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National Book Award finalist Cristina García delivers a fierce and gorgeous novel about the intertwining lives of the denizens of a luxurious hotel in an unnamed Central American capital in the midst of political turmoil. There is a Japanese-Mexican-American matadora in town for a bullfight; an ex-guerrilla now working as a waitress in the hotel; a Korean manufacturer with an underage mistress ensconced in the honeymoon suite; an international adoption lawyer; a colonel who committed atrocities during his country’s long civil war; and a Cuban poet who has come with his American wife to adopt a local infant. With each day, their lives become further entangled, resulting in the unexpected—the clash of histories and the pull of revenge and desire.

Written in “prose that recalls Anaïs Nin and Julia Alvarez” (The Dallas Morning News), this is Cristina García at her best.



“García is at the height of her imaginative powers,
and The Lady Matador’s Hotel is a tour de force.” —MS . MAGAZINE







[image: images]

CRISTINA GARCÍA is the author of five novels, inckuding the Nstion Book Award finalist dreaming in cuban: children’s books; anthologies; and poetry. Her work has been translated into more than a dozen languagrs, and she is the recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship and a Whiting Writers’ Award, among other honors. Visit her website at www.cristinagarcianovelist.com.
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Praise for The Lady Matador’s Hotel

“Exotic, lush, and sensual.”

—O, The Oprah Magazine

“Beautiful and intriguing, The Lady Matador’s Hotel is as much a long poem as a novel.”

—Sacramento News & Review

“García has created a half-magical world in which blood runs close to the surface and flesh is transitory, opening the door to the big questions of existence.”

—The Miami Herald

“[García takes us] into the bloody heart and fraught psyche of a woman plotting a revenge murder. Into the twisted mind of a weight-lifting general. Into the promiscuous and happy-go-lucky spirit of the female bullfighter who, even after she’s gored, plans to fight again only a few days later. Her bullfighting costume, her suit of light, lends sparkle and shine to this paradoxical and delightful and somewhat dangerous near-prose poem of an epic.”

—Alan Cheuse, NPR

“Employing prose that recalls Anaïs Nin and Julia Alvarez, García creates a world where the desire for beauty and symmetry through ritual—in a world that is often ugly and askew—is all anyone has any right to expect.”

—The Dallas Morning News

“Skilled, sensuous, and wry, García displays economy and impressionistic deftness via her diverse cast in the Hotel Miraflor. . . . Observing these characters over six days, as they pursue their preoccupations with birth, blood, desire, and duty, García simultaneously evokes a corrupt, vibrant culture via snippets of news and gossip.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“The sultry atmosphere, dash of the supernatural, and well-developed characters are a winning mix, and the story’s many parts move with frictionless ease.”

—Publishers Weekly

“García . . . creates characters whose situations are intertwined in a way that produces a powerful narrative. With its multicharacter story line and subject matter, this book recalls Roberto Bolaño’s 2666 and the novels of Julia Alvarez.”

—Library Journal

“García strides and twirls with a matador’s daring, grace, and focus as she enters the psyches of diverse, intense, and unnerving characters; choreographs converging and dramatic story lines; and confronts the pervasiveness of the inexplicable. Streamlined, sexy, darkly witty, and succinctly tragic, García’s fifth sharply imagined novel of caustic social critique concentrates the horrors of oppression and violence into a compulsively readable tale of coiled fury and penetrating insight.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“With a particular flair for detail, [García] creates distinct characters with endearing quirks that make this imaginative novel come vividly to life.”

—BookPage

“García . . . poetically weaves together a story rich in detail, fleshing out each character to the point of no return.”

—Waterloo—Cedar Falls Courier

“With beauty, elegance, and finesse, Cristina García weaves together a complex tale in writing as stunning as the flourish of a matador’s cape. A brave work told brilliantly. I toss you carnations, Cristina. ¡Brava!”

—Sandra Cisneros, author of Caramelo

“In this novel of many hearts and voices, Cristina García enchants us with the lyricism and humor and political engagement that we’ve come to expect from her work. Thank goodness the lady matador has opened her extraordinarily fascinating hotel to all of us via Cristina’s keen eye and gorgeous prose.”

—Edwidge Danticat, author of The Dew Breaker

“García’s amazing skill is to depict psychologically complicated characters against the backdrop of a complicated society. . . . García is at the height of her imaginative powers, and The Lady Matador’s Hotel is a tour de force, at once hopeful and hopeless.”

—Ms. magazine
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Their incandescent reliefs, their passages, they are
a mournful, single-chorded psalm…

—Coral Bracho

 

The Lady Matador’s Hotel



CHAPTER ONE
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The lady matador puts on her suit of lights • The ex-guerrilla serves pork chops • The lawyer delivers a baby girl • The Korean manufacturer visits his mistress • The poet buys a cheap wristwatch • In the gym with the colonel • The news

 

SUNDAY

But I have in me all the dreams of the world.

—Fernando Pessoa

Room 719

The lady matador stands naked before the armoire mirror and unrolls her long pink stockings. She likes to put these on first, before the fitted pants and the stark white shirt, before the bullioned waistcoat and the ribs-length jacket densely embroidered with sequins and beads; before the braces, and the soft black slippers, and the wisp of silk at her throat; before the montera, an authentic one she ordered from a bullfighters’ shop in Madrid, which sits atop her hair, pulled back in a single braid; before her cape, voluminous as a colony of bats.

Suki Palacios has come a long way to this spired hotel in the tropics, to this wedge of forgotten land between continents, to this place of hurricanes and violence and calculated erasures. She arrived yesterday from Los Angeles, trading the moody squalor of one city for another, the broken Spanish for one more lyrical. In a week she will compete in the first Battle of the Lady Matadors in the Americas. Suki is here early to display her skills and generate enthusiasm for the fight. By the time the other matadoras arrive in the capital, its citizens will be clamoring for blood.

Every window of the hotel looks inward to a crosshatch of courtyards and fountains, banyans and Madeira palms. The pool is visible beneath Suki’s window, a glazed and artificial blue. A cascade of bougainvillea brightens the patio. Aviaries with raucous jungle parrots outmatch the mariachis in volume and plumage. The lady matador is tempted to submit to the hotel’s shielding niceties, to ignore the afternoon torpor awaiting her in the ring. She’s grown accustomed to the jeering spectators who come to spit at her and provoke the bulls. They would gladly banish her from the sport altogether—interloper, scandalous woman playing at being a man.

Suki will ignore them. She’ll keep a watchful eye on each bull, on the thick hump of its beckoning neck muscle, which, if pierced properly, will lead her straight to its heart. Before the final thrust of her sword will come preludes of ritual and fear: the whip of her red muleta; the stink of the bristling bull as it passes; her pivoting hips as she winds the beast around her in dizzying succession; the reverse slide across the dusty ring, fluttering her cape like butterfly wings. And always, the clamorous heat. As she awaits the bull’s last charge, sword in hand, in the suerte de recibir, her mouth will flood with a mineral saltiness, as if some essential earthly cycle has been fulfilled.

The lady matador devours the sliced pear she ordered, at great expense, from room service. The pear is unsatisfactory, hard and mealy, but she finishes it, seeds and all. Later there will be time for more agreeable, local fruit. Last night Suki visited the cathedral, off the colonial plaza. It was All Souls Day and the whisperings to the dead rose from the pews, circling in the naves until they hummed with a humid sorrow. Suki trusts in the enigmas of the unknown as she does her own eyesight, or the pumping muscles of her heart. The trick is balancing the measurable known against the vast chaos that defines everything else. In medical school, Suki’s professors praised her for her lack of sentimentality but they underestimated her respect for the imperceptible.

In the cathedral, Suki slipped a fifty-dollar bill into the offerings box and carefully lit fourteen candles, one for every year she and her mother were both alive. Ritual is everything. Her father, a professional dancer, taught her this. Fourteen candles for her dead mother. Pink stockings first. One sliced ripe pear. For extra luck, silent sex with a stranger two days before a fight. (On Friday, she’d found a suitable partner at an Hermosa Beach discotheque.) Then in the shadowed moment before she steps into the ring, Suki repeats three words in Spanish and Japanese: arrogance, honor, death.

The lady matador checks her profile in the dresser mirror, the profile her father insists is her grandfather’s, a redheaded Mexican bullfighter who was famous in the thirties. Ramón Palacios lasted one season in Spain—billed as El Azteca, he fought in the same rings as the legendary Manolete and Joselito—before a severe goring forced him back to Veracruz with a lame left leg. Suki’s father grew up listening to Abuelo Ramón’s stories along with the instantaneous revisions by his wife, an upper-class sevillana he’d seduced at the height of his success. Abuelo Ramón was fond of saying that only matadors, like angels, can tame death and become immortal.

Suki fastens her cape and, with a final look around her, sweeps out of the room. She passes a cluster of military men in the hallway, formal in their decorated khaki uniforms. From their uptight demeanor, Suki guesses they’re from Chile. The officers are too dazzled by her to speak; fearful, perhaps, that the lady matador might turn out to be a disturbingly beautiful man.

The elevator doors open to reveal a row of Latin American generals. Suki fights the urge to inspect their medals, pluck a few shiny ones for herself. Instead she nods briskly and joins them. Conversation stops as the men pause to inhale the lady matador’s alluring scent of pear and French perfume.

“You will fight the bulls today?” The voice comes from the back of the descending elevator in confident, accented English. It belongs to a droopy-eyed colonel, broad across the chest.

“Sí,” Suki answers languidly as the elevator doors open. Then she strides across the bustling lobby of the hotel, where a bellboy whistles for the limousine that will take her to the ring.

Garden Restaurant

Dozens of military men from around the Americas, old fraternities of criminals, are making the ex-guerrilla nervous. Today they are her customers, gathered in groups of seven or eight, fussing over their fried pork chops and eggs. It astounds her that these men can sit around like princes without fear or restraints. Aura Estrada wills her hands to stop trembling as she serves them. As she tries to ignore their conversations—about subversives, whorehouses, hidden encampments in the sierra—what she wants more than anything is to be invisible. Barring that, she’d just as soon cut their throats.

The ex-guerrilla crosses herself, trying to tamp down her fury as she waits for more pork chops from the chef. One of the generals sent his back, complaining that they were too tough. “A sus órdenes,” Aura said, taking his plate. She noticed him noticing her as she walked away.

When the pork chops are ready Aura discreetly spits on them, working in the saliva until they gleam. Once she’d laid booby traps against scum like him, fired machine guns, threw grenades at passing army trucks. So this is what she’s been reduced to? Rubbing a gob of spit on some killer’s pork chops?

Her sisters, both nuns, take turns writing to Aura in their florid convent penmanship, ungrammatical sentences that look like inky balustrades across the onionskin sheets. God will punish the barbarians, promises the fat-cheeked Cristina, if not in this life then the next you must believe this or perish in doubt may the Lord bless you dearest Sister. Telma, eleven months younger and grown plump from inaction, is more succinct: Pray to Saint Anthony.

Aura rarely prays but when she does it’s to her beloved dead: to Papi, who passed away when she was ten of a blood disease that the curanderas couldn’t heal; to her brother, Julio, set aflame by a sadistic army patrol while defending the family’s cornfield; to Mamá, who, after helplessly witnessing her only son’s death, stopped eating and sleeping until her soul joined his; to Aura’s lover, Juan Carlos, blown apart by a land mine.

If she begins to tally the savagery, she wouldn’t stop. Tío Luís, jeep-dragged up the mountainside to a bloody pulp. Cousin Belinda, killed by a rifle shoved between her thighs. Padre Josué’s head impaled on a stick and left at the chapel door. This was during the first summer’s violence, when the nights suffocated. Tito, the shy, long-lashed boy whom Aura liked: gone. Yes, there were coffins, pine-wood coffins stacked up to the sky. The civil war might’ve ended years ago but the grief, the grief is flourishing still.

The ex-guerrilla smoothes her pink-and-white apron and brings the general his pork chops on a round metal tray. If only the tray were a discus with deadly serrated edges, like the ones in kung fu movies. With a flash of her wrist she could decapitate the general on the spot. But no good would come of this. One butcher dead for countless poor souls. Que Dios me ayude, Aura silently prays. She must stop these hallucinations or risk going insane. Aura sets the pork chops before the general, who pats his stomach with both hands.

“Now they look extra juicy,” he says, giving her a wink.

“¿Algo más, General?”

“Save me some of your most delicious dessert.” The snub-nosed general says this loud enough for the neighboring tables to hear. Everyone brays on cue.

Men are so ridiculous, Aura thinks, bowing curtly; and because they fear ridicule, they’re exceedingly dangerous. She’s seen this for herself time and again: a man would sooner kill another than suffer the slightest embarrassment.

Aura attends to her other customers. Senator Silvestre Jiménez and his girlfriend are at their usual table, signaling for more mimosas. The two are here to gauge their social standing, which has plummeted since the senator left his wife. In the capital, nobody looks askance at a man who keeps a mistress but it is indecent and unmanly to abandon the mother of one’s children, then make a public spectacle of her replacement.

The president of the Universal Fruit Company, Federico Ladrón-Benes, is enjoying his cafecito near the bougainvillea, his face buried in the day’s headlines. During her break, Aura will read his discarded newspaper. She’s following the election news with great interest. It’s unthinkable to her that the ex-dictator is running for president—and with an astonishing amount of support from the very people he brutalized. This time he’s claiming to be a born-again Christian. His slogan—ON A MISSION FROM GOD—is plastered everywhere in the capital. If he wins, she’ll have to find a way to leave the country for good.

Aura surveys her section of the restaurant, which is part indoors, part out. The latest addition to the garden is a pair of skittish peacocks. Their shrieks send chills up her neck. They, too, will prove as transient as the wealthy guests. The landscaping was designed to resemble the jungles Aura lived in for months. In those days she’d carried a hunter’s knife and, for a time, a Russian pistol. No one at the restaurant has any idea about her previous life. What they do know is that she suffered in the war; in that she’s no different from anyone else.

Aura is convinced that the entire country has succumbed to a collective amnesia. This is what happens in a society where no one is permitted to grow old slowly. Nobody talks of the past, for fear their wounds might reopen. Privately, though, their wounds never heal.

The parrots chatter shrilly in their aviaries, screeching invective and snatches of poetry. The bartender, with great patience, has taught the ornately crested one to say No me dicen que hay patria pequeña—there’s no such thing as a small country—to the amusement of the Miraflor’s privileged guests. Aura wonders how many of these guests know that the line is from a poem by a famous Nicaraguan revolutionary who would’ve detested the likes of them. A great flock of crows is staining the sky. This, too, is one of the poet’s lines and it happens to be true just now.

A starched-looking colonel settles down at the last empty table with an entourage of foreign officers. They wear identical sunglasses, wraparound and impenetrable. Except for the colonel, who has a tiny rearview mirror clipped to his left lens. Aura tries to figure out where the men are from: Argentina? Paraguay? Peru? An oversized American sits to the colonel’s right. What offenses will they be plotting next against el pueblo? The ex-guerrilla approaches their table with eight menus. The busboy distributes water, napkins, silverware, removes the urn of flowers at the colonel’s request.

The colonel resembles a lot of military men in her country, high-cheeked and chisel-jawed, though exceptionally thick through the chest. His arm muscles bulge grotesquely from his sleeves. Only the faint rash on his neck mutes the menacing effect. Another U.S.-trained puppet, no doubt. The gringos are in full force at the military conference this week. They’ve never claimed to be more than advisers but everyone knows what they “advise”: killing leftists, securing black market weapons, staging well-timed coups. The civil war couldn’t have lasted as long as it did without them. Aura spies the Americans at the hotel gym, lifting enormous barbells, groaning loud enough for everyone to take notice. Most of them look too inflexible to tie their shoes.

“Something to drink, gentlemen?”

The American orders a Bloody Mary and everyone follows suit. It’s no wonder these officers commit the atrocities they do. Not a single one has a mind of his own. Aura places their order. The bartender, Miguel, raises his eyebrows then shrugs noncommittally. Yesterday he boasted of dropping a measure of stool hardener in the Americans’ drinks. Aura laughed to imagine the yanquis, red-faced, trying to shit bricks.

The bartender shares Aura’s love for Bruce Lee movies, and for the same reason as she: the forces of evil don’t stand a chance against him. Most nights, Aura falls asleep watching Fist of Fury, or Enter the Dragon, over a late-night dinner of hotel leftovers. She rents a room less than a mile away with a hot plate and a communal shower. Now and then she splurges on Chinese takeout, usually fried rice or spicy noodles with beef. Aura read an interview with Lee once in which he said, “Fighting is not something sought after, yet it is something that seeks you.”

At the colonel’s table everyone orders pork chops, again following the American’s lead. Aura recalls her guerrilla-training pamphlets, the ones printed in Havana, exhorting her to take the revolution into her own hands. The struggle is your personal burden. Years ago she’d desperately wanted to visit Cuba. Her lover, Juan Carlos, had trained there for ten months. He told her that Cubans lived decently. Nobody was starving. Children didn’t die of simple things like diarrhea. Every citizen could read and write.

In the kitchen, the chef is screaming over a crab enchilada scorched to leather by his clumsy assistant. Aura puts in her order for more pork chops. “Is this a fucking national holiday for pork chops, ¿qué? ” The chef glares at her, his toque perilously askew. Aura ignores him and rubs her left leg, newly overrun with a varicose vein. Then she returns to her customers. A couple she hasn’t seen before is sitting at a table for two; Americans, judging by their clothes. No one else would be caught dead dressing so shabbily for Sunday brunch. The woman wrinkles her nose and orders the assorted pastry plate, as if disapproving of her choice in advance. The husband wants the damn pork chops and a basket of tortillas.

“A sus órdenes,” Aura says, forcing a smile, and pours them their first cups of coffee.

The Lobby

The lawyer stares out the tinted window of her chauffeured Mercedes as it maneuvers through the streets of the capital. Political posters are everywhere, a strident backdrop to marketplace vendors hawking breadfruit, brooms, balloons. The presidential elections are less than a week away and run-down electioneering cars clog the already hopeless traffic. Skinny men shout from rolled-down windows, megaphones in hand, or through crackling speakers perched on their roofs.

Gertrudis Stüber knows personally each of the eleven candidates running for president and every congressional aspirant besides. She makes it her business to know them. Only the leftists resist her offers. For this reason, and for their enduring political bilge, the lawyer despises them. Gertrudis was seduced by their lies decades ago, specifically by one bearded revolutionary with whom she fell abjectly, embarrassingly, in love. Of course, this was before law school and marriage and the reality of the courts and corruptible judges.

Her secretary, Elva Flores, holds a sleeping baby girl beside her in the backseat of the sedan. Gertrudis turns to inspect the child before they arrive at the Hotel Miraflor. The girl is pretty enough, with straight hair and an acceptable nose. She’s wrapped in a cotton blanket patterned with flying elephants. The lawyer buys the blankets in bulk, along with dressy baby clothes, from a Korean textiles manufacturer on the outskirts of town. She requires her wards to meet their parents in the same standard outfit. There is a romance to the business of babies and the lawyer wants to ensure that love occurs at first sight.

“What’s her name?” Gertrudis asks.

“It’s not settled yet.” Elva hands her boss the child’s adoption folder. “The birth mother put Concha on the birth certificate but the caretaker has been calling her Esperanza and the adoptive parents are debating between Beatriz and Monique.”

“That’s more than I need to know.”

“I’m sorry, Doctora.”

“And her health?”

“Just a recurring vaginal infection but otherwise normal.”

“Is she clear for today?”

“Yes.” The secretary twists a corner of the baby blanket between her thumb and forefinger. After two years of working for the lawyer, Elva is as flustered as she was on her first day. She wants to dislike la doctora, but it isn’t so easy. Her boss is smart and capable, and she expects Elva to be the same. It’s this straightforwardness that Elva most appreciates. Plus la doctora is very generous at Christmastime. The truth is, Elva loves the babies no matter how cynically they’re conceived.

As the chauffeur pulls the sedan into the hotel’s colonnaded entrance, the lawyer catches a glimpse of the lady matador, blinding in a gold suit of lights, stepping into a limousine.

“Now I’ve seen it all,” the chauffeur says. “A woman fighting bulls! What do they want to do next? Fly to the moon?”

“In fact, women astronauts have already circled the earth,” Gertrudis retorts icily.

“That was a woman?” Elva blurts out.

“Sí, señorita,” the chauffeur continues, his dentures clacking. “Didn’t you read today’s paper? She’s from Los Angeles, part Mexican, part chinita. You know how those Americans mix up everything.”

“That’s enough, Armando. Now park over here. We’ll be back in ten minutes.”

A hotel doorman opens the car door. The crowd parts for Gertrudis as she glides through the lobby, resplendent with chandeliers. She’s six feet tall in low-heeled pumps and her fuchsia Italian suit sets off her fair complexion. Only descending the grand staircase would make a more impressive entrance. Those who don’t know Gertrudis Stüber speculate about her identity. Those who do, nod in her direction. She isn’t one to be crossed in the back rooms of the country’s tractable legal system. The worst charge against her? That she thinks and acts like a man. To Gertrudis, this is the ultimate compliment. Only her husband, a distant German cousin with effeminate manners, softens her impression.

Gertrudis isn’t maternally inclined. She inherited this from her own mother, who, when pregnant with Gertrudis, rode horses from morning to dusk. In her sixth month, the doctor ordered Mutti to bed on account of a partially dislodged cervical plug, a result, they said, of her vigorous schedule. Bedridden and restless, her mother soon began reading as voraciously as she rode. She grew obsessed with Thomas Mann’s Magic Mountain and read it nine times, always hoping for a different ending.

The lawyer spots her clients at the far end of the lobby, where a diminutive violinist serenades hotel guests with a Dvorak sonata. Gertrudis sizes up the couple in an instant. It’s obvious that the wife is the one driving the adoption. Every one of their checks has been drawn on her account. The husband looks reluctant but pliable behind his graying goatee. He has the lazy gestures of a man who lives in his head.

The costs of operating what Gertrudis privately calls her “export” business are mounting. There are the breeder mothers to take care of (her biggest expense at a thousand dollars per pregnancy). The stud services of a few select men. The fees of the increasingly finicky caretaker families. Supplies of baby formula, clothes, and disposable diapers (nobody wants to wash cloth ones anymore). Medical and hospital expenses. A phalanx of judges and politicians paid to look the other way. The lobbyists’ ever-swelling salaries. The upkeep of her fancy offices downtown. A percentage to her co-agents in the United States. Skyrocketing website and Internet advertising costs.

Her price for a healthy newborn: thirty thousand U.S. dollars.

On the plus side are the kickbacks Gertrudis gets from requiring her clients to stay at the most expensive hotel in the capital. Her arrangement with the Miraflor’s general director is mutually lucrative. Last year, Gertrudis pushed through seventeen adoptions in spite of myriad legal and legislative obstacles and a spate of bad press. This year she’s managed to complete only fourteen but seven more are in the pipeline. She plans to rush these through before Christmas. The holidays are high season for adopting babies.

Elva struggles to keep up with her long-legged boss. The flying-elephants blanket billows as she runs. She carries the baby girl, who stirs and blinks in confusion before drifting back to sleep. Elva adjusts her glasses and stretches out her hand to the waiting parents. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she stammers. “This is Doctora Stüber, your lawyer. She is the, eh, angel who makes all of this possible.” Elva was instructed to memorize this introduction from the beginning. She’s uttered it dozens of times but it catches in her throat just the same.

Gertrudis takes the baby from Elva and settles it on her hip while she reviews the rules of their visit: no leaving the hotel with the baby; meals must be eaten at the hotel; formula and baby supplies must be purchased at the hotel sundries shop; contacting the birth mother or caretaker family is strictly prohibited; no petitioning for the baby’s custody at any government office except as designated by the lawyer herself; no guarantees that the baby will be permanently released to them during this trip; no refunds issued on any portion of their deposits; no assumption of liability in case of accident or death while the child is in their custody.

“Is that clear?” Gertrudis makes it sound more like a command than a question. Her secretary holds out the paperwork for the adoptive parents to sign. They look uncomfortable but agree to the terms. (They always agree to the terms.) Only after they both sign does the lawyer surrender the squirming infant.
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