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Introduction
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Before I am born, my father, for reasons shrouded in mystery, abruptly leaves a successful engineering career in the United States. He buys two hundred and fifty acres of remote beachfront land on Samana Bay in the Dominican Republic. This small, Spanish-speaking nation occupies two-thirds of the island of Hispaniola and is ruled by the dictator Rafael Trujillo. Haiti occupies the western third of the landmass. Trade winds blow year round all the way from the deserts in Africa, combing through palm groves and shaping the trunks into inverted commas. The island is also in the main path of hurricanes that storm through the Atlantic and Caribbean from June through November. In 1946, when I am six weeks old and my sister Berta is four, my father moves us into this instability. Our family lands—with a pile of suitcases, a box of books, and bright Fiesta dinnerware—years before there will be electric power or actual roads to Miches, the closest village.


At this time, access to our property is a four-hour boat trip from another town, or a daylong horseback ride over the Cordillera Oriental range. These mountains, my father says, will protect our land from the worst hurricanes. He hires a crew to plant ten thousand coconut seedlings and names the property Cocoloco Plantation. It will take several years for the palms to begin producing nuts. During that waiting period, he contracts with his former employer and the family sometimes travels with him to job sites around the globe.


When I’m five, we settle permanently in the small fishing village of Miches, four kilometers from our coconut finca. Finca is the Spanish word for farm, and dozens of such plantations stretch for miles along the empty shoreline on either side of town. My father originally joined with another American engineer on a larger parcel, but soon after the purchase, the partnership blew up and the land was divided. The family visits their finca frequently, and this is awkward since Berta and I are forbidden to speak to their children, a boy and a girl our same ages. It’s not easy to ignore them when they are right next door, but Daddy plants a high hedge of hibiscus between our properties so we can’t see their house. My mother goes along with whatever Daddy decides.


Other than the family we can’t talk to, we will be the only English-speaking people within a hundred kilometers. My father frequently says we are a damn happy family; we’ve arrived in paradise, and are the luckiest people in the world.


 


“Islands … seem to take revenge on those who regard them as
solutions or personal Edens.”


—Alastair Reid 
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Chapter One


[image: image]


Miches


It’s a sticky summer day when we first bounce over the mountain in a ratty jeep driven by an old man with brown leather skin. The windshield is cracked and dust covers everything. Our suitcases are piled on top, strapped down by frayed ropes. We’re not tied down by anything at all. We heave left and right as the jeep straddles the track that’s barely a road. I’m used to these raggedy roads in the Dominican Republic—riding in a vehicle is always clattery and bumpy on this island.


Daddy sits up front with the driver, and in the smelly backseat, Mama wedges in between my sister Berta and me, trying to hold on to us as we lurch up yet another switchback. Berta turns white, leans out the window, and throws up. Daddy mumbles something about how since she’s nine, she should be used to this by now and not get sick. The vehicle stops and I get sick too. Daddy tries to distract us by showing us a waterfall off in the distance, but all I can see is the mess I’ve made of my clothes. We pile in again and rumble onward, slowing down behind a donkey cart piled high with bananas. When we crest the mountain, we stop where the air is cool. There’s nothing left in our stomachs. The driver goes off in the bushes to pee, and Daddy climbs a rocky ledge. He waves his arms, motioning us to join him.


Berta clambers up the boulder, and Mama holds me until Daddy can grab me and pull me up beside him. He puts his arm around Mama and gives her a smacking kiss right on the lips. “There it is,” he points. “Our new home.”


The hillsides spill all the way down to the bluest water I’ve ever seen, a bay of shimmering light so bright it makes me blink. Daddy smiles. “See—there’s Miches town.” He gestures toward the inner curve of the bay to a scattering of small buildings crouched along a rocky shoreline with a few streets spreading out like a broken spider web. I blink and imagine the little houses are insects trapped in the web and then I shudder and tell myself not to think like that. I squint again at a long snaky river at the edge of town and then, to the right of it, a long sweep of sandy beach that stretches out like a sliver of new moon. The beach sweeps out to a point of land and disappears on the other side in a white-gold haze. The shore is lined with green fringe, and a smaller patch of a light color stands out like a ragged square of carpet. Daddy waves his arm toward the pale green at the far end of the bay. “There,” he says as tears roll down his face. “That’s Cocoloco Plantation. We’ll always be able to pick it out from here.”


“How come?” Berta asks.


“Because my plantings are young palms—all the other plantations have been here for decades and the fronds get dark green with age. So Cocoloco will always stand out.”


“Always?”


“Well, until the trees grow really, really old—thirty or more years.”


The driver peers over the rocks to see what we’re all looking at. He smiles and I can see he’s missing most of his front teeth. “Bonito, sí.” He nods. Pretty. Daddy lets me go and jumps back to the road.


I’m left alone up on the rock and it’s dizzying way up here. This island is all I’ve known. We’ve moved several times before, but this is going to be, as Mama says, permanent. Forever, whatever that means. I’m lightheaded, and I whimper when I look down the edge of the cliff. Daddy glares at me as if I shouldn’t be afraid and pulls me down to the ground without a word. I remember him telling Mama that if I were a boy I’d learn more quickly, and I figure he thinks I should just be able to jump down off the rock like it’s nothing. We pack ourselves back into the car and the bay gets closer as we shudder downward.


We pull into the village of Miches, passing a church and small plaza. In a few minutes we’re through what there is of town and the jeep sputters to a stop next to a pasture. A bunch of cows amble up to a sagging barbed wire fence, swishing their tails. Beyond the field is a wide stretch of brown water, the Yeguada River. Daddy has bought a small lot at the edge of town by a pasture, far away from the nearest house. The property fronts the bay and is bordered on one side by a laguna that used to drain out to the ocean but is now sealed up into a pond that keeps stray animals from entering our yard.


The village is mostly farmers, fishermen, and tradespeople. The public guagua bus rattles its way over the mountain three times a week. It weaves through town, picking up passengers, passing the butcher shop over by the river, the tiny post office, the police station with its two officers and a three-legged dog, a clínica with a part-time doctor, and two grocery stores.


Instead of a nice concrete home with tile floors and rooms for servants—like other plantation owners in bigger towns build—our home will be small, with no servants, and it will be made entirely of aluminum. A neighbor sniffs and rolls his eyes. “Aluminio?” Daddy assures the doubters it will be as solid as concrete, and hurricane-proof.


While we wait for the house sections to arrive, we rent a cottage owned by someone from the capital who only visits Miches a few times a year. Don Elpidio, a local farmer we meet soon after moving in, whispers to Daddy over rum one night that the owners are mala gente, bad people. He makes a gesture with his hand, mimicking a slash across his throat. Daddy laughs. Mama is busy talking to his wife, Doña Selenia, and doesn’t seem to hear the men’s conversation. Berta is playing cards with their daughter Carmen, and they giggle as Berta tries to explain the rules of “Fish.” I shift closer to Berta and beg her to let me play.


Berta waves me off at first. “You’re too little.”


“I’m not.”


“Déjala jugar,” Carmen says. Let her play. Berta rolls her eyes but gives me some cards. I stick my tongue out at her. Then we both laugh and I forget about the bad people who own this house. The next morning I overhear Daddy repeating what Don Elpidio had said the night before—that our rented house belongs to two brothers who work for El Jefe, Trujillo himself. The dictator’s full title is His Excellency Generalísimo Doctor Rafael Leonidas Trujillo, Benefactor of the Republic, and he’s ruled the Dominican Republic for twenty years. It’s also okay to refer to him as El Jefe, The Chief. Mama and Daddy sit Berta and me down to tell us we are never, ever to speak badly about Trujillo or say anything at all about the government. But Don Elpidio says that the brothers who own our rented house are asesinos.


“I’m scared,” I whisper to Mama that night when she tucks me into bed.


“There’s nothing to be scared of.”


“But Berta says asesino means killer. Will they hurt us?”


“No, no.” Mama pats me on the head. “People like to talk about things they don’t understand. These men are more like special police, and I’m sure they don’t kill innocent people.” She pulls the mosquito netting closed. “Go to sleep now. Everything’s fine.” Berta, in her bunk, snorts under her breath as if she doesn’t believe Mama. I pull the web of netting around me and stare through my cocoon at the moonlight outside the window.


A TRUCK ARRIVES, bearing the metal sections that will become a house. The concrete foundation has already been laid. Sure enough, like Daddy promised, everything is aluminum—the posts, the roof, the walls, the windows, and the front and back doors. Daddy slices open one of the large cartons, pulling out one of several heavy sacks of fasteners. “See? Just like they said—five thousand nuts and bolts. That’s it—all we need to put this whole goddamn thing together.”


Within six days, we have a home—four small rooms with open passageways between them. The living room has a small dining table pushed against one wall. Mama rolls out the Peruvian rug made from llama wool that she’s had since the year my parents got married and spent two years in the Andes Mountain on a job site. Daddy builds all our furniture and paints everything the same shade of turquoise. Everything. Bed frames, chairs, table, dressers, mirror frames, and even a shelf in the bathroom. His chair, in Adirondack style with wide arms, takes up an entire corner of the living room, and we kids are not to sit in it.


The front porch is a concrete extension designed like a half moon, the media luna. For parties and dancing, Daddy says. One night, after the house is finished, Daddy and Mama crank up our wind-up Victrola record player. Lantern glow and the light of a full moon overhead make everything feel almost cozy.


“See?” Daddy crows. “This is the life.” He twirls Mama around to “When You’re Smiling,” a Perry Como song. He dips her back like the dancers on the cover of a tango record and points up at the moon. “All those working stiffs back in the States with their god-awful jobs and their boring lives—they don’t know what they’re missing.”


He starts to sing, in Spanish, the song he made up about Miches. “Ay, Miches, ay Miches, que linda es la vida aqui.” How pretty life is in Miches. Mama laughs and finishes her drink.


Berta and I rattle dishes in the kitchen, soaping and rinsing, washing away the rum that clings to the glasses. Most nights are not like this. Daddy is drinking more and more until his voice gets slurry and he yells at us before slumping off to bed. I’m beginning to dread the nighttime.


Mama plants zinnias and ferns in a neat border alongside the kitchen. The finishing touch is the porch step, which Daddy says we’ll build ourselves. Berta mixes the cement, and Mama and Daddy pour it into the wooden mold. When it’s almost dry, Berta and I leave our footprints in the hardening concrete. Mama takes her little finger and carves her and Daddy’s initials into a corner. Mama decides to call our house “Casalata” because when it’s all closed up it looks just like a tin can, or lata.


We have our first foreign visitors, members of the English consulate in Ciudad Trujillo, when they somehow hear about the Americans in this part of the island and find us. They’ve never seen a house like this. Daddy is dressed for company, in clean khaki shorts and a short-sleeved shirt. Usually he doesn’t bother wearing shirts at all, and he is brown from working outdoors. He raps on the metal wall. “It’s hurricane-proof. The locals here thought I was crazy when I told them what I was doing. I had a case of rum riding on this. With the road from El Seybo still mostly a donkey trail, no one could figure out how anyone could get a whole house over the mountain; they didn’t know about prefab. Needless to say, I won the bet here—the Micheros toasted us with a roast pig and a guitar concert by one of the best damn musicians I’ve ever heard.”


Mama is tall with crinkly blue eyes and soft brown hair with hints of gray. She has pinned her hair up and is wearing lipstick in honor of the guests. Her plaid shirt matches Daddy’s. She sends Berta to the kitchen to refill the plate of Saltine crackers and cheese our guests have emptied. I sit at the edge of the porch, playing jacks and listening to the chatter, when I hear one of the visitors remark how well behaved we children are.


“Well, with all our travels, they have to be,” my father says, leaning forward and lowering his voice. “We can take them anywhere. Hell, when I finished the London job there was a celebration at the Hotel Ritz—and the maître d’ said he couldn’t let us in because of the kids. I told him he wouldn’t hear a squawk out of them. Right, Emily?”


My mother nods, but she also shakes her head in my direction, like she’s trying to tell Daddy something. I wonder what she’s trying to say, but Daddy doesn’t see her gesture. He swigs a glass of rum like it’s water, then slides his glass over to Mama for another one.


I bounce the hard rubber ball and pick up a jack as a faint memory, a little fuzzy around the edges, comes into focus. It’s a rainy day in a noisy big city—London—and the whole family is dressed up and eating lunch. I stare in wonder at what looks like a sky full of gold stars all bunched together and hanging down from a very high place, the stars bursting out of sparkling branches. A chandelier, Mama calls it.


I squash an ant that’s climbing up on one of the jacks.


“So what’s your secret?” our visitor asks Mama, swatting at a fly. Mama opens her mouth but Daddy answers.


“Oh, it’s no secret, really. See, children—they’re like horses. You just have to break their spirit when they’re young. Then they don’t give you any trouble.” Daddy lights a cigarette, taking a long drag. He slurps some more rum then takes the guest by his arm and says, “Here, I’ll show you the view from our dock. Prettiest harbor you ever saw.”


Mama looks down and doesn’t say anything. Berta stands in the doorway, frowning. She tugs at a strand of hair so hard she pulls it out. My stomach hurts, like the time the jeep that brought us over the mountain hit a deep gully where the road was all washed out. I don’t really understand the business about horses, or what a spirit is—maybe a ghost?


That night I dream about broken bones that won’t grow back right, ever. I wake crying from the nightmare, and Berta holds me, saying, “Shhh, you just had a bad dream.”


I am afraid to move, in case I can’t, but my arms and legs seem to work just fine.
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Chapter Two
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Tropical Storms


On mornings like this, after a rare night that Daddy hasn’t yelled at us, Mama talks with a smile in her voice. Sleep softens Daddy’s edges, like when I take my finger and blur the charcoal line on a drawing. A lopsided grin changes his face as he plays with me. I look like Daddy, lanky, with his brown eyes that droop just a bit at the ends, and my smile is wide like his too. Daddy likes to paint watercolors, and when I show an interest in art, he sends for a paint-by-number set from a store in the capital. He shows me how just the right amount of blue and yellow becomes the perfect green of a coconut frond.


I fetch the mail every day—the daily newspaper and the few letters that find their way to us from Mama’s sister, Aunt Betty. Mama sits on the porch in the morning with a cup of coffee and a cigarette, mending a torn shirt or making a new set of napkins. Her stitches are tiny, almost as straight as if she’d taken her work to the village seamstress with the foot-pedal Singer machine. Sometimes when Daddy is away by himself at the finca, she writes long letters to her sister. Some of the village ladies come to visit Mama in the afternoons. She serves them lemonade and cookies, but their visits aren’t very long because Mama’s not much for gossip. This irritates Doña Titina, who is always full of rumors or scandalous news, such as when a neighbor took a machete to her husband when she caught him with another woman or when the town drunk fell into the ocean and almost drowned. She says it like it was funny but it makes me shiver.


Daddy tinkers with his crafts in the backyard workshop, shaded by a giant ceiba tree. At a wooden workbench under a window he makes jewelry using shells and seeds. Berta and I scavenge the beach, piling rose cockles and coquinas here, green limpets and spider shells there. One of the trees in our yard grows a circular pod packed with boomerang-shaped seeds all held together in a big ball until it’s ready to pop. On hot days, after ripening, a series of these explode and the pods spin out, two-toned brown and black. Daddy polishes them up until they shine like ebony. The wires strung across the window sag with jewelry. I stand on my tiptoes and look up at the parade of dangling earrings that sway like little dancers in the breeze. He ships most of his creations to the gift shops of fancy hotels in Ciudad Trujillo.


In a dark corner of the shop an oil portrait of Berta and me is tacked up inside a cabinet. It was painted when I was three and we lived in Spain for a year. Berta looks out from the canvas from pale blue eyes like she’s not seeing anything at all. I stare, leaning forward, my eyes bright. Mama says we squirmed a lot during the sittings. My parents don’t think the artist did a very good job, so they don’t hang the painting in the house. Instead, it’s pinned on the cabinet door like a dead butterfly, hidden away and forgotten. I think it’s beautiful—we have bows in our hair and collared dresses, nothing like the khaki shorts and faded shirts we wear now.


Berta and I are schooled at home. Daddy builds an enramada in the back yard—a circle of cement with a center pole holding up a thatched roof. It’s shaded by the cacao trees full of hard pods as big as papayas that we harvest to make chocolate. This is where we do our lessons. A big carton arrives from The Calvert School of Maryland with our school supplies for the year—new books, rulers, lined paper, lesson plans, yellow pencils, and pink rubber erasers. I’m in Grade One, and Berta is doing Grade Five. Every day Mama gives me my assignments, but Berta’s old enough to read the lesson plans by herself, so she doesn’t need Mama’s help.


After Berta and I are finished with our daily schoolwork, Mama teaches me how to make cookies and breads from her 1951 Joy of Cooking cookbook. We have to improvise when the ingredients, like walnuts or pecans for nut bars, can’t be found at the store. Yeasty, warm smells fill the house when we bake. Berta grinds the coffee beans and Mama shoves hunks of meat through another grinder. Sometimes she hums as she cooks. The sound calms my stomach and even Berta shows a smile or two. She never says so, but Mama seems happiest when it’s just the three of us together, bumping into each other in the tiny kitchen, and Daddy is spending the night up at the finca tending to a harvest. We know the night ahead will be quiet and peaceful—no need to clench my stomach when six o’clock, Daddy’s cocktail hour, comes with the threat of rum-talk, or—worse—hours of his drunken rantings before we can go to bed.


Daddy builds two boats from Chris Craft patterns he’s brought from the States. The big one is an open skiff and will transport us across the bay to Cocoloco in good weather. The small rowboat, which we name Frisky, is for the laguna. In late September, a tropical storm sneaks up on us, different than the usual chubascos, the sudden rainstorms that file through, dumping rain as loud as thunder then moving on just as quickly. We wake up to the sound of crashing waves instead of the usual lap-lap rhythm. The white-capped sea has turned cloudy like beach glass and our skiff bucks at its line at the end of the new pier. Daddy hops into it and pulls up the anchor, surfing ashore. He steers the boat onto the rocky beach and ties it to the big avocado tree, which is swaying back and forth as if it doesn’t know which way to go. He points to Frisky, bobbing in the laguna, and yells at us to bring it ashore too.


The weather is making me all jumpy and excited, and I close my arithmetic book and hold the line as Berta pulls Frisky ashore. After we’ve finished, I try to get back to my lesson. Instead I just draw lines with squiggly tops that are supposed to be coconut trees all bent over from wind. I add figures of a woman and two children running away from the edge of the sea. I make their pictures larger than the trees behind them, just like Daddy taught me. He calls it “foreshortening”; he says it makes the picture look real.


In the house, the battery-operated Zenith radio is tuned to weather news. Daddy scribbles the latitude and longitude of the storm, now a hurricane called Charlie and just a few miles from the south coast of the island. At sunset, the sky shrieks orange and purple. The waves pound our pier and loosen its planks. We stand at the edge as the waves churn, and, afraid I’ll blow away, I cling to Berta, who says I’m being a silly goose.


The sky darkens into blue-black. Back inside Casalata, the kerosene lanterns flicker and the aluminum walls glow bright then dim. Daddy says we have to keep the windows open so the air pressure stays even, but then the rains come and we close everything up. After dinner we play Monopoly in silence because the rain and the wind drown out our voices. They even drown out Daddy.


By morning the overflowing river pours into the laguna, which has broken through to the ocean, washing away two young trees. Mama kneels by the hole where the saplings once grew and clucks her tongue. “They never had a chance to take hold. If they’d been older, the roots would have kept them from being torn out of the ground.” She sighs, a long broken sound. “Oh, well,” she finally says, “We’ll just plant something else here—we don’t even have to dig a new hole, so that will be easy.”


We pile up the fallen leaves and palm fronds. Our pier is destroyed. For days afterward, local boys scour the beach for missing planks and sell them back to Daddy for a few pesos. In the meantime, the shattered pilings stick out of the water like broken nubs of teeth, brown and jagged. The waters recede and the sandbar heals like scar tissue, sealing the laguna once again into its own world. I explore the changes brought by the storm, spending hours suspended in the rowboat, drifting, looking at the water below the surface. It darkens to a ruby red, still clear enough to see snapping turtles and small fish and pollywogs.


Below that is a layer of silt that looks like dark chocolate, which I disturb with a stick and watch settle. I’m scared of the unseen bottom—the quicksand that I’m afraid will trap and suck me down if I fall in. It doesn’t matter that I can swim; the fear is always there below the surface.


I get the same feeling when I pedal my bicycle past the empty house we used to rent, the one owned by Trujillo’s asesinos, or when it’s nighttime and Daddy is yelling at Mama or us—something he’s started to do more and more. His drunken jags are like a never-ending series of storms. We get very good at predicting the weather ahead. His eyes are like a barometer, telling me if it’s just a light squall passing through or the beginning of a cyclone that will pound us through the night. Part of me wishes that Charlie could have been a monster storm, something that would make everything in our life change—something that would jolt Daddy into being different. I don’t know yet about the storm that will shatter our family into pieces of wreckage, like our broken pier.




[image: image]


Chapter Three
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Friends and Enemy


A year after we move to Miches, one of Daddy’s workers brings us a puppy, a wiggly ball of white fur and pink tongue. “Para las niñas,” he says. For the girls. Daddy first says no, but Mama begs him and he finally says we can keep him. The dog likes to bob about in the laguna, chasing the loons that are too smart to let him come anywhere near, so Berta names him Bobby. My job is to groom him; that’s a fancy word for pulling off ticks. Every afternoon, I sit him down on the porch step with a pair of tweezers and a jar of kerosene. I find the ticks that are all filled up with blood, as fat as little grapes. Bobby usually sleeps outside, in the enramada. His favorite spot is under Daddy’s chair, except when he’s drunk. Then Bobby’s tail curls under and he slinks under my bed. I sneak him up to my bunk and he licks my face.


Berta and I have made good friends in Miches, and we play together after their school lets out and our own lessons are over. Daddy doesn’t think much of the local schools. He says Trujillo promises every child an education, but it’s all propaganda and they only learn what El Jefe wants them to believe. “I’ll bet there isn’t a single adult in this village who could pick out North America or Africa or anyplace on a map besides this island and maybe Cuba or Puerto Rico,” he says.


On Fridays it’s my turn to go grocery shopping and I haul out my bicycle and set out, stopping first at a stall where I can find the local delicacy, dulce de coco. María la Sorda has a candy stand in front of her house, and she boils up batches in a big cauldron. Bobby and I follow the smell of the charcoal fire and a strong sweet aroma on her street.


“Buenos días,” I say too loudly. She opens her mouth in a toothless grin and her gray hair shakes in its bun. She grates coconut meat into cheesecloth and squeezes a stream of the white liquid into a simmering stew of milk and sugar. As the candy thickens, she tosses in a bunch of twigs tied into a small bundle, and the air fills with the bite of cinnamon and the scent of vanilla beans. After pulling the heavy cauldron off the fire, she ladles a layer of dulce onto a large sheet where it hardens before she cuts it into squares for sale. I buy ten pieces to take home. María la Sorda gives me a coconut embrace that feels warm and smoky and good and makes me wish Mama would hug me like that sometimes. I just wish she’d hug me, period. With my still-warm candy in hand, I race to the grocery store with Mama’s list and hope I don’t run into my enemy, who often lies in wait for me at Juan Kair’s market. I careen past scolding chickens, avoiding most potholes along the gravel street. Bobby trots alongside, barking at roosters. Since there are only a few jalopies, the bus, and a few battered trucks in the entire village, I’m not worried about traffic, but I am on alert for my one enemy—a boy named King Kong.


Once I arrive at the store, I scan the surroundings before dropping the bike in a corner just outside the old wooden building. Maybe today I’ll be safe. I step inside the store, which smells of green coffee and sweet oranges. Bobby follows me, sniffing and wagging his tail. Señor Kair wraps a purchase in brown paper. He has a kind face and white hair that rises in tufts. He reaches out for Mama’s list and pulls a worn pencil out from behind his ear. I want him to hurry, but he takes his time assembling the goods. Rice, red beans, sugar, and a chunk of beef, all carefully weighed on the rusty scale. I love the smells, even the stink of raw meat as it leaks red through the paper. He ticks off the rest of the list: A bottle of rum, of course. Coconut oil, soap, and a loaf of pan de agua, the local bread. He finally hands the heavy bag down to me and gives Bobby a treat, a stale bun he gulps down happily. I’m ready to load up the basket and wheel away home. I know that once I lock the backyard gate behind me, I’ll be safe.


But no luck today. King Kong grabs my bike just as I come outside with my hands full of groceries. My bicycle disappears around the corner before I can grab it. With a nasty laugh, he pedals out of sight, his shirt flapping like a brown moth. He’s the local troublemaker. I know he’ll just ride around for several minutes before getting bored and dropping the bicycle a few blocks away. He just does it to scare me, since everyone in town knows it’s mine. Today, Jesús the barber pedals back with it ten minutes after it has disappeared. I’m sitting on the curb, trying not to cry. Bobby licks my face and whimpers. When I get home, I tell Mama what happened, but she says she can’t do anything; besides, I got the bike back. That night I pull Bobby up into my bed with me and he settles in by my toes. I tell him he did a good job trying to protect me from the bad boy. He licks my fingers and snorts, and it makes me smile.


King Kong got his nickname from the occasional traveling picture show that turns up a couple of times a year. This caravan sets up a generator in the gallera, the village cockfighting arena down by the river, and they tack up movie posters all over town, promising danger and excitement. On a Saturday evening just after sunset, children and adults flock into the thatch-roofed shack. For ten centavos everyone sits on hard wooden bleachers in the darkened shed, which smells like chicken droppings and dust. We huddle as black-and-white images jerk across the screen, which is really just a white sheet stretched between two poles. The movies are dubbed in Spanish. Cowboy Westerns with snorting horses and gun-shooting heroes are popular. Other times we get cliffhangers with villains, or stories about monstrous dragons.


One night a young boy jumps in front of the screen, his shadow looming huge, and startles the audience. The movie is about a big ape that climbs tiny skyscrapers, holding a wriggling girl in his huge hand. Imitating the onscreen action, the boy hops and pounds his chest, yelling “Yo soy King Kong!”—I am King Kong!—before someone shoos him outside.


The name sticks. On the days when I’m lucky and Señor Kair himself chases the boy away before he can nab my bike, I’m still afraid. King Kong just lopes off, unrepentant, taunting, “La próxima vez, la próxima vez”—next time, next time, I’ll get you.





Chapter Four
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Rum


Daddy isn’t a drunk. He isn’t one because drunks—he says—start drinking in the morning. In the daytime Daddy is hard at work with finca business. At lunchtime he makes Mama laugh with corny jokes, or tells her how good her macaroni casserole tastes. After siesta he shows Berta how to change the tire on the bicycle, or teaches me more about perspective so I can draw trees and people with everything in the right proportion. While the sun is shining, I’m not afraid of him. It’s like when the tide is out and the beach is clean and shiny with shells and treasures to be found. He doesn’t drink until evening, and he says it’s only to relax, but that’s not true. He starts with tall glasses of rum and Coca-Cola at sunset to wind down, but that’s really when he begins to wind up. His drinking is like a storm tide that comes in and washes over everything and turns Daddy into something scary.
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“Like the best of writers,
Gardner moves beyond.
borders into the wide
open spaces of the heart.”

—JULIA ALVAREZ, author of
A Wedding in Haiti
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