
[image: Cover Page of Sisters of Alameda Street]


[image: Half Title of Sisters of Alameda Street]


[image: Title Page of Sisters of Alameda Street]


Copyright © 2017 by Lorena Hughes

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

FIRST EDITION

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Hughes, Lorena, author.

Title: The sisters of Alameda Street : a novel / Lorena Hughes.

Description: New York : Skyhorse Publishing, [2017]

Identifiers: LCCN 2017001225 (print) | LCCN 2017014966 (ebook) | ISBN 9781510716018 (ebook) | ISBN 9781510716001 (hardback)

Subjects: LCSH: Suicide victims--Fiction. | Family secrets--Fiction. | Sisters--Fiction. | Identity (Philosophical concept)--Fiction. | BISAC: FICTION / Historical. | FICTION / Sagas.

Classification: LCC PS3608.U367 (ebook) | LCC PS3608.U367 S57 2017 (print) | DDC 813/.6--dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017001225

Cover design by Erin Seaward-Hiatt

Printed in the United States of America


To Esthela, my wise and kind mom


Ecuador, 1962

Papá had been many things: forgetful, cryptic, melancholic. But never duplicitous. Malena had always overlooked his flaws—they seemed so minor then—but this was not something you could just ignore. She sat on the bed, light-headed. Her hands had turned clammy and cold. She couldn’t believe that her father, the mathematical genius respected by all who knew him, had lied to her all her life.

The letter was curled around the edges and faded to a vanilla white. The professional letterhead made it seem like a business correspondence and so did the fact that it was typed, but its content made it personal. Judging by the stains on the sides, someone with dirty hands had once held it. Who knew how many people had read it before her or how many times, but this was the first time she’d laid eyes on it.

Platas Jewelers

Alameda Street #345

San Isidro, Ecuador

November 20, 1947

Dear Doña Eva,

Please forgive me for writing. I know I promised I would never contact you or Malena, but I’ve now realized the huge mistake I’ve made. Giving my daughter away was a deplorable, unforgivable thing, but it was my only option at the time. Please don’t think I want to take the girl from you. You are the only mother she’s ever known and pulling her from your side would be cruel. Besides, I could never give her what she needs. All I ask is that you let me see her one more time. She doesn’t have to know anything. I won’t even speak to her. I just need to see her one last time to keep my sanity, to know that she exists. We could meet anywhere you’d like. Please let me know if this is possible and if so, set a place and a time, and I’ll be there.

With warm regards and utmost respect,

A.

What in the name of everything holy was this? Her mother had died in childbirth! At least that was what both her father and her grandmother had said. And as far as she knew, dead people didn’t go around writing letters! Could she still be alive now, fifteen years after this letter had been written to La Abuela Eva? Had her grandmother agreed to the request? Malena had no memory of her mother whatsoever, but she must have been five years old when this encounter took place, if it ever did. Would it have been too much to ask to include a photograph with the letter? Then again, her father had buried this correspondence in the depths of his trunk. Clearly, he hadn’t meant for Malena to find it.

A metallic taste filled her mouth. First his suicide, now this.

She sifted through mountains of paper in the trunk in search of her birth certificate. Her mother might still be alive and only a few hours away. Her mother, alive? Malena couldn’t grasp this concept, no matter how many times she repeated it.

Years of arduous studies were compiled in her father’s trunk: diplomas, student lists, graph paper covered with numbers and never-ending equations. Photographs of herself as a child kept popping up—most of them with those stiff braids her grandmother had weaved to tame her curls. Underneath this mix was an unmarked manila envelope. It was filled with canceled checks made out to someone called Cesar Villamizar and signed by her own father. The amount was always the same: half of his teaching salary! And it seemed like he’d been paying this man every month for the last year. No wonder they’d been so tight on money! But who the hell was Cesar Villamizar?

She tossed the envelope on the floor and let out a groan.

Her father’s bedroom was so silent now, so void. A musky scent of cedar and mothballs had taken over the room after a week of being closed off. If only Papá’s things would give away the answers she needed. There was the calculus book he’d written and would never open again, the guayaberas gathering dust in the armoire, and his precious Gardel record collection, which would forever sit silently under his phonograph. She ran her hand by his indigo bedspread. To think that Papá now lay inside a frigid, hard casket instead of this bed. The thought didn’t let her sleep the night of the funeral.

On top of his desk was the note he’d left for her—a series of rushed words that didn’t explain a thing. This paper was supposed to be her consolation, the answers that would keep her satisfied for the rest of her life. But, honestly, what was she supposed to do now that he was gone? For as long as she could remember she’d been the Daughter of Hugo Sevilla, acclaimed mathematician.

Ha! If only the dean of mathematics and her father’s other devoted followers would know about this double life of his, about his lies. And what about this mother she’d never heard of, the woman who “could never give Malena what she needed”?

She picked up the letter again. They said her mother had been a nurse and that her name was Malena, like hers—obviously another lie. But perhaps she had some answers, if not about her father’s suicide then about why Malena had been raised by her grandmother and father, or why they had moved from one city to another her entire life until they landed in Guayaquil.

She ought to just take the first bus to San Isidro and demand an explanation.

But who knew if her mother still lived in this town. What if she had died, too? It was now 1962. So many things could have changed since this letter was written. Going on a wild chase across the country with such little information would be crazy, and she still had so many things to take care of here: this apartment, her studies, her father’s things. She wasn’t reckless, like her father. She was an anchor, like her grandmother—not that any good had come out of that.

Abuela, if you’re up there pestering the angels to sit up straight and tune their harps, send me a sign and tell me what to do.


Chapter 1
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The taxi’s rearview mirror revealed enormous bags under Malena’s eyes. No amount of foundation had been able to cover them up. Well, what else could be expected after a ten-hour bus ride? Her night at the humble hotel she had found by the bus station had been anything but restful, with all that panting and moaning next door. It had taken all her might to lie on those coffee-stained sheets. She could have sworn she saw lice in there, too. She scratched her head. Who knew what kinds of germs inhabited that rickety mattress. Now that she thought about it, this cab looked like it hadn’t seen a feather duster in months either.

“Are we almost there?” she asked the taxi driver.

“Yes, Niña, almost.”

Malena reapplied her carmine lipstick, which she kept for special occasions, and squeezed a drop of almond oil onto the palm of her hand—not that she was excessively vain, she just needed something to do with her hands.

The town of San Isidro was larger than she’d expected. And she hadn’t expected much after nearly missing it on the map altogether. Nestled in a valley in the Andes Mountains, a gothic cathedral towered over hundreds of high, pitched roofs. Concrete balconies filled with red geraniums lined the narrow, winding streets. Behind the colonial houses, a majestic volcano rose over the town.

Had her father lived here, too? It would make sense. Where else could he have met her mother? The thought of him still brought a lump to her throat. But that was it, she refused to shed a single tear after what he had done. Not that she could cry, even if she wanted to. She’d wept so much after her grandmother had passed away—had it been ten years already?—that she seemed to have dried up inside, at least that was what her father used to say. (Once in a while, when you least expected it, Papá would say something insightful, something that made you think he was actually paying attention.)

A daunting cliff divided San Isidro in two, but a dangly bridge joined the two parts. Malena’s stomach seemed to float as the taxi crossed it, but the nonchalant driver whistled the entire way. They continued a few more blocks uphill until they reached a park surrounded by a green metal fence. A monument of a noble man or conquistador—she couldn’t tell who it was—overlooked a garden of blushing lilies. Lottery ticket vendors, ice cream carts, newspaper stands, and shoeshine boys filled the park. Malena wouldn’t have minded switching places with one of those carefree ladies enjoying the sunny morning on a bench.

This trip was insane. She still hadn’t thought about what she was going to say. She didn’t even know her mother’s name, for God’s sake. Who was she going to ask for? Mrs. A? Perhaps she had rushed too much when she took the first bus to San Isidro, but she was already here, wasn’t she? And now she had to discover who this mysterious woman was and why she’d given her away, preferably without leaving a trail of destruction and scandal in this little Sierra town.

The taxi turned into Calle Alameda and stopped in front of a whitewashed two-story house attached to a jewelry store. Above the glass door was a sign in black bold letters that read JOYERÍA PLATAS.

Her mother might live in this house. There was, of course, the possibility that she might have moved somewhere else, but what if she were here, at this very moment? Malena could be a few minutes away from meeting her. Seconds even. A tremor started in her gut and traveled all the way down her legs.

What if her mother didn’t want to see her?

“We’re here,” the driver said.

Malena paid for her fare and stepped out of the taxi. She moved slowly, as if prolonging the moment would give her the courage to ring the doorbell. But her courage left with the departing cab and she remained glued to the paving-stone sidewalk, squeezing her old leather purse. She stood in front of the jewelry store with only one thought in mind. Leave before it’s too late. Get out.

She forced her legs to cross the street and caught her reflection in the store’s glass door. Only now did she realize the miserable state of her grandmother’s wool suit—it was old-fashioned, faded, and two sizes too big for her. You would think she’d have bought a new outfit to meet her mother, but her father had left her nearly destitute.

She adjusted her pink headband. Maybe she should go back to the hotel and think about this some more. Do something about those worn-out shoes of hers. She turned to leave, but a male voice stopped her.

“Are you lost?”

The owner of that deep, raspy voice was a young man holding the door open. His eyes—somewhere between green and gray—seemed to be smiling at her. He was just a notch taller than her and a few chest hairs escaped the top of his collar.

“I’m looking for someone,” she said. “Mrs. … Platas?”

“Ana Platas?”

Great, an A name.

“Yes,” she said.

He examined her as if she were an art piece at a museum. “You must be Liliana Paz.”

Liliana?

“I thought you looked familiar,” he said. “Though you probably don’t remember me. We were so small when we met.”

“No, I’m—”

“Javier!” A man’s voice came from inside the store.

“I’ll be right there!” He returned his attention to Malena. “I’m Ana’s son, Javier.”

Her son.

Javier smiled and a pair of dimples—identical to hers—framed both of his cheeks. This could be her brother.

“Come on in. My mother has been waiting for you since yesterday.”

Malena peeked inside the store, but couldn’t distinguish any shapes through the glare in the glass. She was about to clarify the mix-up, to say her name, but something stopped her. This moment of confusion could be a way in. If she came as Malena, she risked being turned away without ever being able to talk to Ana. This was a delicate matter, after all; she couldn’t just blurt out to her son: “Maybe I am your mother’s daughter?”

No, she must speak to this woman first, in private.

Javier opened the door wider. From the back of the store came a man who stopped behind a U-shaped glass counter filled with silver jewelry.

“There you are,” he told Javier.

“Papá, Liliana is here.”

The man looked at Malena. His face was pale, his nose slightly crooked. A mustache framed his upper lip and his hair was slicked back. He could pass for a thin man were it not for the paunch extending over his belt.

“Welcome, Señorita. I’m Rafael Dávila, Ana’s husband.” They shook hands. Not once did he smile.

“She’s waiting for you in the house,” Javier told her. “Follow me.”

Javier led her into a sterile room furnished with a desk, a chair, and a metal vault. Her heels echoed behind him into a hallway with two shut doors. A frog seemed to be hopping inside her stomach. From one of the doors came the muffled noise of a drill. Javier pointed at yet another door at the end of the hall.

“That’s the door to the house.”

Her pulse raced as though she’d run a kilometer. What if they discovered she was not Liliana? It would be so humiliating. Plus, she was not prepared to meet her alleged mother yet. She hadn’t decided what she was going to tell her. God, please make her happy to see me.

He opened the door.

“Madre, someone’s here to see you!”

Malena followed Javier into a spacious living room with a grand mahogany piano and a chimney. Two women sat on an off-white couch, needlework in hand, while a third one sat on a rocking chair across from them.

The woman in the chair set her embroidery on the coffee table and stood.

“Lili?” She approached her. This must be Ana. “It’s so nice to finally have you here.” The woman raised her hand to adjust her spectacles. The sleeve of her dress pulled back and exposed a purple and yellow patch wrapping her wrist like a bracelet. Was that a bruise? She glanced at Malena before hastily covering her arm with her maroon shawl. “Don’t you remember me? I’m Ana Luisa.”

Malena remained stiff as Ana hugged her. For years, she’d longed to have her mother this close. She wanted to hug her back, but couldn’t bring herself to do it. This woman was a stranger, after all. She examined Ana’s features behind her glasses. Her eyelashes were long. Her eyebrows had a decent shape, though they could use some tweezing. Fine lines emerged from the corner of her eyes, but she was younger than she appeared from afar, and not bad looking. Without the glasses and the scarce gray hairs in her bouffant, she would be much more attractive.

“This is my older sister, Amanda, and my daughter, Claudia.” She pointed at the women on the couch. “You probably don’t remember them either. You were just a toddler when we last saw you.”

Wait. Did she say Amanda?

The older sister stood up and gave Malena a kiss on the cheek, leaving a sweet scent of gardenia in the air.

Amanda didn’t look older than Ana. And she didn’t look much like her either. This woman exuded elegance through every pore of her body. Not a hair out of place or a wrinkle in her exquisite cream-colored suit. Her makeup was impeccable and her legs enviable.

Amanda and Ana. One of these two women had to be her mother.

“I wouldn’t have recognized you,” Amanda said. “It’s amazing how much you’ve changed. I didn’t remember you having curly hair.”

It had to be her Medusa hair that would ruin everything! Malena searched for something in Amanda’s appearance that would resemble herself, but this woman was worlds apart from her, in style and confidence.

Ana turned to the young woman named Claudia.

“Aren’t you going to say something?”

Claudia adjusted the golden cross on her necklace and stood up, examining Malena through a pair of blue eyes, the bluest she had ever seen. Her hair was up in a ponytail and a pair of pearl earrings dangled from her ears. Claudia flattened the creases on her skirt and extended her hand.

“Welcome,” she said.

Malena held Claudia’s frail hand in hers. She reminded her of a porcelain figurine—like anything could break her petite frame—a younger version of Ana in demeanor and coloring but without the glasses.

“Have a seat, please.” Ana pointed at the couch. “Javi, could you bring Liliana’s luggage inside?”

“Sure. Where is it?” Javier asked Malena.

Luggage? So this Lili person was staying here. Malena wanted to scream the truth. But if only Ana’s children weren’t here. They probably didn’t know what her mother had done (and certainly Ana wouldn’t want them to). And what if Amanda was her mother? She’d probably hid it from the family. It was obvious that Malena was someone’s secret. If she blurted out her suspicions, her mother—whomever she might be—may never forgive her.

They all watched her. She had to say something, anything.

“I accidentally left it on the bus,” Malena said.

“You mean the train?” Ana said.

So Liliana lived far, maybe further than Guayaquil. “Yes. The train.”

Ana frowned. “How did that happen?”

Of course she would be frowning, only an idiot would forget her valise on the train! Malena looked at Javier and remembered what he’d said about expecting Liliana the previous day.

“It’s very foolish, really. I stepped out at one of the train stops and lost track of time. The train left without me, and my valise was in there, so I had to wait for another train and travel all night. That’s why I’m late.”

“You poor thing,” Ana said. “Did you tell someone at the station?”

Malena caught Amanda watching her in silence. She knows I’m lying.

“Yes, but they couldn’t find it.” Malena said. “I’m supposed to go back later today.”

“Great.” She nodded toward her son. “Javier can take you.”

“Of course,” he said.

Malena avoided the inquisitive looks upon her. She had to get out. She needed time to think about what she was going to do. “May I use the lavatory?”

“Sure, hija.” Ana stood up. “Come this way.”

Malena followed Ana to a bleach-smelling bathroom beside the staircase and locked herself inside. Like the living room, the lavatory was spotless. She approached the sink and splashed her cheeks with cold water.

What was she doing here? This was not at all what she’d expected. She ought to just go out there and say who she was, demand that these women tell her if one of them was her mother. She washed her hands and ran her fingers over the veins in her milky wrists, thinking about Ana’s bruises and what could have caused them. A fall? But there would be no reason to hide them or get so nervous then. Had someone done this to her?

Her husband?

If it had been him, who knew what he would do if he found out his wife had a daughter with another man—given that Ana might be her mother. Malena couldn’t just come out and announce to the entire family who she was. Ana might not even admit to it. She might just send her away.

Things started to make sense now. Ana could have been unfaithful with Malena’s father. But what about her sister? Her name also started with an A.

She squeezed the towel. What was she going to do? They could catch on to her any minute, but she didn’t have many options. She could confess who she was and risk being thrown out without an explanation, perhaps even cause a terrible feud. Or she could play along until she could be alone with the sisters. This confusion could buy her some time.

“Are you okay, Liliana?” Ana asked from behind the door.

She had to make a decision. Now.

“Yes.”

Malena flushed the toilet and opened the door. Gently, Ana pulled her by the arm in the direction of the front door.

Oh, no, she knew. She was throwing her out.

“I know your secret,” Ana whispered. “But don’t you worry. Only Amanda and I know, and she’s very discreet.” She held Malena’s hand. “María Teresa told me about that … unfortunate incident back in San Vicente. I was young once. I understand these things can happen. I just want to ask you not to talk about this with anyone, especially with my Claudia. She’s very innocent.”

Malena nodded, too confused to say anything. San Vicente was in Manabi, a province north of Guayaquil. And whatever this Liliana had done was apparently serious.

“Now come with me,” Ana said. “I’m going to show you around the house.”

Ana turned around before Malena had a chance to say anything. She followed the older woman up a varnished staircase. A glimmering chandelier hanging from the ceiling caught her eye—she’d never seen one of those outside a movie screen.

Claudia stood atop the stairs, waiting for them. Behind her was a long hallway with doors on both sides. The hall curved to the right. Ana, holding Malena’s arm, opened the first door.

“This is Claudia’s room,” she said. “You will stay with her.”

Malena and Claudia followed Ana inside the bright room. There were two beds separated by a night table and a wooden cross hung above one of the beds.

“Oh, I don’t want to impose,” Malena told Claudia.

“I don’t mind.” Claudia touched the golden cross on her chest. “It’s my duty.”

They held each other’s stare for a moment, but Malena couldn’t read anything in Claudia’s serene expression.

“Claudia is the best roommate you could ask for,” Ana said. “She’s clean, quiet, and respectful.”

Claudia lowered her head in apparent humility.

“Hija,” Ana said. “Why don’t you pick a dress for Lili to change into?”

“No, no. That won’t be necessary,” Malena said.

“I’m sure Claudia won’t mind.”

Claudia ran her fingers over a jewelry box on the vanity table. “Of course not, Mamita. Liliana can have anything she wants.”

Things were getting out of hand. If only there were fewer people in this place!

Amanda joined them in Claudia’s bedroom. “So what do you think of the house, Lili?”

“It’s great, you’re all great.”

“Isn’t she sweet? Just like her mother,” Ana said.

Of course Ana was talking about Liliana’s mother, whoever that might be, but Malena glanced at both sisters.

Ana pushed her glasses up with the tip of her index finger. “I was asking Claudia to lend Liliana one of her dresses.”

Amanda’s laughter disrupted their hushed conversation.

“What’s so funny?” Ana asked.

“You’re crazy if you think Claudia’s dresses would fit Lili. Look at her bosom!”

Malena couldn’t believe Amanda had said that aloud! And in front of her! She eyed the handwoven rug under her feet.

“Amanda, please …” Ana said.

“Come with me,” Amanda told Malena. “I have some dresses that may fit you.”

Malena folded her arms across her monstrous chest and followed Amanda down the hall. She noticed then that Amanda walked with a slight limp.
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If Claudia’s room had been simple and plain, Amanda’s was the exact opposite. A large bed with a purple bedspread, matching cushions, and a tulle canopy took most of the space. A full-length mirror sat near the window.

Amanda opened an armoire in the corner of the room and looked through her blouses. “I have the same problem trying to fit into dresses.”

Malena searched for a wedding photograph or something in the room that would tell her about Amanda, but aside from a photograph of Carlos Gardel—the tango king—there was nothing.

“So you live here, with your sister’s family?” Malena said.

“Yes. But it’s not their house,” Amanda said. “It’s my mother’s. Ana’s husband has managed the family business since my father passed away.”

“And you’re not married?”

“I’m a widow.”

Amanda watched her for moment. Her examination made her nervous.

“So you like the tango.” Malena pointed at Gardel’s portrait. “My father does … did, too.” She had no idea if Liliana’s father was dead or alive, but she hoped Amanda wouldn’t notice her hesitation. Why had she even brought up her father?

“Of course. Old people like us love the tango.”

“You’re not old.” She wrapped her hand around the bed pole. This was her chance. “Amanda, I need to ask you something.”

“Sorry, querida. I’m not telling you my age.”

“It’s not that.”

“I know what you’re going to say. Ana talked to me about it. Don’t worry. I won’t say anything about that man. I promise.” Amanda returned her attention to her packed armoire. “Young people make mistakes. You shouldn’t feel too bad about it.”

“No, listen …”

“You don’t have to justify yourself to me.” Amanda handed her two shirtwaist dresses and a beige coat. “Here, try these on, and hurry because I want you to meet my mother. She had a little episode with her arrhythmia this morning, but I think she’s awake now.”

Arrhythmia? From what little Malena had learned about medicine, she knew that condition had to do with irregular heart rhythms, or something like that.

“I’m sure they’ll fit.” Malena just wanted to talk to the sisters, not try their clothes on.

“I apologize. I forget you young women are shy about your bodies.” Amanda wrapped her fingers around Malena’s arm. “Just leave those here and come with me.”

The two of them entered the first room around the corner. The curtains were drawn, but it was bright enough to see an old woman sitting on the bed with a rosary in her hands. The room was larger than Claudia’s or Amanda’s. A lingering scent of medicine and old furniture reminded Malena of her grandmother, Eva.

“Mamá,” Amanda said. “Someone’s here to meet you.”

The woman lifted her head. Her hair was reminiscent of a cotton ball and wrinkles grew like spider’s legs from the corner of her eye to her temples. She looked so fragile.

“This is María Teresa’s daughter, Lili,” Amanda said. “Remember we told you she was coming? She’s going to stay with us for a while.”

The woman didn’t blink. “Come here, child, so I can see you better.”

Malena approached the bed and extended her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Señora.”

“Call me Mamá Blanca.” The woman watched Malena’s every move. “You remind me so much of …” Her eyes moistened a bit and her gaze drifted away from Malena to a fixed spot in the wall for a few seconds. Then, she sat up as straight as her crooked back allowed her. “How is your mother? I haven’t seen her since she got married and moved to Manabi.”

Malena shrugged. “Fine. I guess.”

Ana walked into the room. “Oh, here you are,” she told Malena. “Please join us downstairs. Lunch is served.”

Goodness, now she had to have lunch with the entire family. Well, she needed to eat at some point. She hadn’t had any breakfast and her stomach was silently protesting.

“I’ll have Trinidad bring you your lunch, Mamá,” Ana told her mother.

“Oh, no. I’m not eating in my bedroom as though I was some decrepit mummy. As long as my legs work, I’m eating downstairs, with the rest of the family.”
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The exquisite aroma of hornado welcomed Malena to the dining room, where the family had already gathered around an oval table. A replica of Da Vinci’s Last Supper hung on the back wall and a side window revealed a Spanish-style courtyard outside.

On the center of the table sat a long tray of sliced pork surrounded by hominy, fried plantains, sliced avocados, and potato patties. A lanky woman with a lengthy braid and a light blue uniform greeted Malena.

“Liliana, this is Trinidad,” Ana said. “She’s been with us for twenty years.”

“Twenty-seven, Niña Ana.” Trinidad wiped her hands on an apron as white as the snow at the tip of the Cotopaxi volcano before disappearing through a swinging door.

After twenty-seven years, the maid ought to know something about the family. If the Platas sisters weren’t willing to talk, maybe the maid would.

Ana’s husband, Rafael, and Mamá Blanca sat at either end of the table. Malena scrutinized Rafael’s face, as though something in his features would reveal if this man was capable of hitting a woman. Javier dragged his chair away from the table to sit down, scraping its legs against the floor with a deafening squeal. All the women in the room protested. Javier smirked. Amanda ruffled her nephew’s hair and sat beside him while Ana instructed Malena to sit next to Claudia.

One empty space remained.

“Where’s Alejandra?” Mamá Blanca asked.

“She’s coming,” Javier said.

Malena couldn’t hold her tongue. “Who’s Alejandra?”

“Didn’t María Teresa tell you about us?” Amanda said. “She’s our younger sister.”

Good God, another A. Was this some kind of joke?

“Let’s begin,” Rafael said. “Alejandra knows our schedule.”

All eyes set on Claudia, who made the sign of the cross and intertwined her fingers together. Before she could say a word, Javier took a monumental bite of pork.

She scowled. “Is it too much to ask for you to wait until I say grace before you start eating?”

Javier picked up another piece of meat and shoved it in his mouth, watching his sister as he chewed.

“Oh, that’s beautiful, Javier!” Claudia grimaced. “You can’t even mind your manners when we have company?”

Javier’s sole response was a wink for Malena.

Claudia turned to her mother. “Mamita …” But Ana was smiling at her son.

“That’s enough, Javier,” Rafael said. “Continue, Claudia.”

“In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost—”

“Look who’s honoring us with her presence!” Rafael said to someone behind Malena. “You’re only five minutes late today.”

Malena glanced over her shoulder. A thin woman stood on the threshold. But this was no ordinary woman. She wore blue jeans and an oversized black shirt. Malena was by no means the fashion authority, but she would never be caught wearing pants in public. Wiping her hands on her trousers, the woman took a seat by Mamá Blanca.

“Don’t mind him,” Mamá Blanca told her.

Ana unfolded her napkin and placed it on her lap. “Alejandra, this is Liliana Paz.”

Alejandra looked up, but didn’t say a word.

“Nice to meet you,” Malena said, although the shock of meeting another possible mother was anything but nice.

“Continue, hija,” Ana told Claudia.

Claudia said grace in a soft voice. All eyes were fastened onto the feast they were about to enjoy. Malena studied Alejandra discreetly. She looked young, perhaps too young to be her mother. She had short hair and no makeup on. Her features were delicate, too feminine for her attire. Dressed properly, she might have been as beautiful as Amanda. Her nails were short, her fingers long and not fully clean. Patches of paint were scattered throughout her hands. An artist. Malena looked at her face and flinched. Alejandra was staring at her.

Malena glanced at Amanda and then Ana. People often said this kind of thing was intuitive. She should just know who her mother was, feel it somehow. Well, her intuition wasn’t working properly. None of these women were anything like she’d imagined her mother—the nurse—to be. In her mind, her mother had been as warm and self-assured as the Mona Lisa. But all of these women were too human, too imperfect. Even Amanda, who was gorgeous and poised, didn’t seem motherly enough.

“Amen,” Javier interrupted Claudia’s prolonged prayer. He lifted the pork tray and offered some to Malena. Then he picked a large piece for himself with his hand.

“Por Dios, Javier! Teaching you etiquette is harder than having a gorilla sip tea from a cup!” Claudia said.

“Liliana,” Ana said in a loud voice, glaring at Claudia and Javier. “How is Don Hernán doing?”

The room turned hot. Who could this be? Lili’s father, maybe? She ran her finger up and down her glass.

“Fine,” she guessed.

Everyone was silent.

“That’s strange,” Ana said after a moment. “María Teresa said the doctor only gave him a few weeks.”

Malena took a long sip of water, wishing it were something stronger. “Well, considering his … condition, he seems to be doing better.”

Silence returned to the room, and she didn’t know whether it was good or bad. She had to do something. She concealed her eyes with her hand, pretending to cry.

Ana held her hand. “I’m sorry, hija, I didn’t know you were so fond of the foreman.”

Malena blew her nose with her paper napkin, a gesture that apparently offended Claudia, judging by her wrinkled nose.

“That’s life in the country for you.” Rafael added more salsa agria to his pork. “If they would have taken him to Quito or Guayaquil, he would have been cured for sure.”

“Some illnesses are incurable.” Amanda poured Pilsener beer into her glass. “No matter where you get treated.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Amanda. I know the country.” Rafael said. “It takes days for a doctor to show up. And if you’re lucky, they take you to a dispensary to get treated by a resident with expired medication.” He waved his index finger at Malena. “I always thought it was a mistake for your parents to move to the middle of nowhere. The country is only for cows and uneducated fools.”

Malena was oddly offended for María Teresa and Liliana.

“You didn’t say that when you inherited your uncle’s ranch,” Amanda snapped.

Rafael set his glass on the table, glaring at Amanda.

“Is that all you’re having?” Mamá Blanca asked Alejandra. “You’re so thin you’re going to disappear any day now.”

Alejandra smoothed her napkin over her lap. “Can’t I eat in peace?”

“Better too thin than too fat,” Amanda said.

“Mamá Blanca just wants what’s best for Alejandra,” Ana said.

“No man is going to look at her with those thin legs!” the older woman said.

Alejandra tossed her napkin on her plate. “I lost my appetite.”

Nobody spoke until the youngest sister left the room. What a strange group of people. So hostile to one another. They had no idea how lucky they were to have each other. Malena would have given anything to grow up in a large family such as this one. Ironically, these strangers were her family and one of these three women, her mother.

“When are you going to stop harassing her, Mamá?” Amanda said. “She’s never going to get married.”

“Of course not,” Rafael agreed with Amanda for once. “She’s nearly forty. She’ll always be a solterona. Speaking of that, Claudia, when is that boyfriend of yours going to propose? He’s cancelled the engagement party twice already.”

“What did you expect?” Amanda was already on her second glass of beer. “Sebastian’s father was dying. He couldn’t possibly have had a head for engagements.”

“If you don’t mind, I was talking to my daughter.” Rafael turned to Claudia. “I don’t like long engagements nor do I want another old maid in the family. At your age, you should’ve already given me two or three grandsons.”

“Claudia is only twenty-one!” Amanda said.

Claudia blushed.

“Can’t we have a pleasant conversation for once?” Ana said. “Lili is going to wish she never came to San Isidro.”

Malena hoped it didn’t come to that, but this trip might not end so well after all. As harsh as these people were, they would have no qualms in telling her to leave and never come back once they found out who she really was. And who knew what Rafael would do to Ana then.


Chapter 2
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From the passenger seat of the 1956 Chevy Bel Air, Malena racked her brains for a reason as to why her luggage wasn’t at the train station. She’d already done more lying in one day than in her whole life, and coming up with logical explanations wasn’t easy. As Javier drove, he tapped the steering wheel of his father’s automobile to the rhythm of a guaracha on the radio.

“Javier?” Malena’s voice cracked a bit. “You don’t have to wait for me while I get my valise. I can take a taxi back.”

“There’s only a few taxis in San Isidro. You would have to be very lucky to find one when you need it, and besides, my mother would kill me if I left you alone.” He shifted gears. “Don’t worry about me. I’m grateful for anything that keeps me away from those four walls at the store.”

“You don’t like your job?”

“I wouldn’t mind it as much if I didn’t have to work for my father.”

“Even more reason for you to go back to work soon. I don’t want to cause you problems.”

She ought to just ask him to stop the car so she could hide in the marketplace at the end of the block. Never show her face in the Platas house again.

“It’s no problem. Really,” he said.

No, she couldn’t leave San Isidro without answers. Not when her mother was so close. It was surreal to know that she’d already met her. It gave her a small thrill despite the anxiety building up inside her gut. She hoped all the lies were worth it, though. If Lili showed up at the house while they were gone, Malena would be boarding the bus back to Guayaquil before the day was over.

Through the windshield, she spotted a run-down two-story building with pink trimmings and a row of windows. Four large columns stood before the entrance and an old sign in gold letters read THE GUAYAQUIL & QUITO RAILWAY CO. Her father had once explained that in some stations, there was still an English sign because an American company had built the railway at the beginning of the century.

Javier parked by the building and removed the key from the ignition.

Maybe she should just tell him the truth. He might know something.

“Wait, Javier. I have something to tell you.” She focused on the Bel Air logo on the dashboard.

“What’s wrong?”

“My valise is not at the train station.” She squeezed one of the gloves sitting in her lap. “It’s in a hotel room.”

He frowned. “Why?”

How could she think for a moment that Javier might know anything about his mother’s indiscretion or his aunt’s secret lives?

“I arrived last night but didn’t want to show up at your house so late.”

“You shouldn’t have done that.” His eyes looked darker than they had earlier. “It wasn’t your fault if the train arrived late.”

She was afraid he could see right through her, quiet as he was. She didn’t know him well enough to know if he was irritated or if he didn’t believe her.

“Which hotel is it?”

“It’s near”—she swallowed—“the bus station.”

Javier started the car and turned on the radio. “Nuestro Juramento,” one of her father’s favorite boleros by Julio Jaramillo, filled their silence. Her father. If he hadn’t been so secretive, none of this would be happening.

In the light of day, the hotel appeared worse than it had at nighttime or even in the morning. The outside paint was peeling, the windows were cracked and dirty, and graffiti marred the walls.

“You stayed here?” Javier asked.

“I know it’s humble.” She eyed the burnt-out H in the hotel sign. “But I needed a place to stay and it was raining when I arrived.”

Thank God for last night’s rain, which had provided her with the perfect excuse.

“It’s not that it’s a humble hotel, it’s just not …” He lowered his voice. “A very decent place.”

The noises next door made sense now. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

Javier unlocked the door and stepped out of the Chevy. He walked around the car, tapping the hood as he went by, and opened the passenger door for her. She hesitated before taking his hand. She was not used to holding men’s hands, much less a stranger’s. Good thing she had gloves on to cover her sweaty palms. For once she was grateful for her grandmother’s fussiness about wearing gloves at all times (it was a true sign of a lady, she would say, even in scorching weather).

In the restaurant across the street, an impeccably dressed young man stared at her from one of the outside tables. Malena had only seen suits like his in movies and magazines. In her hometown, men always wore guayabera shirts or light suits—anything else would have made them sweat like a Turkish bath. This man, however, looked like he had stepped out of one of those American comedies and didn’t belong in this town, much less in such a modest neighborhood.

His dark eyes never left her face, not even when he took a sip from his drink. She headed for the entrance, where Javier held the door for her, and walked inside.
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There were voices in the living room of the Platas household. Malena froze behind Javier. Lili could be there. The front door was still close enough to flee before having to go through the humiliation of explaining herself to the family.

“Are you coming?” Javier set her valise by the staircase.

She followed him into the living room. Ana, Amanda, and Mamá Blanca were the only ones in the room. Malena exhaled. Lili had not arrived. Yet. The women stopped their chatter as soon as they saw her, the way people do when they are caught gossiping. Probably about her.

“What took you so long?” Ana asked Javier, picking up a pair of socks from a handwoven basket sitting on the coffee table. “Your father has been asking about you.” She inserted a burnt-out light bulb inside a sock, stretching the hole on the tip so she could mend it properly.

“Well,” he said, “the valise wasn’t exactly where we expected it to be.”

Malena fanned her cheeks with her gloves.

Amanda sat back, rubbing the sides of the rocking chair. “Doesn’t surprise me. As disorganized and crowded as the train station is.”

Javier’s gaze set on Malena. Please don’t say anything.

“Well,” Ana said. “Go back to the store before your father comes again.”

“Yes, go,” Amanda said. “Poor Claudia is all alone with him.”

“Amanda …” Ana said.

Only when Javier had left the room did Malena remember to breathe again. She was safe. For now.

Mamá Blanca patted a spot beside her on the couch. “Come here, child. Tell us everything about your mother.”

Her mother? How ironic for them to ask about her. “There’s not much to say about my mother.” Her glance traveled from Ana to Amanda, who picked up a Burda magazine from the coffee table. Say it. Just ask them.

“I don’t really know her,” she blurted out.

Ana sighed, but kept her gaze on her needle.

Mamá Blanca shook her head. “For once I would like to meet a mother and daughter who didn’t quarrel,” she said. “But it would be abnormal.”

Mamá Blanca rested her palm on her chest for just a second. No. This wasn’t a good time to talk. Not in front of Mamá Blanca. What if she gave the woman a heart attack with the news? It would be better to wait for Alejandra to be present anyway.

“Well? What are you waiting for?” Amanda told her. “Grab a sock and sit here.”

Malena picked up a pair of socks and a needle from the table, even though she’d never mended a pair of socks in her life. La Abuela hadn’t been around long enough to teach her. Ana handed her a roll of olive thread. Her wrist was now well covered with the sleeve.

“Is your mother coming any time soon?” Mamá Blanca said.

“I don’t know, Doña.” Malena hadn’t thought of the possibility of Lili’s mother coming until now. Great. Now she had one more thing to worry about.

Amanda leafed through her magazine. “Must be hard for her, living among men.”

Malena tried to pass the thread through the needle’s tiny eye.

“Let me see that.” Mamá Blanca took the needle and thread from Malena’s hands. Squinting, she licked the tip of the thread and attempted to introduce it into the needle.

“I told you, Mamá. You need new glasses.” Ana took the needle from her mother’s hands. She did the task effortlessly and returned the needle to Malena.

“There’s always something with you,” Mamá Blanca told Ana. “First it was the teeth, now it’s the glasses.”

“And you never listen.” Ana renewed her sewing. “You need dentures and you know it.”

“I’m not dying with someone else’s body parts,” Mamá Blanca said.

Amanda laughed. “They’re not real teeth.”

Mamá Blanca tilted her head, admiring her work. “If God wanted me to die with teeth, He would have never taken them from me.”

Amanda sighed. “Ay, Mamita.”

“Lili, we should call your mother to tell her you arrived,” Ana said.

“Good idea,” Mamá Blanca said. “The poor soul must be worried.”

Malena jabbed her finger with the needle. She couldn’t talk to María Teresa. She couldn’t fool her. But there was no excuse not to call her. Ana stood up.

“Come on.”

“Now?”

“Of course.”

Malena’s legs obeyed Ana, even when her brain ordered them to stay in the living room, where she was still safe. But her legs, her quivering legs, were done listening to her. They followed Ana to a room between the stairs and the kitchen door, a small study filled with bookshelves. A sky blue telephone and a typewriter sat side by side on the desk. Perhaps the same typewriter where her mother had written the letter now buried in the bottom of Malena’s purse. Ana pointed at the phone.

“Would you like to call her yourself?”

“No.”

Ana studied her face for a moment before picking up the receiver. Still watching her, she told the operator María Teresa’s number. They waited in agonizing silence for the call to go through.

“Hello? Yes, this is Ana Platas de Dávila. Is María Teresa available?”

Malena dug her nails against her palms. What was she going to tell this woman? Ana nodded as she listened to the person at the other end of the line.

“I see,” Ana stared at Malena.

What did she see? What?

“All right, thank you.” Ana put the receiver down. “Your mother went into town. We’ll try again later.”

Malena let out a slow, quiet breath and released her fists. She followed Ana to the door but a framed black-and-white picture hanging by the door caught her eye. Four young women and a teenage boy sat by a fountain looking straight at the camera.

“Who are they?” Malena asked before Ana walked out of the room.

Ana glanced at the picture. “My sisters and I.”

“But there are four girls here.”

“We used to be four.”

Ana pointed at a young woman in the center of the frame. “This was Abigail. She died ten years ago.”

Abigail. Her heart sank. How many prospective mothers was she going to have? Worse yet, her mother might be dead after all.
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Sitting on the bed, Malena brought the coral bedspread to her legs, running her fingers over the sea of creases her body had created under the covers. She didn’t want to upset any part of Claudia’s room, including the bed that would only be hers for the night. Only tonight. Tomorrow, she would somehow gather the courage to speak to the Platas sisters. Assuming, of course, that Lili wouldn’t arrive at this very moment and demand her spot in this bed. She looked at her enlarged shadow against the wall. She shouldn’t be here, in this strange house, in a room that didn’t belong to her, using a name that wasn’t hers.

At least this place didn’t smell like a public restroom, like the hotel room had. It was a minor consolation that she didn’t have to spend another night there. Just thinking about it gave her an itch in the back of her head.

Claudia, in her pink nightgown and robe, entered the bedroom. She had her wavy brown hair down and her clothes in her hand. She looked like an angel floating into the room. She hung her clothes on the back of the vanity table’s chair. Malena’s presence had taken away that small privilege from Claudia, the privilege of undressing in her own room. The silence between them lingered. Say something. But she couldn’t think of anything to say. Under normal circumstances, she would have been elated to share the room with another girl. For most of her life she’d wished she had a sister to talk to in the darkness, just before dozing off. And now she had Claudia, who could be that sister she had longed for, or at the very least her cousin.

“Your family is very nice,” Malena said.

Claudia raised an eyebrow.

Malena reconsidered her words. Maybe nice was not the best way to describe Claudia’s family. That evening, during dinner, Rafael Dávila had gotten into another dreadful argument with Amanda over Carlos Gardel’s true nationality. Apparently, there was a big controversy over whether he’d been born in Argentina, Uruguay, or France. Unable to reach an agreement with his sister-in-law, Rafael had scolded Javier for his lack of productivity at the store, at which point Alejandra had left the dining room. No, they weren’t exactly nice, although Malena had been grateful for Mamá Blanca’s smiles across the table and Ana’s attentiveness.

“You’ve always lived with your aunts?” Malena said.

“Ever since I can remember.” Claudia removed her robe and set it on the foot of her bed. Her movements were controlled, slow, as if she didn’t want to break or upset any of the objects around her.

“Your Tía Alejandra … she never married?”

“No.”

“And …” Malena caught a glimpse of the rosebuds in the wallpaper. “Your mom said they had another sister … Abigail?”

Claudia opened her night table’s top drawer. “Did you bring your rosary?”

“No.”

Claudia handed her a white marble rosary and knelt by her bed, facing the cross on the wall.

“Come here,” she told her.

Malena obeyed. The floor was cold against her knees. In Guayaquil, the floor was always so warm she’d never imagined it would be different anywhere else. She crossed herself, after Claudia, mimicking her solemn demeanor. She hadn’t prayed since her grandmother died. But maybe prayer was exactly what she needed now.

Claudia started the Credo. Just when Malena had brought her crossed hands to her forehead and closed her eyes, a strident sound wrecked her momentary peace, as though God Himself was scolding her for her web of lies and deceit.

The chime of the doorbell vibrated in her ears, in her head, in her entire body. She didn’t dare look at Claudia. She didn’t trust herself to conceal her fear—the fear of being discovered now that Liliana had finally arrived.


Chapter 3
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Amanda sat on the rocking chair with her eyes shut, enjoying Libertad Lamarque’s rendition of “El Tango de Malena”—her favorite tango. Her throat ached. This song always had the power to unlock buried emotions in her, especially when Libertad sang it. Thank goodness she was alone.

The shriek of the doorbell removed her from her trance. Damn. It was so rare to hear this version on the radio anymore. She hoped whoever was at the door would go away.

The doorbell went on again, and this time it was a long, impatient sound.

The kitchen door opened and Trinidad crossed the living room threshold, tightening the strings of her apron. Amanda heard a man’s voice at the front door, but couldn’t detect what he was saying. She sighed. Libertad would have to wait for another day. She stood up and shut the radio off.

“Who is it, Trini?”

She recognized Bernardo’s stocky frame behind Trinidad.

“It’s Mr. Bernardo.” Trinidad’s eyes shone and a smile she never used appeared on her plain face.

“Bernard,” he corrected with a French accent and brushed past the maid, his old brown hat between his hands and his complexion darker than the last time Amanda had seen him.

“Good evening, Madame. Forgive me for coming this late.”

“This is a surprise,” Amanda said. “I didn’t expect to see you until next month.”

“I know, Madame, but we need to talk.”

Amanda pointed at the couch in front of her. Bernardo sat on the edge of the seat, his hat resting on his knees.

“May I take your hat, Señor?” Trinidad offered.

Bernardo brought his hat closer to him. “No.”

“Trini,” Amanda said. “Would you bring some coffee, please?”

“Just water for me, s’il vous plaît.”

Trinidad hurried to the kitchen, her lengthy braid bouncing back and forth as if attempting to catch up with her quick stride. She was only this lively when Bernardo came. Trinidad always reminded Amanda of a Mannerist portrait without the elegance. Her body was exaggeratedly elongated. Long enough to look awkward: oval face, ostrich neck, and bony fingers.

Amanda returned to the rocking chair. “So, what is it?”

“I’m quitting, Madame.”

“What?”

Bernardo wiped the sweat off his forehead with a mended handkerchief. “I can’t continue to work for that Italian brute.”

Trinidad reentered the living room with a pitcher of water, glasses, and two generous slices of flan de coco—her specialty.

“You’ve been saying that for years,” Amanda said. “What’s changed?”

“I can’t sit back and watch your brother-in-law destroy the business your husband worked so hard for. Besides, he’s vulgar.”

Destroy the business? No, surely Bernardo was exaggerating. He always did when it came to Enzo. Trinidad stood by Bernardo, like a statue, while he tried a bite of custard.

“He begged me not to tell you anything,” Bernardo said. “But after today I owe him no loyalty.”

“Not tell me what?”

Bernardo ate another spoonful, not granting Trinidad a look, much less a compliment.

“How bad the business is doing. It’s losing a lot of money.”

“But I don’t understand,” Amanda said. “I’ve been getting my check the first of every month.”

“Yes, he’s been borrowing money from the bank to make those payments.”

Amanda uncrossed her legs. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“I told you, he asked me not to say anything.” Sweat trickled from his hairline. “Besides, he said it was temporary. But I don’t believe him anymore—he’s been firing a lot of people lately.”

Amanda slammed her fist on the side of the couch. “Damn Enzo! How could Nicolas have had such an incompetent brother?”

“Not only incompetent: loud, perverted, you name it.”

“So, what happened today?”

Bernardo glanced at Trinidad over his shoulder. Amanda dismissed her. When Trinidad left the room, her braid no longer bounced and her shoulders drooped. Bernardo leaned forward.

“I was scolding a waiter for coming in late when that … Enzo showed up and defended him. He not only made me look bad in front of an employee but he also called me a low-class, fake Frenchman.”
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