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  ... the sea ...




  ... and the white sand beach ...




  The sea flecked with sunlight all the way out to the horizon.




  Then the white sand beach, where the waves roll in, dissolve into foam. And, up in the sky, a sun full of white fire.




  I’m thirsty.




  I’m going to stop writing and go get a glass of water.




  

  And then, suddenly, 1 day, a girl, wearing socks and huaraches, sitting on a red blanket on the white sand, her knees pulled up against her chest. A skinny, gawky girl, rocking

  back and forth, whispering:




  Me.




  Over and over:




  Me.




  Me.




  A skinny girl in a big white T-shirt that billows up with wind, her legs bent, her knees drawn up against her chest. A girl whispering into the wind, into the sea:




  Me.




  Me.




  Then a wave rises up and crashes down and the girl loses herself in the din, she disappears from herself, she’s not there. What happened to Me? The fragile being made of words has vanished

  and in its place is only a vast Not-Me: the sea.




  I’m going to get another glass of water.




  Someone leads her into the wind, takes her by the hand—the skinny, gawky girl, her white T-shirt down to her thighs—and spreads a red blanket on the sand and sits

  her down and tells her what to say. Repeat:




  Me.




  Me.




  This happens over and over, every afternoon of every day, this sitting on the sand and rocking back and forth and saying Me and this self disappearing in the roar of the wave that crashes and

  dissolves into foam that skims quickly over the sand.




  My aunt Isabelle, as she later told Me, had come from Berkeley, California, to Mazatlán, Sinaloa, to take possession of her inheritance: a tuna cannery called Consuelo,

  which means Consolation. Consolation Tuna. The most ill-conceived name in the fishing industry on the face of the planet, as a marketing specialist was to inform us many years later.




  1 day, my aunt Isabelle stepped off a plane that shimmered in the sun on the runway of the tiny Mazatlán airport, all dressed in white—white linen slacks, white blouse—with a

  wide-brimmed straw hat and big black sunglasses, and walked across the runway with her right hand clasped to her head so that her wide-brimmed straw hat wouldn’t blow away.




  She went straight from the airport to the tuna cannery. Her inheritance was valued at several million dollars.




  The cannery took up 2 entire blocks—consisting of 2 gigantic cement structures and 1 cylindrical, glass building—and ran from the street all the way down to its private docks: 4

  parallel docks where 20 anchored tuna boats sat bobbing in the water.




  She hated it. My aunt did. The cannery, I mean. The smell of saltpeter mixed with the rotting stench of dead fish.




  Dressed entirely in white linen, wearing giant sunglasses with round lenses, she stepped into the first windowless cement block and stopped at the worktables where, beneath the buzz of a cloud

  of flies and down the length of 8 tables, women stood mechanically gutting the fish.




  She decided to cast her eyes higher, at the cloud of flies, and asked:




  Why the hell don’t you use insecticide?




  Because, señora, her guide replied, the chemicals in the insecticide would contaminate the tuna.




  She dared, then, to look down.




  At the tables, the women worked methodically. The first would slice open the fish with a machete, as if pulling down a zipper in its side. Then she’d pass the fish to the next woman, who

  thrust both pink latex-gloved hands in all the way up to her elbows to yank out all the viscera with 1 swift tug and hurl them over the table, into the pile of red, pink, and violet viscera

  covering the floor. The third woman hacked off the head with a machete blow and heaved it into the bin beside her.




  Sickened, my aunt Isabelle covered her mouth and sped on her white, wooden-heeled sandals across the pink foam-covered floor—a mix of seawater and tuna blood—rushed

  into a bathroom where 100 flies were flitting around and the smell of dead fish blended with that of fresh shit, and before she could make it to a toilet, she vomited into the sink.




  The worst was still awaiting elegant Aunt Isabelle.




  A taxi took her through a town full of squat, cement houses and potholed asphalt streets—asphalt that glinted like steel in all that sun—and dropped her in front of the house that my

  great-grandfather—my aunt’s grandfather—had bequeathed her.




  Behind a courtyard of dried-out yellow grass and giant palm trees with huge, dejected, desiccated fronds, the white, 2-story, French-style mansion with pompous battlements running along the top

  was in ruins. A mansion with black-and-white checkerboard marble floors where the air got cool, but steel girders hung down from the destroyed ceiling and the windows either had no panes or had

  cracked glass and broken wooden sills. A French mansion built in the 19th century by my great-grandfather, founder of Consolation Tuna.




  In the master bedroom with windows overlooking the sea, the 2 mattresses on the big, king-sized bed had rotted and 1 had a hole in the middle of it, a crater that had become the hub of an

  ants’ nest, red ants that marched single file down each of the 4 legs of the bed and under the gaps beneath the 4 doors, sallying forth down the 4 hallways leading to the 12 bedrooms on the

  second floor.




  So the first night my aunt slept in a hammock she found in the living room, hung between 1 Doric column and another Doric column and close to another large, windowless window that also

  overlooked the sea.




  And when she was half-asleep, as my aunt Isabelle has since told Me, she heard footsteps and then felt someone’s breath on her face.




  Terrified, she opened her eyes and there stood a creature with a tangled mass of hair covering half her face. She was a dark, naked thing, and Aunt Isabelle could barely make out her large eyes

  beneath the matted clump of hair, a wild thing staring at her fixedly.




  Who are you? Aunt Isabelle whispered.




  And the thing took 2 steps back.




  Aunt Isabelle got up out of the hammock quickly and the thing took 2 more steps back.




  Aunt Isabelle took 2 steps forward and the thing ran away, more afraid of Aunt Isabelle than Aunt Isabelle was of it.




  Aunt Isabelle watched it take off down the stairs like a shot in the dark blue air, running for the basement. She heard it bolt the wooden door, heard the tremendous racket made by things being

  hurled against the basement walls, a tremendous racket that soon increased, accompanied by horrifying howls—like a dog, like a coyote—coming from the thing, and it lasted, Aunt Isabelle

  said, 2 or 3 hours, making it impos­sible to concentrate on anything else. She went to her suitcase and took out a bottle of whiskey, threw herself down on the hammock, and drank half the

  bottle, taking long swigs, but not even that drowned out the terrible racket and let her fall back to sleep, until finally, close to dawn, it ended, after 1 long, final howl.




  When she awoke, the marble floor and white walls reflected the noonday sun and she heard a dry rattling coming from the kitchen.




  It was Gorda, leaning over the counter, turning the handle of the coffee mill. Gorda: the fat, dark-skinned house servant, wearing a black fabric belt that bisected her body and made her look

  like an 8, with huaraches on her chubby-toed feet.




  The 2 women greeted each other, Gorda tipped the ground coffee into a pitcher of boiled water, and poured it through a strainer into 1 glass, and then into another, in silence, and although they

  only knew of each other from third-party references, the 2 women sat down at the table together and immediately began writing in a notebook all the things the house would need.




  Provisions and cleaning supplies on 1 list, people they’d have to hire on another. Permanent: a gardener, a butler, and a chauffeur. For 1 week: an ant exterminator. For 1 month: a

  marble-floor polisher. And for 2 months: 12 construction workers to repair the walls, put glass in the windows, and bring in the furniture, when it arrived in the trailer.




  At a certain point, Aunt Isabelle got up from the table, lit a cigarette and, leaning against the stove, told Gorda about her encounter with the thing the night before.




  Ah, the girl, said Gorda, laughing softly.




  The girl?




  She lives here. Nobody told you?




  Who do you suppose would have told me?




  Your sister, of course.




  Gorda was still chuckling.




  She actually forgot to tell you about the girl?




  I didn’t speak to my sister before she died, my aunt said. We weren’t close.




  Ah, well. There you have it.




  And why does the girl live here?




  Gorda considered the question before replying.




  Charity, I believe.




  On the blue-tiled kitchen wall, a machete hung from a nail. My aunt Isabelle snatched it up and headed down the basement stairs, Gorda right behind her. Behind the door, she found a gloomy

  cellar that reeked. It was littered with broken wood and pieces of furniture and shattered bottles, and after turning a corner she was temporarily blinded by light. In 1 wall, a big, bright,

  light-filled hole looked onto a turquoise pool of seawater. A pool of seawater contained in a wooden corral, some 50 meters from the hole in the wall, in whose corner stood—water up to her

  waist, thin as a black line in the turquoise liquid—the thing.




  The thing sank down beneath the surface and reemerged with something red and wriggly in her hand, a red fish that slipped from her grasp and slid back into the water. She erupted with

  laughter.




  She seems happy, Aunt Isabelle said.




  Oh, yes. She’s always either happy, angry or spaced out. Those are the 3 options. Should I call her?




  Call her.




  Gorda stuck 2 fingers in her mouth and whistled like a mule driver.




  The dark girl turned to look at them, wet hair plastered to her face. Very slowly, she walked toward them. But every 3 steps she stopped, fearfully.




  She doesn’t speak, Gorda said, she just grunts.




  The girl was dark skinned, ashy and skeletal—so skinny her rib cage stuck out.




  Gorda continued:




  She doesn’t eat with silverware, she eats with her hands, no matter what you give her, and if she’s by herself she eats wet sand.




  Aside from the mat of hair on her head, the girl was hairless: not a single hair on her body, not even between her legs.




  She spends all day in her cave in the basement or in her little ocean pool, stark naked the whole time. And she’s afraid of everyone but me. With me, she’s tame as can be.




  Gorda smiled and said:




  Tame as a doggy.




  

  At Aunt Isabelle’s insistence, Gorda bathed her in the marble tub in the master bedroom. She scrubbed her with a brush meant for floors and soap meant for dishes, and

  finally she broke through the crusted-on filth to expose pink skin. Her thick, matted hair was so stiff and tangled that Aunt Isabelle abandoned the idea of cutting it into any predetermined style

  and ordered Gorda to cut it however she could, lopping it off at the scalp with a scissors, and then Aunt Isabelle herself shaved the head with a razor, while the thing sat, gaga, in the steamy

  tub, drooling.




  They pulled her from the tub, bald and pink and naked, and wiped the drool from her mouth and sat her down on a bench. She was so skinny that her knees were as wide as her thighs, her rib cage

  so prominent you could count each rib. Her finger- and toenails curled around like snails. They had to use pliers to cut them, the kind builders use to cut copper wire.




  My aunt stared at the newly clean, bald thing with faraway eyes, the thing that now smelled like dishwashing liquid, and then she noticed something on her back: a wound. A wound that ran from

  her right shoulder all the way down to the left side of her waist. And there was another scar on her left thigh. A long scar. And 1 on her right arm and several circular scars on her left.




  She was horrified.




  Her eyes met the girl’s faraway eyes. And they were green. Light green.




  Aunt Isabelle lit a cigarette and asked Gorda into the bedroom.




  Tell me 1 more time, Gorda, why is it that this creature lives here?




  Like I said, charity, señora.




  That’s just a line. Tell me the truth.




  My aunt stood at the open window, a breeze blowing away the smoke from her cigarette, which she held close to her face.




  Well, who knows, really. I always say, when people ask, that it’s because your sister took pity on her.




  And 1 more time, how long has she been living like this?




  All her life, as far as I know. When I started here she was already in the house. Or rather, under the house, in her little sea pen in the basement, and when guests came, your sister had me take

  her out to the woodshed, at the far end of the grounds, so if she got mad nobody would hear the fuss. You saw what a ruckus she kicks up.




  Aunt Isabelle slowly exhaled smoke.




  And was she beaten?




  By who? Your sister?




  Or you. Or anyone. How did she get these scars? Tell me.




  Well, I didn’t do it, Gorda said defensively.




  So it was my sister? She demanded.




  There were days when señora hit her, Gorda said, looking away. She’d lock her in a room and take a belt to her, the buckle end. I heard the girl scream and I kept cooking. Nothing I

  could do about it.




  Aunt Isabelle kept smoking, staring through the window at the sea.




  Gorda recommenced:




  She was dim from the crib, you know. That’s why, I think.




  What does that mean, dim from the crib?




  You know. A dimwit. Simple. Born soft.




  And that’s why, what?




  Why your sister lost her temper with her and hit her, why she kept her locked away.




  But those right there are burn marks, my aunt said, her voice tight. Christ, beating a girl is bad enough but burning her? Anyone who burns a girl should be locked up.




  Gorda kept her lips pressed tightly together. Finally she whispered:




  Well, I tell you what. If you sleep on the floor like that, the roaches will get you. A few of the scars might be from that.




  Aunt Isabelle snorted. She had another question:




  When my sister died, did she call the girl in to say good-bye?




  Gorda looked down.




  Your sister was very hard, señora, if I may say that. Your sister died alone. After the embolism her body got very stiff. She walked funny, stuck out 1 leg first, then the other 1 a while

  later. Hands bent up like claws. She even had trouble breathing, in that wheelchair. So she got 2 kids from the cannery to load her into her jeep and she drove off down the mountain road. Later the

  police said that marks on the pavement showed that on a sharp curve, high up in the hills, she didn’t turn, as if the road kept going straight.




  Aunt Isabelle said:




  Keep going.




  There’s not much else to say. People said her leg must have gotten stuck on the accelerator. But I knew her and I know that’s not what happened. Same way she’d throw away food

  even if it was just a little off, same way she’d see a plant and say to me, Gorda, blight got its leaves, it’s no good anymore, pull it up, and throw it out. Well, I know she said to

  herself, You’re no good anymore, either, and just kept driving straight when the road curved.




  A wave broke on the beach, 1 floor below them, and then spread across the sand with a hiss.




  Weeks later, Gorda continued, some peasants found the jeep upside down at the bottom of a ravine, among the prickly pear cactus, and her body a little way from it. She was just bones by then,

  and not even all of them. Her rib cage, skull, arm bones, and the fingers of 1 hand. That’s all. The buzzards must have eaten her flesh. And the other bones—who knows?—maybe the

  coyotes took them.




  Runs in the family, Aunt Isabelle said.




  What does, señora?




  Being hard. Did you bury the bones?




  We buried them in the garden, but all the tombstone says is her name. Lorena Nieto. We didn’t put a cross or anything. We didn’t know what religion she was, or who to ask.




  She wasn’t, Aunt Isabelle said. The Nieto family has no religion. Gorda, I’m going to ask you something, and please tell me the truth.




  Yes, señora.




  She’s my sister’s daughter, isn’t she?




  The thing?




  The thing.




  Gorda didn’t say anything for a while. Then she said:




  No. How could that be? They don’t even look alike. Besides, she’d have said something about it at some point, don’t you think? And she never said a word.




  What about her eyes?




  The girl’s? Her hair’s always in her face, I can’t even remember what they look like. Are they green?




  Light green.




  Your sister’s eyes were brown, Gorda said.




  Aunt Isabelle turned to stare at her, with her light green eyes.




  That was what made her mind up—my aunt’s mind. The light green eyes. That’s what made her so certain that the thing was her niece, and so she set herself the task of turning it

  into a human being.




  To start, she tried to get her to say her first word:




  Me.




  Me.




  Me.




  She’d take her by the hand and lead her to the beach, spread a red blanket on the burning sand, and sit her down, knees drawn up into her chest, and the thing was supposed to say Me, Me,

  into the wind and the sea.




  And that is how, on August 21, 1978, Me came into being, there by the sea, screaming my lungs out, Me, Me, bald and fully formed, wearing knee socks and huaraches.








  




  2




  You.




  My aunt says it was just as hard to teach Me the second word:




  You.




  She’d refuse to feed Me, sit Me down at the wooden kitchen table, and sit opposite Me, a plate of shelled walnuts beside her.




  Then she’d point to herself and say:




  You.




  And look at Me and I’d say:




  You.




  She’d give Me a nut and I’d wolf it down.




  Then she’d look at Me and say:




  Again. Look carefully.




  She’d point to herself and ask:




  Me?




  And she’d look questioningly at Me and I would protest, pointing to my chest and saying:




  No! ME!




  Then there would be no nut for Me and my stomach would growl.




  You, she’d say, pointing to Me.




  Oh, it drove Me crazy. ME! I’d shriek, pounding my chest. ME, ME, ME!




  No, for Me, you are You and I am Me, she claimed, and don’t throw hissy fits.




  But I did. Big ones. Terrible. I’d throw the chair, screaming, and kick the table leg, 1 time, 3 times, 30 times, screaming and screaming, while my aunt sat, shaking, and watched Me, or

  picked up a newspaper and began reading, until finally she, too, would scream:




  SIT DOWN!




  And I would sit back down, panting with unspent fury.




  Sometimes the fury overpowered Me and when my aunt shouted I would snatch up a glass and hurl it against a window, which shattered into 1,000 pieces while I ran to steal the dish of nuts that my

  aunt would then confiscate from Me, walnuts falling to the floor as I pounced, trying to grab them. But she’d pull Me up, her arm around my waist, while I howled like a starving dog.




  What the hell she wanted from Me, I had no clue.




  I’d wriggle free of her grasp and run to the beach, falling to my knees to bring a fistful of sand to my mouth. Hot, salty sand. By the second lick, it would fly from my hand, forced open

  by my aunt, who was there specifically to keep Me from eating sand.




  She’d leave the butler standing guard, watching Me, all set to kick my fist if I filled it with sand and raised it to my mouth again, and I’d wear myself out crying and howling and

  rocking back and forth, drool dribbling from the corners of my mouth.




  Until I evaporated. Until I disappeared and there was nothing left of Me.




  Just thinking about our furious You and Me classes is giving Me a headache right this minute.




  And I’ll concede 2 more things:




  1. Even now, 32 years later, I still can’t quite accept that anyone, with the exception of Me, could ever be a Me.




  2. I still think that glass shattering into 1,000 pieces is the most wonderful sound in the world.




  But my aunt wouldn’t give up her stubborn idea of turning Me into a human. Or something that could pass for human.




  How she came up with the electrical outlet thing, I have no idea. She ordered a long electrical cable, several yards long, with a black plastic plug at 1 end and 3 cables at the other: 1 red, 1

  yellow, 1 blue.




  She’d tie the wires to my belt and then plug the other end into the outlet in the wall. And that was how we had class. And if I started to run off, or to disappear, she’d shout at Me

  and tell Me that I was connected, I was plugged in, and she’d tug the cable and I’d come back.




  Why it worked, I don’t know, but it did. I suppose because I understood that the blender and the vacuum were turned on and made a huge racket as long as they were plugged in and turned on,

  and to Me, there was no difference between the blender and the vacuum, and Me.




  At any rate, the fact is that when I was connected at the waist and plugged in to some wall outlet somewhere, I could venture through the house alone, go from room to room with no fear of

  getting lost or becoming terrified if I came across something strange, like a construction worker halfway up a ladder whitewashing a wall, and I couldn’t lose Me, the way I did the time I

  followed an ant around on all 4s and forgot all about Me.




  I woke up to someone patting Me on the head and was startled when the beam of a flashlight hit my face. It was nighttime and I was sitting on an unfamiliar beach, covered in ants from my tangled

  hair to my toes, and someone was whispering da da da da da.




  Someone who was Me.




  In time, if a panic attack was imminent, or if I was about to disappear, I learned to grab the cable with both hands and follow it back until I got to my plug.




  And after You and Me came other words. My name (Karen). The name of my aunt (Isabelle) and of figure 8 Gorda (Gorda). Plus: chair, table, window, floor, lamp.




  My aunt would stick little pieces of colored paper to things and write the things’ names on the little pieces of colored paper so she could remember what she called them. But something

  mysterious happened.




  1 day I said:




  Floor, and with my index finger I spelled out f-l-o-o-r in the air.




  My aunt stood gaping.




  She pointed to the chair and I said:




  Chair, and in the air I wrote c-h-a-i-r.




  My aunt threw a party that night, with cake and glasses of milk for Gorda, the butler, and Me. And while it’s true that learning to speak and read and write when you’re over 3 feet

  tall is not statistically speaking any sort of extraordinary feat, it was fabulous, for my aunt and for Me.




  She taught Me to use a pencil on a piece of paper and saw that it was true that I had memorized the letters of the names of the things and I would fill pages and pages with my writing—an

  oversized, clumsy imitation of my aunt’s.




  The house was overrun with colored labels. On doors. On hammocks. In the kitchen, each object had a label and when she cooked Gorda had to remove them, wash the things, and then put the colored

  labels back on. The chauffeur, the gardener, and the butler all wore labels on their chests, which read “chauffeur,” “gardener,” “butler.” And my second-floor

  room, near my aunt’s room, was full of pieces of paper covered with random words.




  Soon my aunt switched from little colored pieces of paper to colored plastic and names began appearing on things in the air. 1 afternoon my aunt went out onto the balcony and saw a label at the

  bottom of the swimming pool, and a label on each of the trunks of ash, avocado and willow trees, and labels on some branches and on some leaves and on a nest, and on the very end of the highest

  branch of the tallest willow in the garden, she glimpsed a yellow label around the little foot of a brown bird with a red chest, which surely said r-o-b-i-n.




  I say it was fabulous, for my aunt and for Me, until I became more confident, and then it was torture. Suddenly, I was talking nonstop. I’d string words together with no rhyme or

  reason.




  Chair rose flesh fridge blender window day. Window night lamp headlight moon butterfly black.




  I’d giggle gleefully and applaud myself after each new string of terms.




  My aunt bought a radio and left it turned on all the time. Her hunch was right. Soon I was repeating everything. The weather forecast for this winter afternoon, winter afternoon, calls for light

  rain and sun, sun, followed by clouds, clouds.




  The repetition of words brought about by the echolalia I’ve never managed to overcome: a sort of echo I add to myself, sometimes.




  I’d wake myself up talking. The governor has decided to build a dam, a dam, in the southeastern part of the state for the indigenous communities who live, live there and now a word from

  our sponsors Coca-Cola relax with the pause that refreshes Coca-Cola.




  I’d go into the library to wheedle information from my aunt, who sat at the typewriter typing. What does dam and southeastern and communities and pause mean?




  1 day she pointed to a gigantic book that lay open on a wooden lectern.




  You can find every single thing in the whole world inside that book, she said.




  It was great-grandfather’s giant dictionary, a pale-brown leather-bound dictionary with very thin translucent pages full of tiny letters, where, of course, you could not find every single

  thing in the whole world, just the name of every single thing in the whole world and a lot of colored pictures.




  I make note of that because it’s been the biggest difference between my aunt and Me: she thinks that words are things in the world, whereas I know that they are simply pieces of sound and

  that the things of the world exist with no need for words.




  At any rate, the lectern with the gigantic dictionary became a place for Me to be quiet. I’d only stop talking when I went—mouth agape—to look up a word on 1 of its pages, or

  when I disappeared, or when I slept, which is the same as disappearing but horizontally.




  But when I returned, boy, I talked nonstop, a walking radio. I’d fall asleep talking and laughing at words that were funny to Me and wake myself up talking. It became torture for Gorda and

  the butler, who’d see Me coming and ignore Me, while I filled the space with my voice.




  Could you at least sing the songs? Gorda asked 1 day, emptying a sack of potatoes onto the kitchen counter.




  But I didn’t sing them. Songs I heard on the radio, I recited in my monotonous, nasal, unmodulated voice. Where oh where can my baby be the lord took her away from me she’s gone to

  heaven so I got to be good so I can see my baby when I leave this world.




  Leave this worrrld, I repeated, noting the way my tongue curled back on the r. Worrrld, I repeated. Worrrrrrrrrrrld! And I shrieked with laughter.




  Gorda kept peeling a potato into the sink, resigned.




  Maybe it’s time she started going to school, said my aunt.




  I walked into the classroom the first day, saw nothing but dwarfs and weirdos, and went straight to a corner. So I don’t know what my first week of classes was like,

  because I spent it staring at the angle where the 2 walls met.




  Anyway, it was all very strange. It was as if they’d rounded up every ignoramus in town (and the vicinity) and brought them all to the same place. Or should I say,

  that’s exactly what they did: assemble all the nitwits from Mazatlán and thereabouts, enroll them, and keep them entertained.




  Everybody there was either mentally retarded or crazy, or crazy and retarded. There were 4 kids who looked Chinese, who I later found out were Mongoloids, and they laughed at

  everything—which really means they laughed at nothing. There was a tall, skinny nut who would suddenly start jerking and twitching as if he’d been electrocuted and then fall to the

  floor and twitch some more until Miss Alegría stuck a spoon in his mouth, and then he’d spend the next few hours drooling. There were the wobblies, as they called them: 5 kids who

  spent all day in wheelchairs with their heads lolled over to 1 side and a leg jutting out to the other, waving their hands in the air as if they were trying to fan their faces but with their hands

  too low. And there was a retard that went around with an electrical cord tied to her waist plugging herself into all the wall sockets until she found the best 1 and then, once plugged in, sat and

  stared out the window at the red tile patio with yellow walls—and the socket freak was Me.




  There was also a white cat that often slunk onto the patio and then turned in circles and sprawled out in the sun. Sometimes a flock of seagulls flew overhead. Or a mouse

  scurried up the only tree trunk on the patio and I watched it scuttle from branch to branch, until it finally took 1 giant leap and vaulted over the patio wall.




  That type of thing kept Me enthralled and drooling all day, my forehead pressed to the windowpane.




  And suddenly at the hottest part of the day, with no prior warning, lunacy would break out: some kids would start spinning around and around on their axles, screaming; the

  electrified idiot would have 1 of his jerking attacks; the Mongoloids would hurl themselves to the floor and roll around; the wobblies would be wobbling in their wheelchairs; I would recite the

  time like the operator used to do, but at the top of my lungs; and Miss Alegría would pull out her knitting and knit very quietly, sitting in her chair.




  I didn’t like school 1 bit.




  Everyone was a lot like Me, but that’s irrelevant. I don’t like myself very much.




  Every morning the chauffeur forcibly pulled Me out of the station wagon and, clasping Me to his waist, carried Me inside while I kicked and flailed, and once inside the classroom he’d

  deposit Me on a table, tear-streaked and exhausted from the struggle, my hair plastered down with sweat.




  Miss Alegría would smile and say:




  Good morning, Karen, welcome.




  But there were a few appealing things about school. We got to submerge our hands in buckets of paint and paint the walls with our fingers. And they taught us to tie our tennis shoes. And put on

  our socks. And to put on our socks first and then tie our tennis shoes, which works out better.




  They lined us up single file and took us out, each dimwit rubberbanded at the waist to the next as we walked down the street, and we had to read the names of the streets and wait for the light

  to turn red before we could cross in front of the cars to the other side.




  And they took us to museums to learn how to use the restroom in a public place. All the “women” went into the women’s room and all the “men” went into the

  men’s room, which is very important to get right, Miss Alegría said. And we had to go pee and poo inside the toilet, not beside the toilet.




  Which is another thing it’s very important to get right, said Miss Alegría.




  It was always a big mess because the Mongoloids pulled all the toilet paper off of the rolls and strewed it all over the bathroom. Or the electrocutee stuck his penis into any hole he could find

  in the tiled wall and jerked against the tiles until a sticky white liquid came out and his eyes rolled back in his head. Or a wobbly sitting in his wheelchair would spray the mirrors with urine by

  aiming his penis—which was 15 ­centimetres long—like a hose. Or the tireless Mongoloids would pour all of the liquid soap from the dispensers onto the tile floor and call us all,

  “men” and “women,” into the bawdy restroom and we’d all skate from wall to wall as soapsuds bubbled up on the floor.




  That was how we got to know all the museums in Mazatlán, which are a grand total of 4.




  The Mazatlán Museum of Folklore, where in glass cabinets they keep huaraches and rattles and pots and clay figurines and things like that. The Mazatlán Museum of Archaeology, where

  in glass cabinets they keep huaraches and rattles and pots, but very old ones. The Mazatlán Museum of Justice, where behind glass they keep old clothes and old papers, and where we never saw

  anybody except ourselves and 1 little old man, who was the caretaker and who followed us from room to room as if he wanted to be 1 of us dimwits, but every time we got to the exit Miss

  Alegría would point her finger at him and send him back in. And the Mazatlán Museum of Natural Science, a dark place full of dead animals with their claws out, kept in illuminated

  glass cases that made the whole gang of nitwits and retards shriek and left Me with my mouth hanging open in fear.




  Led by Miss Alegría, we’d march across them all single file, rubberbanded to one another at our waists, headed for the truly attractive feature of the museums as far as Miss

  Alegría was concerned: the bathrooms. And I remember that seeing all that shiny glass, all those display cases and cabinets, made Me want to shatter a few.




  I never broke any glass in those museums, but even now, as an adult, if I visit a museum, the temptation makes Me clench my fist and causes Me to salivate.




  But back to Miss Alegría.




  With her infinite nunlike patience, Miss Alegría taught us that everything 1 does from the waist down and the knees up must be done alone, in secret.




  How must you do it?




  Alone! The crazies shouted in unison.




  Because everything you do with that part of your body is ugly. Ugly, she repeated. What is it?




  Ugly! We cried.




  And whom do we tell about it?




  Nobody! We shouted like a chorus of imbeciles, which is, in fact, precisely what we were.




  And what are the 2 forbidden parts of the body?




  We all clenched ourselves between the legs, first in front, and then pointed to our butts, to indicate the anus.




  Very good, Miss Alegría congratulated.




  I think the only reason we were in school was to give people at home a break.




  Sometimes I’d sneak out of class and go out to the patio to trap the white cat. A cat with lots of fur that was always very clean and very white, with little pink pointy

  ears and little pink paws. I’d sit on the tiles and stroke her back and her belly, and the cat would meow. And then I’d lie down, face up, and she’d walk on Me with her little

  pink paws and I’d meow.




  Then Miss Alegría called Me back to class and the cat followed, winding in and out between each of my steps without letting Me step on her.




  We became friends and when I sat down she sat on my lap and snuck under my shirt to lick the sweat off my skin and then poked her head out the neck hole, emerging to sit on my head like a heavy

  hat.




  1 morning, Mongoloid number 3 decided to drag her around the room by the tail like he was mopping the floor with her, despite the fact that she was yowling like mad. So I smacked the stupid

  Mongoloid in the head and he fell down, and I dragged him by 1 foot around the room like I was mopping the floor with him, despite the fact that he yowled like mad.




  That was the beginning of an inexplicable story.




  1 afternoon, after I had come back to my aunt’s house, I discovered the white cat sitting on 1 of the black floor tiles of the black-and-white living room floor, cocking her head to 1 side

  and gazing with her little blue eyes.




  Aunt Isabelle asked Me several times:




  How did the white cat get here?




  I have no idea, I replied several times.




  How did she get here, Karen? Concentrate. Did you steal her? Did she follow you?




  No idea!




  Don’t tell Me she walked halfway across Mazatlán and just happened to end up here at the house!




  I HAVE NO IDEA! I screamed.




  My aunt knows I don’t lie. It’s not that it doesn’t appeal to Me; I just can’t. As I found out much later, I simply don’t have the neuronal connections required to

  lie.




  So my aunt stopped insisting.




  But since that time, sometimes things I really, really like a lot later appear at my house. That’s the 1 thing I’m lucky about.




  My aunt asked Me what we should name the cat.




  You, I said.




  Bad name, she said.




  Gorda offered another option. Nunutsi, which means “little girl” in Gorda’s native language, Huichol. My aunt nodded, and Gorda said to Me:




  Now she’s the little girl, not you.




  I’d spend afternoons at home, reading my great-grandfather’s books. I understood almost nothing, but what mattered to Me was learning new words. I would write out

  each new word in my big, clunky writing and then go stand before the lectern where the dictionary was kept and look it up. Then I’d pin the pages of new words to the walls of my room with

  colored tacks.




  The kind I liked the most, and still like the most, are nouns. Nouns are the things that are most like things. Things that are grabbable, audible, smellable, and sometimes have the added bonus

  of being alive, like birds, cats, fish, ants, turtles.




  I also very much like the names of colors, which are things that are almost not things. I mean, colors are things that just barely exist. Between being and not being, they are like miracles.

  Green, blue, yellow, black, white, red. It’s very funny to Me that there are colors at all, when it would be so easy for there not to be.




  But verbs in the future tense I found impossible. How could you talk about a time that doesn’t exist and nobody knows what it will be like when it does? Something inside Me was incapable

  of thinking about the future, the same void that keeps Me from lying.




  Every night while I was in bed, I read my new words aloud, reciting the words tacked to the walls so that I could make them a part of Me, until my eyes wouldn’t stay open any longer.




  

  1 afternoon I was in my great-grandfather’s library with my aunt. A library with 4 walls lined high with books and a big table in the middle. At some point I realized that

  my aunt had stopped typing and was watching Me read.




  I traced the lines of letters with my index finger and underlined a word with my pencil; then I went to the lectern and thumbed through the pages of my great-grandfather’s dictionary until

  I found the word, copied it down in my big, slow writing, and went back to the book and placed the sheet of paper with the new word in a stack of sheets of paper with new words.




  What are you reading? my aunt asked.




  Little Women, by Louisa May Alcott.




  That was the first book I read, she said, pleased. Let’s have a look.




  I gave it to her. She turned it over in her hands. A book with very worn, green binding and yellowed pages. She flipped through it. She stroked 1 page in particular.




  Yes, this was my book, she murmured, and kissed a page, which made no sense to Me. Do you like it, Karen?
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