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Dedication

In memory of Juan Cañadas




Epigraph

País mío no existes

sólo eres una mala silueta mía

una palabra que le creí al enemigo

ROQUE DALTON, “EL GRAN DESPECHO”

I was in love, then, with monsters and skeletons and circuses and carnivals and dinosaurs and, at last, the red planet, Mars.

RAY BRADBURY, ZEN IN THE ART OF WRITING
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An Alternate History of El Salvador or Perhaps the World

THE SPANISH SHIPS LEAVE THEIR DOCKS, but there is no crash landing, no savior knocking at the isthmus’s shore—only civilization as it was and continues to be. A tempest thrashes La Niña around as men fall off her side in a choir of shrieks and prayers. An empire-size wave swells and crashes down on La Pinta, splintering the cork-oak frame and pine planks. The Santa Maria sinks, full of salty-sweet water, until it sits on the ocean floor. Bottom-feeders nibble on dead Spaniards’ skin.

Another attempt, decades later. This is how the story goes: Thousands of Pipil stand before the Spanish soldiers with spears in their hands, obsidian blades pointed toward the rain clouds as they prepare for a battle that will determine who stays and who leaves this land they know as Cuscatlán or San Salvador; one name Spanish, one name true. The Spanish are on horses, the Pipil on foot, and the air soon fills with the sound of gunfire and screams, the battlefield soaked in gunpowder and horse blood.

The Pipil soldiers find themselves on the precipice of defeat. Enslavement is almost guaranteed. Their skin branded with a red-hot iron, their bodies shipped to a land other than this. They fight, though their cotton-armor is soaked and heavy. Outmanned, losing men by the second, they continue swinging and jabbing. Mud makes their dark skin darker.

Then the clouds shift. The rain intensifies, each droplet expanding into a heavy orb. In the deluge, a Pipil soldier sees an opening and lunges forward. The Spanish army commander’s hair sticks to his forehead as he falls from his horse, pierced in the side by a spear tip. He tumbles into the quagmire, and his blood mixes with brown water. If he doesn’t die there, an infection will inevitably kill him.

The Pipil win the battle, and the Spanish never return. 1524 marks a continuation. The year signifies neither murderous start nor massacred end.

Onward, forevermore. The coast is quiet. Death is just a part of the rainforest’s life cycle, a cosmic part of Earth’s give-and-take. There is no war, no aftermath, no nation. No blood or sweat or singed skin in the dirt.




He Eats His Own

EVERY MORNING, AT 8:05 A.M., Neto pulled out his white plastic cutting board and placed one fresh mango on it. As if conducting an autopsy, he placed the tip of the knife at the top and made a slow, deliberate incision down to the base of the fruit. He repeated the action five times, cutting around the seed until he ended up with six perfect slices. Neto picked each one up by the skin, careful to avoid touching the soft yellow flesh, and dropped it into a bowl he’d pulled from above the counter.

Then he washed the cutting board in the sink, dried it with a freshly pressed dishrag, and put it away, out of sight. Neto’s kitchen was spotless, everything hidden in the cabinets above the marble counter. It was the opposite of the clutter his parents kept at their home when he was growing up, the kind that accumulates when ghosts from the third world prevent you from throwing anything away.

Around 4:30 P.M., Tomas climbed down from Neto’s mango tree slowly, careful not to disturb a single leaf. He’d broken a branch once, sending three mangoes toppling to the ground, and received a beating that left him sore and with a scar that never quite went away. Tomas clutched the day’s harvest close to his chest, secured the padlock on the corrugated metal fence protecting the tree, and ran down the trail leading back to his home.

The brick-wall, dirt-floor home his family lived in had two dining tables. The first was a rectangular table with chipped black paint. This is where they ate dinner. The second was mahogany, covered with a plastic sheet that was easy to disinfect. This was where the mangoes went.

Tomas’s tiny hands held the bag wide open for his mother. Round and round she turned each mango, inspecting every bit of its reddish orange skin. If the mango was imperfect, she’d throw it into the red basket at the foot of the table, her frustration growing with each toss. They needed ten impeccable mangoes. Tomas’s favorites were the mangoes with wormholes because Mami would cut out the ugly bits and let him eat the rest. At high season, he’d sneak fresh ones, even though his parents and cousin forbade it. No one would find the pit in the brush that lined the path to the mango tree.

That afternoon, Tomas brought home a perfect batch; no worms, bruises, or unwanted holes left by hungry birds. Each mango was firm but would be perfectly ripe when they arrived at their destination. Delicately, as if handling diamonds, Mami took each mango and put it in the crate. A cushion padded the bottom, and the sides were lined with felt. She packed the mangoes close together, placing folded rags between them to ensure they wouldn’t shift in transit.

At 10:30 P.M., Papi carried the crate into the passenger seat of his 2001 Toyota Camry, as he did every night. His shoulders, carefully shaped by hours of farmwork, peeked out from his thin white tank top. Tomas watched his muscles flex and relax like the bubbling creek he crossed on the way to Neto’s mango tree. Papi turned on the ignition and made the seventy-five-minute drive from Guazapa to the airport.

Instead of pulling up to the front of the terminals, where family members kissed travelers bearing cardboard boxes full of cheap clothing, Papi went to the back of the airport. In a year and a half of deliveries, he’d never brought a box with a missing or stowaway fruit. A flight attendant counted them anyway, though he profusely apologized. He didn’t doubt that Papi was a trustworthy man, but he had orders to follow.

Papi signed a contract saying he’d delivered the fruit and, shortly after, the ten mangoes were placed onto a wheelchair and pushed into the airport. By the time Papi had returned to his little home in Guazapa, the mangoes were strapped into an economy seat on a five-hour flight to Los Angeles International Airport. Neto always bought all three seats in a row, so the mangoes could travel undisturbed.

Neto’s boyfriend hated mangoes. It hadn’t always been that way, but after so many mango smoothies, meats served with a mango reduction sauce, and unevenly chopped pieces of mango in his salads, the mere sight of the fruit angered Steven. Once, at the Whole Foods that had replaced a shop specializing in Central American imports, he purposefully knocked over a stack of boxed mangoes. It was all caught on camera and the manager forced him to pay for everything under the threat of arrest, which made Steven despise mangoes even more.

He would never tell Neto how deeply his hatred went. When he admitted he was getting sick of mangoes, Neto had been incredibly understanding, cutting back on the flavor whenever he cooked for them. But still, the fruit’s mere presence bothered Steven, so much so that he changed his work schedule to leave their apartment before Neto got back from the airport. He couldn’t stand the sight of Neto cutting up his breakfast.

Still, he loved Neto for many reasons. Neto was generous with his time and attention, a generosity he extended to Steven and his own parents in equal measure. They’d met a decade earlier, before either of them lived in Los Angeles, at one of those fancy northeastern universities where tuition was higher than the national median income. Neto came from modest money and Steven from nearly none, which meant that they didn’t run in the same circles: different parties, different extracurriculars, different friends. On their fifth date, they realized they’d attended the same Scarface-themed party as sophomores. It was the only social event they remembered being at together. “Impossible to believe I missed a face as handsome as yours in that crowd,” Neto had said.

They reconnected at a crummy alumni reunion put on in Orange County, organized by folks who had graduated at a time when racial slurs were still en vogue and an interracial gay relationship raised major eyebrows. As two of the youngest men there, and by far the handsomest, they slowly drifted to each other. When Neto very vaguely mentioned working in finance, Steven’s interest deflated, but then he made a quip about being as well endowed as the university, and that was enough reason for Steven feel him out a bit longer. The handsome and rich so seldom needed a personality.

A real attraction emerged from the elitist petri dish of a hotel ballroom and Neto fed it. He made time for dates with Steven, despite working arduous hours and unexpected overtime. He paid for day trips and overnight stays in Joshua Tree and Big Bear. Steven was merely smitten at first, but then fell fully in love with a man who looked at him as if there were nothing more precious in the world. When Neto asked him to move in, Steven didn’t flinch.

They’d been living together for about three months when Neto finally told Steven about his mango tree. Steven laughed at first, but by the end of the night he’d left the apartment, feigning a trip to the gym. Instead, he went to Yogurtland and filled a medium-size cup. Steven surveyed the toppings, calculating whether the kiwi chunks would be lighter than the strawberry slices, and therefore cheaper, until the sight of syrupy, congealed mango bits put him off fruit entirely. He ate plain vanilla in silence, trying to make sense of what Neto had told him.

Neto’s morning drive to LAX was perfect for organizing the loose ends of his life. He called his mother, who was recently on his ass for not keeping in touch.

“It’s been three weeks since I’ve seen you,” she said. Her filtered voice rushed out of the car speakers. She still lived in Neto’s childhood home, on a suburban street full of empty nesters. He visited as often as his work schedule allowed, but it never felt like enough, so he called her almost daily to keep her at bay. The past couple of weeks, though, the strategy was only moderately successful. “Three weeks. I’ve been counting.”

“They’re selling units in a new apartment building in the Arts District, not too far from my place,” Neto said. “It’d be easier to see each other if you didn’t live all the way out in Diamond Bar.”

She tsk-tsked and said it’d be too small. They rehashed the same conversation every couple of months. Neto was willing to buy his parents an apartment, so long as they downsized. The boxes of Christmas decorations, the extra sets of kitchenware, the bags of old hand-me-downs his mother insisted she’d eventually take to his relatives in El Salvador—all of it had to go. Neto told them to leave everything behind, and that he’d furnish the apartment with entirely new things. But his mother hated hearing that, insisting that she needed every piece of her hundred-piece nativity scene. Every box of trinkets was a treasure chest.

“Have you talked to your tia recently?” she asked, changing the subject. The boxes of mangoes arrived fine, so Neto hadn’t.

“Send her a little extra this week,” she said. “She woke up with a massive headache this morning. She won’t ask for it, but she needs money to pay for a doctor’s visit and whatever they might prescribe.”

Neto was pulling up into the airport parking lot, so he promised he would and hung up. When he’d first conceived of the scheme, a deliveryman handled the pickup, but a few weeks in, an aching anxiety set in. Neto spent the earliest hours of his day, which used to be his most productive, worrying. His mangoes were so sweet, so delicious, and he relied on them the way Steven relied on his antidepressants. The delivery took on an almost mythic quality. If he didn’t get his mangoes, everything else he’d built for himself would fall apart too. Until the doorbell rang, Neto was useless, so he began making the drive himself.

Travelers emerged from a hallway below the waiting area. As they climbed up the ramp, pushing carts full of luggage, their loved ones tried desperately to spot them. By now Neto had cataloged the kinds of hugs exchanged at the airport, hinging on three factors: relationship between the embracers, time gone without having seen each other, and gender of the involved parties. A mother who was reuniting with her son after his two-month summer trip in El Salvador would give a tight embrace, but she wouldn’t cry. She’d be smiling nonstop. A hug from a daughter who hadn’t seen her father for more than a decade—because either the visa or money wasn’t there—would be different. She’d embrace him tightly, like the mother reuniting with her son, but she’d loosen her grip much sooner, realizing that her papi was frailer, wrinklier. Both would cry. Change the daughter into a son, and only the father would let out a few well-controlled tears. Most reunions, though bittersweet, were joyous, brimming with the sort of elation Neto felt seeing Steven after a business trip.

Neto stood alone, waiting, quietly taking in the tears, embraces, laughter, and aroma of Pollo Campero that filled the terminal. When he caught sight of the flight attendant around the corner, pushing a wheelchair with a box of mangoes strapped in, he finally let his guard down. The sight softened his heart, opening it to the other airport-goers’ fervor. Relief and joy rushed him. If he could perform this man-made miracle, again and again, nothing would get in his way.

He handed the flight attendant a ten-dollar tip, hugged the box close to his chest, and made the drive home. By the time he pulled out his cutting board, he’d forgotten about sending the extra money for his aunt.

The night of Neto’s confession, before he had gotten sick of the mangoes, Steven scraped the bottom of his cup with his spoon and laid out what he’d been told.

Neto owned a mango tree in El Salvador. He’d planted it a few years ago, while he was on a trip with his parents. It was on a plot of land that belonged to his uncle. Three summers later, he returned and finally tasted one of the mangoes. They were the best mangoes he’d ever eaten. Neto smuggled a few into the United States, sliced up and hidden in a box of chocolates at the bottom of his luggage. He tried to forget about his tree for a few years, though his mouth watered for its fruit. Once he’d been made general partner at his firm, he realized that he could have the bliss he sought. He called his aunt, uncle, and cousin in Guazapa and told them his plan. He wanted them to pick mangoes daily, ensure they were the best ones on the tree at the time, and have them shipped to him on a commercial flight. It was a favor for a family member, Neto argued. And he’d give them extra cash to help cover some living expenses. They wouldn’t have to bow to the whims of the season’s harvest, like other families in their cantón.

Steven repeated the facts to himself. Neto owned a mango tree in El Salvador. He spent exorbitant amounts of money daily so he could taste its fruit from two thousand miles away.

When the mangoes stopped coming, Neto couldn’t complain. The circumstances were too tragic.

His uncle had been caught in those rogue bouts of violence that plagued so much of their bite-size country. On one of his trips to the airport, a group of men blocked the highway and stopped him. They forced him to step out of the car and roughed him around a bit before taking his cell phone and all the cash he carried with him. The box of mangoes was in the passenger seat, but the mareros ignored the precious cargo. Then they told Neto’s uncle he’d be welcome to use the road anytime he wanted, as long as he paid a toll. Shaking, but alive, he continued to the airport.

Over the course of the next month, he was stopped three more times, his anger festering with every extortion payment. On the fourth stop, he refused to hand over the five measly bills. The consequences made it into the folds of La Prensa Gráfica: fifty-year-old man found in his Camry, on the side of Autopista Comalapa, with a bullet hole in his head.

Neto wanted to go to the funeral, but it was the firm’s busiest season. He couldn’t get the time off. He watched a live stream of the procession. His uncle had been a tall man, but because no one around town had a minivan to lend for his procession, Mami and Tomas settled for a midsize SUV. The end of Papi’s coffin stuck out from the back of the car as the crowd of mourners followed it around the town’s narrow streets. Tomas and Mami trailed the makeshift hearse, followed closely by the priest and two musicians strumming and singing hymns. For the first time in a long time, they’d forgotten about Neto’s mangoes.

Neto had not. It’d been three weeks since his last shipment, and his life was already splintering. He was arguing with Steven more often. His bosses were riding his ass. Nothing tasted as delicious as his mangoes. He ate a spoonful of cereal, and the milk was sour. He tried three different grocery stores—Whole Foods, Erewhon, Sprouts—but no one’s produce compared. Nights became longer as he lay awake worrying that he’d never taste them again. If the mangoes rotted at the base of his tree in Guazapa, Neto’s carefully constructed life would disintegrate too.

Neto called to ask how he was doing, so Tomas told the truth. Without his father, he felt less safe. The cantón was lousy with dangers that certainly had existed before, but that Papi had shielded him from: drunks with machetes, thieves without morals, dark sleepless nights.

“I’m really sorry,” Neto said. “Would a distraction help?”

At his cousin’s suggestion, Tomas taught Mami to drive in a used pickup truck, one Neto paid for. Papi had taught him the basics, and after a few lessons Mami was confident enough to drive on the highway. Hopeful that the mareros wouldn’t harm a woman, and needing the money, Mami began delivering the mangoes to the airport.

Two months. That’s how long Papi had been six feet under with the bones of guerrilleros and government soldiers before misery found shelter in Tomas’s home again, as if it were a lost dog, one of those aguacateros that roam rural Salvadoran villages. Mami fell while she was putting tortillas onto the comal in the kitchen. Fifteen minutes later, once she had managed to sit up but still struggled to stand, Tomas leaned her against his small frame and walked her to the doctor.

Mami said it was heartbreak. The doctor said it was a coronary disease that would only worsen without surgery. The procedure would be expensive, and Mami didn’t trust the doctors in their rural slice of the country. She was trying to figure out a way of affording a surgeon in San Salvador when Tomas overheard her on the phone with her sister. Tomas never talked to his aunt, Neto’s mother, but he could tell the woman was trying to convince Mami to come to the United States. The doctors were better in Los Angeles. Neto could help them apply for a visa. Mami was hesitant, but by the time she hung up the phone, she’d agreed to try what her sister suggested.

“I don’t want to leave Papi here,” Tomas said.

“We carry him here,” Mami said, pressing a palm to her chest. “Always.”

Steven and Neto had only argued about the mango tree once. Steven had let his real feelings slip. It was an irresponsible use of money, especially when there were struggling nonprofits and underfunded community centers throughout the city.

“It’s hard to see you waste money like this. I know what it’s like to go without,” Steven said.

“And I don’t,” Neto conceded. “But my parents didn’t spoil me growing up. The mangoes are a luxury. It’s also a way of helping my family. Both things can be true.”

Neto didn’t want to reopen the argument, so he told half the truth: He was bringing his aunt to the United States for an operation. Neto knew how important his aunt’s calls were to his mother. She was her last connection to El Salvador, so Neto would do what he could to help. He cared for her too. If helping his aunt meant she’d be healthy enough to return to Guazapa, where she could tend to the mango tree again, that was a welcome bonus. The mangoes had just returned, reintroducing stability into his life.

Together, he and Steven researched requirements and helped his aunt fill out an application for a B-2 visa. Neto paid the fees and sent the embassy bank statements that proved he’d be able to cover the medical costs himself. The doctor had told his aunt that she had a bit of time, but that she shouldn’t wait too long before undergoing surgery. Every day that passed without a response from the embassy sent a wave of anxiety through the family. Tomas might lose his mother. Neto’s mother could lose her sister. A fresh mango greeted Neto each morning, but he worried it’d be his last.

When the visa applications were denied, Neto appealed and funneled more money into the process. Again the applications were rejected. Neto’s mother finally gave up. She stopped pestering Neto and told her son that he should just send his aunt money to cover the cost of the surgery in San Salvador. But by then Neto had adopted his mother’s worry that his tia’s best chance at survival was in Los Angeles.

There was another option. Neto could hire a coyote to guide his aunt and Tomas across three treacherous borders and into the United States. Though it wasn’t likely, Neto’s anxiety convinced him that the payment would be traced back to him if they were caught entering illegally. For a week, Neto ran through the same pros-and-cons list, until the mangoes slipped into his mind, hovering above him like vultures do after a massacre. Without telling his mother, he paid the coyote. Neto wasn’t very religious, but he lit a candle for his tia’s safe crossing anyway.

As beautiful and expensive as the furniture in Steven and Neto’s apartment was, it lacked practicality. The midcentury Danish teak chair only sat one, despite its flashy price tag. If Neto had been anyone else, Steven would have admitted what he felt inside: that it was silly to spend hundreds of dollars on a used chair that was uncomfortable to sit in. When guests came over, only a couple fit on their cramped love seat. The apartment was optimized for two, which was a problem. Tomas and his mother would be arriving in two weeks.

“They can’t sleep on an air mattress in the office forever,” Steven said.

“It’ll only be for a couple of weeks. They’ll adjust,” Neto insisted.

“They deserve to feel comfortable.”

“I’ll go out and buy a futon, okay?” said Neto.

Where had Neto learned that money was a one-stop solution? Surely not from his parents, who were still paying off their mortgage and buying groceries in bulk. It could have been the university, with its private social clubs, fêtes, and an insistence that its alums could and should do whatever their hearts desired. The endless desire for more-more-more was celebrated, and Neto had gotten swept up in the rush.

Steven walked out of those halls with more skepticism than he’d entered with, though not out of naivete. He’d seen how life bent to those who swiped the right card, but also knew it was unpredictable and cruel.

His junior year, his godfather died suddenly. They’d been close growing up, spending every Saturday weed-whacking lawns for extra cash. When Steven went to college, his godfather sent him money every month, cash he didn’t have to spare. “I can’t be there to help you, so it’s the least I can do,” he’d said when Steven politely asked him to stop, knowing the toll extra shifts take on a body. After the funeral, Steven had nothing to show but an overdrawn checking account. Money couldn’t replace the hours he’d given up by choosing Northeast prestige over a state school. When tragedy splintered a life, a credit card only went so far. Neto had to know that, somewhere deep inside.

Just in case he didn’t, Steven prepared. On nights Neto worked overtime, Steven cleared out drawers for their guests’ underwear and socks. From their linen closets, he dug out a couple of blankets he could part with. The wobbly towers of books came down, relocated to newly cleared bookshelves or donated to the local thrift store. The office began to resemble a guest bedroom. If Neto noticed the transformation, he didn’t mention it.

“We should get to know each other,” Steven said, even after Neto insisted that his aunt was open-minded, and understood how deeply they cared for each other. Tomas and Mami’s faces appeared on the screen, grainy but unmistakably Neto’s kin: eyes round as marbles, strong jaws, untamable black hair.

“Me llamo Steven,” he said, drawing from the long-dry well of his high school Spanish. Tomas giggled, an airy and genuine sign of joy. Steven smiled, relieved to see excitement where he’d expected sadness.

“Los esperamos aquí,” Steven continued. “En Los Angeles.” Tomas gave him a thumbs-up, his finger skinny as a seedling. A child’s hand. The connection was instant.

“This could work,” Neto said when they’d said their goodbyes. Steven agreed. Eventually Neto bought the futon. With Steven’s careful prodding, their apartment opened itself up slowly for the two exiles already on their way.

Tomas sat in the scratched-up plastic McDonald’s booth somewhere in Arizona.

“Ah-ree-zoh-na,” he’d been saying all day.

“Air-ih-zone-ah,” Steven corrected him with a smile.

Neto looked around nervously, as if he expected to be confronted by a law enforcement agent in disguise. The coast was clear. They’d paid the coyote the second half of what they’d owed him—a whopping $8,000—before driving over to get Tomas a Happy Meal. He’d started begging for a drink as soon as they’d left the coyote’s sight.

Ten minutes after finishing his hamburger, Tomas slid out of the booth and ran to the bathroom, ignoring Neto’s concerned calls. He opened the closest stall, dropped to his knees in the same position he’d prayed in the desert, and began to throw up into the toilet. The hamburger was expelled by the third hurl, but Tomas kept dry-heaving as he knelt hunched over. He recognized his cousin’s voice outside the stall, so he forced himself to stand up and walk to the sink to wash his hands. Neto placed a hand on Tomas’s shoulder and led him to the car so they could head to Los Angeles.

Mami had passed away in Mexico. Neto said it must’ve been the illness, but Tomas knew that it wasn’t. It’d been heartbreak, again. He wasn’t sure how many times a heart could break, but he knew Mami’s had reached its final rupture. Perhaps it was the fear that engulfed them as they walked through Mexican towns at night, hoping they wouldn’t be robbed of everything they carried. It wasn’t much: a few twenty-dollar bills and a dozen mangoes, the last batch for Neto until Mami recovered. But the fear was the same. Maybe one of her premonitions told her that she was going to die. The realization that her body would never be buried in Salvadoran soil, if buried at all, must’ve broken her heart for the last time.

Steven told Tomas they were passing the border into California with one of those shiny smiles that made his skin look even paler. The young boy tensed up, but as he looked out the window, he didn’t see anything that screamed of danger, just gas stations and other cars on the highway beside them. Suddenly a ringing filled the car. Neto pushed a button in front of him and the ringing transformed into a woman’s voice.

The woman was crying. Tomas knew it wasn’t his mother’s voice. He’d seen how Mami’s eyes had rolled into the back of her head right before he’d closed them with shaking fingers. Yet the woman’s voice had familiar inflections. She could be the ghost of Mami, Tomas thought.

Neto tried to soothe the ghost, telling her that it was all going to be okay. The ghost’s sister hadn’t been in contact for two weeks, and she couldn’t get ahold of her nephew, which had to mean her sister had died. Neto soothed the voice on the speaker, saying he was so sorry for her loss. Once the tears had melted into soft sniffling, Neto hung up and told her that he’d see her soon.

Then the loud yelling in English began. Steven and Neto had both been speaking to Tomas in their oddly accented Spanish, Steven’s more broken than his cousin’s. But now Tomas felt himself disappear into the leather of the backseat.

Steven was yelling, quickly and angrily. Tomas’s English was limited to what he learned in that one-room schoolhouse
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