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‘A devastating story... Completely addictive.’

Esquire

‘Navarro writes with authority and sympathy about the stress of being an immigrant, including loneliness, exhaustion, poor working conditions, and the strain of constantly feeling foreign and unwelcome. A sensitive portrayal of sibling love, grief, and the trauma of dislocation.’

Kirkus (starred review)
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And under the frowning brow of heaven, every face Grew dark as they spoke.
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PART ONE

I DIDN’T SEE IT MYSELF, but it’s as if I had, because I feel it drilling into my head and I can’t sleep at night. Always the same image: Diego falls and his body hits the ground. Then I wake up and think, this didn’t happen to me, it didn’t happen to Jimena, or to Marina or Eleonora. It happened to Diego. And over and over, the sound in my head, a smashing, like a window shattering or driving into a sandbag, thud, no warning. Dry, definitive, a violent collision of ribs, lungs, and concrete. Like this: boom. No, like this: boooom. No, like this: crack. No, like this: drack, drackut. No, like this: baaam, clap, crash, broooom, bruuuum, gruuum, grr, groo . . . and an echo. No, there is no word to convey the sound that it made. A body smashing against the ground. Diego wanting to be thunder, wanting to interrupt the music of his body. Diego leaving us just like that, but still hovering above us. Diego, starstuck, a smash hit.

I didn’t see it. My mom didn’t see it. We were both far away. Mom farther than me, because she had left us long before Diego killed himself. My mother, nine years away.

When Diego was five years old, he thought of our mother as being up in the sky, and whenever a plane passed overhead he would say: Look, it’s Mom up there. That’s not Mom, dummy, I’d tell him, but Diego insisted that it was and he’d wave to her and then when she called he’d say: Mom, did you see me waving at you yesterday? And Mom: Yes, I saw you. And what were you doing? he’d ask. Oh, well, I was looking at you, whenever I’m about to fly over the house, I go to the window and wave at you. Did you see me waving back at you? And Diego, grinning his gaptoothed grin, would say: Yeah, I saw you.

So you want to be a pilot so you can work up in the sky with Mom? No, I want to fly alone, without a plane: just me in the air, no cape. Well, you can’t do that. Yes, I can. No, you can’t. Yes, I can. No Diego, you can’t fly. Yes, I can. And Diego could, for a few moments: six seconds. At least, that was the estimate of the neighbor across the way who’d watched the fall before turning to tell his wife to call the police. Six seconds. You could fly, Diego, for six seconds. From the fifth floor to the sidewalk. Six seconds, little brother. You can do it all.

Are you thinking of me? Are you thinking? No, Diego, you can’t be thinking of me, because you’re dead.

ALRIGHT, LET’S HAVE A CHAT. Sit. You have to be strong, because you’re all grown up now, right? Yes, yes you are. I’m going to leave and you two are going to stay, but it won’t be forever. Nothing is forever, I’ve told you that before: it’s just for a little while, then you’ll come live with me and everything will be better. No, don’t make that face, that’s exactly the face I don’t want to see you make. Do you have to cry over everything? I need to leave because, well, what am I doing here in Mexico? Yes, I know I said that the last time, but last time was different. It was different because it was different. You were different, I was different. But you know what doesn’t change? Exactly, you keep eating more every day. Get it? Sure, you get it, you understand perfectly. Have you thought about Diego? So little, so helpless, so good. Just look at him. When you were his age you were already playing on your own, but this one’s so dependent, he’s like his father, just like him, except not just like him, because we’re going to raise this one to be different, right? And that’s where you come in. It has to be you, who else can I trust? My mother? Your granddad? I need to trust you and you need to trust me. Enough with the oh woe is me, I don’t know what I want. Maybe you don’t know, but no one does, and that’s just how it is. You’re going to help me because it’s only by helping each other that we can help ourselves. What you do today, what you decide today, is going to help you tomorrow. Right? And that’s why you’re not going to make a scene and that’s why you’re going to be very good and every day you’re going to wake up and say, Yes, this is what we need. Or do you want to go on like this forever, in this room, in this house, this city? You don’t want that. Even if you think you do, you don’t.

And I didn’t say a thing, didn’t cry, didn’t say yes, didn’t say no. My mom and her soliloquies, Mom being Mom. And then she left. One Monday morning, while Diego was still asleep. Shhh, she said, keep quiet, or you’ll wake him. And I scowled at her, scowled hard, as if my eyes could communicate everything she wouldn’t let me say. I hate you and you hate me, and we hate each other, and you hate my brother and how he keeps you awake all night, and you hate everything: you hate yourself and my grandparents and your dead husband and me. You hate me and that’s why you’re leaving me with your son, and that’s why you act like butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth, but really, you’re already picturing yourself on the plane, you’re already on the plane, you selfish jerk, you’re already there. You’re already picturing yourself all European, all sophisticated, strutting right onto that plane. And I said all of that with my eyes, but my lips were pressed together and my stomach was clenched up, like it wanted to fuse with my intestines and join in their endless goddam gurgle gurgle.

Give me a kiss, she said, bringing her cheek close to mine, and it felt cold but soft. Because my mom was always cold. She was so thin and so hypoglycemic that she always had a cold body, and, I imagined, a cold heart. Come on, she urged, and she brought her cheek to mine again and I made a kissing sound: mwah! Then I sighed. She patted my shoulder and stared straight into my eyes: We’re going to see each other again, you and Diego are going to come to Madrid to be with me and everything will be different. Better and different. Everything always gets better and different. Right? And she left . . . And I saw that she had forgotten her earrings, the ones she always wore, and I picked them up and went outside to see if the taxi was still there so I could give them to her, but it wasn’t, it was already gone. I was about to start crying, but Diego cried first and I ran to his bed to pick him up and I thanked him for being a little kid who didn’t yet know how to ask questions.

IT WASN’T A SHORT TIME, MOM. It was nine years. That’s what I told my mother when she tried to convince herself that life had played a dirty trick on her. Yes, it was a short time, it was the time that it took. Or you think you just arrive here and the king of Spain is waiting to greet you at the airport: Hi there, welcome, how are you today, please, come right in, we’ve been waiting for you? No. It was a short time compared to the people who have it harder; not everyone can do this, flights cost a lot of money. Or what, you think I can just say: Oh, I’m already starving, but now I’ll eat even less, while they’re over there gorging on the euros I send them? Or what, you think I don’t know you two took advantage of me and extorted me and made me say yes to everything you asked for because I was far away?

You didn’t say yes to everything, Mom. You always said no when we asked you to come see us at Christmas. You didn’t come, but you did go on trips, you did travel through Spain while we were waiting for Diego to fall asleep on those nights when he was upset because you didn’t call him. You didn’t say yes to everything, Mom, because a lot of times I asked for your permission to go out with friends and you called and sent messages and wanted to know where I was all the time and I told you to leave me alone, that there were more than eleven thousand kilometers between us, and still I had you breathing down my neck. And you said no, that you weren’t going to leave me alone, because women get killed, they get raped, they get kidnapped, and that’s why you were going to bring us here. And now look at us.

And were you raped, were you kidnapped, was your body found in the Remedios River, is your face on a “missing” poster? No. You’re still here. That’s what she said, always the same sermon. And she flopped face-down on the bed to cry like Diego when he was five years old and I had to stand over him and tell him that’s enough now, calm down, that he had to take a bath, and he would shove me away and tell me I wasn’t his mom, and he’d keep crying until I got sick of it and offered him candy, and then he’d look at me differently and say ok, fine, but what was the point of taking a bath when in no time at all he was just going to get dirty again?

And that’s what my mom got stuck on: How long, how long? How much time did I really have with him? And it was true that it hadn’t been much: She didn’t even get two thousand days with Diego. His first three years of life, plus the time he lived in Madrid. That’s what my mother had: five years total with Diego. But still, I didn’t believe that life had played any dirty tricks on her. Didn’t matter how good a mother she was or wasn’t, didn’t matter how good and devoted a worker, life didn’t cheat her, not when it came to Diego, or to Spain, or to me.

It was true, though, that she’d had a hard life. Not like Aunt Carmela, who had someone to support her and take care of her and shower her with luxuries. Not like my grandmother, who was all, I hate you, my husband, but then cooked him mole and purslane whenever he asked and told him that was love. No, my mom was the ugliest in her family, the awkward, dull one. Not like her sister Carmela, who my grandparents boasted about because she was blond, or like Aunt Margarita, my uncle’s wife, who wore tight leggings so people could get a good look at that round ass of hers. No, people really called my mom ugly: big broad nose, dark skin, thick but shapeless lips. Skinny, squat. But also ugly in her voice, ugly in her sense of humor, everything ugly. And that’s why when she got married to Diego’s dad, everyone was happy and we all wanted a party and for her to wear white: because it was her moment. Her time to shine. That’s why we danced and sang and put flowers in her hair and my grandfather took out a loan from the bank and we set up tables and chairs and a white tent in the yard and my grandmother ordered carnitas from Michoacán and hired a lady to make tortillas on a hotplate, and Abuela herself made salsa and charred the chiles and made sure that the music was loud and that everyone knew her daughter was getting married. And the groom, what a husband, they all said, so good, so hardworking, so stoic, so tame. Full salary, nine-to-five job, the perfect spermatozoid to make Diego.

And we went on like that for two years, two, until the man was diagnosed with cancer and wasted away in just a few months. Boom, out of nowhere, overnight: one day, everyone was happy; the next day, all sad. And my grandfather’s house turned dark, or at least that’s how it seemed to me: darker, dirtier, more normal. An average house with some average grandparents, with a mother who wasn’t just ugly but also depressed, and I didn’t have anyone to play with, except for Diego, who was tied to my apron strings.

I HARDLY REMEMBER anything about my mom’s husband, just two or three scenes, and it’s better that way. The last time I saw him, he was at his parents’ house and my mom took us to visit him. I stayed in the yard and saw him come out of his room, and he wasn’t my mom’s husband, but the ghost of my mother’s husband. Like that, the words in that order. A ghost. I didn’t want to go upstairs and see him because it made me sad, and I didn’t want Diego to go up either. I never saw him again. They didn’t take us to the funeral, or even tell me when he died. I found out later, when my mom came back to my grandparents’ house and went straight to bed. What about Diego? I asked her. Don’t you want to see Diego? But my mom said no, she couldn’t see Diego, because Diego was the spitting image of his father, which was true. And then my grandmother would watch Diego, and my grandfather would take me out to buy books or to the movies. And so on, almost every day, until one day we came back from the Wednesday market with our walnut and vanilla malts and our hundred grams of chocolate candies and the fruit for the week and we didn’t find Mom in her room, and Abuela’s suitcase was missing. She’s gone! my grandmother said, with all the anger I would experience for myself years later when my mother left for Madrid. That bitch took off and left us her kids! And my grandfather told me to go watch TV and to take Diego too, and Diego and I sat down and watched the same movie three times in a row, and then we asked for a different one and they put on a different one, and we went on like that for about two months, watching movies all the time, until school started up and we got used to not seeing Mom. How much time passed before she came back, only to leave again? I don’t remember, just like I don’t remember her husband, or what I was like back then. And it doesn’t matter, in any case, because I was already broken and I’d started not to hear.

FAIR—LIFE HAD NEVER BEEN FAIR. Not in our house, not with my mom as a single mom. Clearly someone had taken pity on her and then taken her virginity, and she’d gotten knocked right up. Or so my grandmother said—obviously my mom got pregnant her first time, right, because of course no sane person would want to get her pregnant. But what really happened, who is my dad? Your dad, well, your grandfather is your dad, because he’s the one who takes care of you, because he feeds you, because he brings home the bacon, my grandmother told me. But not a word about my actual father. Who was he, what was he like, how did it happen? I don’t know, Abuela said, and she mused aloud: I think she was raped. That’s what I think happened, you see how your mom is, how she doesn’t talk about it and keeps her lips sealed tight and gets mad if anyone asks her. I believe she was raped, and the poor thing thinks she has to carry that weight all on her own; I always want to tell her, just say it, there’s nothing wrong with saying it out loud, and I’ll listen. But if she did tell you, what would you say? I asked. Well, I don’t know what I’d say, but I would say something, ok? You’d hug her, right? I asked. Well sure, of course I’d hug her, and of course I would tell her it’s ok, don’t worry, that I’m here for her, she doesn’t have to suffer alone, and not to hate you, not to think that you’re like the man who made you. Maybe that’s what I’d say. And would you ask her if she knows who he is? And when I asked that question, my grandmother would get mad and start waving her arms. You dumb brat, I’m telling you your mother was raped and all you can do is keep asking who your father is? So what if you don’t have a dad? Have you had to go without anything? Love, affection, toys, food? Why do you want to know who your father is, what difference would it make? And I lowered my head because I didn’t know, but I wanted to know. I don’t know what I want to know, but I want to know, I told her. And then she went back to the same thing: I think she was raped, I think that’s what happened, but as you can see your mom doesn’t say anything and keeps her mouth zipped. You know, when I was thirteen years old and my dad let the neighbors rape me, he told me better the neighbors than someone else we didn’t even know, and I thought it was ok but it wasn’t, because after that I was afraid of them all and never wanted a man by my side, but then your granddad came along and said he’d take me as I was, just like that, and my dad said ok, and your granddad told me it wasn’t such a big deal, that nothing was ever a big deal, and that I should get it into my head that life wasn’t fair, and he gave me two daughters and a son. Without asking permission, but with love. I love you, he told me, I touch you because I love you, and I cried and told him yes, it was ok. And that’s why I think your mom was raped, but she doesn’t say anything and you know she never will. She never opens up, and that’s life: mothers want to hug their wounded daughters, and the wounded daughters won’t let themselves be hugged.

And I thought my grandmother was right, that life wasn’t fair, but it hadn’t played any dirty tricks on anyone, at least not my mom, who never let herself be hugged and who never hugged anyone. Maybe Diego got played, Diego who left, who didn’t say goodbye, who knew that life wasn’t fair, but who didn’t wait around for me to hug him. We weren’t raped, little brother, no one inflicted horrible suffering on us like the kind you see on the news, our dinghy didn’t capsize, we weren’t beaten, we never had any videos of people yelling at us go viral, we had simply been hurt, and that was as close as we got to being like all those people we supposedly resembled.

WHEN THE POLICE come they’re always too soon, but not this time. You can’t trust time. Something like that was what I heard at first over the phone, but I wasn’t understanding a word. What are you saying, who is this? It’s about Diego, do you live on such and such street, at such and such address, floor, apartment number? Yes, yes, that’s where I live. Who is this, what’s happened to Diego? Silence. Dear, where is your mother? And I repeated: What’s wrong?

And my whole body at that moment was a dry and almost gravelly whirlwind, the kind that blows dust into your eyes, that stings and blinds you and makes you cover your face with your hands and leaves your whole being exposed. And wham: the wind like a punch. And wham: disaster walloping your legs and torso and hair and me with my hands over my eyes because the dust cloud won’t let up. Boom, bam, crash. Blow after blow, fast, like a boxer. The news of my brother’s death by KO. Not two, not three falls. Just one. His. Dear, are you there? And the damned sand in my eyes, and my body going a thousand miles per hour, and the person on the other end of the phone line. Dear, are you there, and your mother, how can we reach your mom? Grrrrr, groooom, my stomach. Always my stomach: in the English test to prove I could understand just as much as Spanish people could (though they were surprised to find I knew more), there I was with my bad stomach, half an hour in the bathroom so I had less time to fill out the answer sheet and the woman from the Ministry thought I was being sketchy and even asked for my phone so I couldn’t cheat. My bad stomach the first day Mom left for Spain: there I was, in the bathroom all day and then drinking chamomile tea that my grandfather made for me. Or the day Diego got sick and had a fever and I thought it was my fault because it was the first time my grandparents left me home alone with him. My stomach. Diego, you stay there and watch TV! shouting with the bathroom door open because my goddamn stomach. And so on, always, my stomach. Gurgle gurgle. Like a hollow sound trying to surface, clamoring for attention. Yes, I’m here, what happened? No, I don’t know where my mom is.

DIEGO LIKED VAMPIRE WEEKEND. He listened to all their albums. Or at least I think he did. Or I imagine he did. Or that’s what I want to believe he listened to before dying. Or that’s what I figured when I saw his phone. Or that’s what I dreamed those first days: Diego falling to the honeyed, catchy tunes of his favorite band. Diego singing and jumping in his mind, playful, playing us all: I’m outta here, assholes, you can’t catch me. And the song in the background, like a music video. Let Diego have laughed, let Diego be music and let his flight have been a moment of mischief, trick or treat, the “If you don’t gimme, I’ll jump,” or the “Come on, you’re not my mom,” and his impish little giggle to make me chase him. Diego: the chords, riffs, guitars, the drumrolls. Diego: the voice, the energy that moves Ezra Koenig’s vocal cords, the sound that comes out while I watch the singer on the screen with the computer on mute. Diego, the definition of something, but not pain. I can’t stand to stand his pain. Diego: music, not silence.

HOW PEOPLE USED to call him Cule. Not Culé, like a Barcelona fan, but Cule, since Diego called everyone “culero” because he thought they were all assholes, but no one understood his South American slang, until they did understand and then they all thought it was an asshole move to call everyone an asshole. El Cule. That’s apparently what they called him at school. El Cule killed himself. What’s that about Cule? How, what? Was it because Bolivia bullied him, or because in music class the teacher told him not to lean against the wall because his hair left a greasy spot? Was it because sometimes he didn’t have money and he was still hungry after his sandwich? What for, why? they asked, but no one knew and Diego became murmurs in the minute of silence they held in his classroom, a rueful rumor because, deep down, even if he was like that, the way he was, different, asshole-ish, silent, hot-tempered, he was still a good person. El Cule became good, a good person, ipso facto, to later become a meme . . . To later become a joke, to later become punchline and laughter: “Don’t kill yourself like Cule,” “This dumbass is crying like Cule,” “Pinches Mexicanos culeros, güey, ¿a poco no?, ¡ándale, ándele, arriba arriba! Órale, güey.” And laughter, Diego became asshole-ish laughter, and maybe that was exactly what Diego wanted.

Still, what can a teenager really want? How can we trust his word when he says one thing one day and a minute later, something else? I knew all along Mom wasn’t on a plane, he said. I know, dummy, I know, but why’d you say it, then? Why’d you want to manipulate her and make her feel bad with all your waving at the sky? And Diego, laughing: Why didn’t you tell on me? Because I felt sorry for her. Didn’t it make you sad to hear her trying so hard? You just kept going with the lie. Why did you lie, Diego? You were so mean. Why didn’t you lie, why do you always want the truth, what good is the truth? And he put on his headphones with a mocking smile. Why do I want the truth, Diego, when I know I’ll never get it?

IT WAS EARLY SEPTEMBER when we arrived in Madrid. Diego had been really happy when his friends back home started school, but he didn’t have to go. No one can hang out anymore because they’re all in class, but not me. And he laughed. And our grandparents looked at him, pleased—sad, but pleased, the way they say grandparents are supposed to be: eyes tired and put-upon, but pleased, because we grandkids give them something that fulfills them. School started in August in Mexico, while in Spain it doesn’t start until mid-September. We left before the fifteenth, so there was no eating pozole on Independence Day.

Soon after we got to Madrid, my mom told me I would have to work, and she took me to her friends and her friends took me to their customers and the customers took me to their children. I started to babysit some afternoons. My first employer was a Cuban woman: skinny, short, tired, with impressive boobs from so much nursing. I won’t be needing you very often, because we don’t have much money, but it helps when you’re here, it helps me a lot. And I said yes and took care of the baby that suckled on the glass nipple and then burped on his own and settled in between my neck and shoulder and smelled like buttermilk, like all babies do. Twice a week. From four to six. And of course it made me think about Diego and remember everything we’d had to go through and how tiring it was to have to take care of him with no babysitter to help me. And then I’d turn my attention back
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