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Dedication

For Maria Cardona, who is τύχη




Epigraph


I remember when living was dangerous, but we felt alive.

I remember when taking hormones was suicide.

I remember when lipsticks and semen tasted of cotton candy.

I remember when we were a fire flaming out of control.

I remember when we were happy. I remember when we could be heroes.

I remember when we turned into sheep to be flesh for the hunters.

I remember when I didn’t want to die. Technically I’m already dead.

ROBERTA MARRERO
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THE FALLEN ANGEL

I saw a whole generation of boys fall like irredeemable angels. Teenagers with gray skin and missing teeth, reeking of ammonia and urine. Their foreshortened figures flanked the exit to the San Blas metro station on Calle Amposta and the small meadows of Parque El Paraíso, like Mantegna’s Christs. Covered in needles like Saint Sebastian. Sitting or sprawled out any which way. Barely moving, slow and syncopated like broken dolls. With the sublime smile of the crucified. Defenseless but already floating in places where nothing could touch them. I saw them sprout and slacken before finally reaching stillness and decomposing in the mud that collected in our neighborhood that, despite its holy namesake, remained utterly godforsaken.

The first time I fell in love it was with one of those angels. He came flying from the window of his parents’ apartment, which was right above our 375-square-foot ground-floor place, a hypodermic needle planted in his foot. My neighbor Efrén. He wound up dead on the street, half naked, in front of my door. I wasn’t yet six years old, I wore a patch on one eye, and I stuttered. I think it was his mother’s wailing that alerted the other inhabitants of our building, three floors with no entryway, just stairs on the outside. We got there before the police, who took their time responding to any call from our neighborhood, San Blas. To them, to every authority, he was just another dead junkie, the son of some woman dog-tired from mopping stairwells, the apple of her eye who’d probably already ransacked her home numerous times to shoot up more smack.

The truth is, I don’t remember Efrén alive. I only have the image I was able to steal from between the legs of my mother and my neighbor Lola with the only eye I had, as if peering through a peephole. The mothers in my neighborhood didn’t embrace their dead children like the virgins in Renaissance pietàs did. Instead, they hunched over their bodies, screaming, hair wild, eyes swollen, drooling. Shielding their babies best they could, covering them like desperate beasts, calling out to them until they lost their voice there on the sidewalk, as their nails gouged their flesh, departing with them somehow.

Those cries of “No, not my boy!”—if you’ve heard them—never leave you. They remain in the sound files of your memory like death knells, forcing you to shake your head to exorcise them.

Efrén was gorgeous, and the abyss was kind to his gentle features that had yet to reach manhood. An overdose carried him off to the other side. He hadn’t been hooked long, and heroin had scarcely begun to mold his face, just tinged his skin ashen. It was the first time I wanted to kiss anyone. His body was sprawled before a scrawny garden that grew in front of our building, right below one of the entrance arches badly covered by half-dry flowers and ivy veins that barely enshrouded the crude wire structure. In spite of it all, death had chosen a botanical frame with a certain gritty art nouveau flair for Efrén. His mouth was slightly agape and his lips fleshy, not yet withdrawn; his hair was messy and his eyelids somewhere between wakefulness and sleep. If it’s possible for a five-year-old to fall in love, then my love poured completely onto that tragic wreck. My inner life unfurled over that still frame of pain and misery, projecting myself floating, translucent above that corpse, kissing him with the lightness of beings that do not exist, not trying to wake him from his lethargy, not so he would kiss me back. I simply yearned with my entire soul to kiss something so lovely and helpless. Something that seemed fallen from heaven, left like an ex-voto on my doorstep. Something that, amid the sound and fury of drooling mothers and fathers who covered their mouths to repress their sobs, I somehow understood belonged to me.




THE WITCH AT THE END OF MY STREET

The Wig was super short, thin as a rake, and wrinkled in such a way that as she stirred, she seemed to be interrupting some inexorable mummification. She was always old. She was made up like a caricature of an old lady, with blue eyeshadow, black liner, red lips, and a perfectly cracked foundation of Mona-Lisa-potato-colored skin. She smelled like dead flowers forgotten in a drawer and constantly whispered a string of unintelligible words under her breath, like a secret prayer laced with poison. The poison had to do with her surly, mocking gaze. Her seriousness wasn’t the judgmental kind, but rather, the type that presaged a hearty laugh, as if every time she looked at someone, an embarrassing secret about them was revealed to her.

She lived alone at the end of the street, a row of three-story redbrick apartment buildings with concrete stairs at the front. That architectural motif repeated throughout the entire neighborhood, occasionally interrupted by some battered lot flush with broken glass, scraps of aluminum foil, needles, and abandoned building materials. If we could’ve spied the pavement from above, those gaps in the rows of apartment buildings must have made it look like diseased gums where enormous teeth had been yanked out with no apparent logic, leaving behind an incurable infection and lumpy holes. Besides the park and the housing itself, the rest was dumping grounds, empty lots where the neighborhood kids played and—when they were old enough to shoot up—where they went to die. We grew up like that: generations of working-class kids dreaming up whole worlds in the very same plots that one day might become our final resting places.

The garden didn’t reach The Wig’s corner. The view from her ground-floor apartment (if she’d ever pulled up the green blinds that covered her window day and night) was of garbage cans.

Our buildings were part of a large Francoist housing development built in the fifties, dubbed the Great San Blas. The former name, Cow Ridge, must’ve stunk of sweat and shit to the fascist authorities. Meanwhile, the debt collectors who combed door-to-door referred to it as “the motherless neighborhood” because they were usually greeted by children who should’ve been at school. It hadn’t occurred to the visionaries of the regime that more than thirty thousand families would expect schools nearby for their kids, and it was years before that need was met. Along with the need for running water and for shops. Workers were never treated by Franco’s regime as anything more than pack mules—to be herded into the city’s outskirts. This generated a class consciousness in the neighborhood that later authorities—during the transition to democracy following Franco’s death—conspired to weed out with jabs of heroin so cheap, they were practically free. In the late seventies and eighties, drugs were the last manifestation of summary executions for dissidents, employed by an old regime that had found a way to survive.

There were four things the neighborhood said about The Wig: that she’d worked in the black market up in the mountain caves; that she was quite a competent witch; that casting spells had left her bald; and that it was best to avoid her or, failing that, to treat her with extreme caution if you had no choice but to share a landing or the line at the produce market with her. It was hard to not gawk at the very curly, exceedingly shoddy synthetic hairpiece that graced her head. But you had to find a way. The Wig was not just her nickname, it was also a trigger for her maliciousness, and it was not in your best interests to provoke her.

It drove me wild to run into her and deeply inhale her scent; it was like snorting moths. I knew I was supposed to fear her, but I was moved by her appearance, her irregular, trembling strokes of eyeliner, her sloppy lipstick application. It reminded me of my own clandestine makeup sessions, the cosmetics hastily applied in my grandmother’s bathroom by the hand of a five-year-old not particularly gifted with a brush.

My baby steps into cross-dressing were a four-foot quick-change artist’s imitation of an old witch who peddled secondhand goods and smelled like a funeral home.

The men in my neighborhood truly feared her. Rugged factory laborers, construction workers, waiters, vendors, scrap collectors, folks who did what they could to get by—all alike would lower their gaze and mumble “Good afternoon” to her like kids addressing a priest in the years following the civil war. It was comical, actually, to see them with their chests peeking out of half-buttoned shirts, passing her on their way to the bar after back-breaking workdays, intimidated by a woman who seemed so fragile.

Hardly anyone could even remember her real name. And while everyone knew her nickname, it was never spoken in her presence, not just because it was cruel and spiteful but mostly out of a fear of her reaction. Everyone addressed her as “ma’am.”

Once, two women who lived on the same street as The Wig, both of them pregnant, went for a walk to relieve the swelling that comes with carrying a child during a particularly sweltering summer. One of them had suffered circulation problems in her legs since she was a girl, and had to walk to alleviate the swelling of the purple floaties on her ankles. The two young women had made a habit of strolling together in the evenings, chatting about the news and routines of their pregnancies, fears, dreams, and the latest gossip. In a neighborhood where everybody knew everybody else, there was always some rumor or other, and an eager audience for scuttlebutt.

The woman with the purply legs usually harped on about her dream of a matador son who would buy her a big house “like the radio said El Cordobés bought for his mother.” The other, slightly younger, envisioned a very handsome son, “kinda blond, with light eyes,” she would say.

They had just started out on their walk when they saw The Wig approaching from the far end of the street and, exploiting the distance, quickly heaped on their lazy, cruel jokes about the old woman’s looks.

“Stop, stop, I’m gonna piss my pants,” pleaded the one with the swollen feet to her younger counterpart, who employed a quick imagination and a viper’s tongue. They were both young, in their early twenties, and reveling in all the cruelty youth is capable of. Which is a lot. Regrets and restraint come with decrepitude, as does selfishness, when suddenly we find ourselves on the flip side of life and acknowledge that there’s hardly an ugly thing that won’t eventually find us.

They managed to stifle their laughter and brutal razzing long before crossing paths with The Wig. When nearly by her side, both began to smile deferentially in anticipation, the proper attitude afforded an older neighbor. But they didn’t have a chance. The Wig stopped short in front of them, her little body a dead bush that seemed to take up the entire sidewalk. The pregnant women tried to say good afternoon, but the words caught in their throats like acid reflux. Most likely, their instinct was to bring their hands to their bellies. The old lady’s gaze—present and absent at the same time—radiated something that could wither everything in its path, be it flowers, joys, or placentas. Then The Wig leisurely lifted her left hand up to the pasty hole she had for a mouth and stuck in her thumb, sucking on it with gusto, swabbing it around, savoring it with loud slurps, all while keeping her eyes glued on the two women. For them, time had stopped. They embodied a low-frequency but paralyzing fear underscored by a vast discomfort and helplessness. Once The Wig had her thumb well lathered in saliva, she calmly brought it straight from her mouth to the cheek of one of the pregnant women. The one with the viper’s tongue. The one who dreamed of a handsome, gorgeous son. Kinda blond, with light eyes.

She couldn’t dodge the thumb; she had no time to react. The old lady traced a straight line of spittle from the cheekbone to nearly the chin of that young face plump with pregnancy, declaring loudly, and with a lizard’s voice: “Monkey.”

I barely knew Damián. He and his mother rarely left the house, and when they did, he was always covered up and obscured by a stroller hood. People said he couldn’t walk and suffered a skin affliction that made exposure to the sun lethal. He didn’t speak. He died of a stroke at the age of six, lying on a couch at home, watching television. When they arrived to pick up his corpse, his mother placed a handkerchief over his little hairy face so they wouldn’t tease him on his way to the morgue.

My mother’s circulatory problems cleared up, and instead of a matador, she gave birth to a trans daughter who still has yet to buy her a big house.




SAY MY NAME

You discover that you’ll end up becoming a woman from the examples that surround you; from your thirst for role models; from your need to take part in the legacy, the inheritance some women bequeath to others, of which men know nothing.

It was a bad idea to press your luck with The Wig. That tiny lady exuded power from every one of her stretched seams. Of course, I spoke to her as soon as I got the chance. It’s not that I expected to acquire the ability to ruin pregnancies or other terrible powers. Or maybe I did. But I understood that there was something encircling her, something that caused her to be rejected, and it made me very sad. I pictured her doing her makeup each morning with the clumsiness of someone whose nervous system is no longer entirely her own, someone who already has ceded a part of her anatomy and abilities to the darkness to come. Even still, she never missed an appointment with that mask, just as I never missed the construction of mine every morning. The difference was that hers, at some point, must have exuded power and beauty, even though now it was in shambles. If we had known how to look, surely the shadow of her splendor was still there, but the ability to see it eluded us. My mask was one to hide behind, a mask of shame and fear, something I shouldn’t have needed, or even known existed, at that age.

That was why I had to speak to her, because there was some inheritance, however meager, that I needed from her, so I could continue constructing the woman I would become.

I was a clever girl, a closeted queer, a stutterer, chubby, with a patch covering my left eye and oversized glasses. The aura I gave off was the antithesis of an unruly, disobedient child, and I didn’t seem to harbor the innocent cruelty of most children. When adults looked me up and down, they either felt amused or a slight twinge of pity. I reminded them how athletic and poised their own children were; that reassured them. My presence was calming to grown-ups, except for those truly mean ones. I realized that and learned to use it to my advantage. I was capable of thinking in ruthless terms. The awareness that you need a closet to hide in makes you a very adept player of the game of truth and lies, shrewd about what you reveal and what you conceal.

I waited to stage a chance encounter, doodling on the lower stairs with a piece of brick. The Wig passed my house at least four times a day on her mysterious walks, lugging very full plastic bags.

“I know the names of all the ladies on this street.”

I delivered it in the voice of a little girl imitating an even smaller girl, because you also learn how to be a bona fide devious daughter of a bitch when you apply makeup in secret and dance to Raffaella Carrà and Bonnie Tyler songs in your room, knowing it all points to the fact that you are destined for a complicated life.

“Oh, really?” the old woman responded, choking on the dryness of her own throat, so unaccustomed to speaking aloud except for curses.

“Yes. Señora Lola, Señora Paca, Señora Luisa, Señora Amparo, Señora Mercedes, Señora Pascuala …”

That was how the list sounded in my head, but in reality, I had tripped on the first “Señora,” since every “S” is a wart on a stutterer’s tongue.

“Speak properly!” she scolded, no longer choking. With just two words, she’d warmed up that esparto grass throat of hers. She declared it sternly but not cruelly. Like giving an order. And it worked. I chanted the list of ladies on my street like a Hail Mary and was tempted to continue, to list the entire catalogue of martyrs, if I’d known it, just to hear myself speak without a stutter.

“And what about me? Don’t I live on this street?” More than irate, she seemed amused by her own interjection.

That was when I, starry-eyed, sprung the subtle trap I had set. With the gestures of a wounded fawn, a dose of smugness, and dead-easy lure, I was going to find out her name. Knowing a witch’s name isn’t like learning a demon’s; you can’t wield it to control them or invoke them, but you can address them familiarly, and it’s never a bad idea to have a witch in your back pocket. It was in my best interest to use this occasion to earn The Wig’s trust by knowing how to address her properly.

I was expecting her to have a mysterious name, like an ancient Roman or fairy-tale sorceress, Grimelda, Morgana, Salustia, I don’t know, some word with three syllables that involved guttural, dental sounds that crunch inside your mouth.

“My name is María.”

At least it had three syllables.

“My name is Aaaa … Aaa …”

Open vowels are closed valves in stutterers’ throats. Her spell had worn off.

“I know your name. I’ve known your mother since she was a little girl. And your father since he sold sweet buñuelos in the park on a tray bigger than him. And your grandparents. Didn’t they ever tell you my name?”

She prodded with surgical transparency; there was no mistaking it. She had moved her dialectical bishop to the very same square where my discursive king sat. She was the one who had set a trap for me. I had to make up a lie or an excuse quickly before I pissed my pants in shame.

But, whatever the reason, it seemed that, when I’d gotten up that morning, I’d chosen the path of violence. I was surprised to hear myself expose a truth not even the shadiest guys in the neighborhood dared say in front of that woman. There should be no lies between us, so I just blurted it out.

“The Wig. They always call you The Wig.” If she was going to carpet my guts in ivy with some fast-acting evil eye, I preferred to go down in a blaze of pluck and personality.

She looked at me from that paralysis of dead tissue encasing her. Simultaneously present and absent. Like the gaze of a mounted head on a hunter’s wall. With the animosity and glassy patience of someone waiting on the other side of life’s veil and who, despite her weakness on this plane, holds sway in the great beyond, her spectral existence dominating almost entirely.

“Ah, The Wig,” she said from that great distance.

If that wasn’t the beginning of the slowest roar of laughter in the history of the world, at least it seemed eternal to me. It was like watching the bark on a particularly rough pine tree change attitude. I ended up joining in. We passed the contagious laughter back and forth for a good long while, until someone paused for a moment to contemplate the scene. A little kid scarcely more than a baby (and not very pretty) and a grotesque old woman who were having a ball, for some reason only the two of them understood. In that moment, Doña María didn’t seem sinister to me, not in the slightest. When we laugh wholeheartedly, we inhabit no age. We do it in exactly the same way throughout our lives, and in our cackling expressions, you can glimpse both the little girls we once were and the old ladies we will become.

In that inconsequential instant, very few things separated us. I hadn’t been mistaken in my choice of role model, even if this was the end and we never spoke again. Women who live the way they want, who age on their own terms and wear their lives etched into their faces, are treated with pathos and mockery because they are feared.

“Go on now, hurry inside, it’s getting late. And tell your parents to take that thing off your eye.”

“It’s lazy and it wanders.”

“It’s your left eye; that eye is never wrong. If it looks in a different direction from the other, heed it. It’s telling you to see something.”

I thought about informing her that it was just a slight malformation of the ocular nerve that was easily corrected. I loved medical jargon and was very curious, so I had carefully memorized what was going on with my eye to explain it whenever I got the chance. The way I memorized everything. I decided I shouldn’t overwhelm Señora María after the laugh we’d shared. If I hoped to become a grande dame, I had to know when to let things go. After all, she’d just spared my life and been kind enough to cast a spell so I could speak a few phrases without stumbling. So all I said was: “You smell really good, Señora María.”

“Don’t lay it on too thick.”

Her words cracked like a whip, and she was already walking off, her back to me, resuming her pilgrimage to the park. As if our moment of complicity had never happened. I saw her soon disappear, moving quickly despite being weighed down by plastic bags full of God-knows-what. Surely not bread crumbs. I couldn’t imagine her feeding the birds. More likely she was burying their crunchy carcasses beneath the black poplars on Avenida de Arcentales or under the pines in Parque El Paraíso.




BLUEBEARD LIVES ON THE GROUND-FLOOR LEFT

TÉH TÉH TÉH TÉH TÉH TÉH …”

“That poor Gema, what a day she’s been having. She’s driving me nuts. Loud téh-téh-téhs since four in the morning. Your father got up an hour earlier because there was no way to keep sleeping. That poor girl, it’s agony, such a shame …”

My mother was brewing coffee in the kitchen, so cramped only she could fit inside, while also stripping green beans and peeling potatoes. I watched her from a chair in the living room, my feet dangling.

Gema was a daughter of our neighbors directly across the hall. Each floor in our building housed two units, starting with the ground floor, whose doors, including ours and theirs, opened onto the street. On the upper floors they opened onto an exterior landing for the stairs. I had only ever spied Gema through a tiny little window that overlooked the backlot, a concrete expanse covered in garbage, rats, and needles. Here some neighborhood boys occasionally played soccer, but it was mostly occupied by junkies, who had once played soccer there not long ago, to shoot up and sail away on the effects of the heroin, floating on that filthy surface like tar lily pads. That window was the only one Gema had in the room where her parents imprisoned her. She was older than twenty-five but she’d never seen anything more of the world than a tiny space opening onto nothing. Or at least, she’d ceased to belong to the world prematurely, as soon as her father, Aurelio, gauged that she would suit his repulsive, brutal sexual needs.

It was as simple as that. One day he made the decision to lock her up, and the world continued spinning as it always had. As an obsessive reader of stories, myths, and legends, I saw Gema—because of her loneliness, her long red hair, the silence enveloping her and her helplessness—as Lady Godiva. Ever since I could reason, and as a girl compelled to learn how to dwell in two realities because I had two lives, I would situate the women around me in fantasy spaces where nothing could touch them and where I would wander adrift, imagining stories woven in golden thread. I would see Aphrodites, Circes, Nimues, and Elaines of Astolat at the 28 bus stop, on the platform of the Simancas metro station, or waiting in line at Señor Lucas’s butcher shop. Sometimes I would stroke the hair of some of these strangers if they were in reach, sitting in front of my mother and me on public transport. I would twirl an errant lock around my index finger as if making a corkscrew curl, which seemed to me a laconic fairy-tale gesture, like Nereids combing each other’s hair, and the women, when they realized, were often amused. My mother was always having to apologize for that habit of mine. Many nights I would fall
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