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			Protagonists, Characters, and Others

			
				LAS MADRES

				Shirley Templeton Vélez

				Ada Gil Méndez

				Luz Peña Fuentes

			

			
				LAS NENAS

				Graciela Gil Templeton

				Marysol Ríos Peña

			

			
				THE ANCESTORS

				Alonso Peña Rivera (Abuelo)

				his son, Federico Peña Ortíz (Luz’s father)

				Concepción de Los Angeles Santa Virgen María Argoso Torregrosa de Fuentes (Güela)

				her daughter, Salvadora Fuentes Argoso y Peña (Luz’s mother)

				Winslow Templeton (Shirley’s father)

				Cordelia Vélez Jiménez (Shirley’s mother)

			

			
				SECONDARY CHARACTERS

				Josué Gil Echevarría (Ada’s first cousin and Luz, Graciela, and Marysol’s godfather)

				Oliver Gil Figueroa (Ada’s first cousin)

				Miriam López de Gil (Oliver’s wife)

				Lucho Colón Arenas (Miriam’s nephew)

				Loreta Frías Hernández (Alonso’s housekeeper)

				Warren MacKenna Collazo (Marysol’s boyfriend)

				Minaxi Otero Polanco (Luz’s friend)

				Claudio (El Vikingo) Worthy Villalobos (Ada’s distant cousin)

				Kelvin Cabrera Pou (Luz’s friend)

				Miss Rita (Luz’s dance teacher)

				Kyryl Kyryl (guest dance teacher)

			

			
				OTHERS

				The conquest of our hemisphere meant the erasure of our clan and familial names. In this novel, I endeavor to name even minor characters to honor the historically nameless.

			

		

	
		
		
			Luz

			JULY 4, 2017

			After Luz Peña Fuentes settled in the United States, the accent mark over the n in Peña was left out in English. In Spanish her full name means “Light Rock Fountains” but without the tilde, Pena Fuentes means “Sorrow Fountains” or “Penalty Fountains” or “Pity Fountains” or “Shame Fountains.”

			“Crossing an ocean made me sadder,” she tells her daughter, Marysol Ríos Peña, whose first name in English means “Sea-and-Sun.” “I’d rather be rock than sorrow.”

			“You are who you believe you are, Mom. Your name and your identity are different things.”

			“Sí, eso es verdad. That’s a good way to look at it.” Luz makes note of Marysol’s words in her journal.

			At a clinic, Luz is annoyed when a nurse calls for Mrs. Pena. “Am I Señora Pitiful?”

			“No, Mom. Far from it. You have a good life and you’re loved. Nothing to pity there.”

			Luz doesn’t have to add that to the page. At fifty-seven years old, and in spite of some old injuries and age-related creaks and aches, she’s physically fit, has satisfying work, and lives comfortably.

			On weekdays, Marysol walks Luz to Mi Casa Adult Daycare, around the corner from their home. There, Luz feeds clients, wheels them from one table to another when they want to play cards or dominoes, keeps them company in the garden behind the building, and three times a week, leads them in chair-bound exercises.

			She often interrupts her tasks to add entries in her journal. When the pages are full, she shelves the journal next to those already arranged in her living room, the spines labeled by day, month, and year so she can later consult what she did when, with whom, and where. She reads her memory books with the same excitement and engagement she does beloved novels, finding new details with each reading. Sketches, drawings, cartoons, tickets from visits to a museum, the theater, the zoo, or the Botanical Gardens interrupt her looping handwriting. She lingers on the text or on the details that evoke a memory, a curiosity, a revelation.

			This is my life, she’ll tell herself, and just as often, Is this my life? The statement does not invalidate the question.

			After work and dinner, Luz enters her studio, formerly Marysol’s childhood bedroom. On the wall, Luz has lettered PEÑA on a granite slab her friends brought from the abandoned quarry near their house in Maine. Now Luz prepares the materials for her next art project.

			Soon after she met Danilo, the man who became her husband, Luz drew his portrait on a stone she picked up in Van Cortlandt Park. He liked it so much, she gave him a self-portrait for their first wedding anniversary. A year later, she painted Marysol’s image and for every birthday after that. Marysol now displays them in her apartment across the hall in their two-family house.

			The portraits began as a hobby, but friends and neighbors begged Luz to paint their children or their favorite singers or movie stars. Soon, she had commissions from strangers. This week, she’s working on a series for a family who sent photographs and stones from their Vermont property.

			Luz has laid out the stones on her table, has cleaned and prepared their surfaces, but before she turns the lights off in her studio, another one catches her eye. It’s green slate, one inch thick, ten inches long by three and a half inches wide, too big and distinctive for the family group. Its boundaries are like the map of Puerto Rico on her wall, the landmass wider on the left, shaped like a dog’s snout, and narrower toward what would be the canine’s tail. Inspired, she writes a reminder to create a portrait of the island with its rivers, lakes, and mountain ranges as a Christmas gift for Marysol. She scrolls through stock images of Puerto Rico on her computer, and is overcome.

			It’s her last Navidades in Puerto Rico. She’s fifteen, a ballet dancer poised for her cue, the first notes of a sparkling Tchaikovsky suite imminent, her muscles vibrating. She’s about to perform solo on a shimmering stage meant to simulate fog, her tutu speckled with rhinestones, her satin pointe shoes secured by ribbons. She tries to hold on to the moment but it dissipates as quickly as it appeared.

			Eighteen months after that performance, Luz was whisked from San Juan, a sixteen-year-old healing from physical and emotional trauma, mired in grief and loss, her memories diffused and disjointed. As the plane lifted into the sky toward New York, Luz left behind what happened that fateful summer of fireworks, Bicentennial celebrations, and perfect 10s in the Olympic Games.

			Luz has forgotten so much, she’s sure she’s invented most of her life so she can say she’s Luz Peña Fuentes. On July 4, 2017, she vaguely remembers that dancing girl in Puerto Rico, strong as a rock, who in the United States is sorrowful, penalized, shamed, and pitiful.

		

	
		
		
			Master Class

			OCTOBER 4, 1975

			That Saturday was to be a day littered with exclamation points and tiny hearts punctuating the ends of sentences in her diary. Luz was so excited, she packed her dance bag as if she’d be spending a week at Miss Rita’s Toes and Taps dance academy instead of a three-hour master class with a guest teacher, Kyryl Kyryl, who, trained at the Bolshoi, had been a principal dancer in ballet companies in Iceland, Belgium, and Finland.

			When she came down for breakfast, her mother was in the kitchen, still in her filmy negligee, her hair in rollers.

			“Buenos días, baby.” Salvadora put a small bowl on the table. “Two soft-boiled eggs today. Come con calma. Tu as le temps.”

			“I’ll need the energy,” Luz said, liberally sprinkling salt, pepper, and paprika on her eggs. “Ce sera un grand jour.”

			Luz and her scientist parents, Federico and Salvadora, were quadrilingual in English, Spanish, French, and German. Their conversations en famille were inscrutable to friends and neighbors when they switched from one language to another as if they were all one.

			Salvadora buttered a square of toast and cut it into triangles. “¿Estás nerviosa?”

			“Un peu. Miss Rita said he’ll challenge us.”

			“Personne n’est plus exigeante de toi que toi.”

			Luz grinned. “C’est vrai.”

			Salvadora peeked into a paper bag. “Te empaqué dos guineos, and a double portion of gorp con extra pepitas.” She folded the top and clipped it with a hairpin from her curlers. “Why do you have to be there so early?”

			“Miss Rita wants to make sure no one is late. He’s coming an hour later. Ella nos dio un discurso entero about what we should and should not say or do. Apparently he’ll challenge us.”

			“Bist du bereit, mein Lieber?” Federico came down carrying his lab coat on a hanger inside a plastic bag. “Llámame if you need anything. I can stop at the store on the way.”

			“Gracias, mon cher,” Salvadora said.

			“I’ll be at the lab until it’s time to pick her up.” He kissed his wife’s lips.

			“Y yo aquí, pelando plátanos.” She glanced at the ripe plantains. “I’m making three trays of piononos.”

			“They always want you to bring them because you make the best, Liebchen,” he said. “Alors, nena. Miss Rita will have an infarto if you’re late.”

			Luz threw her dance bag in the back seat and unlocked the driveway gate as Federico backed out to the street. He seemed happiest inside his 1971 Impala, bought from a used-car dealer near the pharmaceutical company where he and Salvadora worked. Luz would have preferred another vehicle as the family car. The four-door Impala was too much like the públicos that were stuffed with sweaty passengers and their bundles. Because it reminded her of a whale, she’d named it La Ballena.

			In a week, she’d turn sixteen and could get her learner’s permit and go to driving school. Federico wouldn’t let her drive his car, so Salvadora agreed to let Luz practice on hers. After she had her full license, he’d buy a cacharro she could ding and dent until she had more experience.

			“Bist du nervös?” He cranked open his window to the fresh morning and Luz did the same. He tuned the radio to rock and roll, not so loud they couldn’t talk.

			“Maybe a little nervous,” she said. “Pero no se lo digas a Mami. She was more upset than I was when Mr. Kyryl canceled before.”

			“Je ne lui dirai pas. It was kind of el maestro to change his schedule.”

			Kyryl Kyryl had been expected two weeks earlier, but his flight was canceled in advance of Hurricane Eloise. The storm had uprooted trees, caused floods, and eroded the slopes that spilled into the valley from the highlands, where Luz and her parents lived. With so many trees downed, it was now possible to see over the roofs and towers of Ovestran, where Federico, a chemist, and Salvadora, a pharmacologist, headed teams researching, developing, and testing female birth-control drugs.

			Federico finessed La Ballena down the narrow road and around the hairpin turns, as Luz gazed over the buildings and parking spaces below.

			“The view from up here always reminds me of my father’s stories about what it was like to grow up down there”—Federico pointed to the valley—“in what was left of a famous sugar hacienda. Er sagt es ist deprimierend, es jetzt zu sehen. Nothing left but rusting hulks of machinery among weeds, surrounded by arrabales and collapsing fences.”

			“Does it make you as sad as Abuelo?”

			“Sometimes, pero el progreso deja consecuencias, aunque it usually leaves traces of what had been there. C’est pour que nous n’oubliions jamais.”

			Signs at the entrances of tightly packed housing developments and strip malls recalled the hacienda’s heyday. As Federico took the last curve downhill before the straightaway into Guares, Luz caught a glimpse of the roof of Miss Rita’s Toes and Taps dance academy occupying its own building in Los Gemelos shopping center. By the time they pulled up to the curb, four students were already waiting for Miss Rita to unlock the doors. A poster of Kyryl Kyryl mid-leap hung over vases bursting with flowers and surrounded by welcome messages Miss Rita had insisted the students prepare in advance of his visit.

			“This is it,” Luz said.

			“Einen Moment, meine Prinzessin.” Luz’s father came around to open the passenger door and helped her out. He grabbed her dance bag from the back seat.

			“Mierda.” He embraced her.

			“Oui.” She hugged him back and ran inside.
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			Miss Rita organized the dancers into a circle.

			“As with other master classes, your teachers will observe, but Mr. Kyryl is in charge.”

			“Did he escape from Russia?” The ballet boys were in thrall of Mikhail Baryshnikov.

			“I suppose, but don’t be impertinent. It might be a touchy subject for him.” She adjusted a hairpin on her topknot. “I expect discipline and respect from you. Take his corrections seriously. We should leave him with a positive image of Puerto Rican dancers, able to perform as brilliantly in ballet as in bomba y plena.” The students snickered but Miss Rita was serious. She waited until they realized it. “If Mr. Kyryl is impressed, he might recommend you to a top ballet company school.”

			Luz flushed when Miss Rita looked at her. She was the most accomplished dancer in the academy, but she was also the tallest girl and the only Black one. She’d been ridiculed and scorned by students and their parents, who could only envision female ballet dancers as petite, light-skinned, delicate swans, even in racially diverse Puerto Rico.

			Although Miss Rita was a dance snob, she believed in Luz. She had encouraged Federico and Salvadora to take her to the ballet in New York. The first trip, when Luz was eleven, had been discouraging. Luz and her parents despaired that there wasn’t a single brown face and body like hers on the stages.

			When Salvadora told Miss Rita, she said, “We’ll have to do something about that,” as if she alone could change dance culture.

			The next summer, Miss Rita arranged for Luz to study at the Dance Theatre of Harlem School, where she was neither the darkest nor the tallest. Her dorm mate was Tere, another Puerto Rican girl, who lived in Chicago. Like Luz, she was delivered to their dorm by her parents, who exchanged phone numbers with Federico and Salvadora. The girls were expected to have dinner with Tere’s great-aunt in Queens at least once a week and were to call their parents every other day. Even when they found time before or after classes, workshops, and rehearsals, Luz and Tere weren’t rebellious enough to seek adventures. Equally determined to perform on world stages, they protected their future by having less fun than their classmates. When she returned to Toes and Taps, Luz was inspired and encouraged, but soon realized her new confidence was interpreted as arrogance.

			“You know your potential.” Miss Rita held Luz’s face in her hands. “Erase the opinions of ignorantes from your mind. Save your emotions for the stage, not for them or for envidiosos.”

			Miss Rita meant well, but she couldn’t protect her students when she wasn’t present, and those being bullied, Luz among them, didn’t complain, because snitching made things worse. Instead, Luz kept to herself and pretended not to be bothered by every snicker, comment, racist remark, or disdainful gaze. They pained her, but she swore not to let it get in her way, agreeing with her mother: No one should demand more from her than she demanded from herself.
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			Kyryl Kyryl was no Baryshnikov. He was a round little man whose shiny pate ended where a mass of graying curls started. He reminded Luz of Benjamin Franklin, but when he moved, a lithe dancer was released from his portly body. His English was heavily accented and when he couldn’t come up with a word in that language, he resorted to what could have been Russian. No one knew.

			Luz was thrilled Mr. Kyryl noticed her right away.

			“Extend.” He pinched her middle finger. “Relax wrist, reach. Arrêtez!” He slapped her hand. “Not flatten. Hand not is paddle.” She was shocked, but maintained an imperturbable expression. Miss Rita and the other teachers didn’t correct through physical punishment, but maybe things were done differently at the Bolshoi.

			Mr. Kyryl sauntered down the line of dancers, lifting chins, tapping hunched shoulders, flicking fingers at rib cages, then returning to Luz’s spot at the barre. He tickled the back of her knees.

			“Soften, amazone.” Luz corrected, and he studied other dancers, only to return to her each time. As he grew more excitable and his critique venomous, she wished he’d focus on someone else.

			“Relevés plus hauts!” He prodded her arch with his toes. “You have floppy feet, amazone.”

			Luz was aware she could always be a better dancer, but no one had ever called her an Amazon or complained she had floppy feet. On the contrary, she was proud of her strength and balance en pointe. She’d spent hours watching herself in the mirror, adjusting and altering her posture and positions, seeking perfection. Part of a dancer’s training was physical vigilance and constant evaluation of every inch of the body. Luz arched her feet, lifted from her ankles, softened her knees, lengthened her hamstrings and quads, turned out from the hip joints, sucked in her belly button, imagined she was being pulled by a string, keeping her semi-suspended above the floor.

			She followed Mr. Kyryl’s instructions, but there was one thing she wouldn’t be able to change, no matter what. She was five feet nine in bare feet, towering over every dancer in the studio, including Mr. Kyryl. He circled the floor, adjusting postures with little slaps, pinches, and knocks and crimping his facial features into disappointed or contemptuous expressions. He stalked the dancers at the barre, always returning to Luz. “Longer neck, amazone. Up, up, up. Drop shoulders, lift head, chin parallel au sol. Soften!” He slapped her shoulder and turned his back from her. “Hopeless…”

			Correction from her teachers meant they had faith in her talent and ability to take direction. Luz endured Mr. Kyryl’s derision, aware professional ballet was a competitive, often abusive world. As he berated her, other dancers adjusted their bodies according to his complaints about hers. They were jealous of the attention he paid her, even if he was offensive, and they sought opportunities to show off their own techniques. Luz was unnerved, but the harsher he was, the harder she worked, determined to prove herself. Her efforts seemed to challenge him and make him meaner.

			“Come, amazone. Fly!” Mr. Kyryl barked when they moved into the center. “Light as cloud, not clomp like hippo on énormes feet.”

			Some of the dancers snickered. Someone shushed them, but Luz put every effort into maintaining her composure, although she was humiliated. Mr. Kyryl’s comments were like punctures, impossible to ignore, piercing through her confidence, wrecking her concentration until even her muscle memory fled. Kyryl called out combinations that confused her, but she was determined, and did her best to keep up. She kept making mistakes, moving left when the other dancers went right, forward when they went back, stumbling a couple of times, once falling on her rear.

			Mr. Kyryl sneered and pointed to the door. “Va-t’en. I can do nothing with you.”

			Luz had never felt so alone. She hoped Miss Rita would intervene, but the teacher avoided her gaze, as if she agreed with everything Kyryl had said about her.

			“Go, amazone,” he repeated, dramatically pointing at the door.

			Luz couldn’t move. Miss Rita left her spot and led her to the door. “It’s better for you,” she said softly but firmly.

			Luz ran from the studio. A part of her expected Miss Rita or another teacher to follow her, but none did. In the dressing room, surrounded by gaping dance bags haphazardly stuffed with street clothes, leg warmers, tape, powder, and wads of cotton, she untied the fraying ribbons around her ankles as she suppressed her tears. She refused to cry where anyone could see her, and left the studio before the room filled with excited girls who would pretend to comfort her while mocking her.

			She was relieved her father was at the curb and they could leave before everyone else came out.

			“How did it go, Lieber?” Federico’s cheerful air didn’t allow for anything but enthusiasm.

			“Fine,” Luz said. He never pressed her. He was used to her moods, often commenting on her “artistic temperament,” as if he’d invented the phrase. They returned home in silence.

			Salvadora was assembling the last tray of piononos for the potluck supper in honor of Mr. Kyryl.

			“Smells great.” Federico scooped a spoonful of meat filling left over from the ripe plantain cups. “And tastes even better.”

			“Stop picking.” Salvadora pushed his hand playfully. “Your salad está en la nevera,” she said to Luz. “I’ll warm up your chicken…”

			“Un baño primero.” Luz kept going toward her bedroom but heard her mother ask how things went.

			“She said it was fine.”

			Luz sprinkled Epsom salts under the tub’s spout and cried heaving sobs, muffled by the running water. She was ashamed of letting Mr. Kyryl get to her and was hurt by Miss Rita, who didn’t interfere when it was clear he was picking on her. On the other hand, Miss Rita had warned them he’d be tough. Maybe she’d praised Luz too much and he’d expected a prodigy.

			Luz had been dancing since she was four years old, and her accomplishments were the result of dogged, hard work. She’d pushed her joints beyond their natural stretch to improve her turnout and extensions. She was lean and muscular but not as flexible as she’d like, especially in her cambré derrières. Her fouettés could use more precision. As she grew taller than the other girls in the studio and the boys made faces when assigned to partner her, she’d considered quitting ballet, but her parents had invested so much in her already, she wanted to be absolutely certain before talking to them about it. Federico and Salvadora had devoted every hope and resource to what an expert had today determined were her enormous, floppy feet. If she quit dance, she’d fail them, and her mother would grouse about years of wasted time, money, and effort.

			Salvadora knocked on her bathroom door. “Get dressed—we’re leaving in twenty minutes.”

			“Je n’y vais pas.”

			Her mother came inside. “It’s like a sauna in here. What do you mean you’re not going?”

			“I’ve got cramps.”

			“That’s a lame excuse.” She had a way of looking at Luz as if she were studying a specimen under a microscope.

			“You go.”

			“¿Qué pasó?” Salvadora sat on the edge of the tub. “You’ve been crying.”

			“I told you, it hurts.”

			“Take the Midol and get dressed. Josué and Gina agreed to host the party to impress Mr. Kyryl, on your behalf. How would it look if you weren’t there?”

			“He hates me. He was mean,” Luz whined. “Pas de compliments, sólo quejas.”

			Salvadora arched her brows and just as quickly switched to a neutral expression. “The more critiques from the teachers, the more potential they see. Tú lo sabes.”

			“Me insultó.”

			“You’re used to compliments. Puede ser que you were overconfident y no hiciste your best effort.”

			“I worked my butt off!”

			“Not enough to impress him, évidemment!” Salvadora grabbed a towel from the rack and helped Luz climb from the tub. “Puede ser que you were not at your best y que él estaba irritated or bothered by a personal issue, nothing to do with you. Les hommes ont leurs règles aussi.”

			Luz smiled feebly at the idea that men got their periods, too. Salvadora held the terry robe for her to slip into. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself, ma chérie. Mr. Kyryl will be gone tomorrow, but you have to live with yourself el resto de tu vida. Don’t give him more importance than he deserves.” She riffled through Luz’s closet. “Porte cette robe rose. Pink looks good on you, and these sandals con las margaritas.” She fluffed the skirt on the dress and laid it across Luz’s bed.

			She held Luz close. “We’ll go to the party and you’ll be polite and let everyone see you can take a critique. The teachers, the students, and their parents know you’re the best dancer, and the only person who can change their minds is you and your attitude. After Mr. Kyryl leaves, everyone else will still be here, expecting the best from you. In a few years, you’ll be starring in Giselle in New York and he’ll be boasting he was one of your teachers. His dancing days are behind him, mi amor, but your brilliant future is still before you.”
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			Pastor Josué was Luz’s godfather. He, Salvadora, and Federico had been college classmates at the University of Michigan, although in different departments. Josué had started as an economics and business major but, inspired by the success of José Ferrer, rebelled against his family’s expectations and switched to dramatic arts. After graduation, he moved to New York City and later to Los Angeles, hoping his Puerto Rican accent in English wouldn’t interfere with a career in the movies. But casting directors only called Josué for roles as a drug dealer or addict, as the aggressor in domestic disputes, as a gang banger, or conversely, as a priest whose saintly character allowed for no depth. He returned to Puerto Rico, where he became a popular television presenter in a daytime show. His pale skin, butter-blond hair, azure eyes, and full lips inspired lustful letters to the station, some covered with red lipstick kisses, others reeking of perfume. Gossip columnists followed Josué’s every move, but inevitably, reported lurid stories about his drug addiction, orgies, subsequent divorce, estrangement from his children, and DUI citations. He spent time in rehab in Tennessee, where he was saved by Jesus. Upon his return, he became more famous as a preacher than he’d ever been as an actor or TV personality.

			Federico and Salvadora had remained friends with Josué over those troublesome years. After his divorce, he leaned on them as he re-created himself as an anti-drug crusader and preacher. He married his second wife, Gina, and shepherded a growing flock of disciples. Most of the time, they lived in San Juan, but spent time in their vacation home, steps from the Caribbean Sea in a secluded inlet known as Consuelo’s Cove. There, he could relax from his obligations in San Juan and New York, where he also ministered.

			A frazzled Gina met them at the door. “¡Ay, querida! Josué’s been in the Bronx since Tuesday and his flight was delayed. He’ll be here as soon as possible.”

			Salvadora, Federico, and Luz carried in the piononos on rectangular casserole pans.

			“These need to go in the oven for fifteen minutes.” Salvadora handed hers to one of the employees organizing the food.

			As she dropped off her dish, Luz noticed Miss Rita and Mr. Kyryl on the terrace overlooking the water. They stood close, her hand lightly on his shoulder as he chatted with one of the guests. Rita moved her head slightly, aware someone was looking at her, and for a moment seemed startled to see Luz. She dropped her hand from Kyryl’s shoulder. Luz turned her back on her.

			“Introduce us to el maestro,” Federico said.

			“We’ll introduce ourselves.” Salvadora took his hand. She winked at Luz. “I’m sure you’d rather be with your friends.”

			She didn’t. She wanted to be alone, actually, to stew in her misery. A couple of girls came over to say they’d told their parents about Mr. Kyryl’s hateful behavior. Luz brushed it off.

			“I’ve had worse critiques in New York,” she lied, but she knew her friends saw through it.

			“Oh, look! Los muchachos put up the volleyball net.”

			Luz joined the group cheering for the players. At some point, she looked up at the terrace, where her mother was talking to Miss Rita, who kept shaking her head as if she didn’t agree with what Salvadora was saying. In another corner, Federico and a couple of men from the pharmaceutical company laughed and looked around to make sure no one had heard what Luz guessed was a naughty joke. Mothers and some of the dads fluttered around Mr. Kyryl, a few pushing their children toward him as if this were a market and he the only buyer.

			In her sulky mood, Luz studied the adults with the same intensity the scientists among them displayed in their white-tiled laboratories, surrounded by the stainless-steel and glass implements of their work. Outside of their natural element, they were like puppets, their gestures stilted. Luz knew most of the parents on the terrace. They’d been guests at her house, the men in their starched, light-colored, button-down shirts or guayaberas, the women in halter-neck mini or maxi dresses in bright prints. This house was, by far, bigger, fancier, and flashier than any of theirs and maybe that was why the adults seemed to be so mannered, their gestures as contrived as those of the performers in silent movies.

			Gina announced the buffet was open and led Mr. Kyryl to the beginning of the line. Assuming he wasn’t familiar with Puerto Rican cuisine, she explained what each dish was and made sure he had at least a small portion of everything before seating him at one of the tables in the shady part of the terrace.

			Luz stayed as far as possible from him, even when her parents introduced themselves to him and seemed to be speaking respectfully. She had no idea whether Salvadora had told Federico about what had happened at the master class. In the back of her mind she’d hoped they’d say something to Mr. Kyryl, but, like Miss Rita, they behaved as if it were no big deal. Their deference felt like a betrayal.

			Although the party was in the home of the most famous anti-drug activist on the island, liquor was plentiful. A few guests walked down to the beach to see the sunset over the Caribbean, returning to the deck and gardens with stupid grins on their faces. Luz followed a couple of her friends to the rear of the garage, out of sight of their parents. She was grumpy, and her defenses were lower. The beer, the weed, her inexperience with both, fifteen-year-old hormones, unstable emotions, and the sight of her teachers, her friends, and her parents paying court to Kyryl Kyryl erased years of admonitions that her body was her temple and she shouldn’t pollute it with recreational drugs or alcohol.

			After everyone had consumed and lavishly complimented her piononos, Salvadora came to the side yard and saw Luz with a beer in one hand, puffing on the weed someone had passed her. Her friends scattered, laughing, while Luz stood paralyzed before her mother, who seemed to be hurling lightning bolts from her eyes.

			“¿Y eso, qué es?” Salvadora slapped the beer from Luz’s right hand and the weed from her left, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her behind her in full sight of the guests, stopping only long enough to snarl at Federico.

			“Nos vamos. ¡Ahora!”

			As he backed out the door, he excused himself to the hostess and followed his wife and daughter to their car.

			“¿Pero qué pasó? Qu’est-ce qu’elle a fait? Was hat Sie getan?” he asked Salvadora, and when she didn’t answer, he turned to Luz. “What did you do?”
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			Inside La Ballena, Luz’s head floated above her torso while her legs and feet kept her land-bound. The unfamiliar sensations were pleasant, and she giggled for no reason. Salvadora sucked her teeth and frowned in her direction.

			“¡Basta!”

			“What?”

			“Deja esa jodienda,” Salvadora said, barely moving her lips.

			Luz and Federico exchanged a glance in the rearview mirror. They knew that when Salvadora was angry she’d get very quiet, but when she spoke, she used Spanish. She didn’t want to hear excuses or explanations while she stewed. She searched for a station on the radio so that Federico and Luz wouldn’t talk to her.

			Luz closed her eyes. It made her dizzy. She opened them again. They were on the familiar road from the Guares Valley to the San Bernabé highlands. The landscape looked different at night. Through what was left of the vegetation, she glimpsed yellow lights on dim porches and strobing televisions in otherwise dark rooms. She craned her neck to see whether the full moon was following them.

			The tension inside the car reminded Luz of the fruit in a Jell-O mold, seemingly floating but actually contained. Federico curved in and out of sharp turns and up and down steep hills without his usual flair. The headlights caught shards of broken glass, and the orange reflectors, supposed to mark the edges of the road, dangling uselessly toward the ground. The metal barriers meant to keep cars from driving off the steeper slopes had bent into themselves and in some cases barely clung to what was left of solid ground. Federico had written to the mayor about the dangerous conditions of these roads, but his complaints had gone unanswered.

			Radio reception improved in the hills, and Salvadora stopped searching when Pastor Josué’s voice broke through the speakers. While neither Federico nor Salvadora was in his congregation, Josué often called for their opinion about his preaching. Luz had overheard her parents on the phone, elaborating on or rebutting Josué’s most recent radio or television sermon, usually a rant about drugs followed by assurances of the unconditional love provided by Jesus.

			“Can you please turn it off?” Luz asked.

			Salvadora reached for the knob and turned up the volume.

			“Come on, mi amor,” Federico said. “You don’t need to do that.”

			Luz shouted, “You’re not even religious.”

			Salvadora harrumphed, gazed out the passenger window, checking out from further interaction with Federico or Luz.

			The back seat didn’t get enough air-conditioning. Luz used the hem of her dress to dry her forehead and neck. If she could lie down, sleep, and awaken tomorrow refreshed and clear, she’d explain what had happened in the studio. They’d understand her frustration and remorse. She’d apologize for sneaking into the backyard with a bunch of boys and girls while the adults fluttered around Mr. Kyryl.

			“…and when we doubt the power of redemption, hallelujah”—Pastor Josué’s voice had risen to a falsetto—“we invite the devil into our lives…”

			Luz’s ears hurt. “Please turn it down, Mami,” she yelled.

			Salvadora reached for the knob again and turned it to a deafening volume. In the rearview mirror, Federico’s eyes warned Luz to avoid further communication with her mother until they reached home. He shook his head slightly. Leave it, he was saying. You know what she’s like when she’s this angry.

			Luz understood the warning, but she wasn’t herself and didn’t know how to curb her new sensations. She was dizzy, hot, nauseated, and knew not to vomit inside Federico’s beloved leviathan Impala.

			“I have to throw up.”

			“Hold on, mamita. There’s no place to pull over—”

			She lowered the window and, half-in, half-out, retched over the side while Salvadora and Federico howled that she should get back inside. Salvadora leaned over her seat to keep Luz from falling out headfirst, as Federico sought a safe place to stop on the narrow road.

			Salvadora grabbed Luz’s dress. The fabric ripped, and, unable to get a solid hold, she clambered over the front seat in an attempt to drag Luz inside the car. As she did, her knee knocked the gear shift into Park. La Ballena lurched and slid into the left lane. Salvadora lost her grip on Luz, who couldn’t hold on to the window frame. A panicked Federico switched the car to Drive and swerved right, but instead of braking before the downslope, footed the accelerator.

			The last Luz heard from her parents were screams as she flew through the open window. The car clattered down the embankment, crunching metal and branches as it slid, flipping before it stopped at the bottom of the ravine, where Pastor Josué’s voice still urged the faithful to be humble and beg forgiveness for their sins, hallelujah.

		

	
		
		
			GLAMS

			JULY 5, 2017

			Graciela Gil Templeton doesn’t know her godmother, Luz, named her father’s doomed car La Ballena. But her mother Ada calls her Subaru Pan Am, its color similar to the defunct airline’s logo. Her other mother, Shirley, honors her Scandinavian ancestors by referring to her Volvo as Fisk, meaning “Fish.” When Graciela got her SUV, she named it Beyoncé. Graciela wonders whether naming inanimate objects is a Puerto Rican thing, or a family thing.

			At the end of June 2017, she attends a convention for professional website designers in New York City. She drives down from Maine, leaves Beyoncé in Luz and Marysol’s driveway, and spends the week in a hotel in Manhattan, learning and networking with los nerdos, as Marysol calls them. She returns to the Bronx for a Fourth of July barbecue in Luz and Marysol’s backyard. When the sun goes down, the whizzing and booming explosions begin in earnest.

			“Drop the shades,” Marysol tells Luz and Graciela as she locks the doors. “And stay away from the windows.”

			“¡Ay, bendito!” Graciela tsks. “As Mami would say, it would be el colmo for another Puerto Rican to be killed by stray bullets in celebration of United States independence.”

			“That’s a good one!” Marysol laughs as she enters her apartment across from Luz’s.

			Early the next morning, Graciela merges Beyoncé onto the northbound Hutch. The drive between New York and mid-coast Maine, a sixteen-hour round trip, feels shorter when she listens to audiobooks, catches up on multi-episode podcasts, and learns languages. In the last five years, she’s practiced enough French to understand Luz when she switches tongues.

			Graciela’s mothers raised her to speak Spanish to Mami Ada and English to Mommy Shirley until she was fluent in both. When she’s with them and with Luz and Marysol, the languages coalesce and Graciela can utter and understand sentences like “Mañana I’ll call la flower shop a confirmar que los carnations estén ready para la fiesta en el community center.”

			In the Bronx, such linguistic acrobatics are common, and Graciela loves the freedom to speak either language, as she does with her mothers in Maine. The state isn’t as homogenous as it was when she was growing up, but especially after the 2016 election, some people are offended when they hear other tongues in public spaces. Graciela has been silenced by strangers snarling, “Speak English!” or, “This is America,” when she’s not talking to or about them. Unlike them, she knows America is a hemisphere, not a country, where several hundred languages are spoken.

			She’s been with Spanish-speaking friends at restaurants where servers shrug off requests for menus or take their time delivering the food. Diners mutter insults, hoping to get a reaction that will confirm their xenophobic views. Graciela is light-skinned and has been picked on for associating with people of darker hues, as if she were devaluing what racists hold most dear. More than once, she and her friends have left establishments whose staff make it clear it’s best for them to leave rather than face bigots in open-carry states.

			Graciela has been verbally assaulted while browsing at malls, carnival midways, and agricultural fairs. As a child she was hurt and scared by such comments. As an adolescent, she was embarrassed to be scolded by strangers. As an adult, her hackles go up but she isn’t mentally agile enough for a comeback and knows better than to engage with insecure monolinguals itching for violence. She’s not like Marysol, who is quick-witted and can drop a linebacker with a well-placed poke to the throat or a kick to the solar plexus. Marysol knows how to defend herself if she’s threatened, but Graciela has never seen her resort to one of the martial-arts techniques she still practices. She carries her Afro-Caribbean features and history with pride, while Graciela is defensive about her Caucasian appearance, which, to some people, at least, aligns her with rapacious, colonizing, enslaving white supremacists.

			“Your liberal upbringing in a conservative community has given you an inferiority complex,” Marysol concluded.

			When Marysol was a teenager, Graciela was scared of her. She seemed so unafraid, so willing to take on any challenge, as if she thought herself invincible or was suicidal. She grew up too tall too fast to be a gymnast and switched to kung fu until the time commitment became impossible on top of her responsibilities to her mother. As she matured, Marysol embodied self-assurance and poise. Graciela, nearly five years older, eventually realized Marysol was all attitude and confidence on the outside, but a marshmallow inside. She admires and simultaneously worries about how much effort it must take for Marysol to protect her vulnerabilities so well and so consistently.

			Unlike Marysol, Graciela doesn’t pretend she isn’t soft inside and out. Raised by and surrounded by strong women, Graciela feels puny around them. She leans on Ada, Shirley, Luz, and Marysol for advice, love, and comfort, safe in their embraces. Like her mothers, who name inanimate objects, Graciela has a penchant for naming things, categorizing people and their roles in her life. Her tag for their group of five women is GLAMS, for the first letter of their first names: Graciela, Luz, Ada, Marysol, Shirley.

			Marysol snickered when Graciela first added #GLAMS to their electronic communications. “We’re a lot of things, but glamorous isn’t one of them. Or do you mean it aspirationally?”

			Graciela didn’t change it. She uses acronyms, emojis, and hashtags as shorthand and uses them liberally. Marysol has teased her that, when Graciela speaks, everyone can see hashtags floating above her head.

			She’s #fortyyearsold, #amicablydivorced, living in a sturdy house facing a #pebblybeach in #Maine. She considers herself #spiritual, her beliefs shaped and informed by Internet searches, YouTube videos, Great Books lectures, and #meditation apps. After her most recent birthday, she’s felt more #contented than she has in years.

			There are three men in her life who occasionally bring her #pleasure. Two she met online, the third is her ex-husband, Ted, now married to someone else. She chooses among them depending on her sexual appetites, their ability to fulfill them, and schedules.

			In just over two decades she’s moved from her childhood home in Eventide, to a college dormitory in Brunswick, to an off-campus apartment in Topsham, to Ted’s apartment in Bath, to their marital home in Westbrook, to her divorcée apartment in Portland, back to Brunswick, then finally settling in her grandfather’s cottage, half a mile from where she grew up.

			Like his father, brothers, uncles, and their predecessors, her grandfather fished in the Gulf of Maine his entire life. His only trip out of state was when, on a lark, he crewed on a commercial vessel delivering lumber from Searsport to Puerto Rico. There Winslow Templeton met twenty-year-old Cordelia Vélez Jiménez, who’d been recently widowed. Winslow spoke zero Spanish and Cordelia’s English was limited to a handful of nouns. House. Dog. Tree. Ship (pronounced “sheep”). Ocean (“oh chan”). She was supposed to wait another six months before she could ease her obligatory mourning period. Her dresses had been dyed black, her reddish-brown hair pulled into a knot at the nape of her neck.

			But Cordelia and Winslow eloped two weeks after they met, scandalizing locals in Puerto Rico, and, when they arrived in Eventide, puzzling the residents, who had no experience having such an exotic foreigner in their village, unaware that, as a Puerto Rican, she was an American citizen. Cordelia spent the rest of her life in the timber-and-clapboard house overlooking the #rockycoast on the southeastern shore of Eventide. She never returned to Puerto Rico, but their daughter, Shirley, does, and considers the island her homeland, even though she was born in Maine.

			During the months before he died, Winslow told Graciela about his and Cordelia’s unlikely romance, several times mentioning the auburn hair below his beloved’s knot, and how the pins often slid from their places.

			“How did you communicate?”

			“She was smart and learned English fast,” Winslow said, “but she always had a heavy accent. She was embarrassed by it, so she hid behind her cameras. That’s why we don’t have more pictures of her.”

			Graciela was a toddler when Cordelia died and knows her grandmother only from images in the albums Shirley saved. Taught by her father, Cordelia had been an avid photographer from childhood. She also loved home movies, and she documented family, friends, neighbors, and the landscape as Eventide changed over the thirty-six years she lived there. She co-founded the #EventideHistoricalSociety and, upon her death, Winslow donated her photographs and films featuring the peninsula and its residents to its archives, which Graciela now manages.

			Graciela’s favorite photo of Cordelia was taken by Cordelia’s father on her eighteenth birthday, two years before she left Puerto Rico. Other than a few clothes, it was the only thing she brought from her life there. Winslow hung the framed portrait in the front hallway and, upon entering the house, the first thing a visitor saw was Cordelia’s face behind curved glass in an oval frame with flaking gilding. Her father had tinted her cheeks and lips, and had emphasized the red in her mahogany hair. Her light-brown eyes tipped up at the outer corners. The background behind her hair was unfocused, creating a halo effect, but he captured a charming expression, a wry smile and mischievous gaze. Graciela wishes her own features recalled Cordelia’s, but Shirley isn’t her biological mother. According to her mothers, Graciela takes after Ada and her father, a nameless one-night stand from the summer of 1976 who disappeared from the scene as mysteriously as he had arrived. Ada doesn’t even remember his name.

			“What can I say, nena? It was the seventies.”

			Graciela has accepted Ada’s explanation for her conception and doesn’t judge her mother. Still, in the past month she’s been creating a website for a genealogist and has been fascinated by familial historical research. She wonders whether DNA testing might shed some light on her parentage. Could there be siblings who will lead her to her father? It’s a tantalizing possibility she hasn’t discussed with her mothers. She doesn’t want them to worry whether they’re not enough for her. They are—they’ve always been.

			“Hello, house,” Graciela calls as she unlocks the door. “Hola, Cordelia,” she says at the first sight of her grandmother’s portrait in the same place it’s been for decades. Graciela inherited the house upon Winslow’s death and, while she’s renovated most of the interior, Cordelia’s place has stayed the same. Graciela now opens the windows, and as she unpacks, she’s grateful for this refuge, a place where she’s comfortable—and everything in it makes her happy.

			During her adolescence, the only thing keeping her from total despair was her grandfather Winslow’s delight at her accomplishments, his stories, his unconditional love unmarred by reservations about his daughter’s sexual orientation. He was polite but distant toward Ada, and referred to her and Shirley as roommates long after everyone else in the family understood they were more than that. Shirley’s three siblings and their families split into factions, with the conservative members shunning her and Ada while the more open-minded ones treated them like other couples. A few townspeople sided with the siblings on either side, but most abided by live-and-let-live.

			Her mothers’ decision to live openly might have made it easier for them, but it didn’t relieve the teasing and bullying Graciela endured among her cohorts. She ran away from home, rebelling against Shirley, Ada, their unconventional relationship within their conservative community, and their strict rules, which seemed at odds with their liberal views.

			Confused and annoyed, she’d stuff her backpack with a couple of days’ worth of clothes, her Swiss Army knife, and Chapstick. She’d trudge the half mile in rain, snow, or blazing sun to Winslow’s house, where he always had soft, sliced white bread instead of gritty whole grain and soda, pork chops, hamburgers, hot dogs, Oreos, and sugared breakfast cereals with regular, not skim, milk. Graciela believed she was punishing her mothers by consuming food not allowed at home. The ringing phone in Winslow’s kitchen a couple of hours after she had slammed their door should have hinted at why they were so nonchalant, never asking for explanations when she returned.

			Clueless! Graciela has never felt smart. Her school grades were good enough for graduation, but not to distinguish her from classmates. She competed in sports, hoping they’d help her shed what her mothers called baby fat, which strained her waistbands long after she could be considered a baby. In adolescence, her body morphed into an hourglass figure that continues to defy the media-created ideal of scrawny, big-headed, pouty women who always look #hangry.

			She earned a degree in computer science and is adept enough to dazzle technophobes but not to impress technology companies around New England, let alone those farther afield. She married Ted when she was twenty and he twenty-two, neither mature enough to navigate the arguments and irritations that always felt personal when they weren’t. After her divorce, she lived alone in a dismal apartment above a hardware store, two doors from a local bar. She woke up one morning with a hangover and a stranger beside her. That day she decamped, so remorseful she took only what she could stuff inside her car.

			She returned to Eventide, worked with Winslow on his lobster boat (Cordelia), attended AA meetings, took up #yoga, and hustled for work as a tech consultant, graphic designer, and social-media coordinator in a village in coastal Maine whose year-round population is fifteen hundred residents but boasts excellent Internet access.

			Ted had accused her of being selfish and self-centered, so she worked on herself and concluded he was wrong. What she was was too empathetic and sensitive. For protection, she distances herself from those who might upset her, including Ted, except when she needs his particular sexual dexterity.

			Some of her friends have taken ayahuasca, seeking insights into their current lives. A few others have done past-life regressions. Graciela has tried neither. When she wants to revisit her younger self, she leafs through the thick albums Shirley and Ada assembled of her babyhood, childhood, and adolescence. She still has the album as a record of who she and Ted were on that promising June day. She giggles at the cover photo of them, entwined inside a heart surrounded by plastic pearls, wearing garments that children might choose for dress-up games.

			She can laugh now, but she was hurt by Marysol’s appalled expression when she saw Graciela’s stark-white, long-sleeved, lace-ruffled, sweetheart-necklined, corseted dress with a bustle, a long train, and enough tulle to outfit every swan in the ballet. Graciela and her bridesmaids were high when she chose it at a bridal shop in Augusta. The gown vaguely resembled Princess Diana’s wedding dress without improving on it. The six bridesmaids chose different variations of green dresses with vertical ruffles to the floor. Again, they were all high when they were ordered. Their ensembles are among her few regrets.

			She’s just finished driving for eight hours and now, barefoot, she enters her yoga and meditation room, a sacred space facing the rising sun. A year after she inherited the house, she had the yellow pine floors refinished throughout, and on a rare visit, Luz, Marysol, and Marysol’s longtime boyfriend, Warren, helped Graciela paint every room in blues and grays, recalling the ever-changing hues of the sea. As a housewarming gift, they brought colorful cotton blankets from a Mexican market in the Bronx.

			Graciela now unrolls her mat, places a blanket, blocks, and belts within reach, and moves through a slow flow of asanas, breathing rhythmically, reviewing stretches of the highway, the shifting shape of the horizon, the congestion as I-495 merged into I-95, the welcome curves of the Piscataqua River Bridge, marking the boundary between New Hampshire and Maine.

			As she stretches and contracts, she releases the kinks and cramps from her spine and legs, opening her hips, loosening her shoulders and neck, greeting every part of her body, breathing into the
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