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			PRAISE FOR

			THE

			SLEEPING

			WORLD

			“Restless, deeply imagined, and exhilarating, The Sleeping World is a lyrical novel about searching and loss and the essential urgency to live. Fuentes vividly evokes the yearning, churning rage of these students in tumultuous post-Franco Spain. A gorgeous and powerful debut.”

			—Kirstin Valdez Quade, author of Night at the Fiestas

			 “A bracing debut.”

			—Atlanta Magazine

			“In The Sleeping World, Gabrielle Lucille Fuentes succeeds in capturing Spain’s liminal period between dictatorship and democracy on an intimate, deeply personal level. The fever dream of Mosca’s story, however, reaches beyond Spain’s borders to confront universal questions of love and loss amidst the violent current of history. This is a novel that will stay with me.”

			—Gabriel Urza, author of All That Followed

			“Fuentes’s ambitious novel does succeed at creating a bleak and disturbing picture of post-Franco Spain.”

			—Booklist

					“A stunning debut . . . beautifully written.”

			—Isthmus

			“Full of ferocity, full of desire, full of sadness, full of love, The Sleeping World . . . is a marvelous novel. Fuentes goes all in here and the resilient people and damaged world of post-Franco Spain are conjured with bracing warmth and terrifying vividness . . . I was sweating when I put this novel down. That happens all too rarely.”

			—Laird Hunt, author of Ray of the Star and Neverhome

			“A wonderful voice and a beautifully surprising third act.”

			—Kea Wilson, author of We Eat Our Own

			“How do you have the energy to move forward when 2016 seems to have been designed to suck the life out of us? . . . You read Gabrielle Lucille Fuentes’s The Sleeping World. It’s a novel that thrums with revolution, with youth, and with longing. Set in 1970s post-Franco Spain, it’s full of punks and students and siblings and activists and the possibilities of a world turned upside down.” 

			—Kaitlyn Greenidge, author of We Love You,
Charlie Freeman, for The Fader

			“The women in this novel are hard and sharp and searching, and the dirt and hunger and sorrow throughout get into your bloodstream fast, fastening you tightly to the narrative. It’s both thoroughly engrossing and weird, that difficult-to-attain mix of skilled storytelling coupled with trust in the reader’s ability to shift between modes and meet the story in its raw gut of feeling.” 

			—Gina Abelkop, author of I Eat Cannibals,
for Lute & Drum

			“Fuentes’s heartbreaking story has Mosca mirror Spain’s devastated society, but the saving grace is that Mosca also reflects her homeland’s strength of character and the determination to survive.”

			—Rigoberto González, NBC Latino News
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			For my parents and for Thibault: my rivers, my sea

		

	
		
			In Spain, the dead are more alive than in any other country in the world—their profile cuts like the edge of a barber’s razor.

			—Federico García Lorca, 1933

			Police and thieves in the street, oh yeah

			—The Clash, 1977

		

	
		
			PART I

			AND BEST PRESERVES THE FIRE

		

	
		
			CASASROJAS, CASTILE-LEÓN

			Spring 1977

			One

			Our final university exams were in two days. Grito would probably pass because despite everything, he’d been staying up and studying. La Canaria was sure to fail, and she’d get sent back to the Canary Islands, where they were rioting, and I’d have to deal with a blubbering Grito. As for myself, I just didn’t know.

			We’d spent all semester protesting, gathering in the plaza and marching for the Communist Party, for democracy, for the legalization of divorce and abortion, for jobs, for anarchy, for anything except what we’d always known. Our dictator general finally dead and there would be democratic elections soon, the first in more than forty years, but we didn’t really know what they would mean. We’d stayed out all day, screaming and drinking, pinning the Communist Party’s hammer and sickle to our bags and jackets. La Canaria walked around with safety pins she’d stolen from her part-time job at La Reina Tailoring, and a couple of potatoes cut in half, offering to pierce anybody and anything.

			At night, fights would break out with the right wing, facha students whose fathers were all members of the old guard. We tried to stay clear of them because the fachas were armed and we were scared they’d use the guns they had sometime soon. So we’d go to El Bar Chico, where they played the newest bootleg copy of the Ramones on loop and set fire to pictures of our dictator general. The bar filled with smoke and ash fell on our hair. Everyone knew we’d grabbed the photos from the altars by our grandmothers’ beds, but we acted like we hadn’t. Like we’d sneaked into officers’ houses and stolen them. Like we’d torn them down from municipal buildings. Like we were ridding the whole city of his face when it was really just our own apartments.

			We couldn’t be expected to go to class anymore. We had exams to take, but nobody knew what to write on them, which history, which present. Even at our facha university, some teachers were passing students for writing anything. Or they failed anyone who’d missed a day. Poor Marco tried to hang himself when he got his first exam back. He used a shoelace and it broke. But our courses were just another dream of that ­chimerical spring. They couldn’t be real because nothing had been for months.

			Dusk, and I was supposed to meet La Canaria and Grito under the big clock in the Plaza Mayor like always. I walked away from my abuela’s apartment on Calle Grillo. The crowds grew thicker the closer I got to the plaza. Students who had already taken their last exams carried each other on their shoulders, cheap bottles of cava in their hands. They poured out the bottles on anyone passing by. Those who had just graduated lugged buckets of red paint for scrawling their initials on the university walls. They dipped their brushes into the paint and left trails of red across the plaza’s stones. Someone had gotten into the Plaza Hotel and hung a big hand-painted flag of a crossed-out swastika from a balcony. The city had emptied out for the summer, all the officials safe in their country houses. We were the only ones left.

			La Canaria and Grito detached themselves from a group under the clock and made their way toward me. Grito had on his backpack, but it wasn’t full of just books anymore. Odd shapes pressed against the olive-green canvas. A crowbar stuck out the top.

			La Canaria was wearing the top to a kid’s Superman pajama set. Her jeans had started to split where her homemade bleach experiment had worn through the fabric. The night before she’d made me style her hair like Patti Smith’s on the cover of Horses, but it coiled up as soon as I chopped any length off. “I’ll shave it like a Tibetan monk,” she said, but Grito bribed her out of it with some hash he’d been planning to give her anyway.

			I tried not to look at Grito, ponytail getting greasier each week, pelvic bone pressed against his once-white T-shirt. On the front he’d written NO WORK, ALL DAY and freckled it, either accidentally or on purpose, with cigarette burns.

			La Canaria hummed a song from a show last week, “Wha, wha I wanna wha—how’s it go?” but Grito ignored her, walking and rolling a cigarette at the same time. “Wha, wha, bu, bada, ba!”

			“Shut up,” he said, “you don’t even know the song.” He flicked a speck of tobacco off his tongue.

			“You’re wrong, tío.”

			“Then how come you don’t know the words?”

			“I do! It goes like this.” La Canaria pulled on his ponytail and shouted in English, “‘Rot riot, I want that riot!’”

			The crowd of students beneath the clock tower had started to thin, everyone choosing a favorite dive to start the night. The lights from the empty buildings winked down at us. Across the plaza at Café National, girls my age sat eating cream puffs and pulling at their pleated polyester skirts to be sure they completely covered their knees.

			“Look at those virgins,” La Canaria said. “They are in for a rude surprise.”

			“You going to El Chico tonight?” I asked Grito.

			“Nah,” Grito said. “I got something else to do.”

			We started at the bar under the philology library, with its low ceilings and cracked leather saddles for chairs. A leg of serrano ham, carved down to the bone, sat on the counter. It was the kind of place we would never go, old-fashioned food and paintings, except for what it had in back and who was always coming in and out because of it. A newspaper clipping of the dictator general’s wife hung on the pig’s hoof like a mortuary tag. Marco, in a turtleneck and scarf, was in the corner with a bunch of boring types I didn’t recognize. We pushed through the crowd and found a table. Marco came over to us as soon as we sat down.

			“Nice scarf,” I said.

			He sat down and, when we ignored him, pulled out a history textbook and started reading.

			“You heard about that show tonight?”

			“Yeah, Mosca, everyone’s heard about it,” Grito said.

			“Is that where you’re going?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Let’s go,” La Canaria said. “Los Pasotas—I saw their flyer. They look hot.”

			“Where the hell did you see their flyer?” Grito said.

			“Look at this sapo,” La Canaria said, ignoring him and turning to Marco. She picked up her too-full beer and slammed it down on the open pages of Marco’s textbook. The foam sloshed over the sides and pooled in the gutter. The muscles in Marco’s arm shook, but he didn’t wipe up the beer.

			“That a Falange manual you reading?” La Canaria said. “How to suck facha head?”

			Marco shook the beer off his pages. “Say it,” he said. “I don’t give a fuck. It doesn’t make you a pig to study.”

			“No, my citizen,” Grito said, and clapped Marco on the back. “The industrious Spanish male is the backbone of the fatherland.” Grito had been studying, too, but he had the sense to do it in private.

			The door to the print shop hidden in the back of the bar opened, and a young guy in a worn wool jacket hurried out. We pretended we didn’t notice—we certainly weren’t going to stare or say anything—but we sat quiet and important, like we breathed the same rare air, even though all we were doing was drinking beer close to where others risked their lives. He brushed his hair out of his eyes and I recognized him—Felipe, a doctoral student. He’d been friends with my brother. He spotted me and took a step toward us, but I looked away. Marco opened the textbook again and bent the spine completely backward, cracking the cheap glue binding. He skid the book across the table and onto the floor. The people behind us cheered.

			“It’s a pretty minor text anyway,” I said.

			“You would know, Mosca.” Grito finished his beer and got up to leave.

			* * *

			Los Pasotas sounded the same as all the other bands who had started up in the cities and come out here at the end of their tours, but better, because they were in the ear-bleeding present.

			“See those shirts they’re selling?” La Canaria shouted at Grito at the bar. The band had made T-shirts with a photo of a dead rat belly-up in a gutter. They were to pay for the trip back. “Get me and Mosca one to share.”

			I pulled some coins out of my jeans and handed them to Grito. He came back wearing the shirt.

			“Pendejo,” La Canaria shouted, and wrapped her arms around him. She took the rubber band out of her ponytail, and her hair collapsed around her face, jagged and perfect somehow, just like the album cover. She must have ironed it straight. I was trying to dress like Patti Smith, too, in my black turtleneck and cheap rings. I liked the fact that she was ugly and looked like a boy and didn’t give a fuck she couldn’t sing—that was real punk. But La Canaria was going to steal her from me, too.

			La Canaria broke away from Grito and pushed through the crowd to the bathroom. When she got back, she had on thick eyeliner and peacock-colored eye shadow, like the girl selling T-shirts, and her hair slicked back with someone’s pomade. I wanted to get away from her, to get away from Grito slobbering all over her. I pushed closer to the band until I was right in front, in the shifting semicircle around them and their noise. Just a drummer and two electric guitars. They all had their shirts off, and sweat dripped down their chins and sprayed off their hair when they shook. At first they stuck to covers of the Clash that we’d heard when Samo snuck copies of the record back from London and fleeced them at El Chico. The records had disappeared immediately, gone before I could scrape together enough pesetas to buy one. Soon the band wasn’t singing in bad English or Castilian or singing at all. That was fine. The crowd pressed tighter around me, the space between audience and sound shrinking. Pressed up against the speakers, the band’s three chords churned my bones to paper, water, ash. We wanted to thrash to music that had no words, that had no music. There were no words for what we wanted, no sense to be made. We didn’t want to build anything new. That was the general’s line.

			The band stopped playing and the crowd booed. We could finally stay out as late as we wanted—no law that closed the bars at ten—but our shit town was the end of the line, and the band wanted back on the road to Barcelona before the sun rose. Grito wanted to go with them.

			“Cabrón, what are you going to do in Barcelona?” La Canaria teased. But the truth was we all wanted out.

			On the street, Grito walked away with La Canaria.

			I caught up to them. “Where are you going? To El Chico?”

			“Actually, I’ve got an action tonight,” Grito said. He wrapped his arms around La Canaria’s torso, tucking his thumbs into the mounds of skin that eased over her jeans, looking at me the whole time. Oh yeah, Grito, I wanted to hiss. Be on your guard. Because at any moment I might start giving a rat’s ass.

			“Look at this big guy,” La Canaria said, leaning back into Grito. “He thinks he’s Che. You got an action tonight, Che?”

			“Yeah, chica,” Grito crooned into her ear. “Tonight we are gonna fuck shit up. Wanna come?”

			* * *

			Under the railway bridge built to carry soldiers and equipment to the new U.S. military base, two punks tore up old shirts and handed them out to people who didn’t have bandanas. A crowd of us waited in the dark, sticking to the shadows of the bridge’s cement foundations, only a forearm or slice of neck visible when a train passed above. La Canaria pulled an old marmalade jar from her jean jacket. It was full of the liquor that Samo, who’d finally gotten fired from El Chico, had been making in his bathtub, though La Canaria said, “He doesn’t have a bathtub, idiota, this is bidet brew.” She gulped from the jar. It made her cough and sprayed out of her nose. She laughed and shot some at Grito through her teeth. The liquid sparked in a shaft of orange streetlight before it hit him. She passed me the jar. The liquor tasted like paint thinner, and the second I swallowed, I could feel it carving away at mucus and tissue, anything that was soft inside me.

			When Grito finished the jar, tilting his head back and licking the rim, La Canaria pulled out another with the sardine label still on it. More students and punks pushed under the bridge, backing us against the damp foundations. We spit and swallowed, snorted and coughed. Grito passed the final jar La Canaria had brought. Felipe from the print shop, my brother’s old friend, passed me a bottle and smiled. He moved to the front of the crowd, and someone handed me another unlabeled jar, and I drank the liquid along with the gob of spit floating on the surface. Grito jumped out from under the bridge and threw a jar at a passing train. It only hit the railing, but others followed him. We stood in the rainbows of glass shards that collapsed back on us.

			We pulled our bandanas over our faces and moved out from under the bridge. We were out on the streets. The streets opened for us. “Like a puta parting her thighs,” Grito said. No, I thought, like a river without sediment, like waking up in water and screaming to be carried downstream. We were carried, weightless, awake through empty streets. Bottles tossed at streetlights. Bring on the dark. Give us impediment. We frightened the city, emptied it of people. All that was left was their droppings. We broke windows, pulling kid leather gloves, feather hats, riding whips out onto the street.

			“I wish Alexis were here,” someone whispered in my ear, the voice impossibly clear and solid under our screams, and for a moment it was like I could see my brother standing beside Grito, a pile of stolen fedoras in his arms, neck arched back in a laugh, proud that we were doing something finally. I felt like I hadn’t felt in years, like I was alive and awake, like he was smiling at me. Like he was all around me, though he could not be there, though only shadows danced behind Grito, and who could have even whispered his name? I reached through a broken store window and pulled out a toaster oven and threw it on the cobblestones. Give us impediment. Give us something to tear down. We turned onto Calle de la Gloria. We saw the parked government cars lining the street as we wanted to line it, filling space with black metal and shining chrome as we wanted to fill it. Why were all these cars parked outside municipal buildings late at night, at the beginning of summer? Why but for us? We surrounded the cars. Grito pulled the crowbar out of his backpack. We climbed the cars, made them sway under our weight. Grito stood on a hood, raised his crowbar, and crashed it into the windshield.

			“What the hell are you doing?” A man in a suit broke through the crowd. He grabbed Grito’s shoulder and tossed him off the car. The man was twice Grito’s size, his hair cleanly clipped and his fingers thick from having been broken many times. He pinned Grito to the cement.

			“Get off him,” I shouted, and kicked the man in the back. He barely noticed.

			“Get out of here, you fucking facha!” someone behind me shouted. We tugged and kicked at the man until he turned around to face us. Grito grabbed the crowbar that had fallen out of his hands and swung, cuffing the man’s shoulder. He fell backward onto the pavement. We kicked him until he was still.

			We could have kept going, but we didn’t. A kind of pulse stopped us, a lack of inertia when our boots hit flesh that didn’t resist. The man slowly pushed himself up onto his knees, one arm hanging limp. His face was bloody and his breathing whistled through broken ribs.

			“Idiotas,” Samo said beside me, “he’s a police officer.”

			“You think I give a fuck?” Grito shouted through his bandana, still breathing heavily.

			The man lifted his broken face to us and grinned, his teeth dripping red.

			Grito dropped the crowbar. We turned and ran.

		

	
		
			Two

			My abuela didn’t notice any change, or if she did, she herself did not change. She left the house only for Mass and to buy groceries. Her daily trips to the fruit seller, the bakery, the butcher used to last her all morning, but the old vendors had been replaced by their sons or nephews, and she had no one to talk to. They hurried her along, she said, like a log through a mill. She must have been happy in some way when the general died, but I think part of her didn’t believe he could. She believed that he would rise from the dead or that it was a trick to draw out the seditious elements and slaughter them. The general had taken too much from her to be truly gone.

			She set out my breakfast, a row of Maria cookies, even though it was almost midday by the time I stumbled into the kitchen. I turned on the burner to reheat the coffee. She snatched the moka pot out of my hands. “Don’t touch that,” she said. “That’s disgusting.” Her nails accidentally grazed the underside of my wrist, but they were too soft to make a mark.

			She poured out the old coffee and started a new pot. It was just me and her left living in the apartment.

			Last night’s events surfaced hesitantly. It wasn’t hard to push them back into the murky water. I wanted them to tunnel down the shower drain with the sweat and booze leaking out of me, but that was too much to ask. Everything was carried. After I toweled off and dressed, I found my abuela watching a television musical in the kitchen. Her posture was perfect despite her age, and she watched every commercial and news report as if it had the same importance. The song was a cover of a ye-ye hit that had been on the radio years ago. A woman singing about how content her heart was, the trumpets and violins rising to meet her upbeat soprano notes. The singer and her backups danced around a gas station in white go-go boots and bright yellow uniforms that showed their midriffs and upper thighs. An old officer with stacks of medals on his chest sat watching them and smiled. It was an old show, dated and safe.

			“Can you believe this trash?” my abuela said. “Hardly any clothes at all.”

			She looked up at me from where she sat at the very edge of her gold-and-gray-brocade armchair, long fingers perched on the hand-knitted doilies that covered the almost half-century of wear. I was wearing a crumpled men’s black button-down, the sleeves chopped short and layers of flea-market silver chains tucked under the collar like a tie, and the combat boots La Canaria and I found after months of digging in the trash. I hadn’t let my abuela touch my jeans in weeks, and they were stiff with stains.

			“Good,” she said, and turned back to the television. “You stay serious.” She’d supported my going to university, though when I’d started, her butcher said that only women who weren’t going to be mothers went to university and women who weren’t going to be mothers were going to be whores.

			A glittering new kitchen appeared on the television screen, occupied by a housewife, one of those golden Spanish pillars, obedient and always pregnant, waxing her floors with orgasmic joy.

			“Pathetic,” my abuela said. She rapped out a counter-beat to the jingle on the armchair. Above the television was an altar with photos of my parents and saints. In a closed compartment under the altar, in a cupboard that blended with the wall, was my abuela’s collection of novels, poetry, and history books from before the war. I never saw her open the compartment, but whenever I checked on it, each book was carefully dusted. The whole apartment was an altar to the dead, the disappeared, the lost, the gone. Nestled next to the faded photos of my parents was a new addition—a picture of me and my brother as kids.

			“What’s that doing there?” I said.

			She didn’t answer me.

			I turned off the television, but my abuela didn’t shift her eyes. She kept them pinned to the screen, as if scrutinizing the black glass and flecks of static for their weak moral fiber.

			“What’s that picture doing up there?”

			Her lips were moving in prayer. The slow, precise shapes I knew so well, a track worn painfully over her false teeth. I kissed the top of her head where she’d gathered her soft white hair into a bun. She did her hair herself, kept it perfectly in place without lacquer. It smelled of baby powder and chamomile, a preserved scent, closed but clean.

			“Study hard, mija,” I heard her call as I left the apartment.

			* * *

			The university library was one of the oldest in Europe. It was empty except for a few nerds who still cared. My last chance to make up for a semester of not studying, but I just wandered the stacks, like I had before I was a student. I would walk through the library, trace with my fingers the worn stone seats of the ancient students, all men, all my size or smaller. See the ­medieval monks hunched over their books, the scribes copying the holy word, their industry fueled by devotion to the Savior, their devotion unshaken by doubt. Don’t look too closely at what the scribes are actually studying—algebra from the Arabic, theology from the Talmud—ink out this act of translating. See them instead writing a new language made by a lisping king, its structures as narrow as the mind that sculpted it. There must have been pages that weren’t burned, words not blotted out of recognition. I had searched for them. My murdered poets drew from deep wells, even if they were presently hidden from me. They spoke the same words as the monks, as the conquista­dores, as our dictator general, but coaxed a language anew from the charred bones they’d been tossed. I had taken comfort that we had been lying for millennia, erasing whole races of writers, executing texts with aplomb. It wasn’t new. And someone had always been pressing hidden words from quill to parchment backed by stone. Whispering them into someone’s ear. Even if the parchment was burned and the hand chopped off and thrown into the same fire, the stone remained. Only there were the words legible.

			Years ago, I’d decided to stay in the old library, chose philology over English for my major, because I thought there, among these old books, something must have slipped by. Some words that, despite their sedition, were too historically important to erase or too clever for the censors to detect. A couple of writers had done it right after the war. Their books were complicated, dense. The fachas never saw the crossbow pointed at their throats. You make a child hungry by denying her food. You turn hunger to anger when you rip pages from her schoolbooks. But I didn’t find what I was looking for. In the bar underneath the philology library, the students didn’t quote from the old books with their crumbling bindings. Instead, they growled and twitched in their seats, casting about for new words. Words shaped like handmade bombs and Molotov cocktails. Words that weren’t words at all. Because there was nothing we could say that didn’t have Indian, Moor, Republican blood dripping off it. Our tongue the tongue of murderers. The general didn’t come from nowhere.

			The bar underneath the library was empty. A few display plates sat next to the ham, but there was no bartender to swipe away the flies from the tortilla, and a hard skin had developed on the membrillo. The door that led to the print shop was locked and a heavy wooden bench pushed in front of it. Maybe everyone was in the plaza.

			I smoked a cigarette under the tower and waited, but the plaza was empty, too. The huge black hands of the clock twitching slowly. Sometimes it looked like the clock was going backward, if you caught it right when the hour changed. The hands hovered for a moment, unable to decide whether to progress or regress. A man in a rumpled jacket, his hat pulled over his eyes, leaned against a stone pillar on the opposite side of the plaza. He was staring right at me. I stomped out my cigarette and hustled over to El Chico. There Grito and La Canaria were, sitting at the middle table, slugging big bottles of beer. They cheered when I walked in.

			“Mosca! You found us!” La Canaria yelled. “We were hiding from you!”

			“Hijos de putas,” I mumbled, and went up to the bar without kissing them hello. “I was standing at the clock for an hour. Why weren’t you there?”

			They looked at each other and then up at me. We didn’t mention last night.

			“Let me buy you a drink,” Grito said, sliding up beside me. He was wearing his white T-shirt with the anarchy “A” drawn on it, the pits yellow from sweat. His arms were shaking a little and covered in bruises, either from fucking La Canaria or from last night. I didn’t care.

			“It’s the least you can do,” I said. Grito ordered us two pitchers to share because somehow La Canaria had finished both of their bottles in the time it took him to walk up to the bar. Under the table I saw his bag, full of books again. Maybe he’d had the chance to study earlier.

			“I need to piss,” La Canaria said before I could sit down. She grabbed my arm, blowing kisses to Grito when we squeezed by him. The bar was full of punks and their dogs. Greasy paper napkins and layers of sticky sawdust covered the floor. Newspaper blotted out the windows. La Canaria kicked the dogs we passed but moved by too fast for anyone to notice that she was the one who’d done it. The dogs strained at their rope and chain-link leashes, blaming their owners, blaming the other dogs.

			In the bathroom, La Canaria jumped up on the sink, her back to the mirror. “You do me and I’ll do you.” She handed me a stick of black eyeliner. I leaned in close to her face and layered more makeup beneath her lashes and in thick lines on her eyelids. She turned to the mirror to see how I’d done and smudged the black with her thumb. It looked like she’d gone to bed without washing her face. “Nice. Your turn.” La Canaria wrapped her legs around my torso, bringing me in close to her body. I could feel the zipper of her jeans pressed against my own.

			“I don’t want any,” I told her.

			“You never have enough on.”

			I could smell Grito on her, his acrid communion-wine cologne, his hash cigarettes, the powdery baby scent of the detergent his abuela used to clean his sheets. I could feel how those sheets used to press down on me. The sound of the novice Carmelites chanting in the abbey across the street. The sense of suffocating when the air under the sheets grew hot from our breath.

			“That’s enough,” I said to La Canaria, trying to squirm away from her. She had me locked between her legs. She wrapped a thick arm around my neck and twisted my ear so I wouldn’t move.

			“I’m trying to make you look good, Mosquita.”

			A roll of skin escaped from underneath her black tank top. I could see ridges of flesh between her pits and her push-up bra, soft spaces prickled with three-day-old black hairs. Grito teased her about being chubby, but we all knew he loved it. Her skin was darker than the rest of ours. Not dark enough to articulate what it meant but dark enough to notice.

			Somebody pounded on the bathroom door.

			“Oh, Mosca, chica!” La Canaria cried out. “Right there, that’s how I like it!”

			I pinched her right where I guessed her nipple was, and though I got mostly bra, she was surprised enough to let me go. Grito was hanging outside when I opened the door, smirking. I pushed by him and he went into the bathroom. He scraped the trash can across the floor to keep the door shut.

			There were only a couple of people I knew in the bar that I could talk to. I mean, I knew everybody, but I didn’t want to talk to everybody. Stupid Marco was there, his neck still bruised from his attempted suicide by shoelace, and he was laughing because some girl was sitting on his lap, kissing the purple splotches. I grabbed one of the pitchers Grito had bought and sat down by them. The girl poured herself a drink from it, as did everybody else at the table.

			“See this?” Marco asked, fingering his neck. I didn’t know what made him decide to stop hiding the bruises and show them off, except maybe he’d run out of turtlenecks.

			“Everybody sees it, Marco,” I said. “And everybody wishes you’d done it with your abuelita’s pantyhose, like you were planning, so it worked.” I heard his scores weren’t even that bad.

			“You’re just jealous, Mosca,” the girl on his lap said. Some girl who hung around him sometimes, I could never remember her name, but I was sick of Marco grinning at me because of her. I threw my drink in her face. She got up, her white shirt soaked through. Instead of hitting me herself, she pushed Marco in front of her.

			“I’m not going to fight Mosca,” Marco said, putting me in a headlock. “I love her too fucking much.” He started messing up my hair, and his forearm grazed my breast.

			“Don’t touch me!” I said.

			His hands flew up in the air. “I’m sorry, Mosca. I really didn’t mean to.”

			“If this bar weren’t so full of wimps, I’d be happy,” I said.

			The girl walked over to the bathroom to clean up. She opened the door and faked a scream when she saw La Canaria and Grito in there.

			“I heard if La Canaria fails, she’s getting sent back to the Islands,” Samo, who didn’t really care that he’d been fired, said from a couple tables over.

			“Mosca would love that, wouldn’t you?” Marco sat back down and folded his arms tightly around his torso. “Have Grito all to yourself again?”

			“They can get married and spend their honeymoon picking sugarcane for all I care,” I said. I turned to Marco. “Buy me another beer.”

			He jumped up, which made me feel good. That girl was still standing by the bathroom door, shivering from the drink I’d thrown on her.

			When La Canaria and Grito got back, they stank of salt and plastic. Everyone howled at them and slapped Grito on the shoulder. La Canaria shouted and slammed her head up and down in the air to the music. She pretended she’d tripped over a dog and stuffed her tits in Marco’s face. Marco high-fived Grito once La Canaria stood up and let him breathe again.

			At Samo’s table they were talking about the Madrid protests.

			“Those fuckers don’t stop,” Samo said. “And I don’t mean just marching or breaking shit, like here. I mean they are planning for armed resistance.”

			“Then they have very short memories,” Marco said.

			“Those fachas who killed the Communist lawyers in Madrid in January?” Samo said. “They didn’t even think they’d get arrested.”

			“And they still didn’t get the people who were really behind it,” Grito said. “Yeah, Madrid, that’s where the real action is.”

			The door swung open, and a group of punks with their faces covered by black bandanas rushed in. They pushed a table against the door of the bar. The dogs barked at them and their sweaty, shaky fear.

			“¿Qué coño?” the bartender yelled. “What’s going on?” The punks pulled off their bandanas as if we didn’t already recognize them. They’d been the ones tearing up shirts and handing out hooch last night. Felipe was with them, still in his worn brown jacket, though his hair was dripping with sweat.

			“It’s cool,” one of them said. “We’re just going to chill here.” Felipe sat down at the bar and counted his coins to see how many beers he could cover. Then he walked over to our table. I ignored him, but he leaned over us and spoke in a whisper. “Mosca, you should get out of here.”

			“Why?” Grito said.

			It wasn’t that we had forgotten last night, it just hadn’t mattered. There was no firm ground. There was no past or future. You could dream up a night like that and ride the reputation for months. Or you could dream and not wake up.

			“That pig from last night? They’re looking for you,” Felipe said.

			“There was a huge crowd,” Marco said, “and we had bandanas on.”

			“You weren’t even there,” I said.

			“I was,” he said. “I was there.”

			“Look, I don’t know why,” Felipe said, “but the word is they’re looking for you three.” He pointed at Grito, La Canaria, and me.

			“Coño, coño,” Grito mumbled. “How do they know who we are?”

			“No one saw any of us,” I said.

			“I just wanted to tell you, Mosca,” Felipe said.

			The dogs started whining, their barks mixing with the police’s German shepherds outside. Felipe had a handgun tucked in back of his black jeans. We glanced up at the photo of the general with a noose drawn around his neck. Underneath it someone had written our favorite epithet: el Cabronísimo. The hash in our pockets felt heavy. The police pounded at the door. The dogs inside went wild.

			“I’m outta here,” La Canaria said. We rushed out the back door, spilling our beers. Marco dropped some pesetas on the table for the bartender. “Such a gentleman,” she called after him.

			The streets were full of students partying, and the punks lost themselves in the crowds, dragging their dogs with them. We pushed a path away from the bar, and the barking faded.

			“How do you know that guy?” Grito asked me over the crowds.

			“Who?” I said.

			“The punk with the gun.”

			“I don’t know him.”

			“Yeah, you do. He wasn’t gonna tell us except he knew you. Wasn’t he friends with your brother—”

			“Shut the fuck up,” I said.

			“Do you think he’s right?” Grito said.

			A couple of fachas pushed between us, spilling beer on my jeans and combat boots.

			“You want to fight, Commie?” One of them threw a drunken punch at Grito, which he dodged.

			“I want out of this Nazi city,” Grito said. He held La Canaria tight around the waist. He looked skinny up against her, like a little girl with a long greasy ponytail.

			“No one saw you,” I repeated, but I was scared, too.

			“Let’s get out of town for the night,” Grito shouted. “Find a little countryside hostel.” He raised his eyebrows at La Canaria. Real subtle, that tío.

			“Good idea,” La Canaria said, tugging on his ear.

			“We’ll just hide out for the night,” Grito said. “We’ll be back in time for our exams.”

			La Canaria pushed Marco over to me. “Here, Mosca, you can bring this along for company.”

			Marco’s face crisped in that pathetic way it did every time I looked at him.

			“He’s not the one they’re looking for,” I said.

			“Maybe he’s the one who ratted us out,” Grito said.

			“Fuck you,” Marco said. “I was there, same as you. But maybe Felipe’s right. We’ll get out of town, just for a night.”

			It had been years since I’d left Casasrojas, even just for an afternoon. I had to be near for Alexis, just in case, but there was a pulling away, too. I needed only the softest words to wake it. The night before, I’d felt something—something dragging me awake—felt near to him somehow. I wanted that again. I thought of the calls he would make from phone booths, my abuela forced to accept the charge so she could hear his voice crackling back to us from wherever he’d disappeared to for the night. And the cities he’d describe to me when he returned—Madrid, Granada, San Sebastián, Barcelona—perfect for having held him.

			“I’m coming,” I said. “But I’m not coming with Marco.”

			“We’ll be back before you know who you’re coming with,” La Canaria said. She tugged Grito behind her, deeper into the crowd.

			* * *

			The train station was full of grandmothers dressed in black who scattered like pigeons when we came onto the platform. The next train out of town was in fifteen minutes. Grito crumbled some hash into his cigarette while we waited. Since we didn’t pay any attention to them, the grandmothers regrouped, edging closer to us and cooing about bad habits.

			La Canaria jumped up on Grito’s shoulders. “I’m hungry, cariño,” she said, and slunk her tongue into his ear. “Get me something to eat.” She nibbled on his neck, her teeth moving up and down like fingers doing piano scales.

			He tried to shrug her off of him. “You want a sandwich?”

			“I’m too starving to walk,” she said. “You better carry me.”

			Grito stumbled off the platform with La Canaria on his back. Marco followed them.

			“You look like a circus act,” I said. “A clown following a fucking elephant on a beach ball that’s about to pop!” They didn’t turn around. Once Grito was out of sight, I walked to the phone booth and called my abuela.

			“I’m gonna stay at my girlfriend’s tonight.” I spoke with the receiver close to my mouth, despite the film that had formed on it. “Yeah, Susanna—she lives next to the library.” I hung up and heard the last of my coins clunk into the phone. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

			“Hush,” whispered one of the grandmothers. She could have been my abuela. I swear, the second they turn sixty, every widow in Castile-León goes through this ceremony where they get dropped into a vat of olives and wrapped in serrano ham, and by the time they’re pulled out, they all look the same. “Don’t talk like that,” she told me.

			“Vale, Señora. I’m sorry.”

			She offered me a hard anise candy. The other widows stepped closer to me. “Where are you going, chica?” one of them asked.

			“To Madrid,” I said, making up a lie. “To join the protests.”

			“What protests?” the little widow asked.

			“For the Communist Party,” I told her, wondering how many rosaries she’d had her head under and for how long.

			“Why would you want to do that?” one of them said. “Those protests are a disgrace.”

			“The general gave the king very clear directions about how to lead our country once God took him,” the widow said, crossing herself. “This election goes against the will of God.”

			Grito, La Canaria, and Marco came back then, La Canaria still on Grito’s back, Marco following them. La Canaria was holding on to Grito with one arm and biting into a huge tortilla sandwich. Bits of greasy potato and egg stuck to her chin. “What are you talking about to these viejas, Mosca?”

			“Nothing,” I said. “Let’s get on the train.” I didn’t want Grito to try to fight these pigeon-ladies. Didn’t want to watch them slam their heavy purses into his skull while La Canaria cheered him on. I’d seen it before.

			“Here, take this,” Grito said, handing me a bulging plastic bag full of wine boxes and Coca-Cola bottles. “You owe me.”

			“No, I got her covered,” Marco said, and tried to put his arm around my shoulder. I bent down to tie my laces, and he stumbled instead. La Canaria, still on Grito’s back, laughed.

			* * *

			The train edged out of Casasrojas. The sun hit the university buildings, turning the gold stones pink. For years I’d known exactly where I would paint my initials on those walls when I graduated. How I would write the extra symbol for honors on the top right corner. The students used to write their names in bull’s blood. Now they used red paint. We crawled out of the city. I could still see the spot high above the street. The spot I showed my brother when we were so small, we could barely see it, and he laughed.

			Leaving the city, I thought I’d see Alexis. It had been two years, but I still thought I’d see him in Casasrojas, his black hair cresting above the mass of wool hats the old men wore out walking after siesta. He’d started writing his name in spray paint on the city walls—first making fun of the students and then as something else. He wrote in black spray paint, making curved and delicate letters, spelling out ALEXIS, and later just A L X S, sometimes a meter long, sometimes smaller than an outstretched hand. I looked for the signatures throughout Casasrojas. Most of them had been painted over or bleached out, but he said he’d tagged every place he’d been. I’d go on walks before dawn in the tunnels that the new streets passed over. The fluorescents would flicker, a power outage or a surge. I’d think, he must be here, he must have scared the pigeons flying toward me, but the lights jerked back on and it was only me who scared them, the echo of my footsteps. Or someone else walking in the dark before dawn.

			The train was mostly empty. The cars smelled of smoke and ham sandwiches, the windows yellow and smudged with kids’ handprints. We opened the boxes of wine, chugged some, poured in the Coke, and swirled it around.

			Even in our abuela’s apartment on Calle Grillo, I’d turn my back to the front door and know he was coming in. I could feel him, not his breath but his whole body, his whole life, pressed down on the back of my neck. Soft as the place in a baby’s skull before it’s formed, heavy as that, too. And I would wait, wanting to hear his keys in the door even after my abuela changed the lock. I’d wait for his steps, the pattern I’d know anywhere, because if he made it to the door, he might be too weak or frightened to knock. It had to be me who let him in. I was the reason he wasn’t coming back.

			I’d stand there until my abuela called out, “What are you doing, mija?”

			“Nothing,” I’d say. But she knew what I was doing. I was never sure what I could hide from her. That I knew I couldn’t.

			* * *

			The train jerked to a stop several meters from the platform outside a speck-dust town two hours from Casasrojas. After a few minutes when the doors didn’t open and we didn’t keep moving, Grito walked to the front to ask about what had happened.

			“The tracks are blocked. It’s the strikes, I guess,” he said when he got back. He opened another box of wine. “They say we could be here all night.”

			“Coño.” La Canaria grabbed the box from Grito’s hand. “I’m not staying here all night.” She slugged the wine and Coke and pulled me out of my seat. “Come on, Mosca, let’s find something to do.” Marco and Grito pried the doors open and we jumped out onto the tracks.

			The town was one of those dumps with one bread shop, one café, and one ugly church butting up against scraggly foothills. No countryside hostel. The streets were full of widows again. La Canaria ran at them cawing, but they refused to scatter; instead, they shook their crooked fingers at her. The café owner saw our clothes and wouldn’t even let us sit down, let alone sleep above his shop. The town ended at the foot of a steep hill, and we climbed it, La Canaria and Grito swaying arm in arm. Marco walked in front of me, carrying the wine and smoking. We turned off on a shepherd’s trail and kept climbing, the scent of pine heavy in the air. Pollen glowed in the twilight.

			We climbed higher, and the ground got soggier until the pines finally stopped and there was only grass. Wild daffodils covered the hills, their spiky yellow buds reaching up to us. The earth was soaked with snowmelt that trickled down in hundreds of slender streams. Sheep shit was everywhere, but the air smelled of grass and sun and water. La Canaria bent down to drink from one of the streams.

			“Are you crazy?” I said, kicking a dried lump of manure at her. She just laughed and crouched down, lapping up the water.

			“So we’ll camp up here and catch the earliest train back in the morning?” Marco said. “Is that the plan?”

			“You and your fucking plans,” Grito said. He pounced on La Canaria and wrestled her to the wet grass.

			“Why do you need to go back in the morning?” La Canaria teased. “Got something important scheduled?” She rolled on top of Grito. Marco had set himself up for their taunting.

			“Mosca told those old ladies we’re going to Madrid,” Grito said. “Is that the plan, Mosca?”

			“Nobody said anything to me about Madrid,” Marco said. “I still have one more exam to take, and I need to pass it to graduate.”

			“Don’t listen to that pendejo,” I said, and started climbing again.

			“Where are you going?” Marco called after me. “There’s nothing up there.”

			I didn’t answer him. I wanted to see how far he’d follow me.

			* * *

			The air changed quickly as soon as the sun went down. The scent of hot pine lingered, but with no moisture in the air, it suddenly turned cold. We noticed it slowly, our skin adjusting until it couldn’t and we were shivering.

			“Joder, I’m freezing,” Grito said. “Let’s find somewhere dry to make a fire.”

			We found a tiny circle of sand dug into the hill either by sheep or shepherds, and set down our backpacks. Grito and Marco walked back to the pines to try to find some wood to burn. We could see them in the distance, Grito hanging on a thin branch, trying to break it off.

			“Qué idiota,” La Canaria said.

			They came back with sappy branches and a bunch of pinecones. We emptied the bags of wine and soda and used the receipts to start a smoky fire. Then we drank the wine to keep warm. La Canaria howled at the fire. Grito tried to get his hand up her shirt, but she swatted it away. Marco sat kind of close to me. He was still trying to figure out what to do next. I mean, he knew what he wanted to do, he wanted to touch me, he’d wanted to for years, but he couldn’t. First Alexis was stopping him, then—then it was still Alexis. How to live with that want and do nothing. Part of me loved watching it run him ragged.

			“Leave us alone,” La Canaria said to them. “Mosca and I need some girl time.” She leaned against my shoulder and soon fell asleep.

			The few lights of the towns and shepherds’ houses on the hills flickered like the piles of gold left on the shores of the river in Casasrojas. Saints’ medallions, a spread-open wallet, sometimes a broken watch or a torn chain; the piles were never touched by anyone but the police. The money you could get from the pawnshop wasn’t worth it. When the medallions and wallets were found, the person they belonged to could be ­identified and the family would know who had killed them. The secret police all killed the same way. Left the same mark. The body gone but the victim’s saint medallion and wallet in the sand. They left the medallions because the people they took weren’t human anymore. They didn’t have names. They didn’t have saints. God no longer knew them or never did.

			I remembered standing with Alexis on the broken railway bridge when we were kids. Sticking our feet into the lumps of sand and spiky grass growing through the old railroad ties, daring each other to go farther out on the bridge, our hands red from the rusted rails we’d climbed to get there. We were young when we first saw the piles catch the sun on the sand. Ten of them all in a row. We jumped off the bridge to see what they were, Alexis running before me. A man stepped out of the tall grass and placed his hand on Alexis’s shoulder. The man was smiling. I felt guilty—I’d seen the man just before he touched Alexis, and I hadn’t said anything. Hadn’t stopped him before he reached Alexis. The man was probably just walking home and saw some kids playing where they shouldn’t be, but he scared me. He looked perfectly harmless.

			“Stay away from here,” was all he said. “This isn’t for you.”

			As soon as the man stepped out of the grass, I realized what the piles were. I knew they weren’t for us. It didn’t need repeating. He stepped out of the grass, and I remembered when Mamá and Papá dropped us off at our abuela’s and didn’t come back. The month of waiting that ended not with our parents walking through Abuela’s door but with two policemen politely knocking. They handed Abuela my father’s worn leather wallet and my mother’s necklace—a gold medallion for St. Julia of Mérida and a small fist carved from azabache. My abuela closed her hand around the necklace and wallet. I never saw them again.

			I didn’t know how long it took Alexis to figure out what the piles meant. Whether he remembered the police coming to the door with our mother’s necklace. How long it took him to connect our parents not coming back to the knock on the door, to the others who didn’t come back, to the warnings in gold on the sand. I tried to keep him away from the piles, but if I lost him in a game of chase, I would find him there, crouched in the sand. Don’t touch them, I’d say, and he wouldn’t, he was still too afraid, but he stepped closer, the older he got. They were pulling him in and I couldn’t stop it.

			* * *

			When I woke up a few hours later, the moon was bright above us, and La Canaria had wrapped herself around me so tight I could hardly breathe. Marco lay with his back against me, close enough that I could feel his heat. His jean jacket was pulled over his thick dark curls. Grito was by the fire, crouched near the dead coals and shivering.

			“What are you doing, Grito?” I whispered, not wanting to wake La Canaria or Marco.

			“I’m trying to get this fire going again.”

			“Leave it and go to sleep,” I told him.

			“I can’t sleep. I’m too cold.” He poked a stick at the coals and blew on them. They started glowing.

			“Where’d you get that?” I asked, pointing to a pile of neatly chopped wood by his feet.

			“I found it by an empty shepherd’s shack over there.”

			He started throwing the wood into the fire. It was getting bigger. He looked unfamiliar, a weird elf backlit by the moon, his ponytail bouncing in the wind. He wouldn’t turn toward me, and I could see only the outline of his face, but I knew what emotions it held.

			“We’re not going back in time for our exams, are we?” I said.

			“Joder, Mosca. Did you think we were gonna make it back in time?”

			“No.”

			He was surprised at that and laughed. “Me, neither,” he said. “You’ll have to tell your abuela you’ll be late.” He’d seen me then or knew that I had to tell her what I was up to. He refused to call his abuela. Like mine, she was his only family member left, but all that weight focused on him wasn’t enough to make him tell her where he was going. He wanted to be like a scream, alone and jutting out, ungraspable. That’s why his nickname stuck.

			Alexis would always call. Whether he was gone a night or three or a whole week, the phone in the hall would rattle—the only time it ever did. He wouldn’t tell me over the phone what he was doing. He’d return, worn and jittering, his hands swollen, a new grin smacked over the face he’d had when he left. And he’d say just enough that I could piece together the rest. He’d met a group of militants who were resisting the general’s regime. He was gaining their trust. Small jobs, nothing dangerous, Mosquita. Just finding a few names, he said, a few locations. I scanned the papers, trying to link his clues to the codes hidden in the articles, but they never said anything. All I had were the few words he gave me, and he muttered them so carelessly, I wanted to hit him. Because whatever he was doing, it wasn’t nothing, and it wasn’t safe. People never came back home for less. He hinted that he’d crossed the border into France—hitchhiked through the mountains without a visa—and bragged that he’d seen the famous woman with a painted half-smile. He wasn’t impressed. Not half as mysterious as you. Not a dying firefly to my girl.

			Grito turned to me. His face was lit up in pieces by the flames. “Why’d you come along, anyway?” he said. “You can’t stand Marco.”

			I pressed my hands into the scorched grass around the fire. Whether Alexis had ever gotten to Paris, I didn’t know, but I’d added his words to the ballast sentences that sustained me. He left. He came back. He can leave. I can leave. I listed the cities he said he’d been—Madrid, Granada, San Sebastián, Barcelona, Paris, even. Their order was confused, but their names made a map of lights in my mind. A constellation leading not back but far. Each a whole world I’d never been, swallowing him up and spewing him back, crustaceans in his pocket and seaweed in his hair, on the shores of our prison town. I considered the cities he talked about not destinations but destructions. A chosen wreckage. Different only in that way from the one handed us.

			The sound of sap popping woke La Canaria. Her makeup was smudged all over her face. She’d left a black pool of it on my shoulder. “Coño, Grito,” she whispered groggily. “That’s a really good fire.”

			She nudged Marco, who shot up in the air as if he’d been bitten. Grito didn’t say anything; he just kept throwing logs on the blaze. I stood and did the same. The embers flew at our faces each time we threw more wood in. When we’d used all the wood Grito had carried, we stumbled in the dark to the shack and brought more over.

			The heat batted our faces, drying our mouths, pulling our skin tight across our noses. I don’t know who did it first. If it was Grito who refused to say a word, La Canaria who kept running around the fire and threatening to jump in, or if it was me. We had climbed the cars together in Casasrojas. No one knew who had broken the first store window or who had tilted his head in such a way to give permission. Grito had hit the police officer with the crowbar, but who had made his lips bleed, who had broken his ribs. That wasn’t the point. There were no government cars or police officers to wreck on the hillside in the dark. There were only our books and our clothes and our bodies. Our books first into the fire, a few pages, a corner of the binding to start. Our shirts next. Grito’s glowing for a second like a moth before it burst like a moth. The flames high from the burning paper. My backpack and then La ­Canaria’s. Marco stripped off his jacket and shirt, threw them in. La Canaria guzzled the last of the wine and tossed in the empty soda bottles and wine boxes. The wax and nylon made the fire shoot neon. We coughed at the smoke but kept breathing it in, hard and deep. We didn’t speak. Our words were clear. I dare you. I dare you to retreat and attack in one moment. To make that one movement. Our jeans and our combat boots. Threw them in and stood with our toes digging into the cold sand. Staring ahead, watching the fire spark red and green and purple into the sky. I dare you to wreck it all. I dare you. La Canaria wrapped her arm around my stomach, and I could feel her sticky flesh press against mine. Marco edged in next to us. This time I relaxed into him. I waited until Grito stepped close to me. I took his hand. Felt that pocket of damp air between our palms shape and disappear.
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“A searing, beautifully written novel . . . Violent, heartbreaking,
unforgettable, The Sleeping World is a stunning debut.”
—CRISTINA GARCIA, author of Dreaming in Cuban
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