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            Dedication

         
         
            In memory of all the lives cut short by war, in El Salvador and across the globe

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Any historical narrative is a particular bundle of silences.

            —Michel Rolph-Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History

         

         
         
         
            When we return to our ancient land

               that we never knew

                  and we talk of all those things

                     that never happened

             

            we will walk holding children by the hand

               who have never existed

             

            we’ll listen to their voices and live

               that life we spoke of so often

                  but have never lived

            —Daisy Zamora, “When We Return”
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            Prologue

         
         
            R,

            I woke up thinking about Cuba. Do you remember the things we did as shadows danced on our shoulders?

            That was only a year ago and already it feels like a lifetime has passed. Our cause, which started as musings and theory and
               theology, seems more important every day. It terrifies me that a war is around the corner, but I see no way of avoiding it.
            

            Amid it all, the intensity of our relationship still rattles me. Being with you, I know I mislabeled my feelings in the past.
               Love is what I have for you. And I’m sorry for the moments I’ve failed to express it. You said once that love is a spring
               that wells inside you until you want to scream about it, and that your only regret is that the world doesn’t want to hear
               it from men like us.
            

            You’re right that the world begs for our silence, pushing us into the shadows. I’ve shared their desires, beliefs I still
               cling to some lonely mornings. I know that makes you unhappy, and I’m sorry. At least I’m able to appreciate things for what
               they are, even if I’m not ready to shout them to the world. That also must be a sign of maturity, of growth. We’re still young
               now, but we’re no longer kids.
            

            I miss you. The idea that people were made for one another seems melodramatic to me, and logically, it seems impossible. There are so many people on Earth and the idea that there is a perfect pair among billions is ridiculous. But sometimes, when I am missing you, I let myself believe that we were fated to meet. Made for each other. 

            Don’t mistake my softness for weakness. I hold strong in the weeks we spend apart, even though some nights the yearning resembles
               physical pain. Of course, I can’t continue on like this forever, but there’s an end in sight. That keeps me going. I think
               back to Havana, and I think onward to the next time I can run my fingers along your bare back, touching the notches of your
               spine.
            

            Love,

            N

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         
            2018

         

         The cautionary tales were endless. Desperate people viewed the device as a cure for their disappointments, some to the point
            of madness. Seeing their other lives didn’t give them what they desperately desired: leadership skills, business acumen, emotional
            maturity, religious clarity, clairvoyance of all sorts. Thinking oneself more powerful than the All-Knowing had never worked
            out for man, and the issue of alternate universes was simply the latest iteration of a long line of mortal mishaps.
         

         
         Ana’s mother, Felicia, had echoed this warning many times, so when Ana first used the Defractor, she swallowed her shame and
            told herself it was for the sake of her academic work. Now, as she stared at the blue neon light that shone through a quarter-size
            hole on the machine’s side, a pit formed in her stomach. There was no denying it: Ana was here for personal guidance.
         

         
         The light shone bright as the base of a flame. Two earbud-size patches hung from the machine, just above a touch pad. Before
            she could lose her nerve, Ana attached them to her temples and looked into the machine.
         

         
         
            
               THE DEFRACTOR© , HEARBY REFERRED TO AS “THE TECHNOLOGY,” IS THE EXCLUSIVE PROPIETARY INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF DÍAZ MANUFACTURING LICENSED
                  TO HARVARD UNIVERSITY, 2018.
               

               
               USER AGREES TO USE THE TECHNOLOGY FOR: RESEARCH—HISTORICAL, SOCIOLOGICAL, AND/OR INTERDISCIPLINARY. PERSONAL USE IS SUBJECT
                  TO PENALTIES, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO: ACADEMIC SUSPENSION, LIFETIME BAN OF USAGE OF THE TECHNOLOGY, UP TO $1,000 FINE.
                  ACCESS TO THE TECHNOLOGY IS LIMITED TO THREE USES PER ACADEMIC SEMESTER. REPEAT OFFENDERS MAY BE PLACED ON INVOLUNTARY LEAVE
                  OF ABSENCE.
               

               
               DO YOU ACCEPT THESE TERMS?

               
               
                  Yes.

               

               ENTER LOGIN CREDENTIALS

               
               
                  ID: ana.flores@college.harvard.edu

                  PASSWORD: *******

                  WELCOME, Ana Flores. LAST LOGIN, March 15, 2018. DURATION, 12 Minutes 34 Seconds. DESIGNATED INTERLOCUTOR, Canadian American
                     singer and songwriter Alanis Morissette. HOW CAN I HELP YOU TODAY?
                  

                  I need to see all the alternate versions of my life.

                  ISN’T IT IRONIC, Ana Flores, THAT CHILI IS TYPICALLY SERVED HOT, NOT CHILLY? PLEASE CONFIRM THAT THIS REQUEST IS NOT FOR PERSONAL
                     USE.
                  

                  Yes, this request is for my academic research.

                  OKAY. WOULD YOU LIKE YOUR ALTERNATE TIMELINES RENDERED VISUALLY OR TEXTUALLY?

                  Visually.

                  PLEASE PROVIDE A GUIDING QUESTION.

                  Who is the Nicaraguan man on the ID my mother was hiding in her passport?

                  YOU OUGHTA KNOW, THIS WILL TAKE A MINUTE. PLEASE WAIT.

               

            

         
         A series of videos appeared, each one sequestered into its own geometric shard on the screen. On each slice of the kaleidoscope,
            Ana lived out possibilities she hadn’t accessed in her timeline. They were, in essence, short films of what could have been.
         

         
         Only one showed Ana and her mother in their Echo Park apartment. Felicia’s fingers snaked through the waves of Ana’s long black hair. It was a rare, but not unusual, way Felicia showed loved. More often, her affection manifested in cautious words: drive safe, apply sunscreen, call me when you get there. If the caress was a sign to spend the summer at home, Ana didn’t want to see it. 

         
         A dozen other clips starred Ana and Luis, each with minor but distinct deviations from the life they knew. In one, they walked
            down the Charles River, taking a regular study break, an excuse to hold hands away from their friends. But Luis was beach
            blond, with a thick but close-cut black beard. He’d gone through a rebellious phase her Luis had not.
         

         
         The shot would be easy to dismiss as fiction or forgery were it not for the way they held hands. Their pinkies were hooked
            together, Luis’s loosely tethered to hers, a lazy way of holding hands all their own. Ana assumed no one else shared it, this
            quirk they loved and laughed about often. But there they were: blond-Luis and other-Ana, acting like it was their own little
            invention.
         

         
         Ana pulled away, overwhelmed. Her phone chimed. Luis was walking to the library now. In her rush to power the Defractor down,
            she scrolled over a shard in the upper right-hand corner of the kaleidoscope. Her lips were locked on a stranger’s. She clicked,
            and let surprise settle over her.
         

         
         At the start of the clip, they sat next to each other at her usual table in Leverett Library, both typing furiously. They paused, their timing seemingly choreographed. The unnamed boy extended his slim fingers toward her cheek, turned her face toward his, and leaned in for a kiss. It was brief, but Ana watched her own face break into a smile: natural, contained, but full of joy, the way she imagined she’d look after kissing someone she fiercely cared about. At some point, she and Luis had moved just as easily, earnest in their affection. They’d sat at the same table, tucked in the western corner of the library. Watching herself do the choreography with another man, the motions felt distant, pulled from happier times. 

         
         Though he looked a bit like her boyfriend, with the same oblong face and deep-set eyes, the unnamed boy was not Luis. She
            was really, truly, deeply in love with a man she hadn’t met in this life.
         

         
         Taking the stairs two at a time, Ana rushed to rid herself of the Defractor. A librarian accepted the machine, and Ana put
            on her best poker face. A second later, Luis walked through the glass doors and swiped into the library. He smiled at her,
            and she forced herself to smile back.
         

         
         “I forgot which dryer was busted and had to run my comforter twice,” Luis said. “I hope your morning was more productive.”

         
         “Yes,” Ana lied. “I made progress. Almost ready for Havana.”

         
         “I can’t wait to be there,” Luis said.

         
         Luis kissed her. His lips were slippery, slathered in a layer of unscented Carmex. An excessive amount. Ana resisted the urge
            to wipe it off her lips.
         

         
         “Can you believe Alanis Morissette was our age when she wrote Jagged Little Pill?” she said instead.
         

         
          

         They were pumped full of adrenaline, the mix of nerves and possibility that makes a traveler’s high so addictive. The air outside the airport smelled of car exhaust, and though the parking lot was filled with mid-century Fords painted in bright greens and oranges, they slipped into a dinky gray four-door sedan. When the driver asked where they were from, Ana said they were both from California, which prompted him to ask if they were siblings. Before Luis had a chance to answer, Ana told the driver they’d met in school. Luis stared out the window, fascinated by a tree with wide glossy leaves and hot-pink flowers shaped like pom-poms. Buildings were painted with the Cuban government’s slogans: Unidad, compromiso y victoria. Hasta la victoria siempre. Luis whispered them to himself. Ana grabbed his hand, squeezed it. He returned the gesture before the landscape outside the window distracted him again.
         

         
         The car passed by the Universidad de la Habana, cruised on the highway beside the Malecón for just a minute, and looped through
            a labyrinth of one-way streets ending at their apartment. Luis offered to carry Ana’s backpack to the third-floor walk-up.
         

         
         “I’m helping because I love you,” he said, smiling. “Not because I don’t think you can manage.”

         
         “Feminism thanks you.”

         
         Once their bags were unpacked, reality set in. They were in a country they’d never been in before, one they’d never imagined
            visiting. Simply too many obstacles stood in their way: the cost, the embargo, the mountain of bureaucracy required to get
            a passport, then a visa. Somehow, they’d done it, crossing into a new frontier together. Sunlight flowed in through a set
            of French windows, warming them up, making their faces glow, another gentle reminder that what they’d built between them was
            worthwhile.
         

         
         “I should get to the university,” Ana said.

         
         “You have the whole summer,” said Luis.

         
         “Do you want to come with me?”

         
         “It’d be weird.”

         
         “It’ll be fine.”

         
         “I’ll wait here.”

         
         “Alright,” she said, heading out the door without a kiss.

         
          

         The relationship had developed quickly, their reliance on one another growing fast and tight, like the strands of ivy on the
            redbrick buildings that towered all over campus. They constructed their schedules around each other. Luis was only ever a
            text away. Intimate secrets, shared as pillow talk, glued them together: neither had a relationship with their biological
            fathers, a civil war loomed in the background of their families’ arrival in the United States, they both felt unequipped and
            out of place at an institution that valorized wealth. Love formed in opposition to the ugliness and injustice of their lives.
            It felt freeing, like an act of resistance. But would tethering oneself to a cause, instead of a soul, tempt the thread to
            snap?
         

         
         A year passed, and they were still together—mostly happy, mostly stable. You’re my first love, they admitted to each other,
            and reaffirmed their growing belief that existence was a task best done in a pair. The heat in Luis’s chest felt like love,
            and though he sometimes worried he could be misjudging his feelings, he chose to trust their relationship, lacking another
            to compare it to. Ana wouldn’t have invited him to Cuba if she didn’t want him there, which brought a sense of peace that
            carried them through finals and move-out.
         

         
         His mother, Elena, had grown accustomed to who’d he become in college—sporadic, ever-changing—but she still asked him whether he was chasing his girlfriend to Cuba. Her voice was light and joking, but the question carried genuine curiosity. 

         
         “No,” Luis said. “I got a grant to do thesis research. And who wouldn’t want to see Cuba?”

         
         “I’d love to,” Elena said. Luis regretted his choice of words. They both understood she couldn’t fly wherever she pleased,
            even if she had the money.
         

         
         “I’ve been thinking about Neto,” Luis admitted slowly, desperate to change the subject, but also prying open a conversation
            he’d been stewing over for weeks. The trip had unlocked an old memory. He was young, around seven or eight, which made the
            memory unreliable, though it felt true. His mother was at work, and his grandmother Esperanza was frying plantains in the
            kitchen. Esperanza could still talk back then, years from the disease that would devour her brain from the inside, but she
            wasn’t paying Luis any attention, which was probably why he ended up snooping through her closet. His stringy elbows knocked
            a box over, and a handful of envelopes fell out. As he bent over to pick it up, he noticed his great-uncle’s name scrawled
            on the lid: Neto. Luis pulled out one of the letters, the first line still clear in his mind: I woke up thinking about Cuba.

         
         The memory blurred here, overrun by the shame of being caught. Esperanza yanked the brittle envelopes from his hands and told
            him never to touch them again. Luis didn’t know why she’d reacted so hotheadedly, so unlike the gentle caretaker he knew.
            Now, given how the Alzheimer’s had progressed, he’d never be able to ask. All he had was the memory of her, eyes ablaze, clutching
            the paper close to her chest.
         

         
         “Abuela used to have a box of his things,” Luis said.

         
         “Your grandmother has a bunch of junk,” Elena said. “Anyway, she never talked about Neto. Better to leave it all alone.”

         
         Somewhere between booking the flight and boarding the plane, Luis rewired the story he told himself. His great-uncle had referenced
            Cuba, a fact that felt preordained. If Neto had known the world, Luis should too. Ana wasn’t drawing him to Cuba, though it’d
            be nice to spend the summer with her. It was Neto, calling out from the afterlife, asking that his nephew follow in his path,
            walk the streets he had, smelling the exhaust and ocean breeze. Luis wanted to see what Neto had seen.
         

         
         Perhaps his uncle was not actually a factor at all, and the allure of Cuba was completely unrelated to the letters that’d
            popped into his head, but Luis chose the story he wanted to hear. Neto pulled him here, to Havana. Luis repeated that to himself
            until it felt real.
         

         
          

         The university halls resembled Harvard’s: marble tiles, walls clad with wood from floor to ceiling. Ana was meeting with a
            professor. One of his graduate students was gossiping with him when Ana arrived. The office was underwhelming, windowless
            and filled with messy stacks of books, but the professor spoke optimistically about Ana’s project, a reassuring show of faith.
         

         
         Ana’s research goals were simple: to prove that the diaspora existed before 1980, that Salvadorans shaped the world before the war, before their global displacement. Growing up, only people who’d migrated from El Salvador, like her mother, knew where it was. The country felt unimportant, too small to matter. Of cultural irrelevance. Her research was going to disprove what she’d spent a lifetime believing. 

         
         At least that’s what she’d written in a thank-you letter to the donor who’d be funding her travel that summer. The truth was
            a bit trickier. It was an unnamed Nicaraguan hiding in her home, not a Salvadoran, who’d set her on this path.
         

         
         Ana had been searching for her own passport when she opened her mother’s out of idle curiosity. Among the back pages, there
            was a card the size and thickness of a driver’s license. A bearded man’s portrait sat on the left-hand side. Felicia rushed
            into the room, feigning casualness, though her eyes immediately darted to Ana’s hands, the passport in one and the ID in another.
         

         
         Felicia was not one to share a story, of any kind, without a good reason, even with her daughter, the center of her life,
            but Ana asked anyway.
         

         
         “Mami. Who is Antonio?”

         
         “He was a stranger who came to my rescue once,” Felicia finally said. “He forgot his ID when he left. I don’t think that was
            even his real name. All I know is that he was Nicaraguan, and that he told me to stare at the ocean from Havana. It was one
            of the most beautiful places he’d been.”
         

         
         “You’ve kept it all these years.”

         
         “I was grateful for his help.”

         
         “What did he save you from?”

         
         “Asking too many questions will get you in trouble, Ana.”

         
         Ana disagreed, but the few sentences her mother uttered were more than she’d ever shared about her life in El Salvador, so she simply pressed the ID card, precious enough for her mother to store, into Felicia’s palm. 

         
         When it was time to start narrowing her research topic, Ana thought back to the unnamed man. She imagined all the places the
            man had gone: San Salvador, Havana, Managua, Mars, the moon. If she could find a trace of him—perhaps his real name—she’d
            be able to write the kind of thesis that’d propel her into the upper echelons of the ivory tower: a PhD at Yale or Stanford.
            A stable job would free her. When she could support them both, Ana could shed the guilt that kept her under her mother’s thumb.
            With the distance, and clearer boundaries, her mother might speak openly. Cuba was closer than the moon, so she proposed a
            research trip rooted in nothing more than a hunch, a conversation she’d had with her mother in passing, and the loose hope
            that the Nicaraguan would unspool the horrors that kept Ana and Felicia tied together so tightly.
         

         
         “Does the university have a Defractor?” Ana asked the professor now.

         
         “Alejandra can show you where it is,” the professor said. The graduate student nodded, and packed up her bag. Ana thanked
            the professor, and promised to work hard all summer. He smiled, his teeth tiny as Chiclets. Alejandra opened the door for
            her, then gestured to the right.
         

         
         “It’s good you came,” Alejandra said. “Too many people write about Cuba without ever visiting.”

         
         “I’m glad I’m here.” Ana confessed that she almost hadn’t made it. Predictably, her mother hadn’t wanted Ana to travel internationally. Whenever they got close to anything prickly—her first husband, her immigration to the United States, Ana’s father—her mother retreated into general platitudes about how scary and cruel the world was, as if Ana didn’t see or feel its weight every day. Whether in small ways, as being talked over in lecture, or large, as the migrants being tear-gassed at the border, the world tried crushing her daily. 

         
         “Everyone is very excited about this machine,” Alejandra said. “The university got it just last year.”

         
         “Have you used it?”

         
         “No,” Alejandra said. Unlike the overeager American tech sector, Alejandra was skeptical of the technology’s abilities. Their
            aspirations, she thought, weren’t convincing: Take the guesswork out of life’s difficult choices! Never ask “what if” again!
            With money to be made, advocates wanted to make it a hot consumer product, regulation-free. A Defractor in every home! A Defractor
            for any problem! Who needs therapy with so much knowledge at your fingertips? Those who could afford the silver bullet would
            buy one, but skeptics pointed out how much the technology left open to interpretation. At best, it’d be a waste of time and
            money. At worst, society would suffer, seeking salvation in another distraction from the Anthropocene’s failures.
         

         
         “Plus, I have addictive tendencies,” Alejandra said. “Don’t want to tempt fate.”

         
         The Defractor sat on a desk in a small office, next to a scanner. Alejandra waved Ana goodbye. Grateful for the privacy, she
            pressed her eye against the machine. She asked the question gnawing at the back of her skull: Was coming to Cuba with Luis a mistake?

         
         Universes materialized. She scrolled past images of herself and Luis studying at coffee shops or holding hands in art museums,
            searching for the unnamed man she’d kissed. There were a couple of images of her and her mother, but most were calm, domestic
            tableaus that didn’t reveal much. When she found the sector where she was interacting with the mystery man instead of Luis,
            her heart jolted.
         

         
         Research was all about hypotheses, which was why universities were allowed to use the technology, but some even questioned
            its use by academics. When Ana had shyly admitted that she’d used it to finish a term paper, Luis asked her why she couldn’t
            come up with her own ideas. She was smarter than a machine that generated arbitrary simulations. What would he say if he knew
            she was using it now, to spy on a man who wasn’t him, a man she was statistically unlikely to ever meet? Ana zoomed in.
         

         
         Sitting in a familiar dining hall, they picked at a hodgepodge of foods: spinach, tofu, calamari, a veggie burger. Ana watched
            his mouth for a minute, before pausing and zooming in on different parts of his face. A well-trimmed beard covered his jawline.
            He cared about his appearance. His left earlobe had a small birthmark that looked like a piercing, and his nose protruded
            from his face. He was handsome. At least alternative-universe-Ana also had good taste.
         

         
         Then she saw it: on his neck, a gold chain identical to the one Luis wore every day. It was thin, so she zoomed in until she
            could see the individual links. She followed the gleaming trail down until it disappeared behind the fabric of the man’s T-shirt.
            The scrubber at the bottom of the screen indicated that there were only thirty seconds left in the clip.
         

         
         As if responding to Ana’s desperate need to know what was at its end, the man fiddled with his chain. It was nothing but a nervous tick, but one that would change the direction of Ana’s life. The man pulled out the pendant, rubbed it, then stuck it between his teeth. The etched portrait of a man with brow-line eyeglasses was only in view for a few seconds, but it was unmistakable. Ana had seen his visage many times before: on Luis’s pendant, hanging in her mother’s living room, at the church down the street from her childhood home. But here, he was much older. His cheeks sagged; the edges of his eyes wrinkled. His aging was graceful, a blessing the martyr never experienced. The mystery man, the love of Ana’s other life, carried an older version of Monseñor Romero’s portrait as protection around his neck. The smallest detail of proof that, somewhere, the archbishop had survived his assassination. 

         
          

         Ana returned to the apartment, but she didn’t confess to herself how quickly, and completely, she’d surrendered to her alternate
            life. She was uncharacteristically certain that the mystery man, her other boyfriend, held some sort of answer. About how
            to wrangle her mother’s anxieties, about the life Antonio lived, about where her relationship with Luis was headed. The conviction
            was illogical, but true: the closest thing to faith she’d felt in months. It was soothing, this belief that the universe was
            organized by some logic larger than herself.
         

         
         “How did the meeting go?” Luis asked.

         
         “Good,” Ana said. “Really good, actually.”

         
         When he suggested they go out for a drink, Ana told him she was too tired. She lay on their bed and remembered how upset her mother had been when Ana called to explain her plans for the summer. 

         
         “Am I your mother or your friend?” Felicia asked, her voice trembling on the other side of the line. “A friend you can see
            once a year, for just a few days. Your mother deserves more than that.”
         

         
         It’s not about you, Ana wanted to scream.

         
         “I promise I’ll be safe,” she said. “I’ll take taxis everywhere, and only go out during the day.”

         
         “Ana,” Felicia said, sweetness reentering her voice. “Everyone thinks they’re untouchable until something bad happens.”

         
         There it was again, Felicia’s favorite refrain. Ana had no idea why her mother was overly cautious, had been all her life.
            Not knowing bothered her, but it also didn’t change anything. Felicia’s overprotectiveness was an offshoot of her love. Whatever
            she’d gone through, whatever she’d lost, had created a force field between her and the world, one Ana couldn’t escape.
         

         
         “Listen,” Felicia said, cutting the silence. “I know this is important to you. And I’ve told you what I think. You couldn’t
            have picked a more dangerous place to go, but I’d feel better if someone was with you in Cuba,” she continued. “For your own
            safety.”
         

         
         “A man, you mean?”

         
         “Yes, Ana. A man. Ask Luis to go with you. It’s not ideal, of course, but I don’t want you to go alone.”

         
         Only then did Ana invite Luis, telling herself there was no real reason she hadn’t before. She kept her conversation with
            her mother to herself. Unspoken, the secret festered like the core of a volcano, red hot and churning, threatening to burst.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Elsewhere, the machine continues to whir. With the lights off, the blue glow creeps up the walls, and though there’s no one
            attached to its copper tendrils, it continues its work, sifting through infinite possibilities for the next time someone bursts
            into the room, searching for answers to the latest question on their tongue. If Ana had asked a different question, or pursued
            the truth longer, here’s what the machine might have said:
         

         
         
            THE BODY FOLDS INTO ITSELF WHEN THE BULLETS PENETRATE OR WHEN THE MACHETE CRASHES DOWN OR WHEN A FIST CRACKS OR WHEN AN ANKLE
               SINKS INTO THE LOAM OF THE BLOOD-SOAKED, RAIN-SOAKED FOREST. A BODY TUMBLES, CRASHES, ACCORDIONS ON THE GROUND. ON THE OTHER
               SIDE THERE IS ANOTHER BODY, A PERSON STILL LIVING, WHOSE LIMBS ARE PULLED BY THE FISTS OF TWO GOVERNMENTS, THE NEARBY SALVADORAN
               AND THE FARAWAY AMERICAN. NO MATTER HOW THE BODIES SHUDDER, HOW THE EVENTS OF THE WAR DO OR DO NOT PAN OUT, NO MATTER WHAT:
               PEOPLE DIE. BODIES ARE PEOPLE WHO ARE DYING AND DEAD, LOST TO HISTORY.
            

            THERE IS WAR AND THERE IS REVOLUTION. WAR IS CADAVERS, AMERICAN DOLLARS, RONALD REAGAN, HELICOPTERS, CRATER-SIZE FISSIONS, DEAD PEOPLE, DEAD PEOPLE, DEAD PEOPLE. REVOLUTION IS MAKESHIFT UNIFORMS, BOMBED BRIDGES, INFIGHTING, MURDERED POETS, SCAPEGOATS, HUNGER, TRIUMPH, POLITICAL SPACE, DEAD BODIES, DEAD BODIES, DEAD BODIES. THE FUTURE SPLITS INTO POSTWAR OR POST-REVOLUTION, DIFFERENT DEAD IN EACH HALF BUT LOST LIVES LINING EACH EDGE ANYWAY. 

            BUT IN THE YEARS BEFORE THE BODY CRUMBLES UNDER THE FORCE OF A NATION AT WAR WITH ITSELF, BEFORE ENTIRE GENEALOGIES UNRAVEL
               ON EITHER SIDE OF HISTORY, NETO LIVES. HE MOVES IN THE SHADOW OF THOSE BODIES, WHOSE SOFT SKIN HITS THE EARTH, WHICH LINE
               THE HIGHWAYS, BUT HE BREATHES THE AIR FREELY. HE TRAVELS TO CUBA—IN PREPARATION FOR WAR, WITH HOPES OF REVOLUTION—WHERE THE
               BREEZE IS BRISK, AND WHERE HE PRESSES HIS BODY AGAINST THE WARM FLESH OF ANOTHER MAN WHO LIVES OR DIES. THE OUTCOME DOES NOT
               MATTER TO EVERYTHING THAT COMES BEFORE.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2

         
         
            1978

         

         Neto and Rafael sit on the Malecón, listening to the waves meld with a guitarist’s croon. They’re not holding hands or kissing.
            They fight the aching urge, but their bodies still touch. Neto’s pinky finger grazes the top of Rafael’s fist, and Rafael
            subtly moves his hand toward him, to feel more of his finger against his flesh. The soft mist of the ocean reaches them when
            larger waves scale the concrete barrier separating them from the sea. Coupled with the strumming of guitar strings, the atmosphere
            is painfully romantic.
         

         
         Neto stares at the man in front of him, and though he hasn’t stopped admiring the topography of his lover’s face since they
            arrived in Havana, he recommits Rafael’s features to memory. His face is slender, divided by a sharp nose that Neto loves
            burrowed in his neck. Like Neto, Rafael has a beard, though his is longer and fuller. Well-groomed, it falls an inch from
            his jaw. Rafael’s facial hair is thick and dark, and he always keeps it around that length, as is popular among counterrevolutionaries
            across the hemisphere. Neto dares slip his fingers into Rafael’s and squeezes, for just a second, trying to transfer the depth
            of his love in a single gesture.
         

         
         And then the distance. Truth is housed in the body, so when Neto’s hands drift farther and farther from his lover’s, it’s a signal of a burrowed sentiment he often avoids. The catalyst is a broad-shouldered stranger who wanders down the Malecón, not toward them but shuffling past slowly. He’s preoccupied, staring out at the Caribbean, but that’s more than enough to prevent Neto’s skin from lingering on Rafael’s. Their bodies play this game often, revealing the truth in the situation despite the intellectual loops Neto constructs to live with himself. 

         
          

         It’s their second time in Cuba together, only the third time they’ve been close enough to see the craters in each other’s
            complexion. But the distance and time and depth they’ve traversed over the last three years intensifies the moment. The ocean’s
            spray sprinkles over them, so that by the time they stand and walk away, their clothes are spotted and damp.
         

         
         Neto and Rafael retrace the path they took down to the water, searching for the restaurant where they’ve agreed to meet their
            comrades. Dusty, Spanish-style buildings rise above them. Through open balconies, they can peek into the lives of their inhabitants.
            From one, a woman tosses out a basket tied to a string. A boy, no older than eight, grabs a coin from it and places a plastic
            bag inside. As the lovers walk by, the woman pulleys the package just above their heads. They look up, briefly. Neto wonders
            if the woman knows their secret.
         

         
         What Neto wants on this walk, and what he’s sure Rafael wanted back on the cement border that separates earth and sea, is more than the freedom to hold another’s fingers in his. He desires lips and a hand wandering downward to hold his waist. The simple calm of arms around him, disturbed only by the soft breathing that makes a chest vacillate. Neto wants to feel small, but not fragile. He wants no distance. 

         
         They’re in Cuba for a master class in falsification. The Cubans have been at it longer, and they’ve agreed to teach Neto,
            Rafael, and six others how to best mimic official documents. All the revolutionaries are in agreement: a win anywhere in the
            hemisphere is a win for all. Earlier, they’d listened to a man, only a couple years older, explain the centerpieces of a successful forgery: consistent kerning, paper layered in the right order, gloss that shines
            evenly. Rafael and Neto were separated by half a dozen bodies. They focused on the speaker, and only dropped glances at each
            other by chance. When the session ended, and the other attendees figured out where they might grab a bite to eat, the two
            men said they’d meet up with them later. They wanted to see more of the city, away from the piercing gaze of the others.
         

         
         After a few minutes of wandering—some intentional, others lost—Neto and Rafael find the restaurant. Smells waft up from a
            basement. Through slim rectangular windows, there’s a visible oscillation of party lights. They descend a narrow, spiraling
            set of stairs into a dining room. Neto and Rafael make their way toward the back, where their comrades nurse beers against
            a prismatic flurry reflecting off the disco ball spinning aimlessly above the bar.
         

         
         Here, they make an intentional choice. There are three open seats. Two are beside each other, between where the Salvadorans and Nicaraguans have congregated, across from their Cuban hosts. The third is comfortably among the Nicaraguans. Rafael walks without hesitation toward that chair. No one would have said anything if he and Neto had sat next to each other, but both men know any lack of restraint could send their cautiously constructed barrier tumbling down. 

         
         As the men get louder in the restaurant, arguing about how the Salvadorans should proceed in a country ripe for revolution,
            Neto focuses intently on Rafael’s knuckles. They’re curled on the wooden table like a crouched animal, fearful and ready to
            defend itself. The conversation around them is not all theoretical, since the men are convinced their little slice of the
            Americas will soon be at full-fledged war. Despite being on the receiving end of the gunfire, the men speak of the triumph
            that will surely come, and do so laughing, grins cracked straight across their faces. Through it all, Neto watches his lover’s
            hands: tactile, tender, the length of the horizon and nearly as beautiful.
         

         
          

         When Neto and Rafael first met, their relationship remained uncomplicated for only a brief minute. Neto had traveled to Nicaragua
            with Alejandro and Anabel to garner support for the cause. In a nondescript apartment with the slimmest of furnishings, Anabel
            gave an impassioned speech, one they’d worked on as a group for weeks. It included the same talking points they’d used in
            letters to socialist groups all throughout Europe: The United States is trying to make El Salvador into another Puerto Rico.
            The Salvadoran government no longer works for us. They speak of those who dare organize as puppets controlled by the Soviets,
            but don’t look at the fish-wire strings moving their own limbs. It was compelling and would prove more than enough to secure
            the Sandinistas’ support.
         

         
         But if there was a true shift for Neto, it was the small trembles that came after the formalities were done and the men had left the table to meander in the kitchen. 

         
         “I’m Antonio,” Rafael said, his mouth upturned slightly. He was young, even for a group of revolutionaries whose youth powered
            their cause. He was about the same height as Neto, though his shoulders were bulkier and his arms more muscular. Neto noticed
            the five o’clock shadow on his jawline and wondered why it was its current length. Perhaps this man, like Neto, struggled
            to grow a full beard. Or maybe it was the opposite: his beard grew quick and thick, so he’d shaved clean just a day prior.
         

         
         “Domingo,” Neto said. They talked for a while, pressed close to a wall away from the apartment’s central buzz. They weren’t
            hiding from the others, not exactly, but still stayed in their own bubble, inches from each other. About an hour later, the
            visitors divided themselves and headed to where they’d spend the night. Their hosts had offered up spare couches and floor
            space scattered throughout Managua, so Neto and Rafael—still Domingo and Antonio to each other—left together.
         

         
         Neto spent weeks mentally reframing the night’s buildup as natural and predestined. And yet, he knew he’d followed sinful and primal impulses. His recklessness was seared in his memory. Their limbs hooked into each other’s. Neto’s slick pecs pressed up against the prickle of Rafael’s chest hair. Real names confessed between moans. Hands wandering down, holding each other to their eventual end. And then the unexpected but welcome night’s sleep. A hand laid gentle on a collarbone, as if Rafael’s limbs were made of porcelain. Fingertips lazily tracing a knuckle until both young men were lulled asleep. Guilt, confusion, and the eventual promise to continue seeing each other came later. That night, there was no restraint, just the freedom they’d been chasing ever since. 

         
          

         Dinner comes to a close and the group of revolutionaries, bellies full and spirits lifted, ascend from the restaurant. Their
            chatter breaks through humid evening air as they decide where to empty a bottle of Havana Club rum.
         

         
         “The best in the world,” one man says, “made even better by nationalization.” A couple of men splinter away, saying they’re
            calling it a night, and Neto walks away with them. Rafael follows, and the four make their way back toward the ocean.
         

         
         Their lodgings are just a few blocks from the Malecón, even closer than the University of Havana is. From the street, they
            turn, then stand outside a doorway as their host fumbles with his keys. A dark, wooden door peeks through the iron rods of
            the outer gate. The men step through and climb the narrow and winding staircase up to the third-floor apartment. Rafael is
            the last to enter, and as Neto walks up the white-tiled stairs, he feels Rafael’s hand brush against his hip, then his ass,
            then his hamstrings. It could be accidental—the touches were so light. But Neto knows they weren’t. He wishes, as he has for
            days, that they were alone.
         

         
         The apartment has high ceilings, at least fifteen feet tall, and from where Neto lies on the couch, he spies the intricate Baroque trim where wall meets ceiling. The hallway to the bedrooms is narrow. Paneled doors open up to a balcony that offers a clear view of bustling pedestrians on the street. The space seems too opulent for a country in revolution. An entire second apartment could be squeezed into the expanse above them. A family could live there. But Neto isn’t surprised. The revolution rewards its champions. 

         
         The Cubans bid Rafael and Neto good night and head into their bedrooms. They’re alone, but not fully. Almost never fully alone,
            they’ve made do. Rafael opens the doors and steps out onto the balcony, leaving one slightly ajar. There’s just enough room
            for Neto to slip in, sideways, and he does. The door doesn’t move or clatter.
         

         
         “Look,” Rafael says, “I have something for you.” He’s brought out his bag, though from where Neto had been lying, he hadn’t
            noticed it hanging against his lover’s hips. He pulls out a stack of paper held tight by a thin piece of twine.
         

         
         “Mi amor—” Neto begins to say. Rafael walks close to him, placing a finger on his lips. Neto has an urge to take it in his
            mouth, but he fights it.
         

         
         “Every day that I’m home, I sit close enough to the door to hear the shuffle of footsteps just outside it. I sit there, reading
            or layering ink on a form, and wait. Most times, it’s just the sound of a vendor or a neighbor walking down the street. But
            sometimes, it’s what I was hoping for. A letter from you.”
         

         
         They’ve exchanged letters every few weeks since they first met about three years ago. Some have been lost in the mail, their confessions unsaid. But the correspondences have intensified, each one driving their affection deeper. Without the proper scaffolding, Michelangelo would have never painted the muscular arms of an angel on the chapel ceiling. Rafael and Neto’s
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