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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Two walls separate México from the United States. Most noticeable is a man-made barrier that runs six hundred and fifty miles from California into the southwestern United States. The second wall is constructed from stereotypes, ignorance, and fear. As a result, North Americans know virtually nothing about the real México or its people. Mireya carries readers back and forth across the Mexican border. Based on thirty years of experience living and traveling in México, this novel is a fictional composite of individuals I’ve known. 

		

	
		
			

			DEDICATION

			To my BMW (beautiful Mexican wife).

		

	
		
			

			PRELUDE: Discovery (Tlaxcala, México)

			“Against all odds, a seed rises from darkness and beautifies the universe.”

			—Matshona Dhliwayo—

			Unseasonable rains washed dust from the leaves of trees and plants in the garden. The fragrance of renewal permeated the air. Rita thought of her father, who loved tending it. She held back tears. He wouldn’t have approved of anyone crying over him. At the base of the big pine, she stared at the spot where his ashes were strewn only weeks earlier. She raised her guitar and began to play Corazón Sin Vida. 

			“Rita?” Mireya’s voice called from the upstairs balcony.

			“In the garden, Mom!” 

			“Sweetheart, when you get a chance, would you look for an extension cord in the storage shed. I think there’s one in a box marked ‘Christmas stuff’.”

			“Okay!” Rita put her fingers to her lips and waved to the moist ground below the pine. “Duty calls, Pops.”

			Her father died three weeks earlier, and Rita took time off from school to be with her mother. She was finishing her bachelor’s in music at the prestigious Bellas Artes in Coyoacan when her mother called with the news. It smelled earthy in the yard, and there were flowers blooming all around. Dad, do you know I’m here? She walked a dirt path to the courtyard, taking the guitar with her.

			The early morning rain had stopped, and birds gathered to ambush worms as they surfaced. A hummingbird hovered over a bottlebrush tree and was chased off by another. Her father planted the garden with birds, butterflies, and bees in mind. A garden isn’t healthy without them, he explained. 

			“The shed,” Rita complained aloud. Hate going in there. Dark, musty, black widows and mice. She shivered. She didn’t cotton to the idea of lifting boxes to find an extension cord. She considered fibbing that she couldn’t find it, driving to a hardware store to buy one. Yet, she never lied to her mother. 

			She walked through the central patio and opened the steel door that led into the corrals. The cinder-block storage shed was there. The corrals were strangely quiet—no warbling turkeys, pecking chickens, laconic bawl of the family cow. They were years gone—since grandma died. Rita’s mother had no interest in keeping animals, and the uncles were too lazy to try. 

			Mireya was fifty-eight, a PhD in Algebraic Topology. She taught at the University of Puebla. After years as a researcher, she had worked in Acapulco as a professor and even directed the Math Institute in Oaxaca for some years. She was glad to simply be in the classroom again. It was more satisfying, and teaching wasn’t weighed down with politics. 

			The storage shed held prisoners of the past. Boxes and more boxes—some mummified with postal tape to deter mice, silverfish, and other scourges. A single dusty light bulb dangled from the ceiling to challenge the darkness. She leaned the guitar against a wall.

			Creepy, thought Rita. Wish I had a flashlight.

			Rita searched a particularly gloomy corner of the storeroom, where a dozen cardboard boxes were stacked. She brushed the dust off the top one. In bold permanent marker, two words: WYLER’S BOOKS. Rita didn’t have a knife to split the sealing tape. Looking around, she found an old pair of hedge clippers with one blade hanging on a nail. She sliced down the middle of the carton and pulled open the flaps.

			Copies of her father’s books were there, spines staring up. Seedlings, Meadowland, Deep Mud, LadySmith, Desperate Living, and others. Her favorite was Meadowland, which reinforced her decision not to live in the dystopian US. Something’s missing there, she considered. An emptiness that can’t be filled with better pay and opportunities. 

			One title caught her eye that she didn’t recognize—Mireya. “Hmm, what’s this, Pops?” She lifted it from the box.

			Rita stepped into the sunlight. Clouds were breaking up, and steam was rising from the tops of the adobe walls surrounding the corrals. The cover depicted a pretty Latina lying on her back naked on a bed, head resting on a pillow, one knee raised. Her eyes were focused on the bedroom doorway. The shadowy silhouette of a man stood at the entrance. Floating in the background were peculiar mathematical hieroglyphics, symbols, letters, and numbers that Rita recognized as Algebraic Topology. It fits together to define space, her mother tried to explain once.

			Rita read the back cover: 

			“Even when I’m dead, I’ll swim through the Earth like a mermaid of the soil, just to be next to your bones.” ― Jeffrey McDaniel. 

			Mireya pays homage to a remarkable Mexican woman who transcended poverty to earn a PhD in the male-dominated world of Algebraic Topology. The novel delves into social issues that plague México and the United States—double standards, inequality, misogyny, corruption, age discrimination—a society dominated by powerful, self-centered men.

			That’s changing in Mexico, thought Rita. We have a female President and she’s really smart. She continued reading:

			This epic novel follows thirty-five years of Mireya’s life, highlighted by her pursuit of a higher education and experiences with dozens of lovers along the way. After marrying a North American, she roams outside of the conjugal bed. Thirty-five years later, she confesses her infidelities to her husband, Wyler. 

			Note: This book has never been distributed. It’s a self-indulgent labor of love. 

			—Wyler Costner

			Rita closed the storage door. The extension cord can wait. Got reading to do. Grabbing her guitar, she returned to the garden with her father’s novel. She sat beneath the big pine in a white plastic chair with Corona Extra stamped on the backrest. After leaning the guitar against the trunk, she read the dedication. Her throat grew tight: 

			To Mireya. No greater love can a man have for a woman than mine for you.

			“What secrets do you have, Pops?” She gazed down at the ground where her father’s ashes were. 

			“I’m going to the market, wanna come?” Mireya called down to her daughter.

			“No thanks, Mom, gotta book. Pops likes me to read to him.”

			Mireya laughed. Her staccato giggle made her sound like a teenager. “Did you find the cord?” 

			“No, I’ll look somewhere else.”

			“Ask your father.”

			“Okay.” 

			Mireya disappeared inside the house for a few minutes and exited with several recyclable shopping bags. Thanks to Zumba classes and a healthy diet, she skipped down the stairs with ease. The garage was next to the garden. She threw the bags into the trunk of her red Hyundai Elantra, a recent purchase she’d made.

			She looks younger, Rita mused. Hope I got her genes.

			“Be back in a few, honey. Anything you need?”

			

			“Chicharrones.”

			“Okay. I might pop in on Aunt Carmen.”

			“Say hi for me, and call if you’re gonna be late.”

			“Okay, sweetie. I’ll look for an extension cord at the market.”

			“Drive careful!”

			“I will.”

			Rita turned to the opening chapter, and she placed a hand on her tummy. She was a week late. Not great timing, she knew. See, Dad, you’re not the only one with secrets. 

			As the garage door closed, Rita began reading her father’s mysterious, unpublished work:

			Mireya 

			Wyler Costner

			PROLOGUE

			Giselle Lopez was twenty-two, renting a room in México City, cleaning homes for a living. She thought her newest employer, Epimenio, was handsome. She’d been working there for a few weeks. Her day began at 6:30 and ended when his excruciating wife said so. Rosa ordered her around like a general. Epi was kind, offering tender, surreptitious smiles when his wife was otherwise distracted. They were in their early forties and childless. He worked as the chief accountant for a food processing business. Rosa was a housewife, yet to hear her tell it, she was the glue that held Earth together. Then came the phone call. Rosa answered in a fawning voice. 

			“Of course I’m coming! Okay, I’ll bring a change of clothes.”

			After hanging up, she started packing clothes into a carry-on suitcase. “Alma’s having her baby baptized and wants me there,” she explained to her husband. “Have to leave soon, it’s two hours by bus. Be back sometime tomorrow after the service.” 

			With only an answering nod from her husband, Rosa finished packing. Before leaving, she gave Epi a peck on the cheek and turned to Giselle. 

			“Finish the laundry, then you can go.”

			“Si, Señora.”

			“Hasta mañana, amor.” There was no warmth in the farewell.

			When she was gone, the house was quiet. Epimenio went into his office to catch up on paperwork.

			───

			Giselle was finishing laundry when Epimenio found her folding clothes on the dining room table. 

			“Let me help,” he said.

			“That’s okay, I’ll take care of it.”

			“Sorry for the way my wife treats you.” He stared at her well-rounded ass.

			“It’s okay.”

			“Have a drink with me.”

			She thought, If I say no, he may never be nice again. “Okay.”

			In the kitchen cupboard, he took out a half-empty bottle of Herradura Reposado, poured two shot glasses.

			“Salud,” he raised his glass, draining it in one gulp. She took longer, and he poured again. 

			“How old are you, Giselle?” His eyes roved over her.

			“Twenty-two.”

			“Boyfriend?”

			

			She shook her head and blushed. When she was fifteen, she skipped school to meet an older man. He took her to a movie, bought her street tacos, and deflowered her in his dirty studio apartment. The Mexican repayment plan, she’d heard it called. Luckily, she didn’t get pregnant. 

			“You’re very pretty.”

			“Gracias, Señor.”

			“Epi. Please, just Epi.” He refilled her glass.

			When her head was spinning, his hands kneaded her shoulders as she folded laundry. Then his lips found the back of her neck. 

			In an even voice, “Ay Señor Epimenio, I have work to do.” Why don’t you stop him? 

			His hands roved beneath her shirt and dove down the front of her pants. “There’s work here to be done, and we have all night.”

			───

			Epimenio was insatiable, making good on his promise to keep her busy nearly the whole night through. Resurrection is more than a religious reference, she thought. Giselle enjoyed her first orgasm, and many others followed. By midmorning, she felt she loved him. 

			The sun streamed into the bedroom. She was laying on her side in a deep sleep when she felt a hand on her shoulder. Instinctively, she moved onto her back and lifted her knees, yet he was on his feet, looking down at her.

			“Wash the sheets, then you can go.” He quickly dressed and secluded himself in his office. 

			She did laundry and made him breakfast with a fresh pot of coffee. Then she tapped on the door.

			“Breakfast is ready.”

			“I’ll eat later. Did you clean the sheets?”

			“Yes, Epi.” 

			“You can go.”

			She stood at the door, not knowing what she’d expected. A kind word, perhaps. She heard the shuffling of papers, the squeak of the desk chair. 

			“Okay, see you tomorrow.”

			“Mmm.”

			───

			As soon as she began showing, Epimenio privately asked if the baby was his. She told him it was. He fired her and told her never to return. Giselle thought of telling his wife, yet she knew how that would end. Rosa would call her a gold-digging puta (whore) and defend her husband. Then she’d make him pay dearly.

			Giselle managed to find another job cleaning houses. There are always jobs cleaning up after ricos. Occasionally, she stole from an employer to make ends meet. She thought of returning to the small family ranch in Natividad, Tlaxcala, where her mother, doña Isabel, and the stepfather lived. Pride wouldn’t allow it. Two years earlier, she’d left in a huff after a particularly abrasive argument regarding a man her mother wanted her to marry.

			“Jorge’s a good man, hard working, he’ll provide everything you need, food, shelter, children,” her mother said.

			“He’s an ugly old man! I’m not gonna end up like everybody else in this fucking place!” 

			Her defiance earned a hard slap across the face from her stepfather. Doña Isabel gave her a beat-up suitcase and told her to leave. Mireya was born in a community hospital in 1966. Giselle had an easy labor. 

			“What will you name her?” asked a nurse, handing her the baby.

			Giselle looked at the nameplate pinned to her white uniform and read it.

			“Mireya. I like your name. Good as any.” 

			She was unaware that Mireya means miracle, admired, wonderful, and amazing. 

			───

			A day later, Giselle carried Mireya back to the hovel she lived in. A kind neighbor lady brought over a pot of spaghetti and some tortillas. Giselle thanked her. She packed what she could manage to carry along with the baby and returned to the ranch. 

			She endured endless ‘I told you so’ lectures from her mother. Often repeated was, “Settle down. Jorge still wants you, don’t ask me why.”

			“I’ll consider it, Mama,” she replied, not wanting another conflict.

			Grandma Isabel doted on Mireya as if she were a separate entity, undefiled by her daughter’s promiscuity. As soon as she was able, Giselle left with her daughter and returned to México City.

			───

			The next few years, two more children were added by married men, each promising the world in return for what was between Giselle’s legs. One evening when Mireya was seven, her mother said they were moving back to the ranch. Mireya was happy. She’d been taking care of her little brothers while her mother went off to work, sometimes not returning until the following day. Once, they went hungry for two days until a neighbor lady brought over two dozen tortillas and a bit of milk. 

			“Where’s your mother?” she asked.

			Mireya shrugged, “I don’t know.”

			The lady shook her head. Later, she brought over a bag of pastries from a corner bakery, a cigar box full of crayons for the young brothers.. Mireya never forgot her kindness. 

			When they arrived at the ranch, her grandmother greeted Mireya with a warm hug. Doña Isabel smelled like blue corn tortillas and spices. Most of her teeth were missing, yet her smile was the most welcoming sight she’d seen for a long time. Mireya’s half-brothers, Hugo and Edgar, went into the corrals to chase chickens and cause other mischief. They were tumbleweeds blowing in a changing wind.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 1: Mireya’s Reflection (1987)

			Mireya lifted the hand mirror to her face. She was up before the rooster crowed. In the early mornings, she had time for herself—to think and dream. She undressed and stood in front of a mirror, plastered above the dripping sink. She gazed at her twenty-two-year-old face. Naturally wavy hair was cut short because it was unconquerable when it got too long. She never used anything on her face but red lipstick to highlight her full lips. She touched her eyebrows, wondering if she should pluck them. No, she thought, a waste of time.

			It was a rare morning. Her mother had taken a bus with the younger half-brothers to visit the family of the latest man she shared a bed with. He was a truck driver, and they’d found each other a month earlier at the open-air market in Zacatelco. He purchased quesadillas for Giselle and Mireya’s half-brothers, which entitled him to move in. The Mexican repayment plan, she thought. He would soon introduce Gisselle to his mother, who would judge harshly, and that would be the end of it. That’s the way it always turned out.

			Yet, this was Mireya’s morning. No one bothered her on these special days. She had time to review goals and feel proud of her accomplishments. She turned on the shower to warm up before stepping beneath the water.. She closed her brown eyes and felt the water pouring down her body as she scrubbed with a washcloth. Fingers slipped over her shapely backside. She knew that men admired her body and saw hunger in their eyes. 

			Her jealous boyfriend, Enrique, grew angry when others ogled her. She soaped her moderately sized breasts, topped with tall brown nipples. Recently, she allowed Enrique’s hand to reach beneath her shirt to fondle them. She stopped him short of slipping a hand down the front of her pants. She remembered the feeling—Pleasure coursing through my body. 

			Not yet, she counseled herself. Her cousin Chela came to mind. They were both twenty-two. Chela had four children, living a hardscrabble life. She thought of her mother—three children, three fathers. Not until I’m ready.

			The water felt good, washing away bad memories, replacing them with aspirations. She shampooed her dark pubic hair, allowing fingers to slide over sensitive places. She closed her eyes, thought about Enrique, and shivered. 

			It’d been a long while since she’d had an opportunity to pleasure herself. Juggling classes at the university, having family responsibilities, left little time for self-indulgence. Her brothers were sixteen and nineteen, yet still depended on Mireya. I practically raised them.

			When she started university, she put her foot down. They could feed themselves and do their own laundry. Giselle threatened, yet was unable to intimidate her daughter anymore. The brothers lived in a gypsy style addition on the bottom floor. Both dropped out of school and took factory jobs until they were either fired or laid off. Spare time was spent seeing how many community girls they could talk into a corn field. 

			The morning was young. Mireya pushed everything else out of her mind. She imagined Enrique kissing her, hardness pressing, tongue slipping over hers. She shuddered. 

			“Mmm, oyyy.” Her sensitive clit emerged from its hood beneath her thumb. She slipped a finger past the lips, pushing inside. The bathroom walls amplified the sound of pleasure.

			“Ay-ay, ayyy!” Her knees buckled as she imagined Enrique inside. She’d heard that the first time was painful. Beyond that, she couldn’t imagine. She only knew the pleasure that was indescribably delicious. Her inner walls gripped and released her fingers. She couldn’t help believing that Enrique could do even better. 

			After recovering, she rinsed and used the towel sitting on the toilet seat. Every time Enrique pressured her for sex, she thought of cousin Chela. 

			“I’m not ready,” she repeated each time. She read his thoughts. What does that have to do with it? Haven’t I been nice? Each time it was harder to say no, especially when her body demanded ‘yes’. 

			After recovering, she toweled off, brushed her teeth, and reflected on life. She cleared the fogged mirror with the heel of her hand. What is and what will be.

			───

			Basic provisions were sold out of family home stores in Natividad. Her mother ran one from her bedroom. Bakery goods, tortillas, comida economica (cheap meals), and car repair, all were neighborhood businesses. No one there had finished high school. Natividad was typical in this respect. Girls got pregnant, were abused by the father, and despised by his mother. Men usually worked in nearby maquiladoras (foreign-owned factories) and drank up their salaries on payday. Many times, they simply ran away to avoid responsibility, and children were raised by grandparents.

			Mireya had always been at the top of her class, regardless of additional responsibilities. Even as a child, she’d stayed up late to complete homework, not knowing at the time why her desire to learn was so strong. School was home, and she couldn’t wait to get there, settle in, and discover something new. Teachers weren’t the best, but they provided a framework, and she filled in the rest with hard work and extra effort. 

			Her academic ability was recognized without her mother’s knowledge. She received medals and certificates for academic excellence, which she never shared with Giselle. She’d never understand. It will remain a gift to myself.

			When she graduated, Mireya received a small academic scholarship and was accepted into the BUAP (Universidad Benemérita Autónoma de Puebla). It paid for books and incidentals. Unlike the United States, tuition was almost free. She took as many classes as she could find time for. Because of her other responsibilities, it would take her longer to finish, yet she was determined never to become fossilized in the community. 

			She recalled that Einstein said, ‘Pure mathematics is, in its way, the poetry of logical ideas.’ Math isn’t unfair or cruel, accepts all-comers with equal regard. Math challenges, never punishes. 

			When she was ten, a movie called Rocky was popular. She’d never been to a movie theater, yet kids at school talked about the hero, who got knocked down and got up again over and over. I’ll be the Rocky of mathematics, she determined.

			Her mother resented Mireya for trying to rise above her station. Before she was allowed to devote time to academics, she had to help with cooking, cleaning, and feeding the farm animals. At least now her younger brothers fended for themselves. Every night, Mireya was up until the wee hours studying math. She used a plastic folding table beneath a single light bulb dangling from the cement ceiling of her bedroom. 

			Most Mexican ranches are ejidos, agricultural lands dominated by rich hacienda owners, returned to the people after the revolution. They’ve remained mostly unchanged for generations. In Natividad, campesinos (farm workers) still plow corn fields with stoic burros, or bony horses, using primitive farm implements to scratch out an existence. Homes are gypsy-style affairs, constructed of brick, adobe, or cement blocks. 

			When a girl gets pregnant, grandparents raise the children, and another cubicle is added onto the main house. Most additions look like gray tumors sprouting out of the main body. In Natividad, aesthetics took a back seat to function.

			The ranch house where Mireya lived was a two-story rectangle, the color of a cloudy day. Steel rebar was left uncut on the corners of the roofline, resembling insect antennae. A gravity tank provided water to the household and was only good for washing or to quench the thirst of farm animals. Parasites swam in the underground waters, making it unfit for human consumption.

			She thought back to her first exposure to sex, a second-hand experience.

			Like everyone around them, they grew corn. Mireya had grown up learning how to plant, harvest, and search for huitlacoche (an edible fungus) that could sometimes be found growing on the corn. It was considered a delicacy and brought a good price at the market. She remembered being twelve, walking inside the corn fields in search of huitlacoche. One late afternoon in a neighbor’s cornfield, she heard a strange sound and quietly slipped through the stalks toward the source. There were voices.

			“Ay papi si, qué rico!” a woman exhorted.

			“Uh-uh-uh, ahhh!” was his impassioned response.

			Then she drew near enough to see them—a man with his pants pulled to his ankles, a woman with her skirt raised. He moved rapidly between her legs, then called out, “Me vengo!” growling like an animal before collapsing on her. 

			Mireya backed away slowly, feeling a rush of dizzy pleasure. 

			───

			Yes, Mireya pondered, it’s been an uphill battle. She smiled in the mirror and hung a pair of earrings fashioned from kernels of red corn. Enrique bought them for her at the market in Zacatelco. As she laid out clothes to wear, she proudly surveyed her bedroom, built with her own money along with the tiny bathroom. 

			For eight years, Mireya worked summers, weekends, and school vacations with her cousin Chela, making jackets to sell in the neighboring town of Xoxtla (Shoshtla). She gave half her earnings to Giselle and hid the rest taped beneath a drawer in her closet. After eight years, she hired a pair of local construction men to build two rooms on top of the main house. 

			“How did you pay? Who gave it to you?” Her mother demanded.

			“I saved it.” She thinks I’m a puta (whore).

			“Hmph, you think you’re a princess?” She didn’t press the matter any further, knowing that the new upstairs addition added value to the property. When it was finished, Giselle wanted to move in with her latest boyfriend. 

			“You can take my room.”

			Mireya screamed, “It’s mine! I worked for it! Do you hear me? Mine!”

			“Pinche malcriado!” Giselle raised her hand, then lowered it. She saw that her daughter could no longer be threatened this way. She also realized how much harder life would be without Mireya to help with the endless chores. She balled up her fists and walked away, mumbling. 

			That was the first time I stood up to her. Taught me to continue advocating for myself. 

			───

			Corrals were constructed with wooden pallets, strung together with bailing wire. Inside were two pigs, a dozen chickens, a rooster, and two filthy cows. Before and after school, Mireya cleaned the corrals and fed animals. A few times, she’d rushed to a university class smelling like animal dung. 

			Giselle ran a tiny commodity store from the front window of her bedroom. Her eighty-two-year-old grandmother, doña Isabel, sold handmade blue tortillas. That was their life, an unequal mixture of choice and no choice.

			Mireya imagined life after university. Everything will change. Since she was old enough to remember, she believed education would provide a better life. Some of the professors at the university earned PhDs in Russia, China, Canada, and England. Mireya’s dreams took her far from Natividad. Her interest in Mathematics solidified when she studied Euler’s famous equation for pi. Here was irrefutable proof of mathematical perfection, reminding her that humans will never fully grasp the meaning and reasoning behind math. 

			Beautiful, she thought. She processed much of what she studied with relative ease. Math made sense when nothing else around her did. 

			“Sweden,” she whispered to herself as she combed through a tangle of wavy hair, Greece, France, Japan. Mathematics will take me there.

			Logic was appealing. Perhaps chaos can be explained. Female mathematicians were rare in México. Math and science were dominated by men. “Pueden ir a follar a sus madres,” she whispered to herself as she pulled on her jeans. If it were up to men, I’d get pregnant and stay living like this. Mathematics doesn’t make promises it can’t keep. 

			

			“I’ve got other plans,” she murmured. What is and what will be. A mosquito buzzed near her ear, and she clapped it between her hands. “That’s what’ll happen to anyone who gets in the way.” She noticed a spot of blood in the palm of her hand. The mosquito already had its fill.

			Mireya applied simple red lipstick to her lips and remembered her mother’s stinging words when she shared college plans.

			“Who’ll help with the work here? Hija, take my advice: find a husband, get a job close by, and get your head out of the clouds. This college nonsense is a waste of time. Sometimes we must accept who we are and learn to live with it.”

			“That’s you, Mother, not me.”

			“We’ll see about that.”

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2: Enrique

			Enrique was a gentleman, and Mireya liked him. He was less macho than most young Mexican men. They’d met in high school, and he’d graduated a year earlier. He was a good student. He’d been shy around Mireya then, yet when they reconnected at the university, he set out to conquer her. Enrique studied engineering. He was as poor as Mireya, yet had a mother who doted on him—the prince of the house. They lived about seven miles further down the road in a small town called San Marcos. The father left when he was five. His three step-siblings were the creative efforts of three men, and they eagerly awaited his return each day.

			Sometimes, if their schedules allowed, they took the bus together to the university. When they returned together, he walked with her a mile to the house before taking a combi (van) further on to his town. Lately, he was obsessed with getting her alone in a cornfield. He felt he’d spent a respectful amount of time waiting for her to fulfill her obligation. On weekends, he worked for a gardener and had nearly saved enough for a cheap motel.

			After a kiss behind the big oak tree, he tried again. “Mireya, I want you so bad it hurts, it really does.”

			“Ay pobrecito.” She stroked his face. 

			He dug into his pants and brought out a worn wallet. Where the peso bills should go, he pulled out a foil square. “I have this.”

			She nearly crumbled that time. Taking the packet from him, she examined it and saw that the expiration date had ended a year before. 

			Mireya’s focus on mathematics helped her avoid traps. Since she was eleven, men had shown interest in her. At fiestas, church gatherings, quinceañeras, men tried their luck, plying her with promises, bribing with offers of small gifts. 

			“Come clean my house and I’ll give you two hundred pesos,” one offered. He was a bachelor in his forties. His teeth were stained yellow, and he had a pot belly.

			“Thank you, Señor Guzman, but I don’t have time.” 

			“You have time right now. I’ll give you the money for something else, and it won’t take long at all.”

			She had an idea what that was based on gossip she heard at school. He had a crazed look on his face. She looked over his shoulder, pretending to see someone she knew, so that she was able to move past him.

			Another time, one of her mother’s boyfriends tried to kiss her while she was cleaning the corrals. She pushed him hard in the chest and he slipped in cow shit. She escaped before he made it to his feet and told her mother.

			“What were you doing, eh?”

			“Nothing! Just working!”

			“Mmm. I’m sure he meant nothing by it.”

			Mireya walked away, knowing she’d have to look after herself as always.

			It happened again in much the same way, yet this time Mireya was in a small alfalfa patch with a sickle, cutting fodder for the filthy cows. 

			“Here, let me help you. It’s man’s work.” 

			She saw the look in his eyes and knew that he wasn’t interested in cutting alfalfa. She held the blade in front of her.

			“Cabrón, if you come near me, I swear to god I’ll cut you!”

			“Ay pajarita (little bird)….” He continued to walk toward her. 

			

			She didn’t see when Hugo arrived carrying another sickle. Without a word, he stood by Mireya and began cutting. Every once in a while, he glared up at the man. Mireya did the same, and he turned and walked away. 

			“Gracias hermano,” she said to Hugo.

			“De nada.”

			After a week, the boyfriend left after an argument with Giselle regarding another woman he was seeing. 

			───

			The dusty dirt road running in front of her house was a libro (toll-free road). Because it was free, a considerable amount of traffic whizzed by, slowed only by occasional handmade, unmarked speed bumps. They were capable of inflicting major damage if drivers failed to see them. When Enrique and Mireya returned from school together, they walked the final three kilometers along the libro until they arrived at Mireya’s house. From there, Enrique hailed a minivan taxi seven miles further to San Marcos. Sometimes the minivan was so crowded that he had to squeeze in with fifteen to twenty others. 

			Early Sundays, Enrique and Mireya sometimes met at an outdoor market in Zacatelco, where they held hands and purchased fresh fruits and vegetables for their respective families. Mireya enjoyed strolling in the market. It was colorful and vibrant, alive with laughter and gossip. Giselle allowed the relationship because she hoped it would lead them to making a life together.

			“When will you marry me?” Enrique would often ask as they walked.

			“When we graduate, have good jobs, and if I still like you,” Mireya giggled.

			He loved to hear her giggle, a staccato jitter that made others laugh. He smiled. “That’s a long time.” 

			Mireya shrugged and smiled. “It’ll go by fast.”

			“Like a caracol (snail) taking forever to find the flower.

			“Patience.”

			Sometimes, as Enrique walked her home from the final bus stop, he pulled her behind a large oak tree that grew on the side of the road. They kissed, and he pressed against her. His hand would often wander, she’d capture it, and he’d make a frustrated sigh. Months earlier, Mireya had allowed their first real kiss there. As her tongue slipped over his, he shivered, and she felt his whole body quake. 

			“What’s wrong?” she asked.

			“Nothing.” A sticky warmth crawled down his thighs.

			Such moments reminded Mireya that natural instinct was stronger than logic. After such kisses, she immediately went upstairs to shower, letting fingers dissolve the ache between her thighs. She wanted Enrique, but not in a cornfield and not with expired protection.

			Beneath the water, she squeezed a nipple. Messages were sent to her clitoris, which throbbed and twitched beneath her fingers. Sometimes she had to sit on the concrete floor to keep from fainting with pleasure. She wondered again what it would feel like to have Enrique inside. 

			Afterward, clothes needed washing, and animals needed tending. The oldest brother was Edgar, nearly twenty. Hugo was two years younger. Given her mother’s propensity for finding men to share her bed, it was a miracle there weren’t others. Her brothers were lazy and didn’t share her enthusiasm for school. They worked off and on in local factories, dated local girls, and led more than a few into the corn fields.

			───

			Mireya’s academic aspirations unsettled Enrique. She was determined to finish university and apply to graduate school. She even talked about earning a doctorate. Her brain is intimidating. Enrique knew he’d have to act soon, or lose her among the dreams she’d created.

			Get her pregnant. Then we’ll marry. Eventually, I’ll finish my engineering degree. In the meantime, we’ll live with my mother while I find work. He had it all planned. Now I just need to find my way between her legs. 

			Enrique heard friends brag about conquests, and he lied about his. His only experience was a college party he attended a few weeks earlier without Mireya. Three girls lived in a small Puebla apartment where the gathering was. After several slow dances and too much tequila, one of them led Enrique into a bedroom with a mattress on the floor. She didn’t waste time, removing her pants and underwear, laying on the mattress and lifting her knees. 

			“Come on, cowboy,” she said. 

			He nearly fell over pulling his pants down. He pushed easily into her dark, hairy pussy and shuddered.

			“Uh! Ahhh!”

			“Wow, that has to be some kind of a record,” she joked.

			She found a napkin next to the mattress. They returned to the party, and his buddies gave a thumbs-up. Throughout the night, she repeated the procedure with others she danced with. He asked for another dance, but she wasn’t interested. 

			Nothing to brag about. Just something to go on until I get with Mireya.

			───

			The following semester, Enrique and Mireya took Calculus. One night, they studied late in an empty classroom at the university. Mireya charted problems on a chipped, portable blackboard in front of the lecture room. For Enrique, Calculus was a hoop to jump through for engineering. He was interested in applied math, didn’t care how he got the answer, and always wanted shortcuts. Mireya enjoyed pure math, each step of the process. Her unhurried approach frustrated him. 

			She chalked: Find the volume of a region bounded above by the unit sphere x^2+y^2+z^2=1 and below by the cone z=sqrt(x^2+y^2).

			“Isn’t this beautiful?” Mireya said as she worked on the solution. 

			“Yeah,” Enrique said, staring at her ass. She scratched ideas, erased, and tried something else. Chalk turned her fingers white.

			Mireya remembered a Cuban professor saying that Havana University often ran out of chalk. Mireya preferred the screech of chalk, announcing ideas to the darkness of the board. Dry markers sounded like squealing pigs and smelled bad. 

			Fronting the blackboard was a long, black laboratory table—a non-functioning relic left over from when the room was a science lab. Shiny chrome gas valves and aluminum sinks adorned its top. Room for two there. Tile floor’s too cold. Enrique studied the location and walked slowly toward Mireya, who had her back to him.

			Enrique’s friends joked that Mireya was the reincarnation of Frida Kahlo. It was the eighties. Long filigree skirts were fashionable, paired with work boots, indigenous blouses, and jewelry made from seeds. Some called it a ‘hippy dress’. She wore square, black-framed glasses for reading and homework. 

			Mireya carried an unconscious aura of sensuality. Even now her perfect ass swayed as she moved side-to-side, scratching formula on the board. Enrique felt his hardness demanding attention. He joined her at the board. Mireya turned, expecting an academic contribution, and saw his look. He took her into his arms, and his tongue skimmed over hers, causing a reflexive moan. 

			“Ay,” she giggled, “what’re you doing?”

			“Mmm,” he replied, sliding his hand up the back of her blouse to find the catch. As they kissed he lifted the bra and sucked a brown nipple into his mouth. 

			Mireya’s head was spinning. Her legs quivered as his tongue flicked. 

			“Ay not here…ayyy.” She was wet. “This isn’t…” Mireya tried. Her legs were as weak as her resolve. It’s happening, she thought. Can’t stop it. Don’t want to.

			“No one’s around.” Enrique was trembling. He lifted Mireya’s skirt to peel down her panties. She stepped out of them, and he led her to the lab table. They kissed for a while, and he left a blue mark on her breast. He helped her onto the table and pulled his pants down to the ankles before crawling between her knees. Mireya kept her glasses on.

			“Ay, Enrique, what if someone—?”

			“We’re alone,” he assured. 

			

			“Do you have that thing in your wallet?”

			He didn’t answer. The beauty of her pussy was entrancing. The black down was soft, thin at the outer edges, with thicker tufts surrounding the pedals of her outer lips. When she opened her legs, they parted to reveal supple pink. Enrique had never seen anything so enchanting in all his life. He balanced above her on his elbows, legs straight out. 

			She felt him prodding. His thick uncircumcised cock oozed with precum. The outer lips surrounded his mushroom tip, and he pushed inside. 

			“Ow!” Mireya gasped and stiffened. “Slow, ay dios.” 

			He pushed again. “Ohhh, baby.” Slowly, he descended. 

			Mireya took a deep, discomforted breath. Not too painful.

			Down, down, in, in, he pushed until his length was buried. Her head lolled to the side, and her mouth was ajar. A tear rolled down her cheek. 

			He squeezed his eyes shut. “Awww Jesus,” he gritted his teeth. So much better than that girl at the party! 

			Mireya was panting, “Huh-huh-huh, ayyy.” He was tapping the beginnings of her womb. Despite a bit of pain, it was mostly pleasurable. Her body whispered, Relax, we’ll take it from here.

			Enrique stayed motionless, wanting so badly to explode inside her. Mireya lifted her head to kiss his chest and rubbed her hands over his shoulders. After regaining control, he pulled back slowly and returned. 

			“Ohhh, huh-huh-huh,” Mireya gulped for air. “Ay si, ayyy,” The feeling made her want to cry out. She felt the oncoming rush of a climax.

			Enrique plunged and growled. “Oh baby, ohhh shit!” His balls compressed with the force of his spurt. “Rrrrawww! Aw-aw-awww!” His nut-sack pulsed and emptied. Mireya moved beneath him, needing to see where the glorious feeling would take her. 

			She felt him leaping inside, coating her with warm semen. Enrique stopped moving, yet she wasn’t finished. Sperm, mixed with a spot of blood, seeped out and traveled to her anus. It gathered and clung before dripping to the black tabletop. Her clitoris ached. She’d been so close to something stronger than anything she had ever experienced in the shower. Enrique softened and slipped out. A rush of spunk accompanied his departure, followed by frothy queefs. 

			Enrique sat up to stare at the radiant leavings against the black top. He squeezed another glob from the tip of his cock and dabbed it at her glistening entrance. Pulling back on his foreskin, he tried to slip back inside. He wanted as much sperm as possible to swim toward an egg, making Mireya his forever. But his cock was too limp, and Mireya was too slippery. He kissed her and she returned it fervently, hips still moving as if a phantom cock were still there. 

			Enrique helped her off the table. 

			“Need a bathroom,” she said. 

			“Okay,” Enrique pulled up his pants and barely looked at her. 

			Mireya found an open bathroom down the frigid hallway. While sitting in a stall, she captured blood and semen with the tip of a finger. The outer labia lips were curled back slightly and tender to the touch. She looked at the thick substance on her finger, lifting it to her nose. It smelled briny.

			Regaining control of her logic, Mireya began to worry. Men enjoy bragging about conquests, she thought. In México it makes them heroes and turns women into whores. Mireya didn’t think Enrique was like that, but how could she be sure? Another glob dripped into the cold water. She didn’t notice the lack of toilet paper until she was ready to wipe. 

			Should’ve known, there’s hardly ever paper in these bathrooms. She used the hem of her skirt.

			Enrique
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