admit it, it wouldn’t be true. Like I would pass some kind of test, maybe for loyalty, and I would be rewarded by having my parents back again.


“Where are they?” I asked again. “Where’s my mom?” Just like that I was hysterical all over again. I started yelling for my mom, for someone to get me out of here. A nurse came running, and I felt something cold going into the IV drip. I fell back onto my bed and floated into blessed, empty darkness.


• • •


I didn’t take final exams or go to prom or show up on Senior Party Day. I didn’t go to graduation, but two days after the ceremony I got my high school diploma in the mail. They gave me a pass because of my family tragedy.


My tia Juliana, my mom’s sister, came and stayed with me for ten days. She took over and dealt with everything. There was no funeral—our kind didn’t have funerals. You know why? Because one didn’t call attention to the weakness of the dead. One left them behind and moved on, so they could be scavenged by other animals in a harsher, less Disney version of the circle of life. Of course, in modern society one can’t just leave human bodies lying around. But there was no public funeral or sitting shiva or visitation or anything.


However, my dad’s office sent a huge fruit basket, and my mom’s students brought a sympathy card that everyone had signed to our house. That was all before I got home from the hospital. After I got home, Tia Juliana clucked over me. She was deeply sad but functioning better than I was. Basically I was a total wreck, on tranquilizers, crying, having nightmares. One night she and I were sitting at the kitchen table with a neighbor’s casserole in front of us. We looked at each other and suddenly we were both crying. She reached out and took my hand.


I was so glad she was here, especially to deal with the various authorities—the police had ruled my parents’ deaths suspicious, but had no leads. There had been the paw prints of a large cat, but some injuries had been caused by a knife blade. No weapon had been found; there were no fingerprints. At the time, I had seen that my father’s chest had been cut open. Now I knew that someone had taken his heart. Who would do something like that?


“It was like the Talofomé,” I said to my tia, not really meaning it.


“The Talofomé?” Her face was beautiful and sad. “No, cara. I’m afraid it was a real haguaro, not a legend. Maybe a haguaro and pelado together.” I hadn’t heard the word pelado in ages—my parents had thought it was tacky to have a separate word to mean regular people, people who weren’t haguari. Especially since pelado basically meant “naked.”


I knew it wasn’t the Talofomé, the devil jaguar that parents used to tell their children about, to make them behave. The fairy tale went that the Talofomé was so unhappy at being an ugly devil that he would search the world for haguari and eat their hearts, to try to feel better. Naughty children were especially appealing to him. My parents were old-fashioned in some ways, but they had never pulled the threat of the Talofomé on me.


But someone—something—had taken my father’s heart.


A few nights after I got home, we were sitting on the green living room couch not watching some stupid show on Papi’s flat-screen TV, and Tia Juliana quietly asked me what had happened.


Hesitantly, flinching from the pain, I told her. About the growl from the woods, how I ran, how I changed. How I’d come back to find Papi dead and Mami dying. Mami had been her older sister—now Juliana was an only child. Her parents, my grandparents, had died years ago.


Tia Juliana gasped once or twice as I haltingly told my story.


“I’m so sorry I ran away,” I said, crying in shame. “I should have stayed.”


“And die along with them?” Tia Juliana said, tears in her voice. “You obeyed your mother. She would have been furious if you’d disobeyed her, stayed, and gotten killed.” She patted my hand. “I would have been furious too.”


That was when I fell apart for the hundredth time. Leaning against her, I cried with huge, racking sobs, feeling like my ribs were splitting open.


“I was a bad daughter!” I cried without meaning to, as Tia Juliana put her arm around me and stroked my hair. There. I’d said it, admitted it out loud. The world might as well know.


“Why do you say such a thing?” she asked, handing me a tissue.


“I didn’t want to be . . .” I was crying so hard I could hardly breathe. “Haguari. I don’t want to be one! I just want to be normal!”


The hand stroking my hair stilled. Tia Juliana held me without saying anything for a long time. I wondered if she’d get up in disgust.


But now that I was confessing, I kept going. “They wanted me to change with them, do stuff together. I always said no. I didn’t come to Brazil these last couple of years because I know all you guys change, and I didn’t want to! I don’t want any part of it. And now something about being haguari killed my parents!” I was almost howling, curled up so tightly it felt like my bones would snap from tension. “My parents died thinking I was a disappointment! Thinking I didn’t love them!” This was the worst, and I shrieked in an agony so much more acute than when the dentist had accidentally let the Novocain wear off while he was drilling my tooth.


“But I did!” I sobbed, hiding my face in the velour of the couch. “I did love them! And now they’re gone! I can’t stand it, I can’t stand it!” Please let a nurse come in here now and knock me out. I couldn’t take this pain. I couldn’t live with it ripping holes in my heart this way. How could I possibly live through this?


Tia Juliana didn’t get up. She kept her arm around me and let me cry it out. Finally I slowed to hiccupping, gasping breaths. My eyes were burning and almost swollen shut. I was exhausted and wanted to go to sleep and never wake up.


“You want to be normal?” she said at last. I nodded wearily. “But darling, this is normal. You are normal. You’re just a haguara.”


“Being a haguara is not normal, compared to the whole rest of the world.”


“Everyone is different,” Tia Juliana said calmly in her accented English. Her hand stroked my hair again. “There are people with six fingers on each hand. People who have super, innate abilities. Savants. There are people who have no conscience, who can kill others without caring.” Her voice trailed off, but she took another breath. “People with injuries or illnesses that make them different. People who can’t have children. People who are extra brave, people who are extra smart or extra pretty or extra something else. What is normal? What does that look like?”


I couldn’t think straight, couldn’t come up with an argument.


“Your mami and papi knew that you loved them,” Tia Juliana said softly. “And they loved you, more than anything. They wanted you to be happy, and thought you would be happiest if you experienced the joy of being haguari. It’s our way, the way of our people. We’re beautiful and special, and haguari have existed since the earliest times. To deny that is . . . diminishing. And somewhat pointless, cara. But I know that your parents loved you so much, as is.”


Tears leaked out of my eyes. I’d made a big wet spot on the velour, and I traced through it with my finger, flattening the tiny fibers.


“I talked to your mami almost every week,” Tia Juliana said. “Never once did she say you were a disappointment. Never once did she say that she wished you were different.”


Amazingly, I had some sobs left, and I started crying again.


“She was proud of you. She wanted you to be happy. You were her dream child, her treasure. And she knew you loved her.”


“I hardly ever said it!” I said, bawling again.


“She knew.” My aunt sounded quite definite, and I desperately wanted to believe her. Then I felt like such a loser for wanting it to be that easy, that good. I didn’t deserve to believe her, didn’t deserve to be the daughter of someone who knew I loved her even though I had rejected who I was, who she wanted me to be.


“She knew,” my aunt repeated. “And so did your papi. It’s okay, querida. The three of you loved each other. Love isn’t always easy or smooth. But it’s okay. You’re okay. They’re okay too.”


I wanted to believe that so much.


• • •


Almost a week later, Tia Juliana needed to finally go back to her own family, my tio Marc and my two cousins, who were younger than me.


“Please come with me,” she said as I watched her pack.


“I don’t want to leave here.” I was no longer taking tranquilizers, and my grief felt raw and rough-edged. Being awake was almost unbearably painful, and days went by where all I managed to do was eat a bowl of cereal.


“You shouldn’t be alone.”


“Jennifer comes over every day,” I said, which was true, especially now that school was out. I didn’t tell my aunt that Jennifer was due to leave soon for her annual trip to Israel.


“If you change your mind, will you call me?” Tia Juliana asked. She looked at me seriously, her blond hair pulled back in a no-nonsense yet somehow chic bun, her dark eyes so like mine.


I nodded. “Yes. If I change my mind, I’ll call you. I’ll come.”


“You won’t have to change, if you come,” she said, surprising me. “No one will force you to feel beautiful, or have fun or excitement.” A tiny smile played around her lips, the first one since she’d arrived.


“That’s a relief,” I said. “The gods know I don’t want that.” We shared a look then, and I knew I’d be grateful to my aunt forever. I had one last question. “Tia, do you know about the family book?” The one Papi had mentioned right before the attack.


Tia Juliana looked surprised. “Of course. Every family has one. The oldest child in each family inherits it.” She looked confused, but then her face cleared. “Oh, you turned eighteen! Did you get the family book?”


I shook my head. “I’d never heard of it. Papi was starting to tell me about it, but he . . . didn’t finish.”


“Oh. Well, it’s bound to be around here, cara. After I go, you can search for it. It will be like a big scrapbook, but maybe bound in leather.”


“Okay.” I had no idea whether I wanted to find it or not. It sounded like it would be full of my family tree and haguari history, and I didn’t want to delve into that right now. Maybe in a little while.


Then Tia Juliana was gone and the house was extremely empty and quiet. Before this had happened, I’d always loved it when I had the house to myself. I would turn my music up loud, belt out songs, and dance with ambitious, no doubt goofy moves I’d never let anyone see. Now I wandered silently through a house that seemed foreign and cold. In the living room I stopped in front of the altar my parents had made to our gods, Tzechuro and Tzechura. The altar sat in a small, red-painted alcove cut into the living room wall. Papi had told me the altar had belonged to his parents, and to their parents before them, for generations. It did look really old, the carved wood smooth from time and touch, the symbols almost worn away in places.


The main shelf held statues of the Tzechuri, who had created our people at the dawn of time, as the legends went. Tzechura was reclining, resting on one elbow, looking calmly forward. Her body was dark, very old ivory, inlaid with ebony rosettes and spots. Her eyes were yellow sapphires. Tzechuro was rearing back on his haunches, his face in a snarl, one paw raised with claws outstretched. His eyes were emeralds, and his fangs were mother-of-pearl.


When I was little, my parents would show me the altar and tell the stories of how Tzechuro had been made from the sun and Tzechura had been born of the moon. The sun had seen jaguars and admired their strength and beauty, and the moon had seen humans and recognized that they were the smartest of all the creatures. So the sun and the moon together created a new race that combined the best qualities of jaguar and human, and thus were born haguari.


Apparently all haguari today were the direct descendants of Tzechuro and Tzechura, in the way that many people believe that all humans came from Adam and Eve. When I was little, I’d accepted these stories the way that children accept Bible stories, and when I was ten I realized that this was my parents’ religion, and they intended it to be mine, too. I was old enough to know that none of my friends worshipped these gods; none of them had jaguar altars in their houses. At first it seemed quirky, almost amusing, as if my parents were Hare Krishnas or something, but by the time I was thirteen and really being immersed in haguari culture it began to seem freakish and even disturbing. One more thing for me to reject.


But privately, I’d never been able to shake the idea of the Tzechuri as being our gods, my gods. I wanted to be an atheist, but something deep down couldn’t accept that haguari had just happened, that we were a weird genetic mishmash. Having gods born of the sun and the moon who combined us on purpose actually seemed to make more sense. As much as I denied it publicly, my inner self always felt embraced by the jaguar gods.


In the quiet house I dusted the altar, which I had refused to do for my parents. On Friday night I lit the altar candles, which I used to sneer at them doing. I couldn’t bring myself to sing the prayers I knew. That would be going too far.


About fifty times a day some small sound made me look up, as if Mami or Papi had just come home and was unlocking the door, turning on a light. The continual realization and disappointment that they would never come home again left me wrung out and exhausted.


• • •


Jennifer came over every day after school, and then stayed all day for the first days of summer. Much too soon, it was time for her to go to Israel.


“I told my mom I couldn’t leave you,” Jennifer said.


After I had gotten home from the hospital, she’d held me while I cried. Many times. She’d cried too. Sometimes Tia Juliana had held both of us, and all three of us had cried.
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