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			But there are no kindly gods who will return to us What we have lost, only blind chance…

			—LUIS CERNUDA

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			
				
					A wondrous show of illusion can be created with a few simple elements: doves, cards, coins, music, and a fine top hat.

					—ANONYMOUS MAGICIAN

				

			

		

	
		
			(1968)

			

		

	
		
			Enrique Florit

			Enrique Florit climbed the stairs to the roof of his apartment building, which was eye level with the top of the street’s jacaranda trees. It had rained that afternoon and dark puddles stained the cement and the peeling tar paper. When Enrique opened the doors of the wire-mesh cages, the doves fluttered to his shoulders and outstretched arms. Five months ago, he and his father had bought the doves and dyed their feathers a rainbow of pastels. Now Enrique poured their daily seed, freshened their water, listened to the low blue murmurings in their throats.

			His father had introduced the doves into his act on New Year’s Eve. He performed every other weekend at a cocktail lounge in Marina del Rey and needed the doves to compete with the top-billed magician’s unicycle-riding parrot. Papi tried to upstage the parrot by having his doves ride a battery-operated motorcycle across a tiny tightrope. Enrique attended the New Year’s Eve show. The doves performed unpredictably, sometimes riding on cue, sometimes cooing indifferently from the rim of his father’s top hat. A couple flew out of the room altogether.

			Yet each time Papi strode across the stage in his tuxedo and plum-colored velvet cape, Enrique’s heart rose an inch in his chest. He overheard a woman with teased-up hair say to her table companions: Ooooh, he looks just like that Ricky Ricardo! In California, nobody heard much about Cuba except for Ricky Ricardo, the hijackings to Havana, and, of course, El Comandante himself.

			Enrique coaxed the doves back into their cages one by one. The sunset reddened the hovering dust. A propeller plane took off from the airport to the south. It puttered high over the ocean before turning toward land. During their first months in Los Angeles, Papi had kept a suitcase packed in case they needed to return to Cuba in a hurry. He listened to the Spanish-language radio stations and played boleros every night before bed. He read El Diario for any news of El Comandante’s fall and kept their clocks three hours ahead, on Havana time. After a while they grew accustomed to waiting.

			Their apartment on Seventeenth Street looked out over an alley dominated by an unruly bougainvillea. They were only a mile from the beach, and the ocean air mildewed their walls and linoleum floors. Enrique liked to go to the Santa Monica pier on his skateboard and watch the Ferris wheel and the Mexicans with their fishing rods and empty, hopeful buckets. Papi slept in their one bedroom and Enrique curled up on the living room couch at night. Mamá’s coral rosary hung on a nail over the television, next to a circus poster from Varadero. In the poster, an elephant with a jeweled headdress stood on its hind legs warily eyeing the ringmaster. An orange tiger roared in the background.

			Enrique shared the bedroom’s cramped closet with his father. Papi’s frayed tuxedos were hung up neatly, massive and forlorn looking when emptied of his ample flesh. His shoes looked equally despondent, parked in a double row by Enrique’s extra pair of sneakers. Only the white ruffled shirts, starched and at attention, gave off an optimistic air.

			Once Papi had been famous throughout the Caribbean. He’d performed regularly in the Dominican Republic and Panama and as far south as coastal Colombia. El Mago Gallego. That was his stage name then. Of course, this was long before Enrique’s mother died, long before the Cuban Revolution soured, long before they left their house in Cárdenas with its marble floors and its ceiling-to-floor shutters and the speckled goose named Pato who guarded their yard.

			When Mamá was still alive, Enrique, in embroidered Chinese pajamas and pretending to water a slowly growing sunflower, sometimes joined his parents on stage. For a year after she died, Enrique barely spoke. He stayed in his Tía Adela’s bedroom, where the fierce light shone through the curtains and the bedspread was embroidered with hummingbirds. Outside her window, bunches of bananas ripened before his eyes.

			His aunt put a little bell by his bed so that Enrique could summon her whenever he wanted. She brought him horchata and miniature cakes with pineapple jam. She fussed over him, too, layering on extra sweaters and a woolen scarf to keep him warm. Tía Adela believed that everything wrong with the body could be treated with heat. In the mornings Enrique woke up breathless and sputtering, convinced that he was drowning. His aunt took him to see Dr. Ignacio Sebrango, a pulmonary specialist with carbuncled arms, who said that Enrique’s condition was psychological and had nothing to do with the excellent health of his lungs.

			Enrique’s biggest fear was that he might forget his mother altogether. She’d died when he was six and that was three whole years ago. He replayed memories of her over and over again until they seemed more like an old movie than anything real. Everyone had told him that he was the spitting image of Mamá. They both had small frames and fine black hair and skin the color of cinnamon. Only his eyes, a hazel bordering on blue, were like his father’s.

			Sometimes Enrique played with his mother’s engraved silver bracelet, which he’d snuck out of Cuba in his travel satchel, or tossed it on one of her empty perfume bottles like a carnival game. Or he unfolded her fan from Panama, meticulously painted with an image of the Indian goddess of love. There were a few photographs, too. In his most treasured one, Mamá sat on their veranda in the shade of an acacia reading A Passage to India, her favorite book. Most of all Enrique missed her scent, a gentle mixture of jasmine and sweat.

			There was leftover Chinese food and four heads of wilted lettuce in the refrigerator, remnants of Papi’s brief attempt to improve their diet. Enrique grabbed the carton of milk and poured himself a glass. Then he sat at the kitchen table and tried to make sense of his social studies homework. He was confused by the variety of North American Indian tribes. The history of Cuba’s Indians was simple in contrast: once there were Taínos; now there were none. Enrique suspected that his fourth-grade teacher, Mr. Wonder, deliberately mispronounced his name. He made “Florit” sound like some kind of tropical fungus.

			After a year and a half in Los Angeles, Enrique spoke English perfectly. His mother, who’d grown up in Panama and was the daughter of the country’s water commissioner, had taught Enrique the little English she knew. This gave him an advantage over his father but it didn’t account for Papi’s terrible trouble with the language. His father tortured each sentence, forcing English into the rapid staccato of Cuban Spanish. He called things he and she, instead of it, and pronounced his j’s like y’s. His vocabulary was good but his speed and pronunciation made it impossible for anyone to understand him.

			Papi blamed his accent for stalling his career. A magician’s sleight of hand, he told Enrique, was entirely dependent on his ability to focus an audience’s attention. If people couldn’t understand what he was saying—“Speak English!” some drunk invariably shouted during his performances—how could they be manipulated? Papi said that magic was largely a matter of making ordinary things appear extraordinary with a touch of smoke and illusion.

			Enrique wished they had stayed in Miami with the other Cubans. At least his father could have performed for them in Spanish, not that the exiles were in any mood for magic these days. Their idea of entertainment would be seeing El Comandante hanging from a Havana lamppost. But everybody had told them that California was the place to go for a career in show business. Papi had begged him to join his magic act again but Enrique had refused. He comforted himself by imagining Mamá watching over his life from the sidelines, urging him to say no.

			Lately, his father talked about moving to Las Vegas. He knew Cubans from the casinos back home who were working on the Strip as pit bosses, blackjack dealers, nightclub managers. Papi was also acquainted with a few mobsters who’d moved their gambling operations there after the Cubans kicked them out of Havana. Las Vegas was growing fast, he said, and soon would become the world capital of magic. Where else could a man start the day with fifty dollars in his pocket and end up a millionaire by nightfall?

			Enrique turned on the television, forcing the thick knob from one station to the next. There were Abbott and Costello reruns on Channel 9, but he wasn’t interested. They only made him laugh when he was sick. He had a slight cough and his neck ached. If he was lucky, he might catch the flu and get to stay home from school for a week. His ribs hurt after a scuffle in the playground. No big deal, just the usual uneven swap of punches with the bully from Ocean Park. It wasn’t easy being the new kid (almost everybody else had known each other since kindergarten), and dark-skinned, and the second-shortest boy in the class.

			The six o’clock news didn’t change much. Whenever Enrique saw President Johnson on television, he remembered the American tourists who used to go to Varadero Beach before the revolution and rudely called everyone “boy.” Every day more U.S. soldiers were being killed in Vietnam, fighting the Communists. Enrique lost track of how many thousands so far. Why weren’t the Americans fighting the Communists in Cuba? What was the difference? And whatever had happened to the men who’d fought in the Bay of Pigs? Why didn’t he hear about them? Enrique was suspicious of facts. As far as he could tell, nobody could be sure of anything except numbers, or something you could hold in your own two hands.

			His paternal grandparents and his aunt had remained in Cuba by choice. Abuelo Arturo still strolled down Avenida Echeverría in his waistcoat and long-chained pocket watch and Abuela Carmen rode around town in a horse-drawn carriage, joining her friends for guayaba pastries on the tiled terrace of La Domínica Hotel. His Tía Adela managed to scrape by knitting baby blankets from old wool. They stayed in Cuba despite the shortages, despite the threat of another yanqui invasion, despite the hurricanes and the blackouts and the clashes with intolerant neighbors because for them, Communism or not, it was still home.

			At school Enrique’s best friend was a Japanese boy named Shuntaro, taller than him by an inch and with the same lanky hair. They spent Saturday afternoons at his grandparents’ nursery on Sawtelle Boulevard, with its damp earth smells and its sleeping, lovestruck lily bulbs. The nursery specialized in bonsai—the rear greenhouse was devoted to them—and people came from all over California to buy their minuscule junipers and elms. This year they were growing a perfect dwarf pomegranate tree with golf ball–sized fruit.

			Shuntaro’s grandparents listened politely to Papi’s stories about magic. Enrique suspected they didn’t understand a word he said. His father told them—looking around to include any customers within earshot—that magic was a noble, perilous profession. In the past magicians had been condemned as witches, sorcerers, and devil worshipers and frequently put to death. Only in the last hundred years had professional magicians been able to work without fear of persecution.

			Papi’s hero was Robert-Houdin, the French magician who’d inspired Houdini to adapt his name for the stage. In the 1850s, Robert-Houdin was sent by his government to calm the natives of Algeria with his wondrous feats. He did many things to impress the Arabs, including devising a chest too heavy for the strongest of them to lift and disappearing a young Moor from under a large cloth cone. By the time he’d completed his tricks, the Arab chiefs had surrendered, pledging their loyalty to France.

			According to Papi, El Comandante had similarly fooled the Cuban people. After his victory march across the island, thousands of supporters gathered in the capital to celebrate. During El Comandante’s speech—a deceptive concoction of propaganda and hope, Papi scoffed—top magicians were paid to send trained doves to fly over the crowd. When one of the doves landed dramatically on El Comandante’s shoulder during the climax of his speech, the santeros and their followers took this as a sign that he was destined to rule Cuba.

			To Fernando Florit, everything was connected to magic. When Enrique showed him his history report on Benjamin Franklin, Papi suggested adding a little-known fact to the biography of the inventor. In Franklin’s day, he said, the famous illusionist Baron Wolfgang von Kempelen had devised an automated chess player that took on all challengers. “In 1783,” Papi crowed, “Benjamin Franklin played against the machine and lost!”

			Enrique opened the kitchen window and let in a woolly moth bumping up against the pane. A neighbor, cigarette dangling, was testing the engine of his big-finned ’57 Cadillac, filling the alley with exhaust fumes. This was a nightly ritual, annoying to everyone in the building except Enrique, who found it oddly soothing. He set the table, heated the kung pao chicken, and put rice to boil, welcoming the familiar starchy smell. Then he finished studying for his vocabulary test and waited for his father to come home.
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			Fernando Florit burst through the front door just after nine o’clock with a box of chocolate éclairs and a pink silk scarf around his neck. He entered every room in the same way, swept in like a run of heat, overwhelming everything. Their cups and dishes, bought on sale at the five-and-dime, trembled in the cupboard. He scooped up Enrique and planted a rubbery kiss on his forehead. Then he took his place at the kitchen table. Enrique heaped the steaming Chinese food onto his father’s plate alongside the fresh rice.

			Their ritual never changed. They ate first, talked later. No matter how hungry he was, Enrique waited to eat until his father came home. It was two hours past their usual dinnertime and Papi was starving. He took pride in sharing a meal, no matter how modest, with his son every night. Some days it was the only time they saw each other. Papi was very busy: auditioning, rehearsing, recruiting talent agents, battling the competition, and, occasionally, performing.

			Enrique studied his father across the table as if he were a natural phenomenon, a geyser, perhaps, or an erupting volcano. At school, Mr. Wonder was teaching science segments on geology and meteorology and Enrique couldn’t help comparing Papi to one of the many violent assaults on the earth’s crust. He imagined his father causing earthquakes, tsunamis, category 5 hurricanes. Enrique was more like his mother, quiet and thoughtful, preferring to read or work on an interesting math problem. He did advanced algebra and trigonometry for fun. It pleased him to think that mathematicians everywhere spoke the same language.

			Papi finished the kung pao chicken and several helpings of rice. He settled back in his chair, spreading his huge thighs. “¿Cómo estás, hijo?” he asked. Enrique relaxed, knowing that no more than a cursory Bien was required. His father’s question was merely the opening for him to talk about his day or continue planning their big move to Las Vegas. That was not to say that if Enrique did have something to share, Papi wouldn’t have listened to him with attentive enthusiasm.

			“Guess who I met today?” Papi asked, shuddering with excitement. “You won’t believe it.”

			“Desi Arnaz?” Enrique knew that his father had it out for that conga-playing performer from Santiago. Señor Arnaz, Papi complained, insulted the dignity of Cuban manhood with his howling renditions of “Babalú.” To even mention Arnaz in his presence was to guarantee a bitter outpouring of insults.

			Papi grinned and waggled three plump fingers.

			“Three names?” Enrique was surprised. Nobody in America had three names, at least not names they used publicly. Here, the more famous you were, the fewer names you had.

			“Give up?” Papi’s eyes bulged gleefully.

			Enrique lifted his hands in surrender.

			“Sammy…Davis…Junior!” His father dragged out the words slowly, clapping his hands in triumph. “He’s looking for a new opening act for his show at the Sands and came to see my rehearsal, or half of it, anyway. This is it, hijo! What we’ve been waiting for!”

			“When do you start?”

			“You! You! You mean ‘we’!” Papi stood up, shaking his colossal hips, and recited a line from a poem by José Martí: “‘In night’s darkness I’ve seen raining down on my head pure flames, flashing rays of beauty divine.’”

			Whenever he got excited Papi danced the maxixe, a Brazilian two-step he’d learned in Rio de Janeiro, and copiously quoted Martí. He knew by heart every one of his poems and most of his essays besides, including the prologue to the “Poem of Niagara,” which began: “Contemptible times, these: when the only art that prevails is that of piling one’s own granaries high, sitting on a seat of gold…”

			As a child, Papi had memorized endless passages of Latin for his Jesuit teachers. The priests were fanatical for political oratory, too, forcing their students to recite the inspiring early speeches of President Estrada Palma (before the temptations of high office compromised his ideals). From a young age, Fernando Florit had been singled out for the priesthood, until his parade of gruesome tricks—one involving a stack of consecrated wafers and Padre Bonifacio’s short-haired terrier—convinced the clerics that their star pupil, son of the richest dry goods merchant in Cárdenas, had been sent by the devil himself.

			“Doesn’t he have a glass eye?” Enrique asked.

			“Yes, but it did not impede Mr. Junior’s ability to assess my gifts in the slightest. He was particularly taken with my re-creations of nineteenth-century magic tricks.”

			“Great.” Those were Enrique’s favorites, too: restoring a playing card that had been burned to ashes; walking through a brick wall; pulling souvenirs from an antique cornucopia. “How much will they pay you?”

			“The details will be worked out in due time, my little accountant. Haven’t I taught you that a magician may disregard fortune, but never opportunity?”

			Enrique didn’t question his father’s talents, but his business sense often left them penniless. “How long are they giving you?”

			“I’m not certain what the standard warm-up act is for a man of Mr. Junior’s stature,” Papi said, somewhat impatiently, “but I would imagine it would be, at minimum, thirty minutes.”

			“You could do a lot in half an hour.” Enrique tried to sound encouraging, not that Papi needed it. His father’s optimism was not a fragile thing.

			“Mi hijo, we will shake out our wings like butterflies!”

			“Right.” Enrique pushed the last of the kung pao chicken around on his plate. His insides were flip-flopping uneasily. He had inherited his mother’s nervous stomach. His father, on the other hand, could have eaten the bark off a tree without ill effect.

			Papi didn’t like to talk about Mamá but he couldn’t help himself sometimes. They’d been, he said, very much in love. Enrique remembered his parents holding hands and kissing a lot and slowly dancing to boleros. Sometimes they’d recited poetry to each other on the front porch, to the amusement of their neighbors. Now on his most despairing days, Papi paced the apartment trying to change history with “if only”s. If only he’d refused to let her do those dangerous aquarium tricks; if only he’d checked the weather report that day. If only this and if only that before he collapsed tearfully in Enrique’s arms. These episodes exhausted them both and still explained nothing.

			Last week Enrique had come across a library book called The Odds. In it, the probabilities of even the most seemingly random events were mathematically calculated. The odds of dying in a taxicab, of being born a quintuplet, or with only one kidney, or a sixth finger. Everything could be reliably predicted. The book also pointed out that the smallest carelessness, a hiccup of nature, could alter a person’s life. On the day his mother died, a flock of storks, thrown off course by the strong autumn winds and looking like parasols, had landed in Colón Park, near the stage where his parents were performing. One of the storks got tangled up in an electrical cable and died at the same time as Mamá. What were the odds of that?

			At the kitchen table, Papi retold the story of Sammy Davis Jr., but Enrique was only half listening. The last thing he wanted was to start over in a new place. In photographs of Las Vegas, everybody looked old and too tanned. Plus it hardly rained there. He’d read somewhere about the one time it snowed and thirty-seven people froze to death. If he and Papi went anywhere, it should be back to Cuba, where they belonged.

			Enrique looked over at his father, happily chatting at him in Spanish. Papi was six feet tall and weighed an eighth of a ton, but he could still pass for a kid. With his broad waxy face and his babyish teeth, he would look right at home in a pair of short pants or licking a giant lollipop. For dessert, he offered Enrique a chocolate éclair, then ate the remaining three himself.

			“What do you say we go out and celebrate with an ice-cream sundae?” Papi smiled, his hair shiny under the kitchen’s single bulb. A bit of custard wobbled at the corner of his mouth.

			Enrique took a bite of his éclair. He looked out the window for a sign of the moon. There was supposed to be an eclipse tonight but he wasn’t sure exactly when. If he listened closely, he could hear the doves’ gentle clamor on the roof.

		

	
		
			Marta Claros

			It was noon and the streets were quiet. Only the doves cooed and fluttered in the tamarind tree, wings blazing in the sun. Now and then Marta Claros overheard tired voices from behind the shutters and gates. She shuffled along the familiar, roughly paved streets of her San Salvador neighborhood and spotted the orange tree at the top of the hill. It was thick with blossoms, and the sweet scent of its fruit drifted toward her in fragrant wisps. The tree grew in the yard of the nicest house around. Marta didn’t understand why everyone referred to the house as La Casa Azul when it wasn’t blue at all but a hazy white, like when the sun shone through clouds on a winter day.

			A drowsy-looking moth struggled up the hill beside her. Marta thought it might be injured and she wanted to adopt it. The moth was so tiny it wouldn’t eat much, not like the skinny dogs and kittens she’d brought home and then was forced by her mother to abandon again. Marta put down her basket of used clothing—darned socks, blouses, skirts, and pants—and held out her finger.

			“Come here, little moth,” she coaxed. At least it wasn’t a caterpillar. Caterpillars frightened her. Their miniature green horns made them look like devils. She avoided dragonflies, too, because everyone said that if you touched one, you would wake up with your eyes glued shut.

			Marta was hungry but she didn’t dare go home yet. So far today, she’d sold only two pairs of socks and a cotton blouse to the grocer’s wife. Mamá had warned her not to return until her basket was empty and her pockets chiming with coins. If only Marta could make up customers the way she made up friends, like Caridad and Tomasina, who played with her whenever she wanted and didn’t cheat at games the way her real cousins did.

			She imagined her ideal customer: a fine lady with lace gloves and a wide-brimmed hat to protect her from the sun. The lady would live in a house by herself and invite Marta in for cookies and a glass of horchata. Then she would read aloud the way her teacher had read to the class, not to learn anything but just to hear a good story. The hour would unravel slowly, like a piece of frayed cloth. After Marta had a second helping of cookies, politely leaving a few crumbs on her plate, the lady would ask her: How much for your entire basket of clothes?

			Recently, Marta had quit first grade (at nine she’d been the oldest in her class) because her mother needed help. Mamá was pregnant again and wanted Marta back on the streets selling used clothes—“barely worn” was what she was instructed to tell potential customers. Mamá had lost three babies in the past two years and didn’t want to risk losing another. The one baby who’d survived lived only four days, his bones soft as clay. Then he got diarrhea, and his forehead sunk in, and he didn’t cry anymore.

			Shortly after Marta left school, her teacher came to their house wearing a flowered dress and white sandals. She tried to convince Mamá to keep our Martita in school, at least until she finished learning how to read. (Marta loved the way Señorita Dora said our Martita, as if Marta belonged to both of them.) Señorita Dora said that Marta had attended school for barely a year, and for a bright girl like her that wasn’t nearly enough.

			It was a shame, too, because Marta was finally figuring out the alphabet and running the letters together to form words. P-a-l-o-m-a-s. Doves. It seemed a miracle to her that entire stories were trapped in those haphazard scratches of black, stories that the best readers in the class could recite at the top of their lungs. The only thing she didn’t understand was why the words in the books didn’t sound the way real people talked.

			“Will you pay for my daughter’s food and her medicine when she’s sick?” Mamá asked the teacher in a rude tone that embarrassed Marta. Señorita Dora remained silent. “Ah, just as I thought. Then this is none of your concern.” The conversation ended there.

			“Daydreaming again?” a lilting voice rang out.

			It was Esperanza Núñez, coming down the street with a straw basket on her hip. Esperanza peddled ladies’ underwear door-to-door, mostly to rich housewives who bought her fancy panties and baby doll pajamas. She said that her customers must be putas in bed, judging by their purchases. Lately, all they wanted were items imported from France that cost three times as much as the local products. Marta wondered how far away France was and why they made better underwear than the people right here in El Salvador.

			Esperanza leaned forward and Marta glimpsed in her basket a tantalizing array of silk and lace underthings—scanty red and black pieces with minute hooks and ribbons that gave off an unfamiliar perfume. Could women go to the bathroom wearing all that?

			A mariachi band blared mechanically from a radio, playing the theme song to a popular novela. Esperanza and her mother and every woman they knew listened to the radio show Amor Perdido at seven o’clock. It was about a spoiled, rich girl named Genovesa de Navarre, who, against the will of her family, snuck around with a tinsmith named Ambrosio Peón.

			“What does it mean when your heart dries out?” Marta blurted out. Mamá had said this at breakfast while reheating tortillas and beans. For a heart to dry out, this must be a terrible thing.

			“It means,” Esperanza began, sad like Mamá, “that sometimes a woman has to learn how to pretend love.”

			But how could anyone pretend that? Maybe it was like pretending you weren’t hungry when you really were. Marta wanted to ask Esperanza more questions but she kept her mouth shut. When people thought she wasn’t so curious, they spoke more freely in front of her. Tía Matilde, the kindest and prettiest of her aunts, told Marta that sometimes a person had to chew on the truth like a tough piece of meat to get any satisfaction.

			Now that she wasn’t in school, Marta would have to learn everything by herself. Like why canaries sang and other birds didn’t and could they all talk to each other. Or why her stepfather hit Mamá so hard that she had to buy face powder on credit to cover the bruises.

			Esperanza climbed the hill and rang the bell of La Casa Azul. It took forever for the iron gate to open. A plump woman appeared. Her eyes looked enormous, like a cow’s, with thick fringes of lashes. She wore a sleeveless nightgown with a collar of feathers. If Marta had seen her after dark she might have thought the woman was an angel, or a snowy owl (there was a picture of one at school), or the foamy edge of a wave.

			The sun felt hot on her head. If she didn’t get in the shade soon, the sun could burn a hole in her skull and the words and ideas accumulating inside might leak out. Marta settled the basket of clothes on her head and started down the hill. A breath of wind stirred the hibiscus. She looked over her shoulder and saw Esperanza offering a glossy black brassiere, like a baby vulture, to the woman in white.

			[image: image]

			That afternoon, Marta went to her First Communion class at Holy Trinity Church. Sister Concepción only had to repeat a prayer twice for Marta to know it by heart. It was as if each word had its place in a procession, like the prancing horses in the Easter parade. In two Sundays she would walk down the aisle in her starched dress and veil, a bride of Christ, ready to receive His body.

			The church was downtown, not far from her brother’s tree. Evaristo had run away from home two months ago. After living in alleys and sleeping at the zoo (he liked the sloths and jungle monkeys best), he decided to move into an enormous coral tree near the Plaza Barrios. If Marta wanted to speak to him, she had to hoist herself up limb by limb and join him in the tree’s uppermost branches. He’d wedged a wooden platform there and hung a scrap of plastic for a roof. It was a miracle he didn’t fall and break his neck. Evaristo was stubborn, though. He’d suffered many thrashings from their mother but left the house after just one beating from their stepfather.

			Marta brought her brother tortillas and beans wrapped in a banana leaf along with a tomato she’d stolen from Mamá’s kitchen. She charged her customers a few extra cents in order to buy Evaristo treats. Once she brought him a chicken tamale with chili peppers, another time a slice of day-old marquesote that she got for next to nothing from the bakery around the corner. Evaristo loved lemon ice cones but it was impossible to carry these up to him in his tree.

			“My Communion is in ten days, hermanito. I want you to come.”

			A river of sparrows noisily flowed above them. Her brother turned toward the mountains, encircled with ash-colored clouds. From his perch, he saw many things: two purse snatchings; a prostitute servicing a customer in the heliotropes (her sour milk scent drifted up to him in his tree); a group of protesting students rounded up by the police.

			“Primero Dios,” Marta begged him. “You must forgive our stepfather, Evaristo. Remember our Lord’s great sacrifice.” She liked to repeat, word for word, what Sister Concepción said. This way her tongue wouldn’t trip on sins by mistake. If Marta didn’t know her brother so well, she would think that it was shame and not anger turning his skin pink.

			“Why don’t we work together?” She tried to sound encouraging. Marta knew that Evaristo shined shoes now and then. Once she saw him crossing La Avenida Independencia with his battered kit; another time polishing a businessman’s boots outside La Mariposa, the famous steak restaurant. She didn’t let on, though. Her brother was proud. Pride, too, she’d learned, was a sin.

			“If you don’t help me, who will? Maybe we could make paper flowers. I know where I can get some spine glue very cheap. Or we could sell oranges or brooms, it doesn’t matter.”

			Evaristo looked away.

			“Mamá’s getting really big.” Marta tried changing the subject. “I’m hoping it’s a girl this time.” Their mother’s stomach was flatter than during her other pregnancies. Everyone knew that a high, round stomach meant a boy and a flat, wide one meant a girl. It seemed to Marta that their mother was happiest when she was expecting a child, as if her live children meant less to her.

			She remembered Evaristo slipping out like a bloody tadpole from between Mamá’s legs. He’d weighed barely three pounds and had sores on his head that looked like mosquito bites. “This one has a taste for death,” the midwife said. She let Marta watch so that she wouldn’t be afraid when her own time came. They were living outside San Vicente then, with their real father. The next morning, Papá left to find work in Honduras and never returned.

			Everyone told Marta not to get too attached to her baby brother because he wouldn’t live long. No amount of rubbing alcohol or guarumo leaves would stop his fevers. The village women were making his angel wings—better to pray for death than let a sick baby suffer—when Evaristo unexpectedly recovered. Mamá didn’t report his birth at first, still convinced that he would die. Then she had to lie to the local officials about his birth date to avoid the five-colón fine.

			Evaristo almost died again when he was two years old. They’d been walking along the muddy riverbank near their family’s ranchito when he slipped and fell into the water. Down, down, down he sank, his eyes wide open, transfixed by the weeds and shiny fish. When he finally rose to the surface, Marta managed to pull him to shore by his hair. She carried him slung on her back like a sack of beans and staggered all the way home. That night, Evaristo woke up stinking of the camphor-coated banana leaves that covered him from head to toe.

			“I miss you,” Marta said, reaching for her brother’s hand. It was dirty and calloused but he allowed her to hold it. She petted his knuckles, soothing him like she did their mother’s chickens. At home the birds were everywhere, pecking through the rooms and the cement patio where the washing and cooking got done. Mamá let the chickens sleep in her hammock and had taken to raising a baby turkey in a woolen hat.

			“Look at this,” Marta said, pulling a pink plastic rosary from her pocket. “I won this for reciting the Hail Mary ten times without making a single mistake.”

			Evaristo took the rosary and examined it closely, fingering the edge of the crucifix. Marta swallowed hard. She felt something sticking in her throat, small and sharp as a hook. Long ago her father had hanged a rabid dog from their mango tree in the countryside so that the disease would float to heaven. Why was she thinking of this right now?

			“I’ve been praying a lot to the Virgins lately,” Marta said, coughing a little. “La María Auxiliadora. La Señora del Perpetuo Socorro. La Virgen del Carmen. I mean, I know they’re the same, they’re all one Virgin. But I like hearing their different stories, how they appeared to ordinary people in their villages.”

			“Do you think the Virgin could visit us?” Evaristo asked, his head resting on his knees.

			“Maybe.”

			“Sometimes at night, I feel like there’s somebody next to me.”

			“Do you think it could be her?”

			“No creo. It’s probably just some bird.”

			Why did people make such a fuss about virgins, anyway? Not the Virgin Mary, but regular women. In their own family, scandals erupted over women whose “pitchers” were discovered broken on their wedding nights. Tía Matilde had told her the story of poor Luz, whose husband marched her back to her parents the night of her wedding. He’d beaten the truth out of her: that the one who’d gotten to her first was the parish priest. Of course, Luz was to blame no matter which picaflor had trapped her. She left her parents’ house in disgrace and nobody knew what became of her.

			“Don’t you miss listening to the radio?” Marta knew her brother was fond of sentimental rancheras, especially the one called “Look How My Heart Beats for You,” although he would rather die than admit this.

			“I have my birds.” Evaristo pointed to a solitaire, whistling its lonely fuiii fuiii on a nearby branch. He told Marta that solitaires liked to admire their reflections and drank water from street puddles, like dogs.

			A part of her secretly liked that Evaristo didn’t live like everyone else. None of her friends had a brother who lived in a tree. But she feared that he might fall prey to the Cipitío or the cadejos or other goblins, unprotected as he was among the leaves. And what about La Siguanaba, with her frozen skin and hairy hand, who looked to grab boys by their nipples?

			Marta watched two garrobo lizards chase each other around the trunk of the tree. In lean times people roasted the lizards, skewering them on sticks. Everyone swore that if you closed your eyes, the lizards tasted like chicken.

			“Okay, I’ll go with you for a while,” Evaristo said, giving her back the rosary and shimmying down the tree. “Did you hear about that mechanic in Soyapango?”

			How did her brother get the latest news? The night before, a friend of their uncle’s was hacked to pieces by drunks with machetes in the center of town. Was it bad luck or God’s will? This was the family argument whenever anybody died unexpectedly. Tía Patricia had lost two husbands in five years. Now everyone whispered that she was one of those white-spleened women who caused the violent deaths of their men.

			“Do you know Jacinto López, the boy who sells firewood?” Marta blushed, linking her arm with her brother’s.

			“Is he bothering you?” Evaristo demanded.

			Marta was pleased. If it came down to it, her brother would defend her. “He’s declared his love for me.”

			“Do you like him then?”

			“Not so much.”

			Marta enjoyed talking to Jacinto, though. He was smart and funny and he snuck into movies without paying. Afterward he told her the plots of the American westerns, playing out every scene. He was so good at dying that Marta often mistook his acting for reality. But Jacinto was too scrawny, like a stick in one of his firewood bundles. She preferred big, tall men like her father. Evaristo was spindly but he would probably grow as big as Papá one day.

			“So where do you go when it rains?” Marta asked.

			“Nowhere special.”

			Marta didn’t stay much drier at home. The water seeped through the tin roof, which was patched here and there with wads of plastic. Marta stored her Communion dress (her cousin Erlinda’s secondhand one) in her mother’s cardboard suitcase to keep it dry.

			“You know
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