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To Bryan, who coaxed my heart to believe in love





Editor’s Letter



Sweet, juicy mangos. The soft sound of Spanish drifting from glossed lips…congas pulsing on a crowded beach…women drinking passion-fruit margaritas as they shake their generous curves in time…exposed backsides of wet, tanned flesh. The word Latina seems almost synonymous with erótica, as naturally connected as bodies that stick together on a dance floor.


When Johanna Castillo, an editor at Atria Books, called to ask me to coordinate the first-ever English-language Latina erotic fiction anthology, I responded as any self-respecting Latina would: I pumped up my sex appeal—even though I consider myself a major nerd. “Erótica? Claro que sí,” I whispered into the phone in Spanish, my hand tucked seductively around my mouth, so my co-workers wouldn’t hear. “I could definitely do that. I love erótica.” I made sure to use the Spanish pronunciation of the word, exaggerating the r in erotica so that my sexy Ecuadorian editor would know I was the real thing. Then I hung up the phone, went to the ladies room, and broke into a cold sweat. “Erotica, what was I thinking?” My head was spinning. “All I know about erotica can be summed up in the three dusty books I store behind the Harry Potter series on my bookshelves. How am I going to be able to attach my name to a cover that could possibly feature a naked body? What if my abuelita finds out?” When I went to bed that night, an even more serious concern dawned on me. “What the hell am I supposed to write about?”

I resolved that night to call the editor first thing in the morning and tell her, sheepishly, that I wasn’t the right one for the job.

The next morning I woke up ashamed. How could I doubt a great opportunity like this? Wasn’t it passé for the post Sex and the City generation to even blink an eye over erotica? But I knew I wasn’t worried about the response from my trendy, cynical Anglo friends, who joke easily over the right brand of vibrator and wild nights at strip clubs. This book would be for Latinas, the women who are capable of shaking their asses to the latest merengue one night and casually considering re-virgination surgery another.

No matter how deep our cleavages or short our skirts, Latinas don’t like talking about sex. Years of Catholic and other strict upbringings have taught us that being labeled a sucia, despite what bestselling novels will tell you, is definitely a bad thing. And yet our images everywhere smack of sex: Even the latest cover of Maxim looks like it’s for a children’s book compared to the front pages of our racy Spanish-language magazines (not to mention the amped-up swimsuit segments of our mega beauty contests—the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Calendar’s got nothin’ on Cosmo en Español). A lot of my feminista sisters have criticized our obsession with beauty and seeming sexual objectification, and I’ve enthusiastically agreed with them in the past. But as I see a tide of fundamentalism take over the headlines around the world, I can’t help but feel that our bold, clothes-shedding ways are a good thing—an in-your-face reminder of our strength.

But the world of our own Latina desires and fantasies has lived in a shroud of silence for too long. It’s as if, when the men who shoot the photos and the women who judge the contests look away, our sexuality evaporates, leaving innocent, stuttering schoolgirls in their wake. It’s high time we shattered our silence and talked about what sex is like from our own perspectivas. What is the temptress on the cover of TV y Novelas magazine fantasizing about as she pouts for the camera? What’s it like for us when we leave the lights on?

In Juicy Mangos, seven award-winning Latina writers tell hot erotic stories featuring strong Hispanic women—and delve deeply into the inner worlds of their characters.

Each story revolves around a holiday theme—from Valentine’s Day to Christmas—honing in on the charged emotions and new and daring personas the characters take on during these special times of year. As the writers explore the mysterious moments in life when we are not our ordinary selves, their characters discover secret places where they can explore their darkest impulses.

Let’s make one thing clear right from the start: these stories are explicit, and not just sexually. In “The Lunalía,” by acclaimed author Yxta Maya Murray, a married Chicana librarian struggles with her mortality and her frightening desires until her sexual experimentation leads her to a dark supernatural realm. Murray creates an enticing fantastical world that stretches her readers’ imaginations yet never loses sight of her character’s emotional center. Her epic story proves that erotic writing can be as raw psychologically as it is physically, taking its reader on an intimate tour of one fictional Latina’s soul.

As does good sex, each writers’ prose wholly captures every moment—emotionally, spiritually, and physically—injecting depth and range into their stories, often describing how a characters’ sexuality reveals a painful truth about herself. Author Elisha Miranda, who recently published her debut novel, The Sista Hood: On the Mic (as E-Fierce), explores a young Nuyorican film director’s discovery of her unhealthy addiction to sexy Latina women and her longing for family acceptance in “A Kiss from Lares.”

In these erotic stories, the writers challenge the way we think about sex, making it not just an element but a character itself, infusing each action in the story with its own intoxicating spell. In one, journalist Adriana López puts at stake the very sanity of her character, Anna, a sophisticated Colombian-American editor at a literary magazine who succumbs to the force of her insatiable and jealous love for a young Spanish author with a troubling past.

The writers also reveal the playful side of sex, taking their characters to exotic locales, ranging from the hot springs of southern Puerto Rico to the streets of Barcelona during the sexually charged Diada de Sant Jordi. Their travels are reflected in experiments with the language itself, playing with Spanish, English, and the controversial Spanglish and the mixed cultural idioms of their characters’ backgrounds. Two stories were originally written in Spanish and translated, giving us a glimpse into the exciting realm of contemporary Latin America. The esteemed poet Mayra Santos-Febres, who translated her own story from Spanish, takes her readers from colonial Brazil to modern-day Chicago in a startling tale about a sexy historian possessed by the powers of an antique dress. Award-winning author Mayra Montero, translated by the legendary Edith Grossman, opens our collection with a poignant story of an aging Puertoriqueña’s dangerous dalliance with her sister-in-law over a Christmas visit. Transformational moments like these make all the stories memorable on many levels.

The characters regularly and unabashedly take the reins in their sex lives, daring to make the first move to satisfy the deseo that burns within them. In “Juan and Adela,” a middle-aged Mexican maid acts on her attraction for her thirty-two-year-old son’s Dominican stockbroker friend, even though he’s more than twenty years younger. Inspired by my own mother’s scandalous marriage to a much-younger man, I focus on how Adela’s leap of faith into an unlikely love affair inspires her to take risks in other aspects of her life.

All the writers share an important quality: the ability to have loads of fun telling their stories. Sofía Quintero, who wrote chica-lit favorite Divas Don’t Yield, offers us “Sensually Yours,” the story of a sex-toy saleswoman who takes on a business partner with benefits to boost her dipping sales. The story offers an exciting and sexy glimpse of the world of Latina passion parties and sex toys, introducing us to wonders such as “four-ounce bottles of Chipper Dipper Erection Crème, an array of edible panties, little paddles in black and red leather, and assorted palm-sized vibrators that the company has discontinued—for those ladies who can’t wait two weeks for their goodies and want something to take home tonight.”

With love interests such as a horny entomologist, a Dominican who is a former gang-banger, a full-time male stripper, a luscious and curvy Puerto Rican television producer, and an insubordinate male intern—placed in love scenes involving the beach, music, and lots of fruit—this book is definitely one you’ll want to read at home, with the shutters closed.

As the first Latinas to tread these erotic waters, we’ve made sure to be as tantalizing, titillating, and sexually outrageous as we’ve ever been, only this time we’ll be the ones getting off on it. Que lo disfruten!

—Michelle Herrera Mulligan, September 2006
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Diamondback


Mayra Montero

translated by Edith Grossman


W hen she raised her arm to put the star in place, I knew that, for the first time, I wanted to kiss a woman.

“Is it all right here?” she asked me, and I didn’t look at the star but kept looking at her white underarm, blaming myself for this discovery, this hypnotizing taste that filled my mouth, a noise like glass breaking at the horrified back of my skull.

“Emilia, does it look straight to you?”

I kept looking at her, not saying a word, and I wanted to burst into tears. Something rose from my feet to my throat, a quick mouthful that wasn’t anything, or was like an attack of vertigo. I staggered and looked at the sofa. I wanted to fall onto the sofa, and then Walter, who was observing us, hurried toward me and gripped my arms.

“The wine must have made you dizzy,” he said, and he helped me to sit down.

Marzena climbed down the ladder. I looked at the star, which was a little crooked. We had spent the entire afternoon trimming the tree. She and I hanging the balls and some porcelain angels, and Walter organizing the rest of the decorations, the fake snow and angel hair, and pouring glasses of wine.

“It probably would do you good to get into the water for a while,” Marzena suggested and pointed toward the ocean. Then she laughed and I looked at her lips, and for the second time in less than a minute I was horrified at my own desire to kiss her. Walter brought me a glass of water and asked why I didn’t go for a walk along the beach and get some fresh air. He asked his wife to go with me.

“Go with my sister,” he said to Marzena, and he leaned over to give me a kiss. “You must be thinking about Mamá.”

I nodded in agreement. “About Mamá,” I murmured and began to think about all the years that had gone by since I first met Marzena; about the first time my brother brought her home; about the first night she had supper with us, with my mother and me, when I was recently divorced with two little boys who sat on her lap and asked why her name was so funny. Marzena replied that it was the name they give little Polish girls who were born with an extra toe. She took off her shoe and raised her foot. My mother and I looked with as much astonishment as my two children: Marzena showed us the miniature toe, immobile and kissable, a tiny worm of flesh growing out of the little toe on her right foot.

Walter had graduated by then and been hired as a veterinarian on a farm, on several farms to be exact. Marzena was studying entomology, and we had to explain it twice to Mamá. “Bugs,” I remember Walter telling her, “she works with insects.” Mamá made a disappointed face, and Marzena glanced over at me; I responded immediately and found her gaze unfathomable: she had chestnut-colored hair and changeable eyes; I couldn’t say if they were large or small, green or brown. Her mouth was the most ordinary kind of mouth, but her eyeteeth protruded a little, just a little, and the spell consisted in that. I don’t know if it was a spell or what; it was a piece of carnivorous information that fascinated me.

“Why don’t you come with me to the lab?” she asked in a quiet voice, leaning over my chair but looking at her husband. When she leaned over, I could see her breasts. After so many years—how many years had she been married to my brother: fourteen, maybe fifteen?—I had never seen her breasts; I hadn’t even seen her nurse her daughter, my niece, a ten-year-old girl, the one who had insisted that we spend Christmas Eve at the beach, my first Christmas Eve without Mamá and without my own children, who were with their father, and without a guiding principle in my life, without a refuge, only this dismay that suddenly overwhelmed me.

Marzena leaned closer. I smelled her perfume, a vegetal scent, like watercress juice.

“I have to identify some fungi—it’ll only take a few minutes.”

I wanted to know Walter’s reaction, but my brother was ahead of me: when I raised my head, he was staring at me.

“It’ll probably make you sick to go to the lab,” he said. He was only two years older than me. “Her stomach’s upset,” he added, looking at his wife.

What happened next, what I said, was not the work of my mouth or my brain; my voice didn’t come from either of those places but from lower down. I said that for my whole life, ever since I’d met Marzena, I had wanted to see her in the lab. Marzena laughed, gave instructions to her husband about when to turn off the oven and about which bottles he had to chill. Walter walked with us to the car, opened the door, and saw me sit down with my legs very close together and my shoulders tense; he must have seen something forced in my expression.

“If you feel sick again,” he said, taking my arm, “tell Marzena to bring you back.”

I agreed and watched Marzena adjust her seatbelt. She said it wouldn’t take us very long to get to the university because there was hardly any traffic on Christmas Eve. Without taking her eyes off the road, she extended her hand and pressed the play button for a cassette. The music came on immediately, and she turned up the volume.

“Do you know that song?”

I didn’t know any songs, I wasn’t very interested in songs. Marzena was; she knew a lot of them, in English and in Spanish, and she often sang with her daughter.

“That’s Billy Joel,” she said, laughing, and she began to sing along: “Don’t wait for answers, just take your chances…Don’t ask me why.”

I closed my eyes: a small, miraculous emotion began to move around my head. I didn’t want to become dizzy, and I opened them again and looked at Marzena. She was wearing shorts, the fronts of her thighs were reddened by the sun, and I wanted to put my hand there, on that hot, tender skin. My hands were cold; not only my hands but my feet, my forehead, my cheeks. I noticed that sometimes she forgot some of the words, and then she sang tra-la-la. When she sang tra-la-la I could see the tip of her tongue; I’d never wanted to take in a woman’s tongue before, never in my blind, uninspired, wasted life.

“There’s my lair,” she said when we reached the university. I saw a gray building with closed windows; we got out of the car and went in along a side corridor that led to a staircase, and the staircase to a basement. The doors downstairs seemed to be made of iron, and some had little signs with the names of their occupants. We came to Marzena’s. It pleased me to see her name giving a name to her lair. She took out the key and we went into the darkened lab; she waited a few seconds before turning on the light, and for those few seconds we were very close, unintentionally brushing against each other. Then the lights went on and all around me I saw fish tanks without water and without fish; some were empty and others were occupied by insects.

“I’m going to look at those fungi,” she said. “They’re probably filled with spores by now.”

I said I always thought she worked only with insects. She said with insects, of course, and with everything that made them sick. She explained that her work was searching for pathogens, and my reaction was idiotic:

“You really look like somebody who searches for pathogens.”

It wasn’t only the words but the way my voice came out, the sodden intonation, that vulgar hint of masculinity. She gave me an indecisive look, hesitating between accepting the joke without saying anything or asking me what I meant by that.

“I do look like somebody who searches for them, don’t I? Yes I do.”

She took off her blouse in front of me, and I saw that she wasn’t wearing anything underneath it. She walked to a coat rack and took down a blue lab coat, held it for a moment, and then put it on without buttoning it.

She sat down on a stool and asked me to have a seat on another, but I said I preferred standing and watching her work.

“Do my bugs make you sick?” Marzena asked after a while, pointing to a kind of immobile butterfly.

I came up behind her to see. I couldn’t help thinking about her open lab coat, the profile of her breasts, the tongue with which she tra-la-laed songs.

“They eat cabbages,” she said, laughing. I didn’t see the joke or the humor. I saw her hands adjusting the microscope and noticed a faint smell of sweat, a gentle odor that made me shiver. I didn’t move, but she gestured in a kind of invitation for me to look more carefully, and when I came closer my chest and belly rubbed against her back and buttocks. My chest, my erect nipples, pressed against her back; my belly, which was the same height as her backside, felt that eternal pressure. I looked over her shoulder, I still couldn’t make out the precise form of the insect that was on the table, and I pushed against her a little more. Marzena didn’t move an inch; she didn’t do anything to withdraw from the proximity of my body, a hot, sly body overwhelmed by the afternoon’s new development, a new development that wasn’t completely new: for how long had I liked women?

“It’s called a cabbage moth,” she said in a confessional, slightly husky voice.

For a moment I rested my chin on her shoulder. We were sisters-in-law, almost sisters, this wasn’t the first Christmas we had spent together, and it surely wouldn’t be the last. I moved my left arm forward and leaned it on the table; I did the same thing with my other arm. In front of me, her back turned to me, Marzena was trapped. And with just a gesture from her, the slightest attempt to escape, I would have withdrawn. But she didn’t do anything, Marzena remained still and pliant, and over her shoulder, instead of looking at the insect, I lowered my eyes and looked at her breasts.

“It’s also called the cabbage nymph, the cabbage worm, the green cabbage caterpillar.”

What she said about the caterpillar filled me with heat. Heat at the back of my neck, and an absolute heat in my throat; that impatience to get away from there, or perhaps just the opposite, to keep anybody from getting away. I was still pressing against Marzena’s back, but then I also put my arm around her waist. She kept silent, she didn’t move, but her body stiffened. With the other hand I began to take off her lab coat while at the same time I kissed her on the neck. She heaved a great sigh, which was both a sigh and a moan.

“I like what it’s called in Mexico,” she whispered in my ear. “Palomilla dorso de diamante.”

I remembered that once, years earlier, Marzena had come to visit my mother and me and spent the entire afternoon with us. Then my brother had come to pick her up, and when he greeted his wife, he kissed her on the neck. It was a long kiss that made me sad and caused a certain resentment I couldn’t explain then. I could explain it now, a few hours before Christmas, in the half light of a laboratory that smelled of formaldehyde, old paper, fingernail clippings (that’s the smell of insects), and a strange vegetal perfume. Marzena turned around and the lab coat slipped to the floor. I didn’t say a word, first I kissed her mouth, a hurried, cold kiss, and then I sucked her nipples. I looked at her face and saw that it was pale and had a hostile expression, and I expected to be shoved away. But instead she moaned, a loud moan that somehow brought me back to life but condemned me to death.

I don’t know where I found the strength: I’m a small woman, but Marzena is very tall, with meat on her bones, to use the expression my mother liked so much. I took her in my arms and practically lifted her into the air; then I made a rapid movement and lay her on the floor. She was compliant, still, in distress. When she was on the floor, lying on her back, Marzena moaned again. She closed her eyes, and I took the opportunity to remove my blouse. I tore my clothes off as clumsily as if I were a child, a baby who can’t bear to be confined any longer. The two of us were sighing and I pulled off her shorts; my hand, that had once been a woman’s hand, had turned into a claw, an instrument for scratching or wounding, tearing apart whatever got in its way. Finally it appeared, floating on that white flesh, Marzena’s dark sex. I leaned over it; I still didn’t dare to press my face, my nose, my lips into it. Marzena arched her body and offered me her belly. It was a signal and I lowered myself to her flesh, I buried my head, I breathed as if I had discovered it was possible to live under water, breathing gently in the deep. I raised my face only to see if after that discovery I was also capable of living outside, and then I saw the landscape of Marzena: her breasts, her chin, her face as intense as if it were being lapped by the sea. I was certain I was amphibian; it was a certainty that signified a great blow: I lost my memory but recovered my entire life in that absurd, solitary moment.

Marzena was desperate. I was absorbing, sucking all knowledge there, but I forgot to absorb and suck her. She put out her hand and placed it on my head—it was the first time I received her orders, the first time I let myself be governed by a real lover: another naked woman. She pushed my face against her sex and I began to devour it as if it were cabbages, with small, disorderly bites. I was the insect, the conscientious moth; I calmly swallowed and regurgitated my food, which in turn was nourishing another creature, cruel and in love, her autonomous vulva that breathed independently.

Then I moved up and placed my face on Marzena’s face, and she wrapped her legs around my waist. She searched for my ear, asked for my fingers, begged me to bury them between her buttocks; she repeated this as she rubbed her sex against mine. We pushed against the table unintentionally and something rolled, things fell to the floor, and glass dropped, perhaps one of the fish tanks, and shattered very close to my legs. I felt the shards of glass piercing me but I didn’t care, instead I bit my sister-in-law’s lips; I told her she was my woman and she burst into laughter; I said it again, I said “my woman,” and then she ordered me to move up and sit on her face; I’d never sat on anybody’s face, man or woman. Not even the father of my children ever put his lips on my sex, or the man who came after him, or the one after that. In some obscure way, redemptive in its instincts, I had been keeping myself, saving myself for Marzena. She needed me there, on her lips of a Polish woman searching for pathogens. And there I fell, there I wanted to die, but I wanted her to die too. Later I asked her to turn over, and I moved down slowly, kissed the nape of her neck and licked her back. She sighed when I embraced her waist.

“In English,” she murmured, “do you know what it’s called in English?”

I stopped for a moment, I had no idea what she was asking me.

“Diamondback moth.” She spoke too loudly. “Don’t you think it’s a pretty name?”

I sank my teeth into her and she shouted a curse. I bit the back of her thighs and returned silently to her buttocks; I spread them with both hands and sank down without fear, I thought I couldn’t do it but I did, out of fury, out of hunger, out of love. Marzena kept shouting and I was afraid someone would hear her. I raised my head and looked toward the door, and she was like a madwoman and begged me, condemned me not to stop. Then my fingers searched her out in front. We pushed the table again but this time nothing fell: everything that could roll had already rolled. When I sat up to look at her back, I noticed that she had perspired a great deal; I was convinced that this, and not the one on the insects, was the genuine diamondback. Then I understood her question, her science, her perversity: all the frenzy that trapped me under the halftone of no light.

When I stood up I discovered that my legs were bleeding. All around me was broken glass, and Marzena looked for absorbent cotton and alcohol. As she cleaned my legs she said:

“You’ll be injured this Christmas Eve…imagine what your brother will say.”

And when I heard that word brother, I felt a wave of shame and guilt. I’d just made love to his wife, I’d had her nipples in my mouth, and her sex, her navigable back, and the burning world of her buttocks and what lay between them. I’d devoured his wife, who in a certain sense was also mine. Marzena kept looking at me. I lowered my eyes, rejected her with a small gesture, a gesture so useless I’m sure it hurt her.

“What am I going to say to my brother?” I stammered.

Marzena still didn’t do anything. She had the cotton in one hand and the bottle of alcohol in the other. She was naked, and I felt cold for her.

“Shall I tell you what you have to say to him?” She stepped forward and threw the cotton in my face. It was an act of fury. She shoved me as she passed and murmured an insult. When I looked at her again, she had an ironic smile on her face, and she dressed, wearing that smile. We left the lab and got into the car in total silence. She played the song again—“Don’t Ask Me Why”—but this time she didn’t sing it. I listened to the lyrics, trying to retain some phrase, and I saw her yawn; she yawned several times on the way back, not saying a word for the entire trip.

When we reached the house, my niece was watching television. She said that her papá was taking a nap. Marzena went straight into the kitchen and stayed there a long time; we heard her singing and the girl looked at me in amusement:

“Mamá likes Billy Joel so much…” and she began to sing too, accompanying her mother from a distance.

 

I didn’t move from the sofa, as lifeless as if I had died, and I stayed that way, even when Marzena came into the living room to say she was going to take a bath. When she said this she kept looking at me, the two of us looking at one another with curiosity.

“You ought to take a nice shower too,” she said to me. “It’s Christmas Eve, Emilia.” Then she turned toward the tree. “I have to straighten that star.”

The girl approached her mother and put her arms around her waist, a waist that was part of the family now: it belonged to my brother, my niece, and especially to me. Marzena climbed the ladder again, extended her arm, and I could see her underarm. It was an underarm as white as a small dove. She moved the star back and forth, looked at her daughter, and gestured toward me:

“Will somebody please tell me if it looks straight?”








Juan and Adela


Michelle Herrera Mulligan


A loud clanging startled Adela out of her sleep. She’d been dreaming about working on a farm, dressed in a leather outfit with a whistle around her neck. A ring of bare-chested laborers stood in front of her, waiting for her command. She was just about to tell the tallest one, a hard-faced morenito, he could start by peeling off her skintight vaqueros when a noise nearly knocked her out of bed. Joder. What was that? A cowbell? “Ay,” she yelled to the empty house. “Qué pasó?” It took a moment for her to remember she was alone. Then she placed the sound: the high-pitched chiming piercing her brain was the doorbell.

She’d just moved in a few weeks ago. It was a small casita in stately Floral Park, a residential neighborhood in the hills of Santa Ana that pretended that the dirty city full of Mexicans that crowded its borders didn’t exist.

So far, she enjoyed the solitude of her little casita, tucked away behind a larger house at the end of a long road lined by walnut trees. But now someone was invading her doorstep at what felt like what her mamá called la hora de la muerte. She looked around the darkened room, kept pitch black by dark canvas curtains she’d attached to the windows, the first thing she’d assembled when she’d moved in. The glaring red numbers on her digital alarm clock said 9:15. She dragged herself out of bed and put on the bright red silk robe hanging on the back of her bedroom door. On the way, she tripped over the clothes she’d thrown aside the night before.

She and her best friend Marisol had been hitting the ranchero clubs. Adela could still feel the strain of too many low quebradita dips in her back. She stumbled to the front door and peeked through the peephole. “Ay, carajo,” she whispered. It was the Hour of Powers: the cable television evangelicals that had been prowling the area, looking for lonely people to pester. They would pay for this.

She jerked open the door. A blinding light flooded her field of vision, and she put her hand up to her face to block it. Slowly, a slim blonde wearing a pastel blue skirt suit and a teenage boy so tall he looked like he’d been stretched came into focus. “Hola, señora,” started the blonde, in a high, nasal voice, the Spanish struggling to be released from her taut lips. “Venimos para compartirle un mensaje de salvación.” Oon Maynsahey Dee Salvayseeon, eh?, thought Adela, Well, I have a mensaje for you.

“You take you brochures and all of you boolshit,” she said slowly, to make sure the girl understood, “and you shove ’em up into you ass.” The girl’s powder blue eyes widened. Adela slammed the door before the girl, or her gangly companion, could think of a response. Adela had wasted a lot of her childhood reciting the Lord’s Prayer and making confessions under her parent’s watchful eyes. She wasn’t going to start entertaining hypocrites now.

She headed back to bed. With my boca sucia, you’d think I got more acción, she wondered. As she stretched out on the stiff new mattress, she pondered how long it had been since someone had shared a bed with her. Podría yo dormir con otro?, she asked herself. Would I even know how to make room for anyone else? Before and after her divorce, she’d had many lovers. She’d even found work as a paid escort, justifying her exploits in the beginning on the thrill of adventure. What the hell, she’d figured, you go out, you have a great time with some rico, and you ended the night with hundred dollar bills in your pocket. It had been fun until she started getting regulars. They stopped bothering with saludos and dinners after the first few dates. They would just take her to bars to parade her in front of their friends until they took her home. The last straw was Rafael Garcia, the exporter with the dead eyes. He would stare at her so coldly she shivered the whole time she was with him, even while he was pumping away at her. She could smell his thick spicy cologne on her for days after their dates, no matter how many times she showered. After her third month with him, she couldn’t take it any more. She quit the business forever. She’d picked up where she left off, dating for fun without too much commitment. She preferred it that way.

 

But she hadn’t been with anyone for a long time. Though she was still beautiful at fifty-five, Adela hadn’t even considered bringing a man home in years. Somewhere along the line, she’d lost the energy for the theatrics of romantic life. But that didn’t stop her desire. Adela was a lusty woman. She didn’t only fantasize about men in her dreams. On Saturdays, she would head to the Albertson’s downtown at 8:40 a.m., twenty minutes before they opened. She told herself it was to avoid the crowds or to get the best produce as it came in. She would park near the back entrance and watch the obreros bring in the carts of freshly picked fruit. She loved the way their sinewy muscles spread the worn cotton of their T-shirts thin, a sliver of their panzas visible through the rips and fissures that gathered around the edges. A sliver just big enough for her tongue to slide into.

Once, while looking for a discount mart on the outskirts of Santa Ana, she’d seen men in the fields picking grapes from long rows of brush under the scorching sun. She pulled over across the street, telling herself she had to check the map she kept in her glove compartment. She put on her sunglasses and cracked the window; her map spread uselessly across the dashboard. The sweet smell of rotting grapes mingled with the stale air in her old Toyota as she watched the workers toiling in the fields. They seemed to move in time as they bent over to slash and pick the brush, then slash and pick again. One of the stockier guys stepped out of the field to get a drink from his cooler. He threw his machete in the grass, and rolled the sleeves of his T-shirt to his shoulders. He dipped his hand in the cold water to fish out a drink. She watched his arm as it reached inside; she took in his large, callused hands and massive biceps. After he took a sip, he spotted her looking. He smiled and took a step toward her.

She pulled back onto the road immediately and drove away. When she got home she went straight to her bed. She imagined herself bent under him in the field, on the receiving end of his forceful hips, as he ripped off her clothes with his machete. She ran her fingers over her round breasts and the soft folds of her stomach, then down below, imagining that it was his coarse fingers that slipped deep inside of her.

Despite the occasional lonely moment, she was happy with her life. She enjoyed working at El Colonial, an old hotel where most of the staff were regulars and knew her by name. She had plenty of compañeras to spend time with on the weekends. Her children made their own lives when they left California years ago for fancy jobs back East. They rarely came back for visits.

The call that came the morning after the invasion evangélico, while she was pressing her uniform before work, was a total shock. It was her eldest son, Gabriel, a thirty-two-year-old investment banker who’d managed to hold on to the small fortune he’d made on the Internet in the ’90s. She hadn’t heard from him for months. And now, speaking with the confidence he’d acquired with wealth, his smooth voice shattered the silence that followed her through her casita. “Hey Ma, guess where I’m spending Christmas this year?”

“Dónde, mijo?” she said. Gabriel was the only child she spoke to in Spanish. She spoke English with her daughter, Anjélica.

“Your new house! I’m coming home to spend Christmas with you, and I’m going to bring my friend, Juan. He’s a broker trainee in the office with me, and he could use some of your cooking. Is that cool?”

“Te vienes a Los Angeles para visitarme a mi?” she asked doubtfully. He hadn’t even seen her last house in the Valley, and she couldn’t imagine what would bring him out now.

“Well…actually, Juan and I won this sales initiative at the office, and we have a free luxury hotel for the week after Christmas. I’ve always wanted to teach Juan how to surf, and since I haven’t seen you for so long…” Gabriel babbled on.

Ah, por éso, she thought. He wants to be with his friend, the same one he wants to bring here. Then it hit her. Christmas was only three weeks away She wanted to yell, “Qué? Qué!?!” It was already December 3, and she still had unpacked boxes stacked everywhere. “Pero por qué lo tienes que hacer tan pronto?” she almost whispered, talking as much to herself as to him. “Well, we just kinda decided to do it at the last minute,” Gabriel said in his usual breezy way. “If it’s not a good time for you, I could just stay in Malibu and catch you at a better time.” She was ready to take his out, to tell him it was impossible. But a longing was taking over. She hadn’t realized how much she had missed him. Both her children had acknowledged her recent move with cards that sunnily wished her a happy housewarming. The kind that gringos sent each other instead of visiting, she’d thought as she tossed them in the trash. But she’d never believed either of them would offer to see it in person. She had to say yes.

It meant a lot that Gabriel wanted to see her casita, even if it was attached to some last-minute vacation. “Pues…si te vienes, te vienes. No te preocupes. I can’t wait to see you, mijo. I hav’ to go right now, ok? Hablamos después,” she said, in the quiet, lilting accent that emerged when she was nervous. “But, Mom, don’t you want to know when we’re—”

“No, es ok,” she said quickly, “We’ll talk about it soon, me hablas mañana.” After she hung up the phone, she kneeled over the sink, overcome by a sudden cramp in her stomach. She wasn’t ready.

Adela had only visited Gabriel once, when he’d called two years ago and told her he’d bought her a ticket to New York City. She’d barely had time to see her daughter on the trip, and Anjélica never offered to visit. She was married to a doctor now, and she was busy with the new baby. Adela heard from her so infrequently she didn’t want to impose.

Adela had been planning on having yet another tamales-and-Tecate Christmas Eve with the señoras from La Tienda Morelos, the store downtown where she picked up her chiles and Mexican quesos on the weekends. Marisol would cook a big pot of her arroz con pollo and they would meet everyone in the big room in the back where they had parties. Adela enjoyed being away from family on the holidays, anyway. Her parents had passed away a few years back, and one thing she hadn’t missed was explaining her life to extended family members who didn’t know how to relate to her now that she was a soltera, without children or a husband in the house to fuss over. The señoras, on the other hand, made a special effort to make her feel welcome. Their get-togethers were casual gatherings where everything was served on paper plates and the conversations revolved around how Isabella, that rica atrevida, would dispose of her latest lover on El Cuerpo del Deseo.

She went about her business and ignored her son’s impending visit until the Saturday before Christmas, when she awoke in a panic. Tu hijo viene, a voice said in her mind. And he’s bringing someone with him. She stopped in at different stores every night after work to go and buy what she needed to make her place look livable: sheet sets, throw rugs, bright red plates for their dinner. She had no idea how she would be ready in time. Both Anjélica and Gabriel had indulged the fantasy that she had been like Doña Maria, the señora featured on the can of frijoles she reheated for them when they were children. With elegant Spanish curls tumbling down her shoulders and a round, open face, that mamá would have worked day and night to make sure her children had only the best.

This was unlike Adela, who worked mornings and evenings, and barely had time to slap tin containers of tacos and rice from the taqueria on the table and head to her next job. She tried to picture Gabriel’s friend as she went grocery shopping a few days before their visit. No doubt he was one of those brokers that wore those joto-style body-hugging silk shirts that looked like they cost a hundred dollars. He would probably be a liberal, boring her all night with talk about immigrants’ rights. A mamón. She packed her carts with the thickest steaks and cuts of pork she could find, along with too many bags of rice, beans, and frozen hot peppers. She decided to make a morisqueta, a big manly dish that involved big slabs of beef and pork, slathered with a heavy sauce over a bed of white rice. I’ll make something that tastes hot and sweaty like when he was little, and we used to visit his abuelos in Michoacán, she thought. If that mamón is a vegetarian, he can deal.

The day before they arrived, Adela gave the house an expert cleaning, the kind that left her knuckles raw and chapped when she was done. Gabriel had called. They were going to arrive on the day before Christmas, at some point in the afternoon. She woke up early that day and started cooking, filling the house with the comforting smell of frying onion and meat, a smell that hadn’t filled her home in a long time. When she finished, she put the food in the oven to keep it warm.

Then she looked around to find something else to clean, to arrange, to avoid the moment she had been dreading. At around three, she knew she couldn’t put it off any longer. It was time for her to get ready. She put on the outfit she’d splurged on at an elegant boutique in Garden Grove. Then she faced herself in the full-length mirror behind her door, the one she usually tried to avoid.

She was wearing a stiff, cream lace bra that held in her generous breasts, pushing them up until they spilled over her D cups and into the subtle dip of the silk cream blouse she had chosen. The blouse had long, straight sleeves, so it would cover the tattoo one of her galanes had bought for her after her divorce, a thick black snake that wound up her arm. She paired it with a tight pencil skirt that hugged the round shape of her behind. She lightly brushed on her makeup. Her high cheekbones and naturally plump lips gave her the sensuality of a younger woman. The combination of her small features and her wide, cat-shaped eyes (Ojos del Diablo, her mother had called them) guaranteed that she would never blend in a crowd. She ran her tongue over her glossed lips. Her upper lip covered the chip in one of her front teeth, a flaw she’d never had time to correct. Her hand drifted to the thick curve of her belly, which remained despite all her diets and ejercicios. “Ni modo,” she said out loud, “I look like a mamá. I hope he can be proud of me.” She sat at the window seat in her kitchen and waited for them.

They didn’t arrive until it was starting to get dark. Adela was starting to worry until she heard Gabriel roaring into her cramped driveway. It was seven o’clock, and the sun was setting. “Ay, pero que sinverguenza!!” She yelled in his direction, shaking her head. But the minute she saw his skinny body jump out of the car, her anger evaporated. She ran outside to greet him. She saw the two years that had passed between them, in the gray streaks in his jet black hair and the tiny lines starting to form around his eyes. He smelled as light and citrusy as ever, no trace of sweat despite his long flight over. Nothing dirty ever stuck to Gabriel.

He wore a lime green T-shirt and low-slung jeans; his hair sprayed into a deliberate mess, as if it couldn’t choose a direction. Then she saw the car he was driving. It was a cherry red Ferrari whose smooth, racy lines seemed to mock her small driveway. She was just about to ask why he paid so much for a rental when she heard the car door slam and the words stalled on her lips.

The first thing she saw were the stranger’s round, black eyes, glittering in the twilight like the sheen of Olmec statues. His high cheekbones and angled face were softened by his full lips, which opened into an easy smile. He walked toward her. She noticed that his flimsy, polyester suit was cheap. He must work for Gabriel, she thought. His broad shoulders made a V down to his waist; his body was sharp all over, like a man who had to work hard to survive. He was just under six feet tall but towered over Gabriel. Her son looked like an awkward teenager next to him. She met the stranger’s eyes immediately and couldn’t look away. They penetrated hers, sending a shiver down her spine. He had a scar along his jaw, a dark line in a creamy bowl of chocolate.

When he saw her he smiled. She quickly turned to Gabriel. “Mom, you look great!” he said. “I want to introduce…”

“Juan,” the man said, stepping up and taking her hand. Adela simply nodded in response, managing a tight little smile. “You two must be starving. Vengánse ya,” she said, leading them into the house. “The food is heating up…I’ll show you the house por mien-tras,” She hurried up the stairs to show Juan and Gabriel the bedrooms. Suddenly shy and nervous, she didn’t want to catch Juan’s eye again. “This is my bedroom, sorry ’bout de mess,” she said, opening and shutting the first door quickly. Then she led them to the two doors down the hall, which opened to guest rooms she’d just outfitted with brand-new furniture and sheets. She opened the door to the first one, and saw Juan nudge Gabriel as they walked in. “You better watch out, señora,” he said. “This place is so nice Gabriel might want to move back in.” He called me señora, she thought. I’m probably just some old madre to him. A twinge of disappointment tightened within her.

Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Please, bro. Cali’s way to slow for me, as my mom already knows. The only thing I’m still into here, besides my mom, of course, are the waves. Right, ma?” he said, as he feigned balancing himself on a narrow surfboard, jumping on the wooden shelf that jutted out of the brand-new bed. Adela glanced at him. He still looked so young to her, like he was when he was a teenager bringing a friend home to stay overnight. “Yeah, you’re a real surfer dude,” Juan responded. He wandered over to the window to look out on her backyard, Adela dared to look in his direction. “Si me hubieras dicho que tenían lugar para hacer barbacoa afuera, yo te podría hacer úna bien rica,” he said, meeting her eyes. She didn’t even own a grill, and she hadn’t barbecued in years. Why would he say that it would be a good place to barbecue? “Y por qué dices eso, si ni tengo yo parrilla para hacer barbacoa?” she asked. “Pues, no se necesita parrilla para calentar las cosas,” he said, and winked, breaking into a smile. His face looked open and young, punctuated with deep dimples. Adela blushed and lead them out of the room.

“Let’s eat, no? Before the food get burned.”

Gabriel looked between them, confused. “What are you guys talking about?”

“Nothin’ bro, Nothin’,” Juan said, glancing at Adela. His hand brushed against hers on his way out of the room. She felt lighter as she rushed down the steps. She went straight to the kitchen and started bringing tortillas fresh from the stove onto her gold tinfoil-covered dining room table. Gabriel roamed through the rest of the casita, as Juan lingered by the table. As she pulled one of the chairs out of her way, she noticed Juan’s eyes stall on the hem of her skirt. “Something smells great in here,” he said, giving her his wide smile. He walked over to the large artificial tree she’d bought and assembled in a corner of the living room at the last minute. It was covered with cheap decorations that sparkled with the reflection of countless strings of lights hung hastily on the walls. He examined it closely, as if it stood in the lobby of a grand hotel. His eyes followed the lights then came back to her skirt. “And it looks great too.”

“Oh, it’s nothing big, I…,” she turned to say to him, then stopped.

Jésucristo en el cielo. She quickly stepped away, feeling his stare as she bustled between the kitchen and dining room. She busied herself putting meat, rice, and drinks on the table. Then they all took their seats. She let her son do the talking, mostly about all the crazy things a Ferrari could do these days. “It can even get to know your voice now!” he said. “Oh, por favor,” she teased, “you are such a show off.” She turned to Juan to roll her eyes and found him looking straight at her. She looked away. His fingers were tracing small shapes from spilled salt on the tablecloth.

Gabriel kept on. “Anyway, I wouldn’t even know about it if it weren’t for Juan here, “ he said. “He keeps up on all that stuff and lets me know what time it is when it comes to new cars, stock tips, what I should wear at the office…”

Juan’s head snapped up, his eyes boiling with a sudden intensity. He slapped the table with his hand, and Adela felt electricity blow through her. She shot a surprised look at Gabriel.

“No, man, you got it twisted,” he said. “You’re the one that tells me what time it is at the office. You got me the job. I was just messing around at school, man, I wasn’t even going nowhere,” he said, his jet black eyes now on Gabriel. “Most of the time I don’t even know what I’m doing there.” Then he stopped abruptly and looked down, as if he hadn’t spoken at all.

Adela wondered what his story was. Her eyes stayed on Gabriel. On the spot, he looked uncomfortable for half a second then snorted out his risa del chango, his monkey laugh, is what Adela always called it. “Oh, Juan’s just exaggerating. I met him when I was giving a talk about the world of finance at Lehman College, and he came up and asked me a ton of questions. I knew he had potential. He’s just finished school and he’s starting the trainee program; it can be a tough transition.”

Juan was still looking down. “I know, you keep saying that, but I don’t fit in there. I just took the job because I want to see my baby girl again. My ex took her back to Santo Domingo; and without my papers, I don’t know how I’m gonna get her back. I keep trying to make a good impression, so they’ll sponsor my visa, but they just look at me sometimes like I should be pushing a mop around.” He stopped suddenly, glancing quickly at Adela, “I didn’t mean anything’s wrong with that, it’s just that…” He fell silent again.

Adela remembered her first job as a maid. She’d thought the hulking women that worked at the hotel looked like American luchadoras. They had deep, harsh voices, as if they’d smoked since the day they left the womb. Trailer trash, she had heard one of the customers call them. They had a name for her as well. “At my first job, a woman call me Maria José, como una de esas maids they saw on television,” she said softly. “Whenever anyone ask my name, they answer for me.”

The first time the woman had said it in a flat tone, not even looking as she’d pointed Adela out with a jerk of their thumb. “Her name’s Maria somethinorother; they’re all called that. I just call her Mary J, after my favorite medicine.” The woman had snorted in laughter with her customers over their little joke, and before Adela had realized what they’d meant, it was settled. Her name was Mary J until the day she left the chintzy hotel lobby for the last time. “Nobody there ever knew my real name.” She glanced at Juan and met his round eyes. She knew he understood.

Gabriel looked at a loss for a moment, then shrugged. He raised his glass in a toast. “But look at you now, mom, the head of your department, and you got this nice new house. Here’s to new beginnings!” He adeptly switched subjects again. “Speaking of new beginnings, have you guys heard about that corn oil they are trying to pass off as gas these days, as if that’s going to work?” From that point on, the dinner conversation was smooth. Gabriel kept his steady stream of conversation going.

Occasionally Juan would interject, usually to make fun of her son the tonto. Adela sat back and enjoyed the sound of Juan’s deep voice. When he smiled she noticed that his whole face opened up, as if nothing bad had ever happened to him; his dimples gave him a touch of innocence. She caught herself wondering what his face would look like if she were to slip his palo in her mouth. She blushed and reached for another glass of the thick yellow Dominican eggnog that Juan had brought all the way from The Bronx. She was so flustered she almost knocked it over.

Juan caught her eye again, “Que pasó, te ‘borachaste’?” he said, in his clipped Caribbean Spanish. His thick New York accent ignited a fire in her nether regions, which were pulsing with alcohol and her dirty thoughts. “Oh,” she laughed him off, her English and Spanish blurring. “No tomo tanto lately.” Everyone laughed, especially Gabriel. “Yeah, you’re a real lightweight, Mom.”

After they’d all had seconds, Gabriel rubbed his stomach. “Wow, Ma, that was amazing, “ he said, pushing away his half-empty plate. “I am so wiped out from the trip over.” He picked up his plate and put it in the sink. “I think I’ll hit the sack. Hey Juan, should we take our stuff upstairs…?”

“Nah, bro,” Juan said, keeping his eyes on Adela. “I’ll get my stuff later. I’ll stay here for now and help your moms clean up.”

“Wow, what a nice boy,” Gabriel said sarcastically, mouthing the words, “Kiss-ass” to his mother. Adela started quickly gathering up plates and taking them to the kitchen. “Well, I’ll let golden boy here clean up, and I’m going to bed; I’m knocked out,” she heard Gabriel say. Then she heard his steps up the stairs.

For a moment, there was silence. Maybe he changed his mind, she thought, as she stood paralyzed in the kitchen. “Maybe he woke up and realized ‘helping’ a vieja like me is no way to spend Christmas.” Then she heard the kitchen door behind her. Santo Dios. She couldn’t bring herself to turn around and look at him. She just kept scrubbing ferociously at the plate, as if it were the dirtiest thing she’d ever seen. He stood behind her. She could feel the heat from his body. He brushed a wavy lock of hair off her neck and leaned into her. “I like you, Adela,” he whispered into her ear.

Adela’s whole body trembled. No one had been this close to her in four years. Had he known what she was thinking all night? It was ridiculous; she was old enough to be his mamá. But she wanted him. She stayed glued to her spot, the dish frozen in her hand. He gently took it from her, placing it back into the sink.

He touched her hip, and she turned around to face him. She opened her mouth to say something, anything to him, but his black eyes silenced her. She felt her arms slipping around him, and his lips touching hers. She tasted the tough meat and the sweet eggnog on his lips and wanted to bite him, to taste his tongue around her own. He pulled away and looked at her for a moment, as if wondering what she would do next. She traced his scar from his cheek to his mouth with the tip of her finger as he slowly started unbuttoning her blouse, cupping her breasts through the stiff cotton of her bra. She let her hands slide down his shoulders, then to the hard muscles on his back, down to his ass. Finally, she reached for the stiffness in his pants.

He took her hand and led her to the living room. Gabriel, and whatever he may have seen or heard, evaporated from her mind. She lay on the couch and Juan hovered over her, his tongue tracing the line of her collar bone. He gently slipped off her blouse and her bra, and then his tongue grazed the tips of her nipples. They hardened in his mouth, and he pushed them together, switching between them as he sucked them harder. She arched her back, pushing herself closer to him. His tongue traveled lightly down her body, like a breeze that drifts through the soft waves at sunrise. When he reached her belly, he paused, kissing it as if to venerate her loose skin, to declare her ripples beautiful. She felt like he already knew her body, like no man had before. She fought the urge to cling to him tightly. She felt vulnerable, like a swimmer lost at sea. His tongue made tiny circles on the outsides of her thin cotton panties, teasing the fabric, then slipping through the elastic at her crotch. She felt her whole body vibrating. She stayed absolutely still, afraid she’d open her eyes and he’d disappear. Then he stopped. “What do you want, nena?”

She slid off her panties and pulled her skirt up, pulling him toward her by his neck, until his tongue plunged deeper, teasing her clit as it rode the wave of flesh between it’s tip and her opening. Her body shook harder. Then he took her clit and the folds beneath in his mouth and sucked her, until she almost felt faint. She pushed him away.

She longed to taste him. She pushed him down and unzipped his pants, taking his thick palo in her hand. She bent her head and slipped it in her mouth. He tasted like the green salsa her mother made, sweet with the sharp bite of chile underneath.

She hovered over him. She rubbed his palo against her opening. She no longer recognized herself, she was some kind of wild vieja possessed by a demon even her mother would not have been able to resist. She thrust him inside as far as he would go. She rode him quickly then slowly, moving with him in a fevered shake as if they were dancing to the wild congas of a fast merengue song. As she was about to come their eyes locked, and she slowed the desperate motion of her hips. She felt as if a huge block of ice had melted inside of her. He came seconds before she did. He pulled her hips hard against him and held her there. Her body shook as if it was erupting from its skin as she came all over him.

She immediately pulled herself off of him and jumped off the couch. What did she just do? She looked at Juan in shock. He was still lying there with a smile on his face. What would he say to his friends about this trip? Did he think she was just one of those horny madres that uses her son’s friends for fun on lonely nights? Could Gabriel have possibly slept through this insane pornografía? She pulled down her skirt, and sat on the other side of the couch. She primly locked her knees together. She felt humiliation burn inside her.

“You mus’ be tired, “ she said formally, not recognizing her own voice. “Would you like a té de manzanilla to help you sleep?”

At first he just looked flabbergasted, his pants were still open, the aftermath of their adventure still covering his stomach. Then he pounced on top of her, pushing her back down on the couch as if she hadn’t said anything, his wide, easy smile filling up his face. She couldn’t help but giggle at his blatant shamelessness. “You know,” he said. “This ain’t going to be no one-time thing.”

 

Adela finally pulled down the heavy, poppy red curtains she’d bought over Christmas. She’d kept all her decorations up for way too long, long past Three Kings Day and the easing into the next year. It was Valentine’s Day, and over a month had passed since she’d seen Juan. She needed to do something physical to get him out of her mind. She didn’t want to forget their night together, but she had to do something to get herself back into reality. Es un niño, she kept telling herself. He has no idea what he’s doing. She had been amazed when an invitation had arrived in the mail two weeks after he and Gabriel had headed back home. He’d written it freehand. His scrawl was careless, like a chavalito who’d stolen his mother’s good stationery. “Meet me at my place for Valentine’s Day,” the note read; a ticket from LAX to Newark for the following weekend was shoved inside. He had carefully typed out directions and a telephone number and folded them into the letter. She’d called him right away. She was surprised at how clearly she remembered his voice, how deep and confident it sounded.

“Yo,” he said.

“That how you answer, Yo? Yo que?,” she teased.

“Adela, mi vida,”

“Ah, so you still remember my voice. Juan, I’m sorry to have to tell you that I can’t use this ticket,” she’d started again, formally.

“I’m sorry to haf to tehl you,” he mocked. “Where’d you learn English, from Salma Hayek?”

“Ay, Juan,” she said, laughing. “Stop it. Anyways, I was trying to say,” she started again, “You know I can’t go there!”

“Why not?”

“Because, I have work, and what we do when I got there?”

“Oh, I could think of a few things…”

“Ay, please. What about Gabriel, you gonna tell him you asked his mamá on a date?”

“Gabriel ain’t invited, and besides you weren’t worried ’bout that the last time I saw you.”

“Well, I couldn’t control myself then; a wild muchachito from El Bronx was seducing me.”

“Yeah, well you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

“How old are you, anyways?”

“Don’t worry, I’m old enough, believe me, I’m startin’ to feel all thirty years in my back.”

“All thirty huh. Well I’m goin’ to have to take a rain check, viejito, because I’m not going to be able to make it.

“Yeah, I’ll see you then. Be sure to pack your swimsuit, a slammin’ dress, and flip-flops. I got crazy plans for you.”

Juan hung up before she could tell him no again.

She put down the phone. How was she going to make him understand that this was it? She knew she had to end it, but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so light. He made her feel like a teenager.

He’d called and left a few messages in the last few weeks, but she hadn’t called back.

She’d have to learn to stuff thoughts of him in the back of her mind, just like the decorations she was finally packing into boxes on a sunny Saturday morning.

The phone broke her reverie.

“Guess where I am,” a familiar voice asked.

“Juan?”

“I’m in a car, on the way to your place, You say you ain’t comin’, so I’m goin’ over there.”

“What!” Él no me puede ver así, she thought. What will I wear when I see him?

“Donde estás?” she demanded, trying to sound firm. “How long until you get here?”

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Pack your fanciest dress, and bring that bikini with flip-flops.

“Juan!”

He hung up before she could ask him what he was talking about. A dress and bikini? Was he taking her to some country club breakfast? How did he get here? Was this a dream? All she knew was that she was deliriously happy. She was going to see him again. She quickly jumped in the shower and got dressed, barely having time to throw a long polyester dress she’d sewn herself, a pair of cheap earrings, and a free makeup bag she’d won at Macy’s West into a duffel bag. She squeezed herself into the first bikini she found in her dresser and put on a T-shirt and sarong to go over it.

When she saw him standing in her driveway again, in a light brown guayabera and cutoffs, his easy smile on his face, all her fear and doubt melted. “Where we going?”

“Happy Valentine’s Day. You’ll see,” he said, as he planted a light kiss on her lips and pulled her close. She took in his scent, a warm mix of moist wood and something fresh and sweet, like the mango con lima she used to buy on the beach in Mexico. He opened the door for her and she slid into the front seat of the small two-seater.

He started north on the little roads that waved through Santa Ana, avoiding the highway.

“I asked you where you’re taking me! Why would I need to be ready to go to the beach and get dressed up at 10:30 in the morning?” she demanded. “You’ll see, mi reina,” his hand brushed against hers, and everything felt easy, as if they’d never left each other. “I got a tux in the trunk. I’m taking my nena to the beach then dancing tonight.”

His nena? Dancing? Adela’s mind raced. She burst out laughing, her heart beating faster at the thought of getting on a ballroom floor again. In Mexico this had been her greatest pleasure, to dress elegantly and pretend she was royalty on the dance floor, instead of some ruca from the concrete maze of southern Mexico City.

“How you learn to dance, anyways?”

“My mother. She taught me how to dance nice, like los blancos do in the fancy ballrooms back home. She always wanted me to be a caballero.”

“Where you mother now?”

“She died.” Juan’s jaw tightened, and Adela tensed to see a dark cloud pass over his face. “Got shot by some punks in Santo Domingo two years ago.”

“Lo siento,” she said, quietly.

“Don’t worry about it, they got theirs anyway.” The cloud cleared abruptly. “Anyway, I’m gonna show you her moves later.”

“How you know I can dance?”

“I just knew,” he said, and he looked over at her. In the bright morning light, Adela could see that his face was slightly off-kilter, as if someone had removed it and replaced it fifteen degrees off center. Was it his cheekbone? Yes, he must have broken it. It gave his face an uneven tilt, like the cubista Diego Rivera paintings she’d seen in the Arte Plástico exhibit near her parent’s house in Mexico City. It made him all the more beautiful.

“But where we going? I haven’t dance in years.”

“You’ll see when we get there, ok? No more questions,” he said, and squeezed her hand tightly. After that she was silent. Her index finger stayed looped around his for the rest of the trip. About an hour had passed on the road, and Juan finally turned onto the Pacific Coast Highway, which opened up to them like a revelation of endless blue sea and cliffs. They drove miles north until she finally knew where they were. Malibu. Juan and Gabriel had left her house to surf these waves just after their adventure at Christmas. She wondered what Gabriel would think now, if he saw the two of them driving along the highway like teenagers on a summer vacation, his mother’s hand wrapped around his friend’s muscular brown arm. Adela shuddered as she thought of his reaction. If she let herself dwell on it, she’d make Juan turn the car around.

Instead, she stared out of the window. The first time she’d seen Malibu, it had almost looked fake, like colorized Vicente Fernandez movies, bleeding into the edges of her television screen. They drove on and on. White sand spread infinitely against the canyons, like the arms of an elegant lady gathering warm mounds of earth. Finally, he pulled off the highway and into the parking lot of a charming brick hotel high on a cliff. She could see a courtyard beyond the scripted hotel sign: La Hacienda Malibu.

He pulled a large picnic basket and their luggage out of the trunk. She waited outside while he checked in. The beach below was empty.

They headed down and stripped to their bathing suits. Juan opened the picnic basket. He spread open a thin cotton blanket that was on top and pulled out its contents: a rosé wine, still slightly chilled, two glasses, two small tins of guava juice, and two warm Cuban sandwiches.

“Where you find all this so early in the morning?” She asked, amazed.

“I found a little Mexican place downtown that was open early,” he said.

She couldn’t think of a single place downtown, or anywhere else, that would open this early. He must have driven miles to find their lunch. She ate every last bite of her sandwich. The savory slabs of pork and fresh pickles blended perfectly in her mouth. The warm white cheese melted on her tongue.

When they finished, they waded into the ocean together. Adela hesitated. She wasn’t a strong swimmer. Juan dived underneath her over and over again, pretending to try to knock her over. When she eventually did fall in, she didn’t mind. His hands achored her and she felt safe. She hadn’t felt the salt water and the sun on her skin for almost a year, despite how close she lived to the sea. Juan’s arm never left her side. She felt like they were already moving in time.

After they got out, they lay on their stomachs, drying in the sun. Adela stretched her long legs out behind her. “You’re wearing me out,” she said, laughing. “My legs are already sore.”

“Maybe you need a massage.”

“Mmmm, éso sí,” she said.

He swept back her hair and untied her bikini top. He rubbed her neck, her shoulders, then down her back until she forgot that she had ever been sore. His hands drifted lower, keeping their rhythm as they traveled down her back, until he reached the bottom of her bikini and pulled it down, massaging the round curves of her ass. Then he slipped his fingers underneath and rubbed her through the wet material. She felt herself throbbing against the wet lycra, the heat spread quickly through her body. He whispered, “I’m thirsty, are you?” She nodded. He pulled one of the tin guava juice cans and took a sip, then he put it to her lips and she sipped obediently. He poured a thin line of juice on her back; it felt cool on her hot skin. He started at the top, making figure eights with his tongue, licking and nibbling her skin until he reached the crevice in her flesh. He pulled her suit completely off.

He grabbed her wrists with one hand, holding them behind her to show he was in control. He spread her ass cheeks, and plunged his tongue inside until she opened to him like a flower. He entered his finger into her slippery concha, gently pulling in and out as his tongue pressed harder into her ass. She bucked against him. “Do it now,” she whispered. “Métemelo.”

He shook his head again. He drew his fingers out and slipped his hands underneath her stomach. His hands covered her breasts, rubbing her nipples until nectar poured from inside of her and onto her thighs. Waves of pleasure ripped through her as she pressed her ass against him. She reached for his cock and he pushed her hand away again; this time tugging a lock of her hair in punishment. “I told you,” he whispered. “I’ll fuck you a la hora que yo digo.”

She ached for him. He rubbed his dick against the opening of her ass, down to the hole of her sex, teasing it, slipping his pinga in and out.

“Te suplico,” she said, “Now.” He gently held her hands back, holding her there. “He whispered in her ear. “How do you want it?” “Duro,” she whispered. “What?” he said.

“Duro.” She yelled it, as loud as she could. “Lo quiero duro.” He entered her fiercely, his hands covering her breasts underneath. She felt as if she were holding her breath, coming up for air each time he plunged into her. They climaxed together, not moving for a long moment afterward, as if the force of their lovemaking had welded them at the center.

Afterwards, they collapsed on the blanket. They lay there watching each other until the light from the sun faded away. Their knees were shaky as they climbed up toward the Malibu hotel to change for dinner.

After they bathed and dressed, they headed to the Olympia Supper Club on Wilshire Boulevard. Juan wore a tailored black suit and Adela donned her long, emerald polyester dress. It gathered in elegant folds under her breasts. It wasn’t her best, but she knew it flattered her, even though she had chosen it quickly. She wore her hair in a high ponytail and had popped in cheap, dangling glass earrings at the last minute, as they were heading out the door of their hotel. Juan looked awed when he saw her, as if she were outfitted in diamonds and silk. He kept looking her up and down. He whispered to her that he couldn’t believe his good luck. As they walked into the club, she hung on his arm. She walked comfortably in stride with him, as if they’d been lovers for years. A white-haired man looked them over at the door. “A table for two for the lady and her…” he frowned as his eyes followed the path of Adela’s arm around Juan’s. He probably thinks I hired Juan for the night, she thought.

“Date,” Juan finished the man’s sentence. “A table for two for the lady and her date.” The white-haired man led them to a long empty table for six. Adela laughed. Only a few other couples were scattered throughout the club. When they sat down, Adela was still thinking about the white-haired man’s response. “Sabes qué, Juan,” she said. “I think we should keep this a secret, you and me.” She was worried about his response.

He reacted quickly. “No problem, nenita. From this point forward, what happens between you and me is between you and me.”

After their dinner of bland enchiladas verdes with lumpy frijoles and rice, a portly Mexican man wearing a beige suit and an enormous cowboy hat stepped onto the stage. He followed the band, four jóvenes in matching suits looking down looking down at their congas and keyboards as they waited for their cue. They sat in cheap folding chairs. The man started playing a mournful note on his electric blue accordion. At first the sound echoed through the nearly empty club, the accordion’s graceful gills waning in and out as everyone wondered what would come next. Then the young men stood up and blasted a brassy polka and pounding bajo sexto into the rhythm. Everyone stepped onto the dance floor. It was a cumbia.

Adela tugged Juan’s sleeve. She needed to dance. When they reached the shiny marble floors, they immediately starting moving together, as if they’d danced together a hundred times. The song’s deep bass swayed them back and forth. Juan had never heard a cumbia before, so he pulled Adela close and followed her wide hips through the song’s low shakes and slow rhythms. He kept his eyes on hers, always, bringing her back into place effortlessly after every turn. She felt as if she were flying; she’d forgotten the freeing sensation of her dress whipping against her ankles. They didn’t see the waiters in their stained tuxedos or the faded velvet curtains tied clumsily at the sides of the stage. They didn’t even notice the cheap ivory statues of Athena and Thor that towered in the club’s empty corners, keeping vigil over their hedonism.

The next day Juan woke up and wandered into her backyard. Adela hadn’t been back there much since she moved in; she knew it would just remind her of all the mowing and limpieza she hadn’t started yet. He offered to barbecue, kicking dust in the empty square pit that she thought was a dirty hole. “That’s what that porquería is for,” she said, laughing. “I was going to put a complaint to la dueña.” She called him back into the house, vetoing his plan. “I told you this would be a good place to barbecue,” Juan said. “I should get this shit started up right now.”

‘“You not going anywhere. No te permito.” She pulled him back into bed, where he laid his head on her chest. She traced the scar along his cheek.

“How did it happen?”

“In Santo Domingo, in the barrio where I grew up; everybody’s got one of these somewhere,” he said. “I took mine on my face. If it weren’t for my ma, I probably woulda been dead by now.”

“She send you here?”

“Yeah, she thought I was the smart one in our family,” he said, smiling. “If you could believe that. She sent me here to live with my aunt, while I went to school. It was hard, but I was so proud when I got into Lehman.” He paused for a moment, as if he wanted to say something more. She watched him. He stared out her window. She thought his eyes looked like deep dark pools she could dip herself into and never feel the end, like the cenotés where the Mayans used to hide their treasures.

“How you have a daughter?”

“I met Silvia at Lehman,” he said, lacing his fingers into Adela’s. “She was younger than me, and she looked up to me. When I got her pregnant, I didn’t want to let her down. I had to drop out and get a job contracting with my uncle. It was all right for a while until she started traveling back and forth from D.R.”

“Why you not still together?”

“She finally met some playah out there that could keep up with her. I was happy, in a way, to not have to deal with her anymore. Then she said she wanted to move my baby girl back there. I tried to stop her, but I wasn’t paying full child support. I found a lawyer, and he said if I paid up I’d have more rights. Now I got the degree, ‘business management,’ and I still can’t do shit about it.” He’s older than me when I had Gabriel and Anjélica, Adela thought. But he still looks too young to have a daughter.

“My little girl is in Santo Domingo. I love her but part of me wishes I’d never met Silvia. If I hadn’t of messed with her, l woulda finished school sooner. I could have gotten a good job sooner too, then I could have been able to bring my ma back before…”

He stopped there, shaking his head in frustration. Adela pulled her hand out of his and rubbed her fingers through the stubble on his scalp; when she’d seen him last his head had been completely smooth.

“Did you go to school to do what Gabriel does?” He turned and looked her in the eye. “Honestly, no disrespect to him, but I’m not into that. It’s like I was telling you last time, I hated that office.”

“What you mean, you hated? You no work there anymore?”

“Oh, I quit that place.” Adela tensed. Carajo. She didn’t need another man without a job. He’ll find another one, she told herself.

“I can’t stand to be inside all day. The real reason I studied business was so I could get a small loan. I want to start my own contracting business some day. I like to be outside, building things. When I was out there right now I was looking at your yard, and in my head I can see all these things we could do with it.” Juan got out of bed, found a discarded envelope on the nightstand. He started scribbling a basic rectangle that represented the tangle of weeds and grass behind her house. “If we take all the grass out, we could build a deck and one of those reflecting pools. We could plant some eucalyptus trees in the corner. That and some potted plants, and it would look dope. Listen to me, I sound like one of those pato designers you see on TV,” he said, laughing.

He said we, she thought. She sat up in bed and looked at his drawing. He had talent. “I know what you mean,” she said, excitedly. “I been trying to get a loan, too. I want to start my own tienda de boda downtown, for the Mexicanas that plan their weddings and quinceañeras around here and don’t think they can afford it. The kids don’t know, but I went to classes to learn how to start a small business. It was a three-class program que te enseñaba todo.”

She applied for it three years ago, after she had seen an advertisement one spring day on a bulletin board at La Tienda Morelos for an adult education course at Santa Ana College. By the time she received the notice she’d been accepted she’d forgotten she’d even applied, and it filled her with panic to even imagine it. She didn’t want to ask Gabriel or Anjélica for help. She could just hear them laughing at her. Why would you start now, mami, after all these years? they would ask. She’d never catch up with them. Éran tan inteligentes. On the first day she had to force herself to leave the house. She circled the pristine college parking lot at least twenty times trying to get the nerve to park. She’d pictured a bunch of young Gabrieles and Anjélicas inside the classroom, making fun of an old lady for trying to act like a college girl.

When she’d finally made it inside, she’d been relieved to see the class was almost entirely filled with people around her age, from all kinds of immigrant communities. They were all trying to find a way to fund diverse new businesses. It had been difficult to struggle to fill the holes in her English and follow the assignments. Everyone in the class helped. They showed her how to follow the book and fill out the paperwork. It turned out that she wasn’t as burra as she thought she was. She passed the class. She was so excited when the report card came in the mail, the first ever with her name on it. She took out all of her friends from La Tienda Morelos as if she were celebrating a graduation. Right after that she was offered the head maid job at The Colonial Inn. She had to take it because the money was so good. She didn’t take the next class in the series, but she still had her plans.

“I even made a drawing of the store,” she said. “I know what I want it to look like.”

“Yeah?” Juan asked. “Let’s see it.” She jumped up and ran to get the special art drawing pad she’d bought at the university bookstore. It was expensive, way more than it would have cost at Target, but she wanted to buy something at the store, which was so fancy even the plastic bags they gave out came with an embossed crest. She’d plunked down her credit card to cover the fifty dollars, along with the twelve-dollar soft brown pencil she bought to go with it. When she put the drawing in front of Juan, he stared at it a long time, making her nervous. She waited for his reaction. She was starting to love the way he made her heart race, as he sat there looking over the pages like her father used to study her catechism homework.

“I could build this thing,” he said, muttering, turning the pages of the notepad, and starting to draw furiously.

They spent the rest of the day drawing and talking, ordering in Chinese takeout when they got hungry. They never left her bedroom, as if it were the safest place in the world. When they went to bed that night, he wrapped himself around her like a lifeboat. For the first time since she’d moved in, she slept through the night.

They spoke every morning before work and every night before bed. It became her ritual, the buzz of the alarm clock then the sound of Juan’s voice. The days passed. She dusted, scrubbed, and smiled in people’s faces, going through her routine just to get to the point where she could hear Juan again, the perfect end to her days. She saw less of her friends.

She invented an upcoming trip to see Anjélica and her granddaughter, Jessica, who would soon turn two, to explain herself. Everyone commented on how the excitement brought color to her cheeks and how young she looked. She couldn’t even bring herself to tell Marisol about Juan. She felt as if talking about it could ruin the spell, like a big calabaza at midnight. She was surprised at how easy it had been to lie to everyone, including Gabriel, when he called to check up on her. It was like she was living in an alternate reality.

She was headed East, but this time she wouldn’t attempt to see either of her children. Juan had invited her to stay a long weekend in New Jersey, over the Easter holiday. He said he had big news, and something to ask her. She assumed his ex was sending his daughter, Araceli, back for the summer, and he wanted them to meet. It was a big step, but she was thrilled.

She couldn’t wait to celebrate, to see the shadows that lingered under his eyes finally disappear. She also had a surprise for him. She had asked an architect, one of the hotel’s regular visitors, to do a professional rendering of the shop, from his drawings.

She couldn’t wait to show it to Juan.

 

The days passed like years but finally it was time for her to fly to New York. She wore a suit when Marisol dropped her off at the airport, then changed into a low-cut long sleeve blouse and skintight dark jeans on the plane. She couldn’t wait to see him. Her body longed for his hands, his lips everywhere. She’d packed a blood red chiffon gown, with razor slits along the bottom that left her legs free to move on the dance floor. He was taking her out to dinner and to the Copacabana, and this time she was prepared. She’d brought at least five pairs of earrings. They were all long and sparkled, bringing out the flecks of green in her eyes.

The last time she’d visited New York, she’d gone to the Broadway shows and museums that Gabriel had planned for her, but hadn’t felt the excitement that people had about the city, the chispa of Nueva York. Juan was going to cross the George Washington Bridge with her to Manhattan, and she was hoping he would show her the wild side of the city, another crazy thing she wouldn’t be able to mention to Marisol. When she was searching for his place in her rented Toyota, she’d identified it by what it didn’t have: no big wheels or bicycles tossed absentmindedly in the yard, no grass growing into the next yard or flickering neon beer logos that screamed soltero. His house was the only one on the block that still had its original paint job. It was a dull gray color that faded into the street, like a gap in a crowded row of teeth. It looks like mine, she thought.

When she pulled up and knocked on the door, he opened it right away, as if he’d been waiting right next to the door for her. She walked into his small, sparsely decorated home. She saw a framed photo of a little girl on his desk and went over to look at it. Araceli. Juan suddenly came up behind her and put his arms around her back. “It’s so good to see you.” He gathered up some papers that were on his desk and put them in a drawer, shoving one in his pocket. Before she could ask him what it was, he was rushing her to his room. They had reservations to make.

That night they went to Son Cubano, an upscale Latino restaurant in the Meatpacking district, where young women who looked like models glided by them as they stood on the street, glued to the earpieces on their cell phones. She’d heard that just ten years before, it would have been putas that paced here, offering themselves to butchers as they ended their shifts in the huge, dark warehouses that lined the street. Now the warehouses housed trendy restaurants and clubs. As they entered the painted white door of their restaurant, a trio played “Lágrimas Negras” on their tambores.

After their guayabera-clad waiter sat them, they immediately started ordering one neon-pink drink after another. Juan’s eyes darted around nervously as pushed his pineapple-infused pernil around his plate.

After her third drink, Adela grabbed his hand across the table.

“Qué tienes?” she asked. “What, you going to tell me you’re getting back together with your ex-novia? Spit it out.” She was joking, but her words scared her.

He jumped out of his chair suddenly, pushing it back then kneeling before her. Diners gave them curious sidelong glances.

“I know this may sound crazy to you, especially since we’ve only known each other a few months,” he started.

“Juan,” Adela interrupted, trying to stop him, her heart rattling her chest and all the bones connected to it in her body.

“Please, let me finish. When I think about you, nena, it makes me so happy. Not because of what we do together, or even what we talk about. It’s just…” he said, struggling for the words. “When everything’s fucked up I picture your face; it makes me feel completely happy. I’m so proud to be with you. I feel like bragging to all my friends about how classy my girl is, with her brand-new house and beautiful clothes. I always stop myself before I even tell them though, ’cause I don’t want it to be cheap like that. I want to be real. I want to see you in the mornings when I wake up. I want to call Gabriel to tell him how much I’m in love with his mother.” She saw his eyes moisten. Despite herself, her wide hazel eyes clouded in response.

“I know you’re going to tell me that I’m nuts, and I’m just a stupid kid,” he said. “I’ve been so alone; no one’s felt like family to me besides my daughter since my mother died. There’s been nobody I could trust like that. And now I’ve met you, and I know you’ll be blood for the rest of my life. I want to make it official.” He took her hand, his tears spilling unselfconsciously.

“Will you marry me?” He said it. She was speechless. Other boyfriends had done it. They would get high on sex and partying and bend a knee, begging her to be their bride. She would gently convince them that it was the tequila talking, that the Juan Gabriel song the mariachis were singing had gone to their heads. She would tell them to sleep it off. They could ask in the morning, if they still felt like it. They never did.

But this was different. Juan was serious. His shaved head was glistening with sweat, and there wasn’t a shimmer of doubt in his eyes. He was earnest as a man about to take his vows. He opened a velvet box that seemed to come out of nowhere. A small sapphire sparkled in a circle of tiny diamonds. What was she supposed to say to Gabriel and Anjélica? Me enamoré de alguien the same age as you? Yet how could she say no? She felt herself bending toward him, like a reed in the wind. I may be a vieja tonta, but don’t I deserve another chance? she thought to herself. She pulled back into his seat, circling him in her arms.

“Yes,” Adela said.

Drunk on their emotional high and too many passion-fruit margaritas, they jumped into a cab and headed to the Copacabana. She’d always wanted to see it in person. It was smaller than she’d imagined it, and a lot of the crowd looked younger and less sophisticated than what she’d pictured. But its decadence was unmistakable. In line she saw a frosted-haired transvestite applying layers of makeup, her porcelain skin more flawless than a Hollywood star’s. The girls’ faces in line may have been younger than what she’d imagined, but they still wore dresses made of gold sequins and mascara so thick their eyes looked painted on.

They ordered more drinks and slipped into a dark booth to the side of the dance floor. Adela felt dizzy and reckless. She was suddenly starved for him. She rubbed his soft wool suit at the crotch. She whispered that she was going to unzip his pants and suck him under the table. She had five drinks and she was flying.

“You’re a freak,” he said, playfully.

“What do you mean, like in the circus?” she said. She made a clown face.

“No, like a sexadicta,” he said, mocking her way of combining English words with Spanish.

“You have no idea,” she whispered, suddenly tempted to tell him all the details of her perverse past.

“Oh yeah,” he said, “Are you going to show me?”

She heard the first bars of “Devórame otra vez,” a song she’d loved when she was a new divorcee, and she heard it blasting through the massive speakers above the dance floor. She’d first heard it when she’d started to hit the dance clubs with her friends. The plaintive verses reminded her of the first time she found the nerve to dance, the surprise of a stranger’s hips against her own.

She was just about to drag Juan out onto the dance floor when she saw a man walking toward their table, and her veins filled with ice. He was thicker than he was when she saw him last; the weight disguised him like a rubber suit. His black hair was as oily as ever, slicked back to reveal his doughy face. It was Rafael Garcia, the exporter that had ended her life as an escort. He’d taken her to dance clubs like this many times when she was seeing him. He’d loved the way her body moved on the dance floor as much as Juan did. She saw that he still wore terrible brown suits, his tie bound so tightly the skin on his neck slightly peaked over the edge of his collar. He leaned over to plant a noisy kiss on her cheek. His familiar scent flooded her senses, the same mix of coconut pomade, that spicy cologne, and sweat.

“Adela, I knew it was you,” he said in his gruff voice. “I see your beauty has not faded with time.”

“Juan,” Adela said, dread weighing her down like a block of concrete, “Te presento al Sr. Garcia, one of our hotel’s regular business clients.”

Juan nodded at Garcia, his eyes flashing between the man and his young, bored companion, whose enormous breasts were pouring out of her glittery blue dress.

Garcia let out a crude laugh. It came from somewhere inside his giant panza. “I see that the times have changed,” he said. “You have your own compañero now, just as I have mine.” The young girl rolled her eyes, and Garcia automatically reached to pinch her ass, without blinking an eye. A light of understanding came over Juan’s face.

“Well, you’re a lucky cuate,” Garcia said, winking at Juan. “I’ve always said that Adela is the very best.” Adela could not look at Juan. He looked like he could strangle Garcia right there. “Yeah, I’m lucky, but I ain’t nobody’s compañero. Juan said, restraining himself from saying more. She kept a plastic smile on her face as she silently willed Garcia to leave. Garcia let out another of his belly laughs. Juan needed no other confirmation.

“Well, it was nice to meet you,” Garcia nodded condescendingly to Juan. “The senorita and I have dancing to do.” And then he disappeared into the tangle of bodies that surrounded them.

“I thought you said you wanted to dance,” Juan said a moment later, jerking her up roughly and pulling her through the crowd. He moved quickly; the tenderness that had guided him earlier in the night had disappeared. They went into the DJ room. It was so packed, the entire room seemed to be dancing with one another. Juan clamped his mouth on her neck, marking his territory. She didn’t complain. His hands moved up and down her hips while the next song came on, a reggaetón. It slammed its animal bass line into the crowd and took it back: Thump thumpthumptha—Thumpthumptha. He moved her back and forth with the dirty rhythm of the street that didn’t leave half an inch between them.

Juan’s eyes were a black curtain, obscuring his feelings as he grinded against her on the dance floor. Ni modo, she thought, we’ll laugh the whole thing off in the morning.
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