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Advance Praise for The Volcano Daughters


A Most Anticipated Book according to Vulture, Seattle Times, Book Riot, Electric Literature and Nerd Daily


‘A gripping and spellbinding novel about a sisterhood ripped apart by violence, narrated by a ghostly chorus. An unforgettable debut.’


Brit Bennett, author of The Vanishing Half


‘Stunning: original, magical, brutal, beautiful. A sweeping yet intimate look at love, sisterhood, and resistance in the face of devastation.’


Charmaine Wilkerson, author of Black Cake


‘A bilingual, mythological, and original debut about resistance and survival.’


Vulture


‘Gina María Balibrera is a tremendous new talent. The Volcano Daughters is a towering achievement at the intersection of ancient myth, political history, and vibrant storytelling. A fierce and pulsating novel, this book will capture your heart and enrich your mind.’


Kali Fajardo-Anstine, author of Woman of Light


‘This novel is astonishing: layered, lush, lyrical, and marvelously transporting. Gina María Balibrera has woven a gorgeous and painful tapestry, rich with history, memory, and the troubling voices of the dead who will not be silenced. The Volcano Daughters is a dazzling accomplishment.’


Kirstin Valdez Quade, author of The Five Wounds


‘A new heir to the magical realism throne.’


Seattle Times


‘My mind and heart were blown open by Gina María Balibrera’s astonishing debut. The Volcano Daughters is a work of fierce ambition and blazing emotion... One of the most powerful stories of motherhood, sisterhood, and survival I’ve ever read. A colossal achievement.’


Julie Buntin, author of Marlena


‘Every character comes vibrantly to life in The Volcano Daughters. Every scene surprises with unexpected tremors of questions about the legacy of political violence, how social upheaval shapes sibling dynamics and haunts the psyches of children for the rest of their lives. Gina María Balibrera is a writer of tremendous imagination who draws on her knowledge of two languages to craft a first novel unlike any other I’ve read.’


Idra Novey, author of Take What You Need


‘A haunting (and haunted) debut, The Volcano Daughters is a dark marvel of a book, at once lush and stark, mythic and earthy. Balibrera’s fusion of history and legend puts me in mind of a young Isabel Allende.’


Peter Ho Davies, author of
A Lie Someone Told You About Yourself


‘A new book to be entered into the historical magical realism canon... A staggering tome of sisterhood, disaster, and myth. Readers can expect an imaginative roller coaster of emotion as the sisters do everything they can do to reconnect.’


Debutiful


‘A captivating rendition of early 20th-century El Salvador... The resilience of sisterly bonds forms the backbone of this swirling, heart-wrenching debut.’


Kirkus Reviews


‘Inventive, surprising, and potent, I fell under Gina Balibrera’s spell from the first line and could not look away. The Volcano Daughters blew my mind with its rich humor, its beautiful portrayal of women’s lives, and its unstoppable plot, all wrapped up in a narrative voice I’d follow anywhere.’


Chelsea Bieker, author of Madwoman


‘Balibrera’s haunting debut traces the lives of Graciela and Consuelo, sisters who escape 1930s El Salvador in the wake of genocide and political unrest... A devastating story of sisterhood, community, and memory, quietly magical and utterly unforgettable.’


Library Journal


‘Wrenching... With keen psychological insight, Balibrera portrays how the women, each of whom doesn’t know the other has survived, make hard choices in search of fulfillment. It adds up to a powerful story of finding the strength to chart one’s own course.’


Publishers Weekly


‘The Volcano Daughters is a beautiful novel, weaving together magic and humour with tragedy and the unflinching documentary of injustice in a way that is so skilful and surprising.’


Eleanor Shearer, author of River Sing Me Home


‘A breathtaking epic about resistance and solidarity in a world of grotesque and phantasmagorical cruelty. Balibrera invites us to commune with furious ghosts and with the earth and hear their affirmation that injustices will not be forgotten. A testament to female resilience in life and in death.’


Karina Lickorish Quinn, author of The Dust Never Settles
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For my family




 


 


It appears to be a typical banana republic,
except, of course, that it does not export bananas.


—THOMAS P. ANDERSON, MATANZA


The only way for the . . . people to survive is to inhabit Xibalba
without letting themselves be overwhelmed by its lords.


— POPOL VUH




SELECTED CHARACTERS


Las Fantasmas, Our Narrators


Lourdes, daughter of Rosario, archivist, cachimbona


María, daughter of Rosario, younger sister of Lourdes, painter


Cora, daughter of Alba, who studies soil and sky


Lucía, daughter of Yoli, chelita who builds her own púchica loom


Las Mamis


Rosario, mother of Lourdes and María


Yoli, mother of Lucía


Alba, mother of Cora


Socorrito, mother of Graciela and Consuelo


Las Hermanas


Graciela, daughter of Socorrito, taken from her mother to serve as El Gran Pende­jo’s oracle, memorious


Consuelo, daughter of Socorrito, younger sister of Graciela, taken from her mother to be a consolation to Perlita, a sculptor


The great-grandmothers, who worked indigo and braced their backs against la ceiba to weave stories


Some Men


El Gran Pendejo, the General, descendant of the volcanoes, who kills thirty thou­sand Black and Indigenous people in 1932. El Gran Pendejo describes himself as god to the archbishop.


El patrón, a lesser pendejo. He runs the finca on the volcano where Graciela, Con­suelo, and Las Fantasmas are born, and where their mothers work.


Germán, the father of Consuelo and Graciela, childhood friend of El Gran Pendejo


Patrick Brannon, the gringo who loses his mind when he comes to tame the sea, who brings the railroad and all colors of tontería


Phillip, Patrick’s cousin, a hobby spiritualist who lives in Manhattan


Señor Domínguez, father of Lourdes and María, who lives in San Francisco’s Richmond District with his recognized family


Héctor, Cora’s man. He wouldn’t describe himself as a Bolshevik, though others might.


Luis, Consuelo’s painting teacher and her eventual boyfriend


The aviator, a writer, artist, and philanderer, eventually Consuelo’s husband. Big baby.


León, one of those fufurufo idiots who puffs up his chest and plays at all sorts of things. ¿Cómo se dice la Lucía? Ah, sí, el fuccboi.


Felix, who creates the kingdom of rocks near Oppède le Vieux for artists seeking refuge during the Occupation of France. Consuelo’s eventual lover.


Tommy, chronicler of our national unhappiness, dear young man


Los Mild Detectives, a pair of Hollywood cops, no less menacing for all their bumbling


El Scooter, the wet-eyed trout of trouts, tender, verbose, inarticulate, elastic-bodied


Women of the Capital


Perlita, the widow of Germán


Ninfa, grandmother, hyperrealistic artist, housekeeper for the Estate, former nursemaid to Perlita


La Claudia, daughter of Brannon, poet


Lidia, housekeeper to El Gran Pendejo


Las Rositas, a group of teenagers, children of the landowning class ensconced in comfortable rebellion, whose vow to make art or be art is writ in blood


En Los Yunais


Madame Belova, self-declared master, charismatic dilettante


Lindita Domínguez, wealthy finca wife, amiguita of Perlita


Rosie Swan, Hollywood star, güerita with a false name


Las Comadres de San Francisco


Josefina, who listens to ghosts


Silvia, who feeds her people


Clara, who brings the light


Miyuki, who runs a teahouse in Japantown


Salvador, el hijito de Graciela


The Creatures, Chimerical or Otherwise


El duende, naughty little guy, always serenading death. Lorca has been searching for him. Ya lo sabes. In this book, he tap-dances all up and down our mortal coil.


The ocelot, pet of Perlita’s, both adored and neglected


La Siguanaba, a mother punished for her desire. Her child is lost to her, and she returns beside water to lure men to their death. Sometimes also known as La Cigua.


La Chasca, a princess punished for her desire. She drowns herself after her lover dies and returns with the full moon to bless fishermen.


Blood Woman, who defied her father, touched death’s head, and made a heart of tree sap and smoke, before escaping to perform miracles in another world


The birds, who gather in the ceiba, marking the days’ hours, always listening, the owls who carry Blood Woman from one realm into another, los torogoces who carry a thread in their beaks through time, the cackling ravens above and around us


La Prudencia Ayala, poet, loca, presidential candidate, fruit vendor, oracle, not a figment of our imagination, but mythical all the same


Los cadejos, the magic dogs of the volcano. One is a terrible omen, the other your savior.


The buffalo of Golden Gate Park, destroyed in herds while this land was de­voured piece by piece. Some of the descendants remain here, perched on the edge of this world, where the sun sets. Vamos a la vuelta de toro toro-gil.


Popol Vuh, the living, breathing book of the people


The Writer


La Yinita, mestiza, bien educada, un poco nervous, yo




THE VOLCANO DAUGHTERS





PROLOGUE


HERE WE ARE. ALL IS STILL.


Cuando vos vas, yo ya vengo. We begin at la púchica root of the world.


Before we were made, the animals chattered. Jaguars spat the bones. Monkeys howled, volcanoes howled, the stars howled, cold and enormous. Someone listened and chose to destroy them, miren que, with a pair of large and ordinary hands. And after, those large hands that had made the beasts felt only emptiness. They itched to create something that could also create, beings that could carry life’s bright-blue thread through years and years, and so they rooted for just the right materials.


Poco a poco, new beings took shape. But the first, the mud creations were deemed soft and senseless; then the wood creations, bloodless and deformed. They were all cast away.


But maíz was tender, supple, fertile—talon of a wandering bird, a feather’s iridescence, a hard flake of jade, blood, milk, gold, gota a gota, formed a mano, a mano, a mano—then, slowly, we children de Cuzcatlán became too.


And us? There are four of us here in these pages. We are Lourdes, María, Cora, Lucía.


We cipotas were born of our mothers in a high, igneous sliver between the forest and the sea.


You see, before the massacre that killed us, we lived. We survived earthquakes and mudslides, the eruption of our volcano, Izalco. In the mountainside town where we all died (abandoned to rot, para más joder, piled like husks and leaves in a felled forest), our mothers had listened to radio piped in from the capital and smoked hand-rolled cigarettes in the coffee fields and never washed the black dirt from under their nails. We were in many ways like our mothers, even as we fought them, ignored them, hid from them, lied to them to run into the forest to kiss boys. (Except María—she kissed mostly girls.) What else could we do? The world was changing, everyone kept saying, but where was there for us volcano daughters to go?


Graciela was our friend. Like us, she was left for dead. But somehow she didn’t die in the massacre, as we did. Our cherita Graciela and her wannabe-chelita sister, Consuelo—when our souls discovered that they both had lived, pues, we hitched a ride on their life threads, followed along with them for the rest of their days.


Our own life threads, severed by our deaths, whip in the wind with our carcajadas. You’ve heard our carcajadas, our cackling laughter—it carries with it the stories of our mothers and grandmothers, the stories of ourselves. There are parrots in the field, and we’re always listening, siempre, a la vez. Sometimes we speak as one. Sometimes the wind scatters us apart, each a different seed. An eternal part of us remained after the massacre, the part that you hear, the voice telling you this story from all directions. We are gathering the threads of our lives, finding the words to write a new book of the people, to make our world. Miren que, the word makes the world.


Because you know what we’ve learned? Every myth, every story, has at least two versions. The growing of indigo and coffee, the movies and their magicians, the railroad tracing its long legs across our land like un pulpo, the story of a disgraced mother, a dictator, a nation’s beauties, a weeping woman beside water, a prophet. These mythic figures shift shapes, depending upon who tells their story and who listens.


Some morons say that we don’t exist, that we all disappeared in the massacre. But we live, seeded through the hills. Long ago we built temples to Ix Chel, goddess of the moon, of the earth, of war, of birth. She taught us how to weave, and we fell beneath her trance until the threads were taken from our hands. We are older than your sense of time. You pass us on the street. You squint into a mirror at home, painting your face to resemble ours. We stand on sunset rooftops shaking out your linens, and we take a long bus ride home. We teach your children in school; we take your temperature; we run for mayor of a bullshit town and they want to kill us for it. You sing our songs. You study our movements. We plan to outlive you. And we are here, telling you this cuentito.


Vamos a la vuelta. We all have work to do. Lourdes is putting everything in order, rewriting the Archives; María is charming whomever she pleases and slipping them a knife in case they need it; Corita is walking a field of bone-rich soil; Lucía is making sense of the dilution of skin. We are dead but we sing, we cackle, we lose our shit, we tell you exactly what we think, we don’t always agree, we do not tap-dance—more on that later. Trust us when we take your hands. We’ll bend time to tell you about nuestra hermana Graciela and that fucking warlock who held her captive. We’ll chase her sister, that silly güerita Consuelo, around the world. Consuelo, we adore her too, the idiot.


And oye, la Yina. Let’s not forget her. She’s the one putting our words on this page for you. We’re talking to you right now, Yina. Mind if we call you that? It’s what guanacos call Las Ginas, those cheap plastic flip-flops—but we wouldn’t expect you to know that, pocha. Yes, yes, you’re Salvi too, you’ve done your research, chele, you’re muy educada. You’re helping us tell our story. But fíjate: don’t get carried away with la poesía, ¿me entiendes? Don’t forget to listen. These words are ours, these stories ours.


And so now: All is silent and waiting. All is silent and calm. Listen to us. It begins.





PART I
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1914–1932, with a Brief Stop in the 1880s
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OUR MOTHERS CARRIED US ON THEIR BACKS UNTIL WE kicked in the noontime heat. In the afternoons, they untied us, babies all born in the same season, and let us crawl beneath the ceiba tree as they worked. In those early days, before we could walk, before María was born, las faldas of the ceiba were high and wide enough to contain us. We ate earthworms and licked the ceiba’s bark. We waved at the birds and sprouted teeth while our mothers took turns running over from the coffee fields to count that we were all still there, quickly pointing at each of us as they did. Lourdes, Cora, Lucía, Graciela. They took turns making sure that none of us were choking or hungry or covered in shit. They took turns nursing us, two at once to save time. They took turns, patting all of our little bellies, rubbing our backs, wiping caca from our fat little butts with a rag, rocking us to sleep and setting us down again between the skirts of the roots. We were safe.


During the rainy months, in the late afternoons, our mothers piled us together like sacks of yucca inside the sorting room. We napped as rain soaked the roof, awakened the smell of the building’s history—the sharp stink of last year’s cherry harvest, the bitterness of indigo. In that room we crawled over one another’s baby legs and patted one another’s cheeks, not knowing where one of us began and another ended. In that room, we took our first tumbling steps. María was born in the rainy season, and then we were five: Lourdes, María, Cora, Lucía, and Graciela.


Later, when we were older, we went to the nuns, who dressed us, who taught us to read and write, who cared for us during the day while our mothers worked. The nuns dressed us from bins that arrived from abroad. We had our own clothes, refajos that our grandmothers had made, long woven skirts, tops with the smallest embroidered starflowers lining an open collar, but these became nightgowns in favor of the pastel dresses from the nuns, ruffled dresses that rapidly grew too short for our growing legs, too tight around our bellies, dresses with puffed sleeves made of tulle, lace, and starched cotton. On our feet we wore soft leather sandals like our mothers—we called them caites—but María always kicked hers off, said she ran so fast they burned her heels.


Somewhere on the volcano there were men, driving carts, working beside our mothers, guiding animals uphill, but we rarely spoke with them, nor did we sense or mourn their absence from our daily lives. We took turns imagining our fathers because we thought an understanding of who they were might unravel the mystery of who we were. It didn’t. We were of our mothers.


Our mothers talked to us about the fathers of our friends more than they talked about our own. But from their chambre, we pieced together some stories. Graciela’s father was much older and had once lived here. His name was Germán and he was a colono—he’d risen in the ranks at the finca until he’d owned his own plot of land. At the time he had chosen Socorrito, Graciela’s mother, Germán was the most powerful man on the finca after the old patrón. He pursued her, leaving her gifts that were entirely impractical for the life that she lived, but told a story about who he was becoming, and the kind of life that he might offer her—silk stockings, a perfume oil that smelled of lavender, a velvet hat with a little net, a purse made of glittering beads.


As a boy, he’d met a gringo railroad man who drank special water—water in all sorts of colors—that he said made him more powerful, allowed him to listen to the dead and control the future. This crazy gringo was rich and promised Germán he’d purify his soul with that special water, with his potions of color and light. He swore that he could raise Germán out of his circumstances, out of the colonato that bound him to labor on the coffee finca on the mountain. Germán, fatherless, poor, had listened to the gringo, who promised him a future in the railroad he was building to bring the coffee crop to the coast, and who sent him abroad to study economics in Switzerland. His coursework and experience in the shadow of the Alps eventually proved irrelevant to his later position in the capital as the oracle of that fulano, el warlock, but afforded him a refined sense and understanding of the improbable.


The gringo, Brannon was his name, was obsessed with colors—thought some healed, some gave vitality. And when he saw Socorrito, whom he knew Germán liked, he encouraged the match, for, as we understand now, the color of her skin, fairer than any of our mothers’, was exactly what he was after.


Transmission. Stories all have masters who control how they’re told and to whom. Thanks to the rich gringo, Germán had become a master. And as a teenager, he transmitted the gringo’s stories to his best friend, a man we came to know as el generalísimo, the púchica warlock, El Gran Pendejo. They were boys together, you see. El Gran Pendejo was from the volcanoes too, though later he did everything he could to erase that history, believed this bullshit from the gringo could help him do it, could help him erase any trace of where he came from, to separate our stories from his own.


By the time that Socorrito’s first pregnancy, with Graciela’s older sister, Consuelo, had begun to show, Germán had already left the finca to live in the capital. The General was rising in the ranks there and found Germán a post as his spiritual adviser. Soon, Germán married in the capital as well. Socorrito hoped that even though Germán had left her, she might still have rights to his land, but while he had been freed from el colonato, she was fixed in place.


Then, when Consuelo was four, a man, a thug from the capital, came to our village and took Consuelo from her mother’s arms, after knocking Socorrito unconscious.


He left a note on the ground, which Socorrito discovered when she awoke, and considered destroying its fine seal, its delicate paper, its blot of indigo ink, in the fury of her rage and grief. Instead, reasoning that this was perhaps the only way she might find her daughter, she brought the paper directly to the gringa nuns to decipher for her, moving through her thick pain like a sleepwalker, because Socorrito could not read the lavish penstrokes of her child’s father.


Germán had Consuelo and he intended to keep her in the capital. You see, this new wife of Germán’s was barren and Consuelo was to be a gift for this barren woman, who yearned to be a mother. She would be una consolación; she would live up to her name.


In the capital, Consuelo would receive an education. She would live there not as a servant, but as a daughter. She would not be made to work; she’d already been removed from el colonato, which we’d all been born into, which our mothers and grandmothers had been born into. El colonato, which tethered us to the finca, where we would work until we died. Instead, Consuelo would become “civilized”—that was the word Germán used in the letter. And when she was an adult, she could choose to leave the capital and return to the volcano, if she so wanted.


This was all written on the piece of paper that Socorrito had received. Sister Iris had slowed over the word “civilized” as she read.


After that Socorrito slept with the paper—the promise, she called it—under her head. This small scrap may have been the only thing tethering her to the earth, now that her daughter was gone.


Our mothers comforted her with laughter, when it became clear that their anger and sorrow would not return Socorrito’s daughter to her. Civilized, they scoffed. “With that pelo colocho, nearly as colocho as mine?” Rosario made this same joke every time, gesturing at her own curly hair. Colocho, pero colocho. Rosario was Black, tiny, and striking, with golden-brown eyes. She was delicately vain about her beauty, reminding us of a small lioness. She strutted before the other women when they gathered to bathe in the river on hot days, her short feet wide and soft as paws, gems of water dripping from her hair as she stretched her arms in the sun. We, her daughters María and Lourdes, our skin went lighter on a gradient—Lourdes’s a deep, warm brown, and then María, de piel canela.


We imagined Consuelo more pale still, como una chelita, but with pelo colocho that some indita in the capital was forced to press flat every day with an iron, or else shove under a hat. She’d be like the characters in those books that the nuns had given us, about orphans in ruffly pinafores in old-timey England—a girl who would never want to return to the volcano.


Even after Consuelo was taken, Germán returned to the volcanoes now and then, but Socorrito was never again invited to stay on his land. Still, he found time to impregnate her, this time with Graciela, and this time without love, without tenderness, without gifts. Socorrito had hoped that by offering herself to him again, she could convince him to bring Consuelo home and stay. But at the end of each visit he returned to the capital and left her behind.


Over and over, throughout our childhoods, our mothers let slip that Graciela’s father was not only still alive, but living in the capital, as the General’s second-in-command. According to our mothers, Germán was his most trusted adviser. The General made no decisions without consulting him first. But on the radio, the General, baboso that he was, announced that he alone was the one who ruled the tides, who told Izalco when to erupt, who shaped the moon. He talked about the coffee harvest as if he’d picked every last cherry himself, as if he’d invented the railroad that carried the beans to port and out of the country, where they were transformed into fantastic amounts of money that we never saw. He spoke of the great ships at port from Los Yunais as his Very Good Friends. (“My Very Good Friend Los Estados Unidos enters the harbor of La Libertad on this blessed day!”) We thought he was a clown. He really believed these things—that he had the power to control our whole universe; it was the same tontería that the gringo Brannon had talked about, that if he surrounded himself with red curtains and bathed in turquoise water, he’d be invincible. He may have heard the stories secondhand from Germán, but this fulano had swallowed more of the gringo’s crazy water than his friend. When he came on the radio to announce a new victory—how he manipulated the weather, how he could perceive the world’s radiant vibrations by pissing and shitting, which he deemed sensory activities, like seeing and hearing, how he used that wisdom to shape the price of an automobile—our laughter smothered his rejoicing.


Men. They made us laugh then.


Cora’s father, meanwhile, was a mystery to us for many years; we thought maybe he was a stranger we sometimes saw driving a cart through town. But then María heard her mother, Rosario, talking about el patrón as though it were him. We howled at that idea. Corita was too sweet, too smart, to have that bolo for a father.


Lucía’s father, light as she was, must have been visiting on business from Los Estados, but we never heard much about him.


And unlike the rest of us, Lourdes and María had been claimed, in a slight way at least, by their father. He was a rich and ordinary man whose parents owned the finca and the land that we worked on, a coffee man who lived in the north, in some place called California, with a chele wife and twin daughters who had just begun to walk. He came to the village twice a year, in October and April, before the harvest and after. With his shoes sinking into the mud. With his long black car’s nose pointed always away from the volcano. Las hermanas had been told never to call him Papá—always El Señor Domínguez—but when they were alone, they couldn’t help themselves.


The closest we came to him was María’s christening. He brought blankets and a stuffed rabbit for María and a porcelain doll with blue glass eyes that opened and shut for Lourdes, and he stood in the back of the church while the visiting priest anointed María’s little head before dipping it into the fount. After the ceremony, while everyone slowly filed out of the church, he slipped out too, and drove back to the capital without saying goodbye. Their mami said, “He paid for everything, the lace dress, the tiny shoes. I’m not going to make him pretend.” After that he grew distant again; even when he was in the village, his eyes looked through us. He and his brother owned the point that our world turned on, but he didn’t change the shape of our lives. We were distant moons to him.


In those years, though, we were safe. Our mothers protected us. What had happened to Consuelo was an old story, and since then, our mothers had encircled us with joyful ferocity. What had happened to Consuelo could never happen again.
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WE MUST HAVE BEEN NINE, MARÍA SEVEN, WHEN THE MAN arrived looking for Graciela. We saw him at the end of the day, after school. He’d arrived in a shiny car and wore slick black shoes; he could be from nowhere but the capital. He saw Graciela start down the path for home and followed her, so we did too. But he was faster. When Graciela noticed the man, she began to run. We kept close behind her, racing through the trees. We saw her dash into her shack and shut the door behind her. The man from the capital wasn’t far off; we could see the sweat soaking through his linen shirt. We threw rocks onto the path, to let him know we were there, watching him. He did not slow.


He pounded on the door of Graciela’s house, screaming her name; a vein bulged in his neck. We threw the rest of our rocks at his back until our pockets were empty. He pounded harder and then kicked the door open. We crept forward on our haunches through the green, surrounding him in a half-moon. Graciela was not inside the shack.


“Where’s your friend?” he asked. His eyes looked nowhere.


“Are you her papi?” Lourdes called out, still partially hidden in the trees. Because who else could this man be?


But he laughed shrilly, cruelly. “Do I look like a viejito indio to you?” he said.


Offended, Lourdes threw another rock, but it missed him, broke into a dull clump beside his foot. María, taking her sister’s cue, spat.


“She’s not here!” Lourdes yelled. Then a little softer, with joy: “You son of a bitch.” Hijueputa, hijueputa. We’d heard it on our mothers’ lips, heard it from el patrón, when he sat drinking his aguardiente on the patio with the other coffee men. We’d been waiting for just the right moment to say it ourselves.


“Little witches,” the man said, looking at none of us. He reached into his jacket pocket. We were hoping for a gun, like the one the patrón carried in his waistband. But instead of a gun the man took out a square piece of pink paper. He squinted and tacked it to the door.


Lourdes pushed her little sister out from behind the mango tree that was hiding her, and María ran to the door, reached for the paper, and crumpled it in her fist with an urgent sense of duty. She turned and smiled, first at Lourdes, then at the man. The man picked her up by the back of her dress and threw her against the tree. She kicked a long thin leg and cursed in the words we’d taught her, spitting out the susto. She’d be fine.


Lourdes grabbed the machete from her hip and lunged at the man. The blade glanced the side of his palm and drew blood immediately.


“I’ll have your mothers killed,” he said, the ogre in every fairy tale we knew. But then he ran away from us down the path, so we laughed at his threat. We watched until he became small and dark, a moving shadow. When we could no longer see him slipping down the side of the volcano in his shiny, muddy shoes, the misty air seemed to exhale, dusk settling around us.


Graciela came out from behind the shack, appeared beside us.


“My mami told me to hide behind the woodpile if any strangers ever came looking for me,” she told us. “He thought it was witchcraft,” she said, smiling. “You all were bien brave. Cachimbonas.” A grandmother spider shone in her hair. Cora gathered it onto her finger and brought it to the ground.


Later, we asked Lourdes why she hadn’t killed the man with her machete. She explained that she’d just been trying to teach him a lesson. If Graciela knew why the man had come, she didn’t tell us. And we didn’t tell our mothers about any of it until after the letter had come.


. . .


Maybe a week later, at the end of her day in the fields, Socorrito found el patrón waiting for her, the white air pinkening around him. On the rare days he scaled the rutted paths in the hills, he carried a walking stick and pulled rubber boots on over his usual linen trousers, which made them puff out at the knees. Socorrito approached him with caution, steadying her caites on the steep lines of the volcano’s face. The basket of coffee, her day’s work, swayed to a balance on top of her head. El patrón acknowledged it with a point of his lips.


Socorrito had never been alone with el patrón. She squared her shoulders and met his dusty yellow eyes with her black ones. He was known for his sloppiness in the late afternoons. While his wife, the bitch of la finca, gathered with her friends on the shaded porch, he drank alone and wandered lecherously around the village, looking for women. A decade ago he’d fathered Cora in this way, forgetting, or pretending to forget, that he even knew Alba’s name as her belly swelled in the weeks that followed. But if he tried anything with her now, Socorrito would be ready. Socorrito was fast, and by this time of day, he was drunk enough to stumble if he tried to chase her. If she needed to, she could knee him in los huevos—a real feat if she could keep the basket of cherries on her head while she did! She grinned at the thought. Izalco hissed.


El patrón handed Socorrito an envelope, the seal of which had been torn already, by a mother-of-pearl-inlaid letter opener, clasped daggerlike by his wife. The thick yellow paper slid out of the envelope and into Socorrito’s palm. A telegram.


“It’s from the capital,” he said.


Socorrito’s cheeks flushed and she felt a tightness in her throat; her vision went watery. The basket at her crown rocked and settled. She gave a curt nod, as though she’d been expecting this, but she hadn’t. Coffee girls don’t receive telegrams from the capital. She’d never even learned to read. She’d have to ask one of us to help her but knew it couldn’t be Graciela. What happened to Consuelo had taught her that news from the capital was almost certainly dangerous for her, for her daughter. Socorrito thanked el patrón and hurried home, unable to catch her breath.


That evening she knocked on the door of Lourdes and María’s shack, and Rosario, their mother, came to the door and invited her inside. Rosario offered Graciela’s mother the cigarette she had rolled behind her ear, but Socorrito shook her head no. She was disheveled and breathing hard. Rosario pulled her inside. Lourdes and María watched from the stove as the mothers talked, heard Socorrito tell Rosario that she could feel two hands tightening around her neck, pulling her underwater. Rosario took her arm and brought her to a seat on the floor.


Finally, Socorrito called Lourdes over. She put her arm around the girl and nodded to Rosario. Lourdes shrugged her shoulders and winked at María, who sat staring out the window. María’s arm was tied with a rag where the man from the capital had broken it. She’d told her mother that she’d fallen out of a tree.


Socorrito and Lourdes stepped outside the dirt-packed shack. Birds shrieked across the sky; the workers continued their path home.


“Read this to me,” said Socorrito, handing Lourdes an envelope that was torn around its edges. Those gringa nuns had taught us volcano daughters to read, but rarely did our mothers make use of our knowledge.


Lourdes opened the telegram:




THE FATHER OF YOUR CHILDREN IS DEAD. BRING YOUNGER DAUGHTER TO THE CAPITAL TO PAY HER RESPECTS. GO HOME WITH BOTH.





There were two train tickets in the envelope too.


Lourdes looked up at Socorrito. “Do they mean both your daughters? Why does Graciela need to pay her respects to someone she’s never even met?”


Socorrito nodded and squeezed Lourdes’s little shoulder. She looked lost. She frowned into the setting sun, her eyes blank. “The important thing is that I’ll be there too,” she said. “And I’ll return home with both of them.”


“Are you afraid?” Lourdes asked her.


Socorrito shook her head, but in truth, she was. Her next move had been plotted for her, but she didn’t trust it. It was too easy. She suspected that the letters and the tickets were a trick, a cruel one. Consuelo was not yet an adult, not yet the age when Socorrito had been promised her daughter would be free of the colonato. And la promesa—the education, the travel, everything on that fancy thin paper that Socorrito kept beneath her pillow—all that could be a lie. Maybe they wanted Graciela now too, and Socorrito would be left alone, her only comfort the idea that her daughters would have a future she never could have given them.


She had no choice; she had to go. If this was all a trick, it was still the only crack of light through which she might see Consuelo again. She would go to the capital with Graciela. She would bring the disintegrating paper that contained la promesa and she would fight if she had to. And if she was very lucky, she’d return with both her daughters. She smiled at the thought, then let out a laugh, and another, and another.


“You’ve got some ghosts in your head.” That’s what Lourdes used to say to us if we cracked, if we couldn’t stop laughing or crying. She’d hold our index fingers in her dirty little fists. “Let them dance, shake them out.” She’d push us gently to the ground, where we’d writhe like worms.


Socorrito’s crazy carcajadas had turned to sobs, her head full of ghosts, when Graciela arrived at the house, looking for her. She came to her mother’s side and rubbed her back without a word.


“We have to go pay respects to your father,” Socorrito said. “And we’re going to bring your sister home. They may fight me, but I’ll fight back.”


Graciela, then: Did she smile, for a moment? If she did, the smile left her face immediately, and when we looked at her, she seemed concerned only with steadying her mother. There was a small part of her, a part that shamed her, that thrilled at this news, at meeting her sister, exchanging her refajo for one of the round skirts we’d seen the bitch of la finca and her friends from the city wearing, about going to the capital. Dancing lessons! Maybe she’d get to take dancing lessons.


She’d never say that to her mother, though. Instead she reassured her that they’d win the fight, that they’d bring Consuelo home. She wondered aloud with us, if it were true, as our mamis had always hoped it was, that Consuelo would be able to free us of el colonato too, like a magic trick. If she came back, they said, we could all live together on the volcano, working only for ourselves. To have their own land—that was the dream our mamis held most fiercely.


We didn’t remember Consuelo; she’d been taken before we were born. Graciela would sometimes mention her, though, and while she didn’t remember her sister either, had never met her, we knew that she’d always believed that one day Consuelo would return to the volcano. Her mother had promised that she would find her in the capital and bring her back. And maybe that moment had come now. But if we’re being honest, we’d always wondered why Consuelo would come back. We didn’t know why anyone would leave a fufurufa life in the capital to come work on the volcano, if they had a choice.


Our lives were wound up in the lives of las hermanas Graciela y Consuelo; we knew it even then.


La cherita Graciela. We remember a child like us: fatherless, with skinny legs and scabbed knees, long, heavy hair, torn dresses, and caites on her feet, two rabbitlike new teeth, jagged edges, black rainforest dirt rubbed deep into her elbows and knees. We adored her, burned with the wild, jealous love of young girls. We pushed in line outside the chapel to share a pew with Graciela; we crowded her in the fields, offering tastes of candy we’d stolen to impress her. We took turns braiding her long, sticky hair. She remembered everything: every song, every story, every joke. She sang to us, verses she remembered our grandmothers singing when we were tiny. She listened to all of our dreams and wrote them down in a notebook, connecting their threads to trace constellations uniting us. In the evenings, she told us stories until we fell asleep, reciting each line as if she were reading from the musty chapter books in the small library at school. These were books she’d read once and never forgotten. She’d memorize every detail, even without understanding their meaning. In our country, we have a word for this. Guayabear: to remember, por el chacalele.


These days, Lourdes haunts a library where she reads books by these hijueputa professor types, who all have something to say about our friend Graciela. They claim that Graciela was a saint, that when she went to the capital, she blessed the warlock’s hold on our cafecito economy and inspired his visions of our future with her cosmic mestiza beauty. He wanted to put her face on coins, you see, an emblem of la raza cósmica. But he never got to that; the massacre came first.


They say that Graciela’s skin was the perfect dilution of Indian and enough European to erase the Black. That’s how it goes: gota a gota, a mano, a mano, ya lo sabes. An old story: la raza cósmica meant that, to a certain breed of capital-dwelling Ladino, Graciela was perceived as possessing that hardy, inextinguishable spark of ancient magic that they were so drawn to, even as they wanted to rid the place of its darkest people. Because that was the thing with Graciela, what made her so desirable to them, those hijueputas: her hair could be tamed into smooth waves and pinned back, her fingernails filed and painted, her locution trained so as to be impeccable. She was as light as her mother and could wear a hat in the dry season so as not to fall into the darkness of her earlier line. And her children would be lighter still, perhaps with ojos claros. La raza cósmica, púchica vos—what good was it to us?


Graciela was the future, these professor types write in the púchica books Lourdes can’t stop reading. Por la gran puta, then why did the General and his men try to kill her? Why did they kill us, we who were un poco lighter, un poco darker, and each of us beautiful? According to those hijueputa professor types, we were cosmic too. We were cosmic, yes, but still too india. Our babies, if we had been able to have them, would have been of broken color.


Once, Lucía saw all this laid out in a single painting. Lucía la güerita had been given a practical penance for some pecado none of us can remember. She never got hit. (Lourdes, with her darker complexion, she got hit.) Instead, the nuns sent Lucía to sharpen a box of pencils in the church basement, which was piled with junk and storage. She found the painting down there, propped on a desk that someone had carved el diablo into with a little knife. The painting looked like a family tree, un árbol de la vida, but this one was a story of falling: up or down. She didn’t know it then, but there were hundreds of versions of this painting all over our land—another cosita brought over with the conquistadores—vamos a la vuelta. They told the story of the real colors that the General and all those hijueputa types were so obsessed with.


They began with simple blood: Spaniard, Black, Indian, albino. You could call them the primary colors. And from the different ways they could be mixed together, Lucía counted sixteen possible combinations of family, and each baby was given a name: the Mestizo, the Wolf, the Mulatto, the Castizo. These were the babies of “broken color,” and so were the ones that followed them: the Criollo, the Morisco, and the Chino Cambujo, Cimarrón. Lucía read the names aloud, stumbled over them: Albarazado, Barcino, Jíbaro, Zambaigo, Calpamulato.


And then their babies: Jump Backward. Turn Around. Floating in Midair. Coyote. I Don’t Understand You.


At the bottom of the painting, with no frame to contain them, were the Barbarous Indians, different from the ones pictured in the squares above. These Indians were pockmarked and bony, chasing sickly horses across the landscape. These Indians had no family.


The thing was, the painting made no sense. Lucía found her own face, her black eyes, skin light as flor de izote, all over the painting—her mother’s too. According to its system, María and Lourdes should share the same box, but Lucía found the shades of their skin from the top of the painting to the bottom. She found Lourdes’s long rizos. Consuelo and Lucía shared a shade. Graciela was two, maybe three or four, of the babies with broken color. Cora’s mother was not who she should be. But who knows who her father was. El Gran Pendejo’s aim was to bring us all back to the lady with the giant powdered wig and smashed chichis at the top of the tree. According to the painting’s logic, she was more beautiful than all of the faces beneath her. Her son was not beautiful to our eyes, but his daughter, mixed with a mother of broken color, who was supposed to contribute vigor to the family line, was pretty. We knew girls who looked like her.


Lucía touched the painting as she looked. Her greasy living finger left shadows on each of the sixteen squares. The nuns had tried to hide this ugly fucking painting from us as a kindness, but over the years we saw versions of it everywhere, and we memorized it, por el chacalele.
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THE NEXT DAY, SOCORRITO PULLED GRACIELA OUT OF SCHOOL; she told the nuns that they were going to the capital to pay their respects to her daughter’s dead father’s family. She bleached Graciela’s First Communion dress, which just barely still fit her, and gave her a pair of white patent-leather shoes with a wide strap and bronze buckle that Sister Iris had found and stored in a box in the church basement, beside the sacramental wine, saving them for an occasion such as this.


Before they left, we went with our mothers to say goodbye. We cipotas settled on the floor to play and whisper with Graciela, while our mamis laid out food, grabbed one another’s arms, and let loose carcajada after carcajada, their wide embrace encircling us. We had a favorite song in those days, by La Güerita del Norte: “Arráncame la Vida.” Tear this heart out. Rip my life out by the roots. La llevaba en el alma. Yoli, Lucía’s mother, fiddled with the dial when it came on the radio, filling the room with La Güerita’s wail, with our wails.


Graciela had packed a bag with her toothbrush and a refajo, embroidered with stars and roses by her great-grandmother. We remember our mothers wearing refajos when we were small, the ones our grandmothers had taught them to weave by tying their looms to a ceiba, harnessing sky in the indigo-blue thread. But by the time we were old enough to learn, our mothers were too calaceadas, too exhausted in their bones, to teach us. One day we will, they said, again and again, until we no longer showed any interest in the delicate patterns on their long skirts.


When Socorrito saw Graciela’s bag, she protested. “You won’t need a change of clothes!” she said. “We aren’t staying long. You’ll pay your respects, we’ll get your sister, and then we’ll come right back.” She had that crazy, vacant look in her eyes again. Socorrito needed Graciela to believe every word she said that night.


But Graciela rolled up the refajo and her toothbrush anyway and folded them both into the waistband of her First Communion dress. She didn’t want to be stuck with dirty teeth in an uncomfortable dress. And she wasn’t really convinced that they would be staying only one day. Socorrito had taken on a forced optimism that Graciela didn’t trust. She was afraid of what they might find in her dead father’s home—his body? The fight her mother had mentioned?—and had lain awake at night, biting the inside of her cheek, tearing off the skin around her fingernails. That evening, as they prepared to go, she leaned against us, glassy-eyed, dizzy with exhaustion.


We watched Socorrito pull her hair back from her face. The nuns had lent her a dress too. It was too wide for her, and she smoothed the fabric against her thighs. Blurred pale-blue flowers bloomed over her ass. She studied the sharp edge of her cheekbones and grinned into the mirror. She purred like a cat. We cipotas, gathered together, cooed like birds in recognition of Socorrito’s beauty, her thick, liquid hair. We strutted and laughed, flipped our own hair, though only Graciela’s was as thick and liquid as her mother’s.


Socorrito was prepared to do anything to bring Consuelo home. Our mothers laughed—maybe the rich, barren wife in the capital wanted to fist-fight an india. The wife in the capital would be güerita, of course. Like the blue-eyed seraphim on our prayer cards. Tall, in a white gown that didn’t trap dirt.


Socorrito spun around and landed a fake punch on Alba’s round shoulder. “See, I can fight!” she said. Alba grabbed her machete and swung it in a playful ellipse above her head, howling. Rosario slapped Socorrito’s ass. Yoli cackled and screamed.


“But hopefully I won’t need to,” Socorrito said. “It’s all written here.” She patted la promesa, which was tucked into the top of her dress between her tetas.


Imagine them, our mothers. Imagine us, circling them on the floor, our bare feet dusty and safe. And Socorrito, all the while, imagining one more, Consuelo. What bayunquería we would have had all together.


“Imagine this.” Socorrito had been saying it all night.


“Imagine I bring Consuelo back and she’s able to take us all out of el colonato,” she said. “Maybe her father left us some money so we can all get some land together, on the other side of the volcano.” That optimism, again. We wanted to believe it. Graciela lay her head in Lucía’s lap. Cora braided her river of hair as we listened to our mothers’ dream, as we had all our lives.


Our mamis often talked with us about a new home, up on the other side of the volcano. They dreamed of buying some land, growing their own food. And the patrón? What would he do? Our mothers dared those Ladino fuckers to uproot their imagined life.


Sometimes, when they had a day off, we’d all hike over to the other side of the volcano, through the densest part of the forest. There was a clearing we returned to, which Rosario had found years ago. This would be a good place for a milpa, they told us. Miren que, all that water from the stream. We could build our houses here, in this little valley, facing one another. Alba would dig into the soil and sprinkle it with her fingertips, dancing it from one hand to the other so we all could see. Miren que, how rich and fertile this soil is—we could have an orchard here. Yoli would tell Alba to start flirting with a strong man on his way up the colonato ladder, someone with a wide, strong back who could get us started on the building, or at least carry the materials in his cart. Alba would cackle, and then whisper to Yoli, thinking we couldn’t hear her, telling her to just go fuck that guy herself.


Socorrito looked up at the volcano now, up toward that imagined home that existed beyond our vision. “Maybe we’ll be there soon,” she said, and our mothers cheered, cackling now about something else entirely.


Moments later Socorrito and Graciela would walk down the hill to the train station. We embraced them, gathering them to us, smelling the fufurufo lavender perfume on Socorrito’s neck (a gift from Graciela’s father, years and years ago), breathing in Graciela’s long hair, its scent of Ivory soap, blackened tortillas, and copal, rubbing their backs before they descended.


Bring us something back, something good, we called after Graciela, and we let ourselves believe for just a little bit longer that she really would return with her sister and change our lives forever.
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BY THE TIME THEY’D ARRIVED AT THE STATION, HANDED OVER their tickets, and found their seats on the train, evening was settling thickly into the sky, and Graciela noticed that Socorrito finally seemed tired. The train had no way of navigating around the volcanic ranges that spanned the distance between Izalco and the capital except with a slow, winding climb to each peak, followed by a queasy descent. Socorrito held Graciela’s wrist as they sat, which embarrassed the girl. She was too old for that, just as she was too old to be wearing her First Communion dress. And yet, feeling that shame birthed a sadness within her that she couldn’t make sense of. She twitched, just for a moment.


She watched the path of the railroad tracks out the window, the trembling side of rock that once flowed smooth and hot. The train, it seemed, should have run out of road, the tracks slipped and fallen into the wild below, dozens of times already. But at the last possible moment, again and again, it curved, looped around wide swathes of mountain, descended in noisy, sloppy circles. She felt an urgent need to keep her eyes open. She told herself that if she stayed awake, the train would remain on smooth tracks. The earth would not crumble beneath her. She would meet her sister. They would return to Izalco. But if she fell asleep, the train would slip, lose its hold on the volcano’s rough side, and tumble through the air. Her stomach rose and tightened at the thought. Socorrito squeezed her wrist again. Graciela bit the inside of her cheek, the smooth skin comforting between her teeth. But her eyelids were heavy, and she began to nod. As Izalco faded behind them with the sunset, Graciela finally slept, better than she had in days.


She awoke to an urgent tapping sound. The train window beside her head was still black, and her mami snored. Then, a scrape and a spark, and a light bloomed against the glass. A perfectly formed miniature man, a tiny duende, appeared floating outside the window, holding a match. He sneered at Graciela and held the fiery torch to the glass to show her the sea, cresting wild and angry.


Graciela shook her mother’s shoulder, but Socorrito did not wake. She snapped her fingers, flicking the glass in front of the little man, who glared with a tiny menace. Dropping his matchstick, he began to fly backward, out of Graciela’s sight.


Duendes usually mean no real harm. They bring mischief and disorder, shattering glass in an empty room, or rummaging around in a drawer and hiding your socks. This one, though, sneered, eerily human. That may have been why he frightened her.


When Graciela woke again it was light out and her mami was straightening her dress, telling her not to raise her arms over her head. The sleeves pulled around her arms and through her chest; the dress would split down the sides if she moved the wrong way. The train had stopped. The sharpness had returned to Socorrito’s eyes. She took Graciela’s hand, and on this first morning in the capital, Graciela was grateful instead of ashamed to be held by her mother in this way. Socorrito guided her down the narrow aisle and into the thick, bright air of the city around them.


The marketplace beside the train station seemed to snake all the way up the mountain, a procession of gray tents filled with fruit, cookware, gutted fish fanned out on enormous blocks of ice, men weaving in circles, promising to sharpen knives better than all the other men promising the same service. Here, the sky was vivid, blooming humid and blue. Socorrito seemed alert and competent here, as though she’d been many times before, though as far as Graciela knew, this place was as new to her mother as it was to her.


She walked Graciela to the edge of the platform and asked a conductor for directions. The man began drawing a map in the air and the duende’s hateful face appeared in the space between them, only for an instant. Graciela blinked him away until he faded into sunspots.


A long black car, polished like a mirror, pulled up alongside them and began to honk. Socorrito pulled Graciela out of the road. The car honked again and then the chauffeur stepped out. He called Graciela by a longer name than she’d ever known that she had—here, suddenly, she was not just her mother’s, but her father’s too. She looked to her mother to confirm that it was really hers; Socorrito nodded. Her dead father had claimed her.


The chauffeur wore white gloves and a cap with leather trim. He bowed, and Graciela caught a flicker of terror in her mami’s face before she turned to her and smiled softly. The conductor walked away, and the chauffeur lifted Graciela into the backseat of the car. Socorrito crawled in after. The engine vibrated, and her mami shook her head—disbelief? Pleasure?—as viejas pressed against the windows, pushing their carts, screaming about mangoes and jicama, scattering when the car began to move, taking Graciela and Socorrito with it, deeper into the capital. They passed a man selling plastic bundles of hard tamarind candy from a cart in the center of the road, and a restaurant with a sad-looking man in a red-splattered apron squatting out front. A pretty woman walked alone with an ice cream cone, its rose-petal brightness threatening to melt into her gloves. Couples strolled the grassy promenade in front of a marble palace, the women shielding their pale faces with creamy lace parasols, the men with waxed mustaches and narrow-brimmed hats, walking for the pleasure of it.


“The presidential palace,” the driver said, pointing to the marble, columned building that commanded the entire facing street. Graciela had seen a postcard of this building, taped to the wall of our classroom. The palace had looked like an enormous wedding cake there. Here, its façade was dirtier, and somehow larger.


“Have you been to the capital before?” the driver asked, maneuvering the car out of the main square and up into the hills. Mamá shook her head, her mouth a straight line. As the car ascended, the houses became larger and more hidden behind gates and palms and long, curving driveways. Graciela searched for glimpses of the lives inside those mysterious windows; she grew nauseated with the effort.


After forty minutes or so, the driver slowed in front of a tall iron fence woven with bougainvillea and hibiscus. He stepped out of the car to unlock and pull open its wide, heavy gates, then got back in, grinning, and they drove into the Estate. Just inside stood a fountain full of stone angels, and beyond that, a tile path that wound through a garden. Jacaranda flowers dripped brilliant violet over the grass, thorny roses and birds-of-paradise shone like spears along the borders of the dew-wet garden. Ahead of the car was a hilltop mansion larger even than la finca house, four stories tall, with balconies at every window, roses spilling over soft white walls.


The driver helped Graciela and Socorrito out of the car, and they followed him up the tile path, lined here with fruit trees—mangoes, avocados, passion fruit, all of it too ripe, bending the branches into a fragrant canopy over Graciela’s and Socorrito’s heads. The air here was brighter than on the volcano, overwhelming Graciela’s vision, and its heat was harsher on the skin. And the noises of the city below—delivery trucks, horses, competing radios, and vendors pushing their carts—wafted up through the hills and settled into the breeze, a hum.


Marble staircase, white marble floor slick as glass, an enormous mirror carved with demons, of black, iron-hard wood, an outdoor courtyard, a golden cage filled with hundreds of birds.


An old woman in black appeared at the door, introduced herself as Ninfa. She extended her hand to Graciela, who wondered if the black was for mourning. Is this viejita my father’s wife? She was comforted by the thought, by the familiarity of this woman; Ninfa’s hand was warm, and, like Graciela and her mother, she was india. Graciela looked to her mother’s face for confirmation. Socorrito’s frozen smile had softened in Ninfa’s presence, but her eyes scanned the room for understanding.


“Gracias, maitra,” she said.


The woman in black led them into an even larger room, and it was then that Graciela understood that Ninfa was wearing a uniform. Two nenas a few years older than Graciela, inditas also, wore black dresses identical to Ninfa’s, and carried trays with pitchers of ice water across the shining floor. An ocelot bucked on its chain, and Graciela jumped.


A woman, güerita, sat on a chaise, with her long legs folded beside her. She ate unhurriedly from a platter of cut fruit that seemed to float in midair on a table made of glass.


Ninfa cleared her throat in a bid for the attention of the lady of the house, and Graciela understood that this was the widow. Her dead father’s wife rose to greet them.


Socorrito took in her breath at the woman’s height. Perlita had shoulders like old mountains and a face bronzed like a mask. She wore her hair on top of her head, wrapped loosely in a white silk turban. Graciela noted her easy bones and plush skin, which at the time we all mistook for a halo of vague divinity, but during her time in the capital, Graciela grew accustomed to this halo, the glowing skin of the very rich.


“Consuelo, get in here,” Perlita called out of the side of her red mouth, extending her arms for a brief embrace of her guests.


Graciela’s sister scrambled into the room like a fawn. She was tall and thin in white lace, and despite what our mothers had told us, she wasn’t really a child. Or she was a girl pretending to be an adult. Her face was delicate and fine, but she had surprisingly long limbs, suggesting a resemblance to Perlita, which could not be, because la güerita was not her mother. She smiled and dipped into a ridiculous curtsy.


Socorrito, who had been silent until now, ran to Consuelo and grabbed her. She began to sob on Consuelo’s narrow teenage shoulder. Graciela noted the older girl’s terror at this outpouring of emotion and went to intervene.


“You’re my sister?” Graciela embraced Consuelo, wrapping her arms around their mother too.


We saw it then: Graciela’s beetle-shiny eyes in Consuelo’s narrow, moon-colored face, Socorrito’s wide india nose in both. Socorrito’s daughters. We watched Graciela watch Consuelo. A polite smile played on our friend’s face. But Consuelo went red, with anger or embarrassment. She stiffened in Graciela’s and Socorrito’s arms. For a moment, Graciela was hurt, confused, afraid she’d done something wrong.


“Graciela, your father’s eldest daughter,” Perlita said with a strange crispness, looking nowhere at all. “Your sister, Consuelo.” Consuelo blinked fiercely.


“Hello, Mami,” Consuelo finally said. Socorrito whimpered, her arms still wrapped around both daughters. Inside of the hug, Graciela felt Consuelo’s body soften again.


“Mis hijitas,” Socorrito said.


“We’re all together now!” Graciela said, wanting to trust her mother’s optimism. She felt Consuelo nod against her back.


“You must be exhausted from your journey,” Perlita said to Socorrito, hovering just behind her, jutting her chin urgently at Ninfa. She tapped her nails on the back of Consuelo’s head and, on command, the girl extracted herself from her mother’s and sister’s arms.


Ninfa’s face brightened. She took Socorrito by the arm, pulling her away from her daughters, and led her up the marble staircase. Socorrito resisted at first, but when it was clear she couldn’t free herself of the older woman, did her best to put a reassuring smile on her face as she climbed the stairs.


Watching her mother go, Graciela felt a slow wave of panic wash over her. Perlita urged her to sit and make herself comfortable on the chaise, to have some fruit.


“It was so nice to meet you,” Graciela said, swallowing a cube of papaya, and then a perfectly round grape. The grape’s sour explosion was a revelation.


Perlita did not respond, but stared plainly at Graciela’s face, studying it for clues.


I suppose we should be on our way, Graciela tried to work up the courage to say.


Are you packed and ready to leave with us, Consuelo? Graciela wanted to say but did not.


Consuelo, meanwhile, perched on the arm of the chaise and refused Perlita’s offer of fruit.


Ninfa returned a few minutes later for Graciela, and took her upstairs to a shining bathroom, where she’d drawn hot water into a porcelain tub.


A bath? Why? Graciela wanted to say, but something in the air of this place shut her up.


Ninfa scrubbed village dirt off Graciela’s small knees, and washed her hair, massaging her head. Graciela was too tired to squirm in the water, shy as she felt in her nakedness.


After the bath Ninfa wrapped her in a towel that felt like a blanket. She said La Doña had brought it back from a trip to Europe. She sat Graciela in front of a mirror—her cheeks were pink now—and spent a long time combing out her hair, cursing only a little bit, then she braided it and wrapped the braid behind Graciela’s head, tying it with a ribbon. Graciela studied her face in the mirror, as Perlita had stared at it earlier. With her hair pulled back tightly, each of her features was emphasized, the depth of her eyes, the slope of her nose, the width of her mouth, the brown of her skin, all on display. Bien chula. Graciela admired herself freely.


Ninfa took her by the hand and led her out of the room, down a long hallway, and, with another key, opened a high door and brought her inside. A vanity with three mirrors was set up opposite the bed, and a wide window opened to a wrought-iron balcony overlooking a garden. “This one is yours,” she said. “You’ll rest now. There’s clothing in the wardrobe for when you wake up. But first, you must rest. I’ll fetch you for dinner if you’re still asleep.”


Exhausted as she was, as beautiful as the featherbed was, Graciela’s heart thrummed, her eyes hungry for this new place. But what about her mother? Graciela felt she should go looking for Socorrito, that they should gather Consuelo and leave the Estate before the day’s last train. But she couldn’t resist her own curiosity.


She got up to explore the contents of the room, slipping her feet into a pair of velvet slippers set on a leopard-skin rug beside the bed. Graciela opened the wide windows to the balcony and studied the courtyard below: a green square holding two marble fountains, and an avocado tree and several papaya trees planted in a circle, at the center of which was the golden birdcage. The white curtains ballooned into the bedroom as Graciela stood on the balcony in the silk robe, looking out. After a moment she came back into the room and shut the glass doors carefully, crossing the room to an ebony wardrobe.


Inside she found a light-blue dress with yellow smocking and a full skirt. She pulled the dress over her head and spent some time fussing with the buttons, which were embroidered to look like yellow sunflowers.


Beside the wardrobe, hanging from a trio of hooks on the wall, was an oval mirror. She looked again. Long, wet black hair in braids, shiny beetle eyes, and this strange dress. It was a beautiful face. Was her father in this face? Was there a trace of him somewhere inside the Estate? Graciela cracked open the door and found the hallway dark and silent. She crept downstairs.


A large glass door on the first floor of the mansion led out to the courtyard. From outside, the workings of all four floors of the house were visible through large picture windows. The birdcage, she realized now, was as wide as the shack where she and her mother lived. She saw the familiar forms of the birds she knew from home, preening and cooing, flying in polite circles, napping. Corita had taught us their names. The torogoces, clock-birds, twitched their flared blue tails in time, green parrots hung upside down, indigo hummingbirds trilled.


The glossy marble fountains on either side of the cage misted the air, and Graciela found a seat at the lip of the east-facing one. She slipped her toes out of her left velvet slipper to trace her skin against the smooth coolness of the tiles that paved the ground and listened to the sound of the rich people’s water, water that moved for beauty’s sake alone. Graciela followed a gentle humming noise to the other side of the fountain and found on its edge a dead crow, lying breast up, its feathers glossy and iridescent, insects swarming its sticky dead joints. The ocelot, loose now from its chain and wandering the grounds, sniffed and circled Graciela and the dead bird. She hadn’t realized the cat was outside, watching. For a long moment, Graciela was trapped in that circle, the ocelot’s golden eyes fixed on her. Graciela could not move. She heard Ninfa calling her name from inside the house. The spell shattered, and Graciela ran back inside.


Ninfa settled Socorrito and Graciela in the dining room before Consuelo and Perlita arrived for the evening meal.


“Where have you been?” Graciela whispered to her mother, who was seated at the other end of a long table. “Why are we staying for dinner? Why were you up there taking a nap when we could have been leaving?”


The late afternoon seemed like an eerie dream, and now she was awake, alert, suspicious. The barren, rich wife was icy and frightening, like the Victorian schoolmarms she’d read about. Ninfa’s eyes looked dead, sparking to life only when Perlita summoned her. ¡Puya! And her sister, Consuelo—did she even care that she’d met her hermanita and seen her mother for the first time in ten years? What was wrong with her? And she certainly didn’t seem like she was about to leave this pesadilla behind and live on the side of a volcano. Even the furniture in this place made Graciela uneasy. The dark wood of the table had legs carved with demonic faces; there were porcelain figurines of dead-eyed shepherds and sobbing clowns. Inside, the house smelled of a curse.


“We should leave, now,” Graciela told her mother softly, remembering Socorrito’s steadiness from the night before and trying to conjure her fight. “Let’s just go.” She wanted her mother to take her by the hand and run out the door, before anyone could offer them any more velvet slippers or featherbeds.


“Oye,” Socorrito said. “Stay calm. We’ll wait for Consuelo.” Socorrito spoke as though half-asleep. Graciela couldn’t understand why she was going along with this. She seemed out of her mind.


She was. Upstairs, Ninfa had urged Socorrito into the bath, to calm her. After the shock of seeing Consuelo and then being torn away from both girls had faded a little, Socorrito had felt comforted by the older woman, who brought her bath salts and towels, and a warm robe afterward. She’d fallen asleep, sedated by a tea of herbs that Perlita had asked Ninfa to make for the occasion. Now, Socorrito, unaware that she’d been drugged, felt not quite rested, but had been lulled into a state of relaxation that seemed, to Graciela, entirely inappropriate for the situation. The sharpness in her mother’s eyes that she’d seen that morning, just a few hours earlier, navigating at the train station—that competency was gone. She was mysteriously calm, this woman, smiling blissfully, stupidly, like that púchica porcelain clown.


“That’s the important thing,” Socorrito said to Graciela, slurring her words. “We simply hold up our part of the bargain. We stay calm. We don’t lose our shit. They made a promise.”


Consuelo arrived just then in her white lace dress and found her place at the table. Her face was red and splotchy—she’d been crying, and it was clear she was ashamed—but she had powdered her wide nose and forehead with floury makeup too light for her skin, rough patches of acne buckling beneath, and had painted her lips and lower eyelids a startling fuchsia. She wore an enormous pendant, a hairy brown spider suspended in resin, on a velvet shoelace tied around her neck. Graciela suppressed a giggle and smiled perhaps too forcefully. Socorrito covered her older daughter’s hand with her own.


“Consuelo, are you ready to go home?” Graciela finally asked.


Her sister didn’t answer.


Consuelo knew, of course, that she would not go to the volcano tonight, that she likely would never see her mother again after this dinner. Her fuchsia-rimmed eyes were filling with tears, and if she were forced to speak, they’d spill over. If she could leave this place, this table, she would. Though she had no desire to return to the volcanoes—wherever that was—with a mother she barely remembered, away from the solace she had carved out here in the capital with her friends. She grimaced at her new little sister and let their mother pat her hand, that infuriating, empty, clown grin plastered on her face again. Graciela held their mother by her other wrist, her face flashing with fear.


The first course, a soup, was finally served, and Graciela’s desire to return home was overcome by her hunger. She was ravenous—aside from the grapes that she’d had earlier, neither she nor Socorrito had eaten since before their journey the night before. The abundance was irresistible—after the soup came medallions of beef, vegetables in a thick sauce, bread with butter. Consuelo ate beautifully—tiny, deft movements of a delicately grasped knife and fork, not a noise or dropped morsel, but a slight shaking in her hands throughout that looked to us like electricity sparking inside a bulb. Graciela watched Consuelo, tried modeling her movements after her sister’s elegant, trembling ones, but she quickly lost her grip on her knife and it clattered to the floor.


Perlita chuckled and raised her glass.


“I’d like to take this opportunity to thank you both for coming and paying respects to Germán. Graciela, I know he wished he could have known you in life, and I’m sure he would be proud that you have inherited his role.”


Graciela’s stomach dropped at the sound of her name in Perlita’s mouth.


“You must be mistaken,” Socorrito said, the strange, serene expression still on her face. “Graciela has no plans to stay here. We’re going home after dinner.”


“We’re going home,” Graciela repeated.


“Ay, no. You see, Graciela is home now,” Perlita said. Socorrito shook her head, but her serene expression remained. Slowly, like a bored actress, Perlita continued, her eyes glazed and staring off somewhere beyond the door to the kitchen. “You’ll be going home tonight, but Graciela won’t be returning with you.” Perlita smiled, her teeth purpled with wine. “Neither of them will be.”


Graciela nudged her sister under the table with the toe of her new velvet slipper, but Consuelo didn’t make a sound, or even acknowledge her sister. Why didn’t she say anything, this useless teenager? Graciela’s heart kicked like a rabbit.


“Graciela has a job to do here,” Perlita droned on.


Graciela, Perlita explained, would take over her dead father’s position at the palace as the General’s adviser. She would give the General the confident insight that he required to lead our great nation into the prosperity of the new age, as prophesied by the Great Economists, by the ministries of education and military, and by the holy wisdom embodied in the Society of Sacred Letters and Objects, to raise our people from out of the darkness from which they came.


Remember that: out of the darkness from which they came.


Graciela looked to her mother, bewildered. This güera has lost her mind, she said with her eyes.


“Stay calm,” Socorrito said aloud to Graciela, and then she turned to face Perlita. “Graciela is a child,” Socorrito said. “She has no business advising a General.” There was a strain in her voice—she struggled to speak clearly through the sedative.


Graciela turned Perlita’s palabras over in her mind, trying to make sense of them and what they asked of her: the Society of Sacred Letters and Objects. She loved the sound of these words. She did not understand their meaning.


“The General believed,” Perlita said, as though Socorrito had said nothing, “that my husband possessed a sacred mind, a mind capable of helping him to sculpt the future of the nation. And he believes that Graciela has inherited her father’s sacred mind.” Perlita turned to Consuelo, pointed her lips, derision in her eyes. “Clearly that one didn’t.” Consuelo scowled, la tarántula clacking against her flat chest.


“What the hell is she talking about?” Socorrito whispered furiously to Graciela.


“I have no idea,” Graciela said loud enough for the table to hear. She didn’t understand why her mother was frozen. They needed to get out of this place—it was clear their time for escape was running out, if they hadn’t missed it already.


Perlita kept on, ignoring them entirely, talking about the thrust of the nation’s will, its desire for transubstantiation—not just transformation, you see, but transubstantiation. She stumbled over the word, as though she did not understand how it had appeared in her mouth.


The nuns had taught us about transubstantiation. It meant from bread into body. But the way Perlita used it, it sounded like something larger, something that would change every single person in our small nation.


Perlita finally paused in her speech to address Socorrito with a red fingernail, sure of herself once more: “There is no higher honor than to sit at the General’s right hand,” she said.


Graciela pinched herself. She must be dreaming again. She looked around the room for an exit, a window to jump out of. She could grab one of those fufurufo porcelain figurines—the crying clown looked heavy enough—and shatter the window. She and her mother could jump to the ground below and run as fast as they could. And Consuelo? Puya, forget her, she was lost in a trance.
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