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THE COCKROACH FAIRYTALE

That was our first visit from Ugly. 

That was also the afternoon we found out just how Aunt Celia had gone about securing fraudulent residency permits for herself, Mauricio and the twins. 

Now, let me be straight with you: the residency permits came as a total surprise to me and the rest of the family. Because none of us, not even fanatically Catholic, shit-scared-of-everything Aunt Milagros, had bothered with residency permits, fraudulent or otherwise. We’d all moseyed across the twelve kilometres of ocean separating Trinidad from Venezuela in fishing boats in the dead of night – my immediate family first, the pioneers of the Palacios exodus if you will, then Aunt Celia with Mauricio and the twins, followed by Aunt Milagros not long after. Who the hell needs residency permits when you know a guy with a boat? 

Plus none of us needed false papers to get work. Aunt Milagros worked at an Opus Dei charity that turned a blind eye to her immigration status, Papá had his school driver gig, Mamá ran a nail parlour out of an annex next to our house, I was a freelance translator working from home, Sancho and Mauricio worked under-the-table at a casino, and Zulema slotted herself into the local Colour Me Beautiful spa without so much as presenting a résumé. In fact, her illustrious ‘qualification’ as a Colour Me Beautiful Image Consultant was all we’d been waiting on to get the hell out of Caracas. 

But it turned out Aunt Celia had to get falsified papers for the twins to finish secondary school in Port of Spain. Luckily they’d gone to glamorous English-speaking expat schools their whole lives or else no fake papers in the world could’ve salvaged their educations. Anyway, papers is what Aunt Celia needed for her girls – and that was where Ugly came in.

He’d provided Aunt Celia with his illicit relocation services that included sourcing a man with a zippy boat, making sure no Guardia or Coast Guard showed up, getting the falsified residency permits, and even enrolling the twins at one of the island’s best public secondary schools. Not hard to imagine that his fee, payable in twelve oh-so-convenient yet virtually impossible instalments, would’ve been sky high. When I heard the amount, I couldn’t help whistling. I knew Aunt Celia and Mauricio had been well off in Venezuela, but this was big money for people coming from a crumbling economy. We’re talking sell-a-kidney money. So – surprise, surprise – Aunt Celia had missed the last two payment deadlines, and seven instalments were still outstanding. 

Papá told us all this after gathering everyone in Mauricio’s living room once Ugly had left. When Mauricio spoke for the first time, wincing because of his bruised jaw and busted lip, he had to pause twice to wipe his leaking eyes. ‘We owe Ugly nearly six hundred thousand TT dollars,’ he said. ‘Six hundred thousand! We’ll never be able to pay.’

That was for shit sure.

He slouched forward, pressing the heels of his palms into his eyes. His body shook. So much for all his usual macho bluster. Ava, sitting on the arm of his chair, draped herself across her father’s hunched back, hugging him. Papá continued, stone-faced at Mauricio’s culturally uncharacteristic display of emotion: ‘This debt doesn’t only affect Mauricio and the twins.’ My stomach was knotted so hard it hurt. ‘If the money isn’t paid, Ugly is going to make us all suffer.’

‘What?’ Mamá’s jaw muscles were twitching, neck stiff as an iron rod. There was that razor-sharp edge of hers, gift-wrapped in pearls and pencil skirts, but forever simmering beneath the svelte veneer. Her eyes were on Mauricio. He was lucky she thought violence was an unattractive trait in a woman or I’m sure she would’ve gone straight for his jugular.

Papá shot her a look and went on. ‘Since we obviously can’t raise the money, we all have to work off Celia’s debt.’ He exhaled and ran both hands over his hair. ‘Ugly will be back again in one week. We’re to wait here for him – all of us – next Sunday, to find out the details.’

He looked around the room gravely. ‘It goes without saying that we can’t contact the police. We’re illegal residents in this country. There’s no one who can help us besides ourselves. And even if the police wouldn’t immediately ship us back to Venezuela, Ugly has made it clear that if anyone makes any anonymous reports or any attempt at involving law enforcement, we’ll all be shot. Not just the perpetrator – all of us. We have no choice but to follow his instructions.’

My mother was doing this thing where she steadily pounds her fist against her chest. She did it for hours without stopping after she found out her mother died a couple years back, and when we were teenagers she’d do it if she caught us sneaking out or whenever we came home shit-faced from some house party. When she walked in on Zulema getting it doggy-style from her high-school boyfriend, I thought she’d have a crater above her heart from all the pounding. And here it was again, that ominous drumbeat gnawing at my nerves.

‘So he’s blackmailing us,’ I said. 

‘Yes,’ said my father. 

I don’t even know why I was surprised. Our immigrant story is as classic and unchanging as any Hans Christian Andersen fairytale – the tale of the illegal refugees who risked it all to live like cockroaches, hiding in the dank cracks of an unknown society where they hope no one will find them, antennae forever twitching, listening for the heavy boot of National Security, only to discover that the strange new place they call home has all the ugliness of the world they left behind, except worse, because here you’re stripped of rights, dignity, personhood. Anyone can crush you under their heel, splatter your little roach innards, just like Ugly was doing to us.

Mauricio was swearing under his breath and snivelling while Ava rubbed his back. I wanted to yank him up by the hair and tell him he had no goddamned right to cry. We had nothing to do with Aunt Celia’s deals with some flamboyantly dressed Trinidadian criminal. Mauricio should’ve been the one paying off the debt or working as Ugly’s pawn, not us. Ugly could stick Mauricio in thigh-highs and a wig and put him on a street corner to work off the debt as far as I was concerned. 

Unable to tolerate the sight of Mauricio crumbling in on himself, I fixed my eyes to the dining table where Aunt Celia and I had had so many long lunches together. She’d never said a word about Ugly or about getting fake permits – had she? I skipped through the last times I’d sat with her at that table. True, she’d mentioned she was making jewellery to sell at artisanal fairs, which I’d found strange because she always seemed to revel in the luxury of housewifedom, but I’d had the impression that the jewellery thing was because she wanted a hobby, not because of any financial problems. 

I trawled through all of those final conversations, each a vivid snapshot, like I was thumbing through a picture book, searching for some clue of Aunt Celia’s secret, until I came to the lunch we’d had just before she died. My very last conversation with Aunt Celia and it had been so stupid.

‘I don’t have any girlfriends here, Tía. You expect me to go out clubbing alone? How pathetic.’

‘You know what’s pathetic? When in a few years you’re blowing out the candles on your thirtieth birthday cake with your cats. Life is short, bruja. You’re twenty-four – get out there, fuck a few frogs, kiss a couple princes, then you’ll hit two birds with one stone.’

‘What two birds?’

She’d counted them out on her fingers. ‘You won’t waste your youth on pointless fucking chastity, and you’ll find yourself a husband in the process.’

‘Jesus, give it a rest with the husband thing.’

‘Listen, Milagros has enough spinster bitterness to last our family a lifetime. Can’t have you winding up like that tragedy.’

‘¡Verga! Poor Aunt Milagros.’

‘Oh, she fucking looked for it. She’s had her legs superglued shut since her quinceañera, always more concerned about finding Jesus than finding a man, la gran idiota. Let me tell you something, Yola. Life is not some box of chocolates like they say in that movie. Life is a big piece of sugarcane.’

‘Sugarcane?’

‘Yes, a maldito sugarcane! You have to bite down hard and suck as much sweetness out of it as you can. Don’t be afraid to sink your teeth in, chama, it’s the only way you’ll ever draw out the sugar.’

I should’ve told her what she meant to me right then. I should’ve said, ‘Aunt Celia, you’re the most entertaining, insightful, foul-mouthed bitch I know, and I love you for it.’

But I’d never say that. We never say the things we feel. We keep our mouths shut until the only option is regret. Maybe if I’d have opened up more to her, she would’ve told me about her debt to Ugly. 

My attention was wrenched back to the present by a thudding on the front door. All heads whipped around – Ugly back already? Mauricio peered up at the door through his fingers. Though it was his house, he didn’t move from his chair, a quaking six-year-old hiding under his bed from the bogeyman. Rolling his eyes at Mauricio in exasperation, my father motioned for all of us to stay seated, then went to open up.

‘Yes?’

To my – and everyone else’s – surprise, a girl’s voice answered from the front step in Venezuelan-accented Spanish.

‘Does Mauricio Benitez live here?’

‘Sí.’ Papá opened the door fully and stepped aside. 

The girl came in, pulling a suitcase behind her. Colour flushed her cheeks as she saw the room full of people staring at her. She looked like she was in her late teens, with free-flowing dark curls and almond eyes. Her denim jumpsuit showcased a nipped-in waist, hips that called to mind African fertility carvings, and bra cups that spillethed over. Her eyes found Mauricio instantly. He stood up, grey-faced.

‘¿Vanessa, qué carajo? What the hell are you doing here?’

‘I came to live with you.’

We watched on in confusion as Mauricio went to stand beside the girl. Like a mood ring, his face had gone from grey to deep vermilion. 

‘Everyone, this is Vanessa.’ His eyes were on his feet. ‘My daughter.’

As if our family didn’t have enough bullshit to deal with.




NAVIGATING THE BULLSHIT

Here was the story with Vanessa, Mauricio’s first kid on the side and illegitimate little Fidel’s predecessor by seventeen years in the potentially still-unravelling yarn of Mauricio’s evidently long history of infidelity. As we eventually found out, she was the product of an extramarital fling Mauricio’d had while visiting his parents in the rural hamlet of Isla de Gato. Ever since Vanessa was born, he’d been visiting annually and regularly sending money to Vanessa’s mother, entirely unbeknownst to Aunt Celia, of course. So when, through the ever-active Venezuelan gossip network, word filtered all the way back to Isla de Gato that Aunt Celia and her formidable bitchiness were out of the picture for good, Vanessa decided it was time to make a better life for herself with her dear old daddio. She found a man with a boat all on her own, and made her way to Trinidad, then up to Port of Spain, relying on her outstanding physical attributes and a  wardrobe consisting primarily of Lycra to get free transport and food along the way. 

The bulk of this information would be gathered the following day when Mamá, under the guise of the Kindly Aunt, invited the twins over to her nail spa in our annex for free after-school mani-pedis in a transparent bid to plumb them for intel on Vanessa. 

Since I share my mother’s proclivity for family gossip, I was also waiting on the twins to turn up that afternoon, grappling with that same incredulous hangover feeling like when you can’t quite believe what went down the drunken night before. Did I really do nine Jägerbombs? Did I really kiss/sleep with/get fingerbanged on the dancefloor by ______? Had Ugly really happened? Were we really being blackmailed? Had yet another of Mauricio’s side kids actually manifested in our lives? 

I was standing at the kitchen window, lulled by the drone of a heavy downpour on our roof as I brewed coffee and mused on what Ugly might expect us to do. Though it was obviously a surreal situation to be in, I felt relatively sanguine about the whole thing. We hadn’t even discussed it when we got home from the fiasco of Mauricio’s barbecue-turned-blackmail-bonanza the night before. I’d overheard my parents speaking in hushed tones, Papá saying that he’d told Ugly flat-out that no daughter of his was going to be prostituted to clear Celia’s debts if that’s what he was thinking, that Ugly would have to kill him first. ‘He said killing me could be easily arranged but I’m off the hook because he’s a “mogul” of the relocation business, not the prostitution industry. That’s all he said. He wouldn’t tell me what we have to do.’ Anyway, with my instinctual fear of sex slavery mercifully off the table, I felt no need to panic. Or who knows, maybe it was just emotional shock and my brain had numbed itself to the reality of what it actually meant to be blackmailed by a criminal.

Just then, what had been Aunt Celia’s car came tearing through the rain to stop in our driveway, Ava at the wheel. She and Alejandra tumbled out in their school uniforms, running towards the annex and squealing at the rain. I took my coffee, grabbed an umbrella and ventured out, holding the mug close to breathe in the steam while my flip-flops squelched through the sodden grass, flecking my calves with mud. 

In the annex, the twins’ muddied sneakers and socks were heaped at the door. Ava was already seated at Mamá’s table, having her nails filed. Pornographically wet in her uniform, Alejandra was draped across the couch like a lounging Cleopatra, wriggling her newly liberated feet and pointing her toes like a ballerina warming up. When they all turned to see me, I was met by a chorus of ‘Hola, Yola!’, which no one ever got fed up of singing at me any time I walked into a room. 

My mother arched an eyebrow at me. ‘You’re not expecting any freebies this afternoon too, I hope? You know that everyone who walks into my spa is a paying customer – I don’t care if you’re my mamá resurrected from the dead. This is just an extra-special treat for the girls.’ 

Treat my ass. What she wanted was the inside scoop. But I did too, so helped speed things along. I joined Alejandra where she was stretched across the couch. ‘So,’ I said, smacking my lips at a bitter sip of black coffee, ‘what’s she like?’

I waited eagerly for the onslaught of bitching at how much they hated their unfaithful father and this unwelcome interloper in their home. But instead: ‘Oh my gosh, Yola, I know it’s such a mess but Vanessa is such a sweetheart.’

Mamá and I shared a confused glance.

‘She really is sweet,’ added Ava, nodding earnestly at my mother. 

‘We freaked out yesterday when she turned up – I mean freaked …’ Alejandra was even laughing. ‘But Papá told us that it was this big mistake, the only time he’d ever slipped up, right after Mamá told him she was getting a divorce.’

‘He was heartbroken, you know,’ said Ava.

‘Was he heartbroken when Fidel was conceived too?’ I asked.

‘It really took a toll when Mamá got a lawyer and everything. She even kicked him out for a while. He said it totally crushed him,’ chirruped Alejandra, ignoring me. ‘And of course, whatever Papi did isn’t Vanessa’s fault. It was his mistake. Vanessa’s always wanted to meet us. She’s never had a real family, just her on her own with her mother in Isla de Gato.’

‘And she really is just so sweet,’ added Ava.

‘Verga, we get it, she’s sweet,’ I said. ‘But you seriously like her? How can you when …’

Mamá was glaring at me. Eyes like an owl on speed. I knew what that look meant: drop it. But if anyone had to stick up for Aunt Celia, it was me. 

‘Sorry, chama, I don’t see how you can be okay with everything …’ I started, but Ava interrupted me.

‘I guess we realized that you really never know how long you’ll be around. You could die at any second of any day. That’s what Mamá’s last lesson was to us. All that matters is love and family. And Vanessa’s our half-sister. We want to know her and love her.’

‘That’s a beautiful attitude to have,’ beamed Mamá, who’d been nothing if not vocal about her dislike of Aunt Celia, so couldn’t give two shits about whether Mauricio ever cheated on her or not. She was just tickled at having new gossip fodder for her and Zulema to discuss over their pink zinfandels when they had ‘girly nights’. But as much as I wanted to call my mother out for her hypocrisy (think she’d want to ‘get to know family’ if family constituted a Shakira-shaped teen Papá had fathered in the early days of their marriage? Bitch, please) and as much as I wanted to cajole the twins into ripping Mauricio a new one, I realized it wouldn’t be worth my while. The twins were gonna stick by Mauricio’s asinine story of heartbreak-fuelled adultery no matter what, because nothing I said could ever shift the female impulse to forgive and justify the picaresque wanderings of the male member. Maybe we all have the natural compulsion to make excuses for men, or else the world would descend into anarchy as wives, girlfriends and daughters mass-murdered all the cheating husbands, boyfriends and baby-daddies out there. 

So I boarded the denial canoe alongside the twins and picked up my oar. ‘You’re right, guys. Mistakes do happen in marriage. Your attitude is great.’ Because when your family members are cruising along a river of bullshit, sometimes it’s best not to tell them how to navigate. The only thing to do is help them paddle ahead into clearer waters and leave the bullshit behind. 




UNAVOIDABLE CLICHÉS

Seven a.m. the following Sunday, our day of reckoning. We didn’t have to be at Mauricio’s house for our meeting with Ugly until midday, so I was indulging in my morning ritual: reading on a beach chair in the backyard wearing my favourite pyjamas, a threadbare Rolling Stones T-shirt stolen from an ex back in Caracas.

I was just tipping the mug over my tongue to get the last drops of coffee when a loud burst of knocking echoed through the house. I turned to look through the open porch doors. You could see straight through to the living room, past the dining table to the front door. Figuring it was Sancho or Mauricio come to strategize with Papá before our tête-à-tête with Ugly, I flipped back to the page I’d been reading.

Another round of knocks and my father shouting, ‘Hang on! I’m coming!’, then the creak of hinges desperate for WD40 as Papá opened up. 

‘Buenos días, Hector! Nice to see you up and about at this bright and early hour of the day of our Lord.’

Ugly. 

I looked over my shoulder so fast I nearly snapped a vertebra. My father, in bleach-splattered boxer shorts, was blocking the open doorway. I turned back to look down at my legs, bare right up to the white triangle of my underwear. Christ, why did we have to be a naked house? No one was ever fully clothed unless we had guests. I craned my neck around again to see if there was any possible way I could dart into the house and across the living room to the bedroom hallway without being noticed. 

(I couldn’t.) 

I tried pulling the T-shirt down lower – pointless – and settled for tucking my legs up against me, sinking down low in the beach chair and praying Ugly wouldn’t notice the back of my head if he happened to look through the French doors leading to the porch and backyard. 

That sociopathically cheerful voice: ‘What happen, Hector, you not inviting us in?’ 

Us?

Heavy footsteps and the door slamming shut. 

‘Now, now, Hector, no need for slamming doors. Best you remember to keep your cool. Román don’t have the same patience as me. He who slam the door in the wrong man’s face is he who get his hand chop off so he cannot slam any door again! That not how the saying does go, Román?’

Who the hell was Román? My neck twitched with how badly I wanted to look behind me, but I stayed put. If Ugly saw me in this T-shirt and panty, I’d have to burn them both. Something about the way he looked at you made you feel like his tongue had run over your body instead of his eyes. 

‘What I can do for you, Ugly?’ sighed my father, not hiding his exasperation. You had to hand it to him, Papá had huevos. 

‘I said to myself, why wait ’til lunchtime to come and talk to my new Palacios friends? I thought, why I don’t pay everybody a visit at they house with my right-hand man?’ He whistled. ‘Boy, Milagros nearly wet she-self she was so frighten when we gone to see she!’

‘Hijo de puta, you better not have fucking done anything to Milag—’ 

Papá sputtered, choked. Hearing him gasping for air, I leapt up instinctively from the chair – to do what, I have no idea, but you hear your father being choked, you fucking do something. A man, taller and much younger than Papá, had him lifted by the throat. The tips of my father’s toes grazed the tiles.

‘STOP!’ 

Ugly started at my scream and the younger man’s eyes flicked towards me as his hand instantly unclamped itself from around my father’s neck. Papá rubbed at his throat, gulping air, but the look he gave me could’ve razed whole cities to the ground. 

‘Well, well, you should have tell us we have company, Hector!’

I stood there, hands over my crotch. What now? Ugly was making his way across the living room towards the porch doors, my father and the younger guy trailing him. Verga. I dropped back down into the beach chair and pulled the edges of my T-shirt down as far as I could, managing to at least cover my underwear. And then the three of them were standing over me: my father, livid and glowering. Ugly grinning with a demented malevolence. But this other man, he was looking me over like someone contemplating a painting, with a sort of curious appreciation. I felt the pink hit my cheeks the second my eyes connected with his – two live wires sparking as their tips touched. Now that he was standing directly in front of me, I could see that he was something. Rich olive skin, tousled dark hair – pretty-boy features – but on a lightweight boxer’s broad-shouldered, sinewy frame, with exceptionally vascular forearms that gave the effect of having been used to land many a jaw-cracking, nose-breaking blow in scrappy street fights. Other hints at a less than savoury past: the scars on his forearms and knuckles – a constellation of marks, all different sizes and shapes, some with the rippling sheen of old burns, others that looked like they’d been roughly carved into his skin with the tip of a blade, round pocks that could be souvenirs of chickenpox or the wrong end of a lit cigarette. There was a whole history of rough living etched into his arms and fists. He smiled at me, showing protruding canines that overrode otherwise flawless dentition. The scars, the fang-like teeth, the wiry strength – they gave him a predatory something, made my pulse quicken. I caught his eyes dart down the length of my legs, sending a current of cold air running from my chin to the tips of my toes and back up again. It was only at a wolf whistle from Ugly that we unlocked our eyes. 

‘All you Palacios women really something special to see, boy. Román, you see this girl? I know she lanky, not like her cousins, but she have a nice ass on her, boy. Wait and see when she get up.’

Without taking his eyes off me, Roman stepped forward and extended a hand. ‘Encantado. Un placer, Yola, de veras.’

I was taken aback. He was Venezuelan. I took the hand, felt the rough calluses on his palm, the intentional lingering of his fingers as our hands slowly slid apart, the contact stirring something visceral and hungry in me. 

‘Meet Román,’ said Ugly, clapping him on the back. ‘He handling you Palacios for me. Keeping all-you in line, making sure everything run nice and smooth.’

‘And this,’ said Román in lightly accented English, ‘is, of course, Yola. Yola Encarnación Palacios Suárez. English degree from La Universidad Central. Masters in technical translation. Amateur fiction writer. Shortlisted for the Concurso Latinoamericano de Cuento, the Fernández Lema Prize, the Honor de Miranda short story prize.’ 

My skin rippled with goosebumps. I was so private about my writing that I’d only talked to Aunt Celia about it. And I’d never even told her about those shortlists. 

Román watched me evenly, but there was none of Ugly’s malice in his face. ‘You’re a very talented woman,’ he said. There was a smooth sense of control in the way he spoke that put me on edge.

Ugly whooped, took his gun out of its holster and twirled it deftly on his index finger. ‘Talented? But she never win a single one of them prizes you call out! Sound like a loser to me.’ He cackled and holstered the gun. ‘Don’t look so shock, Miss Yola. Román here know everything about everybody. You ain’t hear I tell you he my right hand? He have a file fat so …’ He gestured to show that the files were apparently two feet thick. ‘… on every one of all-you. He know everybody skeleton and which cupboard to look for it in. Don’t try no fuckery with Román – he know what you doing before you even think to do it.’

He shoved my father’s shoulder. ‘Come, Hector, enough niceties.’ Papá’s cheeks were flecked with red, the vein running along his forehead thick as a tree root, turgid with rage. ‘Important business to discuss!’

Ugly led my father away but Román lingered, staring at me with a glimmer of a smile. I stared right back, affronted at how entitled he was to just stand there and drink me in. Affronted but sort of flattered. 

Now I know what you’re thinking – this guy’s a criminal who was just choking your father, you horny bitch! All I can say is: forbidden fruit is the original aphrodisiac. 

And then there was the other thing. You hear about it all the time – cheesy clichés about thunderclaps and fireworks – but when it happens to you, you realize those clichés came about for a reason. During that sexually charged stare-down, I felt all those stale old clichés. I had the sensation of being incredibly alive and invigorated, like I’d just slipped beneath the cool ocean on a hot day, like I’d just jumped out of a plane with the clouds rushing up to meet me. I felt every delicious, sentient thing I’d ever seen, smelled, touched, tasted, like a syringe of adrenaline had been rammed into my chest. It was lust. Pure wet, messy, make-your-toes-curl lust. The kind that makes you do stupid things like sleep with dangerous men.

Still, there are limits. I wasn’t going to take things a step further and actually have a conversation with the guy. So I got up from the beach chair and turned on my heel, not caring that my underwear was exposed now that Ugly was inside. I tossed my hair over my shoulder, grateful for my financially unsustainable addiction to lavish hair products that kept it lush and glossy. And I walked away, mentally patting myself on the back for my self-control, but so weak in the knees I must’ve looked like a newborn foal as I tottered back to the house. 

Only at the porch doors did I let myself look back. He was watching me with a half-smile, like he’d been waiting for me to do exactly that.




THE FUCKED-UP YEARS: A FINAL HIT

It’s a testament to the kind of parent my father is that when Ugly and Román left our house after moseying by for a Sunday-morning visit peppered with violence and threats, he didn’t knock back a few tranquillizing rums or seek out my mother for a conciliatory quickie to make him feel better about being choked. Instead he came, features softened with paternal concern, to ask me why I’d never told him about the literary shortlists. ‘I didn’t even know you were that into the writing thing. I wish you’d told us, gordita, I’d love to read your stories.’

I exhaled by way of a weak laugh. ‘I never won. There was nothing to tell.’ That was a lie. I’d never won anything but I’d had short stories published in a smattering of literary journals all over Latin America. Plus there was the novel I’d been drafting for over a year back in Caracas, that I fantasized compulsively about getting published if only I could get my shit together and finish the thing. 

I couldn’t put my finger on why I’d never shared any of it, especially not the novel that I’d worked on for so long. Maybe it was because so much of my writing was inadvertently about my family. Or maybe it was because I felt I needed something as concrete as a competition win or a book deal to be taken seriously when I publicly declared myself a writer – so I wouldn’t have to tack the word aspiring onto it.

‘Por favor, as if we’d care about winning,’ said Papá. ‘You put too much pressure on yourself.’ He shook his head. ‘You’re so much like Celia, you know that?’

‘I do.’ 

Which was why I’d only talked with her about my writing and even then I kept my secrets. I had only told her about the novel and the published short stories, never the shortlists. She’d only respect a win.

‘Anyway, you’ll tell us next time you enter a contest, won’t you?’

‘I will,’ I lied. ‘Definitely.’

Fatherly concerns dealt with, he went on to tell me that we’d still be having family lunch together as originally planned, but that everyone would be coming to our house instead of Mauricio’s. 

‘There’s a lot to discuss,’ he said. ‘And I don’t want to talk about it somewhere my shoes are sticking to the floors and there isn’t a crumb in the house. Mauricio needs to get a damn housekeeper.’

‘Let him pay Vanessa to cook and clean. Isn’t she here looking for work?’

Papá stifled a smile but didn’t indulge me. ‘Everyone’s coming over for twelve,’ he said. ‘And cut Vanessa some slack. If I can be okay with her, so can you.’

‘I know, I know. The twins are on board with her as well, so who am I to stay up on my high horse. But it’s not as easy as you think.’

‘Well, like I said, you’re like Celia. Being on a high horse comes natural.’

I gave a mock laugh and stuck my tongue out at him before turning back to my laptop and the translation job I’d been working on. But Papá lingered at the door until I looked up from the screen. 

‘What’s up?’ I asked.

‘I really do see so much of Celia in you now. It was never as noticeable to me until after she was gone.’

I smiled, my cockles warmed by the power of good old genetics that allowed familial traits of bitchiness to transcend even death.

By lunchtime, the family was gathered at our house, lounging around the living room and the backyard while Zulema and I helped my mother in the kitchen. Whacking the knife against the cutting board as she sliced a cucumber, Zulema leaned in to whisper to me. 

‘Who was that man with Ugly?’

‘Román. He’s Ugly’s muscle or something. Gets intel on everyone. He’s Venezuelan, too.’ 

‘Really?’

She said it like I’d just told her the most eligible bachelor in town was newly available. A flare of proprietary jealousy took me by surprise. 

‘How’d you see him anyway?’ I asked.

‘Out the window. Duh.’

I forgot that her bedroom window looked out onto the front yard and the street. She must’ve seen when they came and left.

‘Oh.’ I hoped she couldn’t tell that just the thought of Román was having an effect on me. I could picture his eyes, feel the roughness of his hand, hear the steady control in his voice. My cheeks flushed. I chanted it in my head, a mantra: He’s a criminal. He’s a criminal. He’s a criminal.

‘He was pretty freaking gorgeous,’ giggled Zulema.

I gave her a once-over out of the corner of my eye. My sister and I have the same slim, leggy build, same long Amerindian hair, but with different key assets. She has the tits, I have the ass. I looked at the porn-star-perky boobs trembling while she chopped, then down to the unimpressive slope of her backside. Hoped Román was an ass man. He’s a criminal. He’s a criminal. He’s a criminal.

‘Girls, let’s put everything on the table now.’ Mamá was taking an immense lasagne out of the oven, eyeing my sister and me suspiciously, like she always did when we were whispering. ‘Yola, hurry up with that salad. You haven’t even chopped the tomatoes yet.’ 

‘I can do the tomatoes!’ Zulema dumped the plastic tub of cherry tomatoes onto the cutting board. Whack! Whack! Whack! I eyeballed her cleavage. Shake! Shake! Shake! 

There we all were: one big, happy family coming together for Sunday lunch and to review the details of our collective blackmail. Even little Fidel was there, doing his gooey adorable baby thing. We’d all grown so attached to him that his mother, Camille, dropped him off sometimes on Sundays, her only day off, so she could take a much-needed break from round-the-clock servitude. Now he was bouncing on Vanessa’s knee while she fed him a bowl of mashed pawpaw. Another attempt, I’d noticed, at trying to make herself useful, along with offering to lay the table and help with whatever Mamá needed. I clung harder to my grudge on Aunt Celia’s posthumous behalf. With the twins and everyone else already welcoming her with open arms, I was the only one left who seemed to remember that Vanessa was Mauricio’s seventeen-year-old secret. It might’ve been a flagging, irrational cause to keep up my dislike of her – the girl’s ass-kissing did seem pretty sincere – but it was the last candle I could burn for Aunt Celia. 

Plus there was the other thing that was getting under my skin: her shameless flirting with my brother, who clearly wasn’t hampered by any Celia-inspired guilt. Notoriously unscrupulous in matters of the crotch, Sancho was perched on the arm of the couch next to Vanessa, tight curls spilling into eyes that peered straight down the bottomless crevice of her cleavage. Since she was Mauricio’s daughter, not Aunt Celia’s, and therefore not a blood relative, I strongly suspected Sancho was trying to sleep with her. Never mind he was twenty-nine and she was seventeen, and that Sancho had been dating a Trini girl, Megan, who doted on him, for the past year. I thought of all the time I’d invested in small talk with poor old Megan, all those hours I’d never get back – always a waste of time getting to know anyone from Sancho’s ephemeral relationships.

Christmas was a month away, so parang music, Trinidad’s peppy tropical equivalent of carols, was playing on the radio, making us all grate our teeth at the atrociously pronounced and often nonsensical Spanish lyrics. And though the house was undecorated out of respect for Aunt Celia, any outsider who’d seen us all gathered together, the parang setting the seasonally jovial atmosphere, would’ve thought our family lunch was downright festive. But we could all sense the subtle tension. No one ranting about Venezuelan politics, no playful banter, none of Sancho’s inappropriate blue jokes or Aunt Milagros’s depressing stories from the Opus Dei charity – just stilted chitchat about nothing at all.

When everyone had eaten, Mamá announced that she was going to tidy up the kitchen. She found discussing money to be in poor taste, so I knew the whole issue of Aunt Celia’s, and now our debt, was painfully uncomfortable for her. That kitchen was her only escape.

My father walked to the centre of the living room, tacitly calling us all to order. He scanned the room. ‘Where are Sancho and Vanessa?’

Eyes skipped nervously from the ceiling to the floor to cuticles, all avoiding my father. Clearly I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed Vanessa and my brother flirting earlier. 

A second later, Papá spotted them by the mango tree at the far end of our yard. Vanessa was backed up against the trunk, batting her eyelashes and tittering while Sancho regaled her with some presumably riveting tale. My father hollered for them to come inside, then, without further ado, our blackmail briefing began.

I said I wasn’t panicked about the whole thing, and I still wasn’t. But anxiety and panic aren’t one and the same, and now the anxiety was really kicking in. What were we going to be forced into doing? I’d never found myself in a position before where I had no choice – none whatsoever – but to obey someone’s orders on pain of death or deportation. It was surreal. It was scary. 

Looking around, you could see that everyone felt the same. Features had hardened suddenly. Mouths were stark lines. Nails had been chewed clean off. Mauricio looked the worst out of everyone. Eyes red and unblinking, he looked like he hadn’t slept in years. I didn’t care. I blamed him for everything, even more than Aunt Celia. Why had he left her out on a limb doing deals with Ugly on her own when he’d always been the breadwinner in their household? I couldn’t understand it.

Aunt Milagros wasn’t too far behind Mauricio in terms of appearance. She looked like she’d forgotten a hairbrush even existed. Though she was only in her late forties, she’d let her herself go completely grey – ‘So those uncouth Trini men will stop harassing me in the streets!’ – and now her hair looked like a silver storm cloud electrified by lightning. I’d never seen curls stand on end before. It gave her a sort of Einstein look. The visit from Ugly that morning must’ve scared her senseless. I even thought I’d smelled the lingering stink of cigarette smoke on her paisley blouse when I’d kissed her hello earlier, evidence of a nerve-induced nicotine fix. Which was especially concerning given that Aunt Milagros wouldn’t even drink Coke because she said its origins lay in the ‘evils of the coca leaf’, far less indulge in a proven carcinogen for anxiety relief.

‘So,’ my father began, ‘Ugly and his colleague Román spoke with Mauricio, Milagros, Sancho and me this morning, as you all know. But not all of you know what was discussed. Essentially, we’ve been given the terms of our “deal” with Ugly, if you want to call it that. It’s the only option we have to clear Celia’s debt. We’re all going to be involved – even you girls.’ He gave the twins a nod. They were sitting side by side, mirror images in matching pink gym gear, ponytails streaming behind them, chewing their bottom lips.

Then Papá laid out the terms under which we’d all avoid having our throats cut and tongues pulled through the slit like neckties. (To stress the importance of us not going to the police or talking to anyone about our situation, Papá felt the need to quote Ugly word for word.) But first, my father explained how Ugly’s operation worked: Ugly brought illegal Venezuelan immigrants into the country for certain (extortionate) fees. He arranged the pick-ups in Venezuela and the drop-offs in various fishing villages in South Trinidad. As part of his ‘relocation packages’, he sorted housing, forged documentation, under-the-table employment, and whatever else was necessary for the migrants to start a whole new life, just like he’d done for Aunt Celia. It was a massive operation, presumably involving an extensive network of bribed government and police contacts, which, according to Ugly’s bragging, had allowed him to bring thousands of Venezuelans across the slim strip of ocean separating the South American continent from Trinidad.

And where would the Palacios family fit into all this? 

‘Ugly will be using our homes as safe houses for the Venezuelans coming in.’ There was no missing the bitterness in Papá’s voice. ‘Families, people on their own, groups … however Ugly wants to configure things is up to him, but Román will be doing the drop-offs. We deal with him only, never Ugly. We just have to be standing by at all times to receive and accommodate whoever Román brings. We’ll be providing comfortable shelter and food, at our expense. They’ll stay for as long as necessary until Ugly is ready for them to be moved. Then Román will collect them again.’ 

‘And it’s all of us doing this? Every household?’ I asked. 

My father nodded. 

‘I, like, totally cannot believe this is happening,’ moaned Zulema, twisting the silky rope of her hair like it could turn back time to before we were living at Ugly’s mercy. ‘How long will we have to do it?’

‘For as long as Ugly feels it will take for Celia’s debt to be paid.’

‘But that could be years, Uncle Hector,’ said Ava. ‘What if he sends strangers into our houses for like a decade?’

‘We have no choice in any of this. Ugly is not a man to make empty threats, trust me. And Román is equally dangerous.’ He rubbed his neck and I knew he was remembering Román’s hand around it. A twinge of guilt tugged at me.

‘Whatever Ugly and Román want us to do,’ Papá continued, ‘we just have to suck it up and do it. There’s no alternative. Keep your heads down and we’ll all get through this.’

‘So we have no way out?’ Alejandra was incredulous.

‘No, none! NONE!’ Voice cracking, Mauricio clutched at his hair and threw his head back. 

I scoffed. ‘Cool it, Scarlett O’Hara.’

Mauricio looked at me, bewildered. ‘Who?’

My father motioned impatiently for us both to shut up. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I know this is a mess, but at least Ugly has given us a way to work off the debt. Sooner or later this will all be over.’

‘But these are illegal people we’ll be sheltering!’ Aunt Milagros was wild-eyed, her silver curls demented in their disarray. ‘What if the police find out?’

We all turned at the sound of a hoarse laugh from my mother, standing in the kitchen doorway. ‘We are illegal, Milagros. ¿Se te olvidó?’

That shut everyone up. It was true. We were all criminals living in a country without permission, without the protection of the police or government. Snails without a shell, totally exposed. 

‘Yasmin is right,’ said my father, after a long silence. ‘We’re in no position to judge anyone. We have to look at this like an opportunity to help our countrymen find a better life like we all did. We have to be positive. We are going to clear Celia’s debt, and we’ll be standing by our Venezuelan people. It’s our turn to be the Good Samaritan.’

A murmur of agreement rippled through the room. Nothing appealed to a pack of wayward Catholics like a Good Samaritan reference.

‘How will we know when people are coming?’ asked Vanessa.

‘I don’t know,’ said my father. ‘We have to be ready to receive them whenever.’

I looked around the living room. Our house was comfortable enough for my parents, Zulema and me, but even when Sancho had briefly lived with us when we first moved in, things had felt cramped. The couch was also a pull-out bed and there were a couple of unhung hammocks heaped in a corner of the porch, but that would only be enough if a few people stayed with us at a time. How many people would Ugly be sending our way? Would it be whole families, whole cargoes of people crammed into our home? I had so many questions but could see my father was stressed, even as he forced a smile. I stayed quiet. No use asking anything anyway, not when Papá had no control over any of it. Ugly was the one pulling the strings – Ugly and Román. 

Papá resumed his pep talk. ‘For now, all we can do is wait until the first people are sent. Just remember, these are our people. They’re going to be desperate, frightened and alone. Let’s treat them with Palacios hospitality.’

Everyone nodded and mumbled that yes, of course, we would welcome them, but no one bought into my father’s spurious enthusiasm. How could we? Ugly could be sending anyone – drug dealers, thieves, murderers, rapists. There was no way of screening who’d be living with us, no way of knowing if we’d be safe in our own homes. A morose silence hung over us, a grey smog, until Mamá said she had a headache and was going to lie down. Then Aunt Milagros said she was going to her second Mass for the day, and Mauricio, maudlin as ever, said he’d go with her. The twins stayed behind, playing with Fidel in the garden while Zulema, Sancho and Vanessa took out the dusty Scrabble set, I guess for something to take their minds off Ugly. Seeing Sancho and Vanessa giggling and finding excuses to touch each other while an oblivious Zulema concentrated on her first batch of letters, I decided to call it a day. But as I was heading to my room, Papá pulled me into the kitchen.

‘I have something for you.’ He handed me a large brown envelope. ‘It belonged to Celia. Mauricio said he thought you should have it – Celia once told him you two used to talk about writing and books a lot.’

My throat tightened. I took the envelope and pulled out a fat sheaf of pages, all typed up in an old-fashioned font. I remembered the antique Underwood No. 5 typewriter Aunt Celia had inherited from my abuela when she died. I thought Aunt Celia had kept it as an ornament, not for actual writing. The several hundred pages held together with a large binder clip proved otherwise.

At the very top of the cover page was a title in capital letters: LOS AÑOS JODIDOS DE MI VIDA. That was Aunt Celia’s foul mouth all right. 

I slid the pages back into the envelope and hugged it to my chest, a little piece of Aunt Celia in my arms. 

‘Where’d Mauricio find this? Is it a memoir?’

‘It was in her desk drawer. Mauricio said it would be too painful to read anything she wrote so he hasn’t even looked at it. He guessed it might be a novel, but with a title like “The Fucked-up Years of My Life”, my money’s on it being a memoir. You read it and find out for us.’ He chuckled. ‘That Celia and her mouth. Your abuela used to make her gargle soapy water at least once a day, but that only made her swear even more, to prove a point.’

Papá and I stayed in the kitchen remembering some of Aunt Celia’s finer moments until I couldn’t stifle my curiosity any longer with the heft of Aunt Celia’s consciousness in black-and-white print weighing heavy in my arms. Whether it was a diary, a memoir, a novel, I didn’t care – I hadn’t realized how addicted I’d been to that signature Celia vitriol until her death had cut me off cold turkey, left me sick with withdrawal. So like Tony Montana burying his face into that iconic last-hurrah pile of blow, I couldn’t wait a second longer before diving headfirst into my final unexpected hit of Aunt Celia. 




A TURD WON’T GROW TAIL FEATHERS (AND OTHER INSIGHTS)

I sat cross-legged on my bed, Aunt Celia’s manuscript in my hands. More than anticipation, I was mostly shocked that Aunt Celia had written this. Not once in the countless conversations we’d had about books and my writing had she ever mentioned that she was also a writer. Or at the very least, that she was writing something. It all made sense now that she’d been so kind in critiquing my work over the years. What else did I not know about the aunt I thought I’d been so close to? First the whole business with Ugly. Now this. 

It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I’d get to hear her voice again on the page. Holding the manuscript, I imagined that I could feel the warmth of her hands still on the paper, pictured her sliding each sheet into the ancient typewriter, her red-lacquered fingernails clacking noisily across the keys. I exhaled and removed the binder clip, placed the cover page face down on the bed. 

The first chapter was titled La Llegada Sagrada and contained the full account of Aunt Celia’s birth – her sacred arrival, as she’d not-so-humbly dubbed it – which had been family lore since as far back as I could remember, because when little Celia was born, she came out weighing exactly thirteen pounds and with a fully grown tooth. With the baby’s unlucky weight and precocious tooth, Abuela was convinced that Celia was destined to be the Anti-Christ, or at the very least, one of his minions. So she persuaded my abuelo to give Celia up to an orphanage run by nuns. As the story goes, Abuela changed her mind a month later and returned to the orphanage wracked with remorse to retrieve Celia, much to the nuns’ relief (turned out Celia was just as bitchy and loud-mouthed during her first month of life as when she was an adult). 

It was no surprise that Aunt Celia’s memoir or autobiography or whatever it was should start off with her brief stint as an orphan, because as the manuscript went on to confirm, she’d never let my grandparents forget that they’d abandoned her: 

I’m sitting there at family dinner number one hundred and fucking sixty-two for the year. As if I really need to see Tía Ramona’s moustache more than once a year at Christmas. The men are all outside, smoking cigars and drinking, swapping stories of who has the most mistresses, tugging on their ballsacks to see whose hangs the lowest, and I’m stuck in the kitchen with the women – Milagros plus all those musty old aunts and my mother, radiant with self-satisfaction at another dinner where she successfully made her sisters feel like big fat fucking failures in comparison to her. They’re flapping their gums and respective moustaches, everyone bragging about the usual bullshit, when I hear Tía Mabel telling Mamá she just wishes she could’ve had kids as well raised as us. ‘I’ve always been dedicated to my children,’ breathes Mamá, beaming and bashful.

‘Always dedicated, Mamá? You mean except in the case of a helpless infant who’s committed the blasphemy of being born with a tooth, of course.’ I couldn’t help myself. She’d fucking asked for it.

Mamá’s looking at me like she wishes she’d clothes-hangered my former foetal self long before she had a chance to squeeze me out with that unholy tooth.

‘Your mother is a good mother, Celia,’ whimpers Tía Mabel, the brownnoser. 

‘Ha! A good mother who dumps her newborn with a bunch of sexually repressed religious fanatics who think they’re married to the protagonist of a two-thousand-year-old storybook? Good mother my ass. Tía, let me tell you something – you can call a turd a peacock, but it still won’t grow tail feathers.’

Mamá wouldn’t leave her room for two days after that, and I was banned from attending the next four family events. Win-win.

I kept reading voraciously. The writing was sharp, witty and merciless, just like Aunt Celia. And written in the present tense with a neatly crafted linear narrative, it read like an intimate diary, but one that was juicier than fiction. Only when a stack of pages were face down beside me and the stripes of light falling through the louvres were the hazy pink of sunset did I put the manuscript down, wanting to ration the rest of it as long as I could. It was strange, reading her writing. I was hooked, but at the same time, the more I read, the more I felt the hole in my chest widening – I hated that I couldn’t call Aunt Celia right then to tell her what I thought of her work. 

The only way to ease the ache of that hole, a raw and ragged-edged wound newly opened by the discovery of her writing, was to keep reading.

In the wee hours of that morning, I finally forced myself to stop. I’d followed Aunt Celia from that dank orphanage to my abuelos’ rural ranch, and was now smack in the drama of her wild teenage years. I stopped myself there even though there was so much more to read, just a few more chapters until her debauched twenties, which I was already so fondly familiar with thanks to the many stories she’d told me. But I made myself resist the magnetism of the manuscript – this was my last fix of Celia so I had to eke it out.

I tucked the manuscript into my nightstand drawer, still thrumming with the energy surge from reading good writing, and I knew then how I’d keep Aunt Celia’s memory alive. I’d prove to her, dead or not, that all our conversations about reading, writing, books we loved, books we hated, authors we couldn’t live without, authors we thought could eat shit, all of that talk hadn’t been for nothing. If she could secretly pen a bona fide tome without ever making a single claim to being a writer, I had no excuse not to finish my own opus. I’d show Aunt Celia I could write.

The next morning I was charged, ready to put pen to paper. It was time to forge ahead with the novel draft. Before our departure from Caracas, I’d been working doggedly on it for nearly a year while grappling with the usual procrastination pitfalls – trawling social media, colour-coordinating my wardrobe, staring at my cuticles, Googling how to stop procrastinating – and I had only a few chapters left to write, along with a few plot holes to fill. But then came our upheaval to Trinidad and it was all too easy to put the book on the back burner. Now, though, Aunt Celia’s memoir had given me exactly the jolt of inspiration I needed to get back to the literary grindstone. There were her classic Celia-esque insights for starters: 

Spotting a good catch is about numerology. A good man should ALWAYS be tied to two crucial numbers: 6 and 0. Six represents the minimum of figures that should be coming into his bank account every month (in US dólares, claro), and the number of inches his cock should exceed to make him worth your while. Zero represents the ideal number of living parents, siblings, children and former marriages attached to any prospective husband worth considering. 

Not to mention the wild anecdotes that served as ample fodder for fiction: 

It was a night made of magic ingredients – hairspray, disco balls, and rich boys. How was I to know it’d end in the worst kinds of shots (tequila, gun, mug)?

I was amped. Fingers hovering over the keyboard, I wet my lips, waiting for the first line of the next chapter to come to me, the one that would blow people’s minds, have the Cervantes Prize judges creaming themselves. But the cursor just blinked at me on the screen (judgementally, if cursors can be judgemental) as my hands stayed poised above the keys. I was stumped. I tried putting a few lines onto the page, but anything I wrote sounded contrived and flat, nothing that would leave any literary-award judge gagging for more. 

I opted for procrastination in a bid to get the juices flowing. Started browsing the Internet for local writing workshops. Now that I knew Aunt Celia the Clandestine Literary Wonder had been offering shrewd writing advice all along, it was time to find some other, equally useful source of writing camaraderie. To my surprise, I discovered that there were lots of literary events going on locally, and in San Fernando, the island’s southern capital, the annual Bocas Lit Festival was underway. Scrolling through the festival website, I found myself getting nervous. I only wrote in Spanish, and the thought of attempting to write in my second language
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