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I carry silence like a blood-filled egg, ready to drop it into someone’s hands.

—David Wojnarowicz

Why was nobody able to see how fabulous I was?

—Cecilia Gentili
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Prologue Travesti Lore: La Maldición

by Mamadora Eléctrica

Ay, muñeca—

It is a known fact that some people grow to be old, while others become birds or panthers or beasts. Some people even turn into rivers. I’ve seen it with my very eyes, mi cielo. Most travestis, if they’re lucky enough to grow, become legendary, íconos of these tierras. If they survive, they transform into mothers, and if they fight the world, they become myths. But—if said travesti doesn’t have the juguito to walk the life of tacón y cuchillo, if she doesn’t have the fearless juice in her to leap into the fierce womanhood God brought her to this earth to bloom into, then, well, you better believe she will do her own killing herself.

Travesti Lore tells us of a said Casa de Reinas tucked away in the butthole of our city. Hosted by Yours Truly, Club Aquario was a secret place queens attended, coming in masqueraded as men, quickly metamorphosing, spending the day dressed as women, drinking their cafecito trepadas in heels, a sparkling dress, borrowed faux furs like this wasn’t the goddamn tropics, chatting it up with their girlfriends in full limp wrists, cigs dangling out of long pink cigarette holders like they were starring in their own telenovelas. And they almost were. For a few hours a working muchacho lived the girl dream. Feeling la fantasy. Hidden from the public eye. Unrecognizable to her wife, her children, her boss. Unrecognizable to the Sagrado Corazón de Jesús pumping through the veins of these tierras. Strutting one heel in front of the other in that hole in the wall, a little runway in the back room, twirling, high on that feminine energy. Look at her: There she is doing absolutely nothing but enjoying a cup of womanhood. And she better enjoy it. Sip every minute of that borrowed wig, feel the weight of swaying hair nursing that deep need inside for a piece of this mundo. A mundo that faded quickly as the night arrived and everyone wiped lipstick, plucked eyelashes, hunched shoulders, and aged a million years in order to rejoin the world outside.

It was unthinkable that such a place could exist during this time, in these violent latitudes. For it was surreal, a part of the imaginary. To wear women’s clothes was fiction and our boy Ignacio longed for the tangible, the known. The few times he made it out to Casa de las Reinas, he felt played, one of God’s jokes. For it was too much to live in this fantasy. Ignacio would come back to this place inside himself over and over, this lack of ground, this crack in the earth. Ignacio would come to this place to bleed, asking for a taste of love, un poquito de amor.

Travesti Lore tells us our beginnings are as old as time itself. There’s nothing older, belonging more to the earth and our history, than a travesti strut. This blood has been with us, touching every moment of human history. Our walk is not only vintage, muñeca, it is in itself the beginning.

It is a known fact that refusing this travesti gift unleashes a wave of horrific events. A curse, if you will. As Travesti Lore tells us, most of the catastrophic violence in our history is linked to some man who wouldn’t let himself feel the tenderness in his heart, the softness of fingers, the crossing of legs just so. A refusal to surrender to the dainty, the flip of the hair. That petrifying fear of submission. Of letting go. A man who wouldn’t outright admit what she really wants is hair down to here, a good cry every day at 5 p.m., and an extra-large cock waiting in bed at night. A body in deep need of loving. Wanting to be held. Acknowledged. Who instead grasps desperately for admiration. To act like a man. Be seen as a man. To get an erection. To penetrate.

Most of the spilled blood in these tierras can be traced to this refusal of feminine sass and ass, this calcified grief grinding our people’s bones as they reject the sacred travesti gospel. As they accept and marry shame in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit and are therefore chained to forever hunt that which they continuously run away from. For behind every closeted self-loathing faggot, there’s a travesti he’s completely consumed by. It is a known fact that the queens who refuse their destiny are haunted. Rejection turns itself inward, a bullet to the heart of said queen, and unleashes, per Travesti Lore, a river of curses.

And what happens to the children of these men? The wives of these queens? What happens to the land that gets dominated and exploited by said self-hating closeted faggots? What grows there?

In Quechua, the Magdalena is called Guaca-hayo, the river of tombs. And the Magdalena has been, since the Spanish genocide of indigenous and enslaved people, the wading waters of the dead. It carries the souls of five hundred years of wars led, in part, by these very queens. It is a known fact that the Magdalena is where it all begins, muñeca. The blood, the ghosts, the manly erections. The refusal of a fabulous pair of stilettos. Travesti Lore tells us it is in the Magdalena where the bodies of the first recorded travestis in the Americas were thrown by the Spanish. And who were these men threatened to the point of violence by these feminine people? Why so much shade? What did she do to you? It is in the Magdalena where the most atrocious crimes against the heart have been enacted.

So it is the Magdalena River which now lives as a serpentine scar, a 1,540-kilometer mapping of centuries of shame. And what is an ancestral body of water to do with so much memory, so much dead weight?

Encarnación had a favorite saying: With all the good people dying every day and God doesn’t finish taking my life. Every morning she’d repeat that to her son, Ignacio. Encarnación, like most wives and mothers around here, had been touched by the Magdalena River and in turn had passed down the scars to her son. Ignacio would come to Club Aquario, drink until he couldn’t see his fingers, and repeat the phrase to all us, con toda la gente buena que se muere todos los días y Dios no termina de quitarme la vida. Ignacio was touched by the river, selected by the murky ancestral waters as a winning queen, to spread the travesti gospel, to gaze into the divine. Ignoring the river’s calling, Ignacio set off the wading maldición, a curse that would kiss all those around him. Valentina, in turn, learned the river from Ignacio. Not in words, she learned it as a feeling. Valentina absorbed it, the river coursed through her blood, and it now lives within her.






Part I Ríos de vida Ríos de muerte








Valentina Cansao

Papi is a mummified bird wrapped in a siete-tigres blanket staring all day at the TV, some people call it heartbreak, others call it depression, Valentina calls it Papi Cansao. When she asks Papi to braid her hair that’s what he answers, I’m too tired, too cansao. And when she asks him to go next door to Don José’s for pizza that’s what Papi responds, What did I tell you, Valentina? I’m too tired, too cansao. Even when, as a last recourse, Valentina plays the Bee Gees CD and steps into Papi’s room shaking it to staying alive staying alive ah ah ah ah staying alive, Papi’s all-time favorite, pulling some of Papi’s moves, hiding the desperation biting at her neck, the reply from the mummified grown man underneath the siete-tigres blanket is the same: At your age I was helping out my mother and not bothering people while they try to sleep. That I am tired, am I not speaking Spanish o qué? Then he turns around—the bed creaks and shrieks asking for help—while the TV yells its midday telenovela, a rerun of Café Con Aroma de Mujer, and La Niña Mencha cries her heartbreak into the bleak shadow that is Papi’s room. When the curtains are closed and there’s a glass of whisky on the nightstand it means: Papi is not only cansao, Papi is agotao. Depleted.

Today the curtains in his room are opened and Valentina crosses her legs on the bed next to Papi watching an interview of their all-time favorite. According to Aló, Jet Set, and all the noticieros, Colombia’s hottest TV host: Natalia (aka supermodelo amputee).

Natalia’s stunning face appears on the TV announcing she will be delighting el pueblo colombiano with her presence in the next segment. Valentina and Papi love it when Natalia is not wearing her prosthesis. Lately, it’s the only time Papi spends with Valentina. They both cheer at the sight of Natalia on the TV walking in rhinestoned to the gods, and Valentina runs to the kitchen to get more salchichitas with ketchup on a paper plate. She even slices the sausage in pieces and writes NATALIA in thick ketchup letters. Todo por Papi.

When Natalia appears on the TV wearing a one-piece silver suit Papi yells, “Look at her, mija. What a diosa, what a verraca, what a beautiful divine. You’re going to miss her if you don’t come right this second,” waving his fingers excitedly in the flowery pink robe—a gift from Tía Mama—with wavy lace and his favorite wooden rosary as a necklace.

And how they love Natalia. Papi even bought a Natalia calendar from a kid at a stoplight. Natalia is the new hembrita, patrón, llévela for half the retail price. Valentina wonders what it must feel like to be Colombia’s hottest hembrita and to have a calendar in your name with photos of you and only you selling at all the lights around the country and to be so beautiful you are named Colombia’s number-one mujerzota in all the magazines and to be so despampanante in a mini-bikini despite the one leg. What it must be like to be an adored TV host dropping tragic news with fierce porte every night y que te pinten la cara y que tus fans te manden cartas y que cuando salgas a la calle te toque taparte toda y hacer así con la manito como que dices adiós todo el tiempo.



When Valentina asks Papi if she’s beautiful Papi responds, tú tienes lo tuyo. When Alma was still alive Valentina asked her, Mami, am I beautiful? and Alma would say, not everyone can be a supermodel, Valentina.

Valentina hands Papi the plate. She is puro amorcito in the heart when Papi notices the bloody ketchup letters, gives her a high five although she is way too old for a high five, way too old to be playing these stupid kids’ games, but when Papi gives you a high five you take the high five. When Papi gives you a high five you take a mental picture and save the delicioso rush in your corazoncito for later.

On the bed, Papi lights up when Natalia’s face is zoomed in so close the small scars on her left cheek are visible. It’s the one thing that gets him in the mood. The one and only time he lets Valentina’s head rest on his chest, so she can feel him inflate like a balloon to the beating of his heart and she takes that as proof that Papi is very much alive. Even though the heart barely moves from the bed it is still pumping, sabe Dios how, but pumping it is.



Papi is going through it. She can feel it. The apartment can feel it. Anyone with two dedos de frente who walks through that apartment door and is met with the musk of coffee, cigarettes, and sleep can smell it. The plants turned copper, leaves stretched out for help, dead plants nobody has cared to toss. They were once bright green, dark green, deep soil smell. They were once alive. Then there’s the mirror in the hallway which Valentina fogs with her breath every time she leaves for school, writes VALENTINA as a way of etching her name somewhere, a passive-aggressive message to Papi, who she believes will walk down the hallway at some point during the day in his favorite blonde wig, see her name, and think of her. The hallway mirror is in front of the kitchen with a door that swings, a door that so many times has banged the inside kitchen wall from the rage of Papi, the impulsiveness of Valentina, the sadness of Alma when she was alive, so that a rectangular dent lives perpetually on the inside kitchen wall, a reminder of all the bum bum of the last twelve years. On one side of the hallway Papi’s cave, on the other side Valentina’s room. In between is the living room covered in dust like it’s in fashion to be an ashtray. And then there are the pictures of Alma on this side of the living room and the hidden one on that part of the hallway, all of which Valentina doesn’t want to get into, because like Tía Mama says when she visits, all this remembering gives me pálpitos. And Tía Mama is always right. Tía Mama is what around these tierras is called a mujer orquesta. An orchestra of a woman. A woman capable of everything. A travesti who knows what’s happening before it happens and with her very eyes delivers the truth. Tía Mama smells the problema Papi is becoming all the way from her one-bedroom apartment downtown, is what she says on the messages she leaves every other day on the answering machine, Ignacio, the problema you are becoming, por Dios—she sighs deeply and blows out smoke right on the microphone—you are giving me pálpitos answer the damn phone. Tía Mama says she had already retired from the travesti madre business, she had already raised too many runaway queens—including this delirious father of yours but when Valentina showed up with no mother and a Papi llevado por el que lo trajo, Tía Mama was left with no other choice than to wear the mother pantalones yet again. Only for you, she tells Valentina when she visits, only for you, mi niña.

Papi has no job no lover no willingness to break into a pasito tun tun in the living room, no showing off his papichulo muscles no whistling while the arepas burn on the grill. Papi is puro olvido. It’s like nothing else exists but that siete-tigres blanket and the local channels on TV (Papi won’t pay for cable, ¿con qué plata?). See here: Papi in a pink robe drenched in blue light like a pecesito holding on to that TV remote for dear life. Like a fish, too, Papi swims inside the queen bed: que si diagonal, que si horizontal, que si vertical. Swimming in that bed all day. Valentina named the bed Osvalda.

Sometimes when Papi spends too many days in his agotao state, when Papi’s shape is imprinted as if embroidered on the mattress Valentina feels the puke coming. A knot in her stomach forms, a knot that turns her bowels, rushes her with a nausea que pa’ qué te cuento so that the only remedy is to get down on her knees face-to-face with the beige toilet and go gucu, gucu, gucu out with everything gucu, gucu, gucu until she’s exhausted too, puffed red.

Tía Mama comes regularly, stacks the fridge with mogollas, arepas, and cheese, driving Valentina out to the hair salon for mani-pedis and for onces on Saturdays. Tía Mama in what she calls her travesti mermaid voice and faint stubble, which she lets Valentina rub against her cheek cuando la saluda. Tía Mama’s cigarette-and-hair-spray smell calms Valentina. It communicates to Valentina’s nervous system that the pants of the house have arrived. Tía Mama uses a fuchsia filter when she smokes and ends all her sentences with ¿me entiendes? She says Papi needs to get on a caldo de pollo diet damm Ignacio, you look like you need a caldo de pollo pero for yesterday and to Valentina she is constantly imparting some wisdom in the form of lyrical quotes. What beautiful things we do not see with our eyes but carry inside without knowing or When time, with its white cloak, paints our hair and beauty fades away—which Valentina realized not too long ago are lyrics from salsa songs, but she didn’t have the heart to clock Tía Mama. Pa’ qué.

Tía Mama is the only pantalones in the apartment because Papi is in bathrobes, long necklaces, and pendejadas all day. Sometimes after school Valentina finds him sitting by the window, cig in hand, wig on, like a mujer in waiting just staring at the passing cars.

Valentina, is Ignacio eating? Tía Mama asks on the rare occasions Valentina picks up the phone. By which Tía Mama means, is he out of the dreams? Out of the olvido?

Otherwise, it is Tía Mama hailing from the answering machine, mi niña, call me if he stops showering for three days straight. Pero obviously Valentina doesn’t call, not even when Papi stops showering for five or six days and she has to poke the mummy to make sure Papi is still there. Valentina doesn’t call, not even when the first glass of whisky is in Papi’s hand when she leaves for school and Papi twirls her in the middle of the living room to music only he can hear. Not even when a family of roaches la saluda from the box of Choco Krispis. Not even when threats arrive to take Valentina away from Papi in the form of letters, telegrams, knocks on the door, threats in the answering machine from Tía Clemencia, who mutters Papi is a bueno para nada and needs to call her back immediately or else the weight of the law will fall him.

Valentina wonders what the weight of the law is and if it is denser than the siete-tigres blanket, because Papi doesn’t seem to care, doesn’t call back Tía Clemencia or reply to the letters that pile up on the kitchen counter. Papi doesn’t want people in their business. But Tía Mama se lo huele, has a sixth sense, a mother sense, she’d tell you, and shows up out of the blue with food from Kokoriko, a maid by the name of La Mauri, and books on sadness that Papi never reads. Sometimes she brings plants to brighten this entierro. When she visits later the plants have joined the campo santo of rotted flora lining the hallway.

Now the TV zooms in on Natalia’s butterfly jet-black lashes. Strands of blonde hair carefully tucked behind the ear by the most perfect French acrylics. Is she a swan? Is she made from stardust? Is Natalia God?

When Valentina tries to start up a conversation with Papi, Papi shushes her. “What is she saying, I can’t hear her.” Papi turns up the volume so that Natalia’s voice blares from every part of the room. The stained carpet. The moldy ceiling. San Gabriel Archangel by the nightstand a roar of Natalia. Papi doesn’t want to miss a second of her. The interviewer is asking about Natalia’s debut book, Triunfadora, about the section on Natalia’s mother, who drowned in a river. There’s a whole chapter on Natalia’s mother, apparently. Valentina is dying to have that book in her hands. Papi continues to say there’s no money, but Valentina would steal, cut, or kill for Triunfadora. She knows about Natalia’s dead mother, the river, she’s heard it before, but this is the first time she’s seen Natalia answering questions. Something grabs at her when Natalia speaks about her dead mother, about the river. Something Valentina doesn’t understand. A certainty in her body, a love toward Natalia deeper than the screen.

Natalia announces the date for the book release and Valentina runs to the kitchen to write it on the Natalia calendar taped to the fridge. In a series of mini-bikinis riding a motorcycle or by the beach or lounging in some luxurious mansion, Natalia’s photos tell the passing of months. Here Valentina charts Natalia’s appearances on other TV shows and in all caps now writes TRIUNFADORA RELEASE, three exclamation points. Also scribbled on the calendar by Valentina: pay rent (or ask Tía Mama), social security, onces at Tía Mama’s, DO NOT FORGET TO PICK UP VALENTINA FROM SCHOOL OR GIVE HER MONEY FOR TAXI DON’T CRY IF SHE GETS KIDNAPPED (to which Papi added a happy face). The Natalia dates circled with pink highlighter so Papi sees them. So Papi remembers. Those are the dates they will certainly spend together because Papi is not going to miss Natalia and the salchichitas with ketchup and the little dance they do together to the song at the end that goes ¿quién es la reina? who is the queen? ¡Tú! ¡Tú! ¡Tú! Papi will do as he did today: open the curtains, brush his hair until the curls disappear, kiss his porcelain angel collection, change the blue-striped pajamas for the flimsy pink robe, light the cig by the window, smile at Valentina when she enters the room.

Also on the fridge is a handwritten note with Tía Mama’s phone number, endless magnets for broiled-chicken delivery (Papi’s favorite and number-one source of food in this apartamentico), and one magnet from Papi’s ex-workplace that shall not be named ever again in this household (even though Papi asked Valentina to throw away all the ex-work stuff, Valentina knows Papi doesn’t mean it, he worked there so long). There’s a picture of Papi and Valentina both wearing pink wigs, sunglasses, smiling so big you can see food on her teeth. Papi’s face takes up more than half of the frame.

On the TV, Natalia wipes a tear from her eye then smiles. There are rumors the mother threw herself into the Magdalena River at night, when Natalia was eleven years old, which means Natalia was three years older than Valentina was when Alma died. Three years older than Valentina when Alma was found dead, also in a river. And Valentina believes this to be an obvious connection, not a mere coincidence, pa’ nada, this is destiny. The interviewer asks Natalia about the rumors and Natalia answers, qué jartera, she’d rather speak about what’s actually in the book than about people’s gossip. The audience claps.

“People talk,” Papi says, accenting with his head. Another salchichita into his mouth. Papi wipes the ketchup with the tips of his fingers then slides them on the side of the bed. Valentina waits to see if Papi will say anything else, if Papi will bring up Alma and the river and the trailing whispers that have followed them for years now since Alma died, but it is all wishful thinking, all a part of that thing inside her that she never gets the chance to say out loud.

“Papá, don’t you want to know if the señora threw herself into the river?” Valentina asks. Papi’s eyes glued to the television.

“What does it matter? What matters is that this young lady rose into this fabulous queen.” Papi shrugs and matter-of-factly points his limp girly finger at the television.

Dead mother or not, you’re still rated as one of Colombia’s hottest hembrotas. Now, isn’t that amazing? Querido pueblo colombiano, with you, Natalia, la Triunfadora. Aplausos, por favor.

Cuando se acaba el programa Papi está profundo. Passed out, crossed arms, Papi murmurs in his sleep. Valentina sees a fragility in Papi, at any point he may decide to stay in this dream state forever. Death is not what she sees. She heard on the news of a woman in Corozal who couldn’t sleep no matter what menjurje they gave her, and no matter how exhausted she was from the day’s labor, sleep did not visit her. Jodida, is what they called her. If there are people walking around awake all day, prendíos like light bulbs, there surely are people sleeping nonstop without ever opening the ojos. What if Papi is jodido in reverse? Completely attached to that other side, dreaming about who knows what, haunted by who knows who. Ni aquí ni allá. What if Papi decides to stay over there where sleep is, snoring for years, fusing with his bed.

For many days she watches him like this: horizontal, double chin. When she’s next to him she feels all the water in her body like she’s wading against a torrent, waiting for a moment in which his ojitos will open and ask for her. For months it seems, Valentina wants to slap him awake but instead she waits. And, again, waits.

At some point Papi wakes up. “What the carajo are you doing here? Get out, Valentina and close the door behind you.”






Ignacio The Rulo Onces Club

The town of Ebaguí spread over a mountain and into a valley where frogs orchestrated the nights accompanied by crickets and those flying roaches that Ignacio and the neighborhood kids liked to torture by ripping the wings off and throwing the bodies into a fire. The kid with the most scorched roaches won. Ignacio held the Fire Boy title. Theirs was a house on the outskirts of town. A tin-roof house with seven children, culicagados. A mud floor with two rooms bought with a loan from Encarnación’s sisters and the “special territories” credit the government created for poor people.

En esa casita pobre, as Ignacio would retell the story years later to the Eléctrica Family, I learned how to be a man.

A slanted house that dipped into the back. Barbed wire fence enclosing the potrero. Broken glass like acrylic hologram nails pointing to the sky. And in the backyard among the plátano and floripondio trees, Chanchito, Ignacio’s pig pet which Ignacio named, in secret, hugged, in secret, and whispered amorcitos, en secreto.

Encarnación, Ignacio’s mami and subjugated wife número uno of the macho camacho that was Clemente, aka the Father, aka the House Pantalones, working at their tienda day in and day out, raising the manada of children. Giving herself completely to a deep sadness, an almost masochistic relationship with suffering. The more Encarnación suffered, the closer she felt to God.

The tienda, El Rinconcito, was a small space next to their house. A few plastic chairs and a round table, plus a tejo board in the back, became a business. Beer, chicharrones, arepas, empanadas, Coca-Cola. A business. With Carlitos slouched in a corner, a cousin who couldn’t find no job after prison, so he became the tienda’s unofficial official security guard. See here: two meters of pure tamal, of pure fury, of bulky arms that could crush any motherfucker. When someone tried pulling one and didn’t pay, Ignacio would watch Carlitos pick up the drunk by the neck throw him out of the tienda then bring a glass of water to the pobre girlfriend in tears.

While Encarnación and the kids cared for the house and tienda, Clemente worked his various projects, which included the selling of meat, the humping of señoritas all over the state of Tolima as he sold said meat, and the chugging down jarras of aguardiente like Néctar was sponsoring his life. Leaving for months on end and then returning to the house three shades darker, thinner, stinking drunk, complaining about his children, smacking them, yelling at Encarnación and demanding sex from her. Not to fall on an unfortunate stereotype although it remains a truth, an unspeakable truth, that Ignacio’s father’s primary relationship was a good bottle of Néctar at sundown while blasting bolero and playing tejo. Years later, right after his honeymoon, while Ignacio is drunk at Club Aquario yelling nonsense, after a generous femme queen beats some sense into him with a line or two of coke, the memory of his father demanding Ignacio bring him another chorrito will haunt our dearest boy.



Another aguardiente, hijueputas!

“Why you complaining so much, muchacho? Stop petting that damn pig and make yourself useful. Come help your mami set the tienda up. The señoras are almost here.”

Encarnación became a different mami when Clemente was out of town. As the years passed Clemente spent more and more time selling chicharrón outside of Ebaguí, claiming the new big supermarket in the plaza was ruining business, selling meat that was no real meat, chicharrón that was probably fried pigeons from the disgusting taste of it. The supermarket could be selling an hijuemadre rat but at a 50-percent discount nobody would blink.

Encarnación hosted onces for the vecinas on Wednesdays, the slowest day, when the tienda wasn’t packed with drunk men trying to get some. All of her children were grown now, half of them out of the house, Ignacio being the youngest and already an hombrecito.

The Rulo Onces Club was a women-of-the-barrio exclusive. Only the ones who were invited and lived within blocks from their house. The comadres came with a bag of food or a drink and, always, an extra bag with láminas of archangels, a recently acquired bleeding Virgen del Carmen, and/or an inherited porcelain saint from a newly deceased family member. It was both a señora kiki moment and a who-is-the-most-pious-Catholic show-and-tell. Ignacio could tell his mami loved these afternoons of chisme, prayer, and jodienda with the señoras. She’d wear her only black dress, hairspray a tight braid into a bun, hang the wooden rosary passed from her own mother on her olive chest, and slip on the black dress shoes she used for church and funerals.

“Why you getting all dressed up, mami?”

Through the mirror Encarnación looked at Ignacio as she tightened her braid. She chuckled at him. Shook her head.

“¿Qué?” he pushed. “It’s just a bunch of women gossiping and drinking beer. Plus Martica ends up eating all the roscones.”



She turned around.

Dressed up his mom looked colossal, imposing, an apparition. A marble statue like those at the Santa Isabel de la Caridad church.

“First of all, we don’t gossip. We exchange information on the barrio, ¿entiendes? And second, mijo, men don’t give un carajo about details. On the contrary, women do. Do you think your father notices if I cut my hair? If I am using a different salve for my hands? If I am wearing a new skirt I’ve spent weeks sewing? The answer is no, he doesn’t. Rosa, Martica, they do. Sometimes they care too much. But at least they notice. And I notice too, so it goes both ways,” she said, moving her fingers back and forth so that he understood feminine sass and shade is reciprocal.

Ignacio walked behind his mother carrying a plate of arepas as she locked their house and opened the door to the tienda.

“Rosa called Doris a cross-eyed ugly girl who won’t get a husband and will end up a maid,” he said, lifting plastic chairs from the stack.

Encarnación opened the arepa container. Wiped the biggest table and turned on the jukebox to Los Panchos. “Rosa’s a bitter woman. Her mother was killed in front of her. She doesn’t mean it, she just can’t help it.”



An hour later the tienda was buzzing with pure rulo energy. Which is to say, there was more chisme, more sass on the table, than almojábanas and aguapanela. There were metaphorical rulos and real rulos galore. Which is to say, the tienda was giving passive-aggressive sighing, death stares, and perfume in overwhelming quantities.

There was Justina—one son killed, whose husband ran the only ferretería and who brought purses nobody bought made of chains and materials from said ferretería. Martica—one daughter kidnapped, one sister killed—the priest’s BFF, who implored everyone to sprinkle agua bendita on their children and keep them away from radios, tiendas like this one, and the loose sinvergüenza daughters of said señora Carmela, who was known as the town’s resident hoe. Carmela—two husbands killed, parents disappeared—of course, not invited to the tienda but a complete mythological sex-fiend figure at gatherings like this one so that Ignacio felt like she was always there. Rosa—mother killed, in front of her, she wouldn’t let you forget—worked as a cleaner at a finca two towns over. María Jesús, Yulaidy, and Patricia: newest members of the Rulo Onces Club. Between all of them: three killed, two disappeared. Between them enough sadness to resuscitate Jesucristo and then some.

Ignacio walked around the table refilling their tintos. Clearing the gray mountain of the ashtray. Taking in their compliments.

“Look how the muchacho has grown! Papito, look at you, tan hombre. Soon you’re gonna find a wife and leave your mami.”

Encarnación didn’t look up from her arepa. Ignacio could tell his mami was hurting. After a fight with Clemente, Yason had threatened to enlist once and for all and be gone jungle adentro with the military. Plus Ignacio’s oldest brother, Jesús, was a complete no-show and Graciela was soon to become a nun. Little by little all her criaturos were leaving her.

Ignacio knew not to say anything about his siblings, just smile. Pretend everything was okay. When in doubt, pretend you don’t have a heart.

“Pero tan flaco, you. Look at those arms like worms.” This was, of course, Rosa. “Is your mami feeding you good morcilla? Here, papi, eat this piece of roscón.” Rosa winked at him like she was kidding when she wasn’t really kidding. “No woman wants a flaco.”

To which Martica interjected, “Speak for yourself, Rosa. I love me my flaco. My flaco has all I need,” and here she closed her eyes in delight so the women knew she meant delicioso.

Rosa crossed herself. Everyone laughed.

On repeat: They sipped on their tintos, inhaled their cigarettes, chewed their arepas, dropped shade, and curated silences. Usually in a few hours everyone said their goodbyes. Pero on this particular Wednesday, before they were done there was a knock on the door.



“We’re closed!” Ignacio yelled, but the next knock was louder. Through the frosted glass of the door, Ignacio saw the shape of a woman. He turned back to look at his mami, who assented. Unlocking the three trancas, he opened the door.

One meter and sixty centimeters of stunning Colombian beauty stood on the other side. Rings on every finger, a gold chain with a cross hung off the loose dress that on another body would look basic pueblo as fuck but on her looked supermodel divine. Ignacio couldn’t help but gawk at the woman as he opened the door, until his mother cleared her throat. She introduced herself as Lucrecia, their temporary neighbor, who was staying at her brother in-law’s house next door with her kid and husband while said husband was assigned to a nearby military post for the season. Somebody on the street told Lucrecia this was the place to get the best paisa arepas and her kid was starving, would Encarnación sell her some?

Encarnación did not like Lucrecia ni un poquito.

Encarnación did not like Lucrecia and Ignacio could tell his mami didn’t like this vecina from the way Encarnación smiled with no teeth and rubbed her thumb and index fingers together in a loop. That, together, was his mami’s social code for absolutely not. The Rulo Onces Club at the table seemed confused and uncomfortable. Rosa, especially, kept x-raying Lucrecia up and down holding on to the statue of the bleeding Virgen for dear life. Lucrecia waved at the rest of the women, who smiled thinly, relit their cigs, and kept on sipping their tintos—in silence—as Encarnación asked Ignacio to pack some arepas for Lucrecia.

“On the house,” Encarnación said to the vecina. Lucrecia insisted on paying for them and Encarnación insisted that gifting her the arepas was exactly what our Lord papi Dios would want. Emphasis on Dios. The entire table muttered a soft amén. Encarnación would later mention to Ignacio she did not want that woman’s money, who knows what kind of chancuco she runs. With that face?

As he packed the arepas Ignacio stole glances at Lucrecia. The plucked eyebrows, perfectly manicured nails. The gentle movements as she tucked her hair. Shiny rings and earrings that accentuated her already beautiful face. He was very confused by this pull. It didn’t feel the same as it did around other girls. What his brothers called a woman’s sex pull. Ignacio took his time wrapping the arepas, glimpsing at Lucrecia’s beauty. Wanting the beauty to seep into him. No, he definitely didn’t want to fuck this woman as much as he wanted to wear this woman. Like he wanted to unzip Lucrecia’s face and try it on. Try on her hair. Feel what it’s like to point at an arepa with lightness and femininity. Could this be? Ay, mi Dios.

“Ignacio,” Encarnación said to burst his bubble. “We don’t want to keep a customer waiting, we don’t want Lucrecia here to think that we don’t know how to run our business.”

That smile with no teeth again. That rubbing of the fingers. Encarnación cared too much about what people said. She sent him that apúrate, muchacho look of hers.

Before leaving Lucrecia complimented Encarnación’s tienda, which Encarnación took, she would later tell Ignacio, as this woman making fun of her poverty. “What? I don’t have rings on every finger but I am a respectable woman. I have my dignity.” After she was gone the table clawed at Lucrecia for daring to wear lipstick (and red!) and blue eyeshadow and having black shiny hair that sat on a pumped ass del diablo impossible to hide. “A woman that screams anti-God,” was how Martica explained it. “That right there,” Encarnación said, pointing to the now-closed frosted door, “is how marriages and families fall apart.”






Valentina Oye, Traicionera, Aunque Yo Me Muera

The afternoon smells a bit of plátano, of drowned ghosts, of cenizas mixed with rain. Valentina tries to spot Alma in the serpent waters, waiting to see if maybe her mom wants to make a guest appearance through the TV. It is her mom in that TV and it isn’t. It is drowned Alma wearing all the gold earrings gold necklaces gold bracelets gold rings like a pharaoh who knew her destiny and her destiny was an accident off the highway, a pharaoh who sensed the approaching darkness and prepared herself to strut into the underworld shining, showing off. A golden sun dripping pura tristeza. Puro olvido. Rainstorm, slick roads, precipices jutting right there. A blown-out tire, someone had said to Valentina. Cliff, mountain, the night. Packs of cigs, no suitcase even though she was leaving Papi forever. Rain, mist, the moon. Into the waters of the river just outside Bogotá, eventually joining the Magdalena, found in the Magdalena like a common pedestrian. This last part she had overhead Papi telling Tía Mama in whispers.

Home from school, Valentina sits with BFF—neighbor-and-parcera-for-life—Jesi in front of the TV screen, on Papi’s bed, which Papi has deserted for the afternoon while he runs his vueltas, his “personal errands” (a term Papi uses when he wants to run around in the streets and not be asked follow-up questions), while from the kitchen Tía Mama heats papita chorriá, carne desmechá, lulo juice, yelling down the hallway, complaining that Valentina shouldn’t be watching that porquería of a spectacle of violence. Mi niña, por Dios, aren’t your eyes bleeding by now?

Ríos de vida, ríos de muerte is an afternoon program on public television about the rivers of our country where corpses appear. That Valentina and Jesi love the show is an understatement. They sing the opening song and argue over which river death they would prefer, which deaths seem plausible and which ones are invented for ratings purposes. Jesi bought them matching black T-shirts featuring the long snake river in gray splitting each T-shirt in two. With a black sharpie Jesi wrote on each T-shirt: J+V Forever, sad face. Valentina wears the T-shirt over her Catholic school uniform, watching Jesi’s face for approval, anxiously waiting for Jesi’s faint nod and smile, to feel Jesi a bit closer, más cerquita, pero Jesi’s eyes are given to the television, where the words death, massacre and río dance to the beats of the opening song. Jesi is a darkness Valentina waits on every day to arrive and drown her. Valentina has Jesi in ways she doesn’t have anyone else. Cigarettes, twelve hours of TV, three hours on the phone, all of it, Jesi. Déjame explicarte, Jesi begins every sentence and off she goes constantly explaining the world to Valentina. And you wouldn’t know how chatty by looking at her with those black eyes, eyeliner, dark jeans, Joy Division shirt más grande que ella. Perfect black nails. Jesi’s head-to-toe black attire is perfect in its decadence as is her smell, straight out of the shower, a puro jabón Palmolive. Tía Mama calls her La Gótica but everyone knows all self-respecting goths do not refer to themselves as goths, and so Jesi rolls her eyes at Tía Mama saying, “Mi nombre es Jesi y todos nos vamos morir,” to which Tía Mama responds, “You wanna talk about death, mi niña? You wanna get scary? I’ll show you scary, shit.”

Tía Mama cooks in her bleached-blonde bob and that sturdy body del diablo that can be choking any motherfucker with one hand while stirring perico eggs with the other. A smeared apron that reads #1 Blonde all in English that Tía Mama forces Papi to hang next to the fridge since she spends so many afternoons caring after Valentina. Tía Mama brings lunch and reviews Valentina’s homework with her, signs Valentina’s school papers with Papi’s signature, and teaches Valentina how to be a mujer macha camacha. Eat your papita, your fríjoles, no sugar after five p.m. because it goes straight to your muslos, brush that hair twice a day, finish your motherfucking school, do not let any boy near your tesorito, ¿me entiendes?

Valentina shushes Tía Mama, “Mama, we’re trying to watch the show,” and, offended, Tía Mama yells even louder, “Is this right? You are trying to shush your Tía Mama? Malcriada.” Valentina turns up the volume, ignores Tía Mama, chewing on the papita chorriá, mesmerized by the aerial view of landscapes all over Colombia she never gets to see because outside those dusty windows Bogotá is puro cement, brick buildings, and the peaks of the cerros. At its core Bogotá is red brick and buseta smoke. The blue-gray mountains on the TV pierce the sky, bisected by gray shimmering scars of water loaded with dead people.

“Looks like a soup of rice,” Jesi says, biting the skin around her nails until blood pools around those ñocos of fingers. It is true. The bigger-than-life jungle trees dripping in torrential rain and mist. The precipices that shoot out from a mountain ringed by fog in a body of water that carries all its passengers, dead and alive, to the Magdalena. All bodies end in the Magdalena. The Magdalena coiling round Colombia’s neck like the tight leather choker with a cross that Jesi wears and Valentina so badly wants but Papi will not buy her one. Those are things of putas. Are you a puta? On the TV a voiceover of a señorita journalist telling the story of Natalia’s mother, some of which Valentina already knows as the camera zooms into the blue-gray mountain, zooms deeper into the silver Magdalena scar until the screen is underwater. Murky, viscous water. The veins of Colombia clogged with bodies, says the journalist in a low dramatic voice. One of those bodies: Natalia’s costeña mom. Can you believe it, my gente?

“Wasn’t your mom from Cartagena too?” Jesi chews the papita with her mouth open, wipes her lips with her school sweater. Valentina can’t answer. Valentina is trying to hide the surprise of yet again hearing those words strung together: mother, river, costeña, dead. Even though she’s known this, the closeness of both deaths, Natalia’s mom and hers. There it is, Natalia’s picture on the screen superimposed on the river with a floating corpse and the words Natalia’s mother from Cartagena dies, but was it suicide? and here Tía Mama anxiously enters the room blowing cigarette smoke, turns off the TV pressing the fucsia filter to the off button because “no no no absolutely not, Valentina Isabel Rodríguez Juan, you are not watching this amarillista bullshit of a program. God bendito is my witness, niña. Come help me in the kitchen.”

A faint static sound suffocates the room. The TV reflects the three of them on Papi’s bed like an elongated dream, and in that dream Valentina is sure that Alma sometimes appears, her mami takes a peek from el otro lado, ripping open the dimension between aquí and allá, and so Valentina swirls the cadenita of the Virgen around her neck, once dark blue but now greening at the edges because Valentina has not removed it, for years and years, ni siquiera pa’ shower, ni siquiera pa’ swimming, ni siquiera when Papi wanted to replace the chain, Valentina would not take off the Virgen cadenita Alma gifted her when she was just a criatura.

“What do you think it feels like, Jesi?” Valentina washes the dishes, Jesi dries them. Tía Mama cross-legged on the phone hágame el favor no seamos tan hijueputas smoking by the window.



“To jump into the river? The better question is: Who pushed Natalia’s mom?”

Jesi is the smart one. Between the two of them Jesi eats her for breakfast, lunch, and dinner when it comes to knowing everything like she is fully grown. Valentina pretends to keep up, pero no puede. Jesi always asks the right questions, like who pushed Natalia’s mom into the river. But what Valentina needs to know is if Natalia’s mom’s alleged suicide can be read on Natalia’s face, if the uncontrollable catastrophe is traceable, and how does it sit all those years behind that highlighted blow-dried hair and the jeans descaderados?

Valentina imagines plunging into the Magdalena. Being pushed by a hand into the Magdalena. From school she learned 1) boa constrictors live in the river, 2) the turbulent waters of the Magdalena are lined with rocks as big as their entire apartment, 3) after 1,540 kilometers the river empties into the Caribbean Sea. If she were pushed into the Magdalena a boa constrictor would kill her or she’d hit her head on a rock (she likes the idea of the rock way better in real life but the idea of the boa constrictor way better in story), and after floating lifeless for kilometers and kilometers, after wading the same waters that carried her dead mother all gold rings all pharaoh all sadness and olvido, she’d end up in the same sea that saw Alma be born.

Tía Mama turns up the volume of the stereo to Traicionera spilling from Radio Candela. Clapping and dancing with her fingers, the bracelets clacking oye, traicionera, aunque yo me muera the rings on every finger catching light donde yo me encuentre rogaré por tu alma and Tía Mama does that thing that women do, right palm on the heart, cigarette in the other, eyes closed, singing to the ceiling, which at that moment becomes every husband that left her, while giving it all to the dance floor that is the brown carpet. “Listen-me to this one! If I told you. If only I told you the many times this song has seen me die.” Tía Mama fully gives herself over to the beats of Pastor Lopez brought to you by Candela! Candela! And here Valentina pictures the song itself witnessing Tía Mama die, Traicionera the vessel of Tía Mama as she bursts into death from so much heartbreak, and here Valentina imagines Radio Candela playing in the background for her too while she waves the tunnel of death of the Magdalena, rigid like a grain of rice swimming puro corpse into the Caribbean Sea.

Cuando se quiere como te quise, trata de cerrar la herida que me abriste. He vuelto a amarte y a recordarte, pero yo no puedo ahora olvidarte.






Ignacio Don’t Faint this Time, Princesa

Ignacio knew everything about being a man. A natural fútbol player—the best forward in the barrio’s soccer team—he could kill pigeons with his slingshot while tending the cattle, aim his pee at an anthill, and spit at the drunk dudes at his mother’s tienda while whispering in their ears, you are a miserable hombre who does not know how to handle his drink. Go home to your wife. Spit on their faces.

Encarnación kissed the top of Ignacio’s curls as he lifted the crate of empty Coca-Cola bottles he’d drop off at the other side of the pueblo for her. When he returned with a new crate of clacking Coca-Colas, Ignacio felt the weight of Encarnación’s tired soft eyes on him. Gracias, the eyes said, now go be good. Go make me proud.

On this day Clemente would kill the pig. Chanchito.



For weeks Clemente had been readying the family for the killing. The entire barrio knew, the pueblo knew it. Everyone in the entire Tolima region seemed to know some rico chicharrón was coming their way.

The whole week Clemente and Yason had been dele que dele on and on about the money that would be dropped in their pockets from the fat pig. Half of it sold to the town, most sold at the tienda as juicy chicharrón, the remaining bits making it to the family’s Sunday’s sancocho.

Nobody knew Ignacio named the pig Chanchito. Nobody knew that every day after school, he sat in the back of the house and petted Chanchito, fed it ground corn, and whispered all of his secrets to it. Chanchito was brought home as part of a debt Clemente collected and had lived inside a small fence in the back of the house getting fat and delicious for months.

Now Ignacio could barely gaze at Chanchito. Every time he looked at the pig’s face his knees felt fragile and a horrible nausea overtook him. Chanchito in the middle of a circle of plastic chairs where men of the barrio sat, calloused hands clapping.

“Bring me the knife, Ignacio. And don’t forget the aguardiente.”

There was no saving Chanchito. Chanchito’s fate had been sealed. Ignacio could not hide in the house. He had to stay. He had to witness the gush of red from the artery. The dark pool absorbed by the tierra as his father smoked and his brothers barked in excitement. Ignacio’s responsibility to tend to the knife. Clean it. It was always like this: His dad and brothers killed the animalito outside while Encarnación and his sisters prepped the tienda’s kitchen for the butchering and curing of the animal.

“Don’t faint this time, princesa,” Yason whispered as Ignacio placed the aguardiente bottle by his father. Clemente’s rough brown hands patting Chanchito. Already drunk, already pasadito de tragos, gone into himself talking to the animal, qué bonito cerdito come here, papito.



“Shut up,” Ignacio said standing across from Yason. It was true, he’d fainted. Twice.

“Make me.”

Knife in his left hand, his eyes blinded by the sun peeking over Yason. Yason all dark, barely a shadow. A couple of palm trees framed his silhouette. The guayaba trees enclosed the house and beyond them it was all green. An open hill where Ignacio sometimes spent the early mornings of his days twirling the futbolito. This back of the house was all tierra, all mud with a couple of skinny chickens and a rooster that had lost his virility. The rooster was a loner, and unlike the neighbors’ roosters theirs didn’t chase the chickens but sat in the shade with the finca’s dogs, kicking it. The goat was not there. The one Yason and the older boys fucked every so often after stealing beer from the tienda. As if sensing a killing was on the way the rooster tweaked up to the front of the house. The chickens and dogs gone. The birds had flown, too.

The air was still. Not a wind. A blanket of clouds now descended on the afternoon sun so the light turned dimmed, filled with low shadows.

Ignacio lifted the knife, defiant. Yason was such an asshole.

Picture it: skinny brown arms, shorts, tank top, string around the neck with a Virgen del Carmen and a santo, a little red wool bracelet from his favorite soccer team tied around his wrist.

Yason chuckled. Mouthed, bring it.

Ignacio took a step toward him, spat on the ground.

Jaime, surprising Ignacio from behind, pulled the knife from his hands.

“Hermanito, don’t waste the knife on Yason, por favor. This knife is too precious to waste it on our brothercito.” Jaime was only a few years older than Ignacio, Yason already a teenager but acting like he was daddy número dos.

And then it was Clemente’s hand waving them off to stop the maricada: Was he raising a bunch of faggots or what? This was some serious shit. This is sacred, this is food, this is business. Now bring the rag, the water, the aguardiente.

Ignacio stood by his father. The smoke of the cigarette dangling off his father’s lips burned his eyes. But he knew he must stand there or else, he must do as his brothers or Clemente would yell at him. He must stand on the mud watching his dad’s long dirty nails poke Chanchito, he must pass the aguardiente to his dad to pour on the earth, to chug some until he was ready to ninja the life out Chanchito.

Ignacio was scared shitless but he didn’t want to be scared shitless. Twice he had fainted and twice that cost him a whipping and endless teasing. He willed the fear out of him. Eyes latched on the cloudy sky, he played with the string of the virgen and the santo, please, Virgencita, let me not faint, let me not faint, let me be strong. Let me not faint. Let me be strong.

For a second his eyes shut.

“Ignacio.” His father’s voice burned somewhere in his bones.

“Are you here with us or should I send you inside with the women?” Yason smiled at Ignacio, mouthed, princesa.

“I’m here, pa.”

“I can’t hear you.”

“I’m here, pa!”

“Do you guys hear Ignacio? All I hear is some little mouse making little mouse noises.”

The men’s soft laughter.

“I’m here!” he said yelling, almost pleading. “I’m here!”

“All right, mijo.” Clemente patted Ignacio’s leg. “Pass me the rag.”

He handed his father the soiled rag. Ignacio’s eyes watered. He was a man. He knew all there was to know about being a man. A man ready to help with the killing of a pig. Chanchito. Forget about his warm feelings for Chanchito, forget the burning fear in his throat.

Please, Virgencita, let me not faint, let me not faint, I am strong. Let me not faint. I am strong.



Chanchito’s swirling eyes. Clemente’s grunt. The blade of the knife. The swing of his father’s arm he recognized so well. The veins popping like rivers on his arms as he landed a U on Chanchito’s neck. The biting of the lip.

Let me not faint.

The vengeful eyes of Chanchito.

The pig’s last shriek.

And then—






Valentina Buy Me a Mansion in Cartagena

When Valentina sits down to watch Natalia with Papi the curtains in his room are slightly opened. Some stretch of time has passed since the room was touched by this amount of light, so long that Valentina feels a grown-ass woman even though she’s only twelve, twelve and a half as she likes to remind Tía Mama, who tells Valentina if Valentina wants to be a grown-ass woman she better act like one and get a job to pay for everything Papi is leaving at the mercy of the travesti samaritans. She would if she could, Tía Mama. Damn. Right this second Valentina would audition to be a TV host if only they let her, and so she practices her favorite words in front of the mirror: muerte, campo santo, río Magdalena. And her favorite sentence: Esta noche, my querido público, I bring you the most terrifying news.

Sometimes they don’t see any of the Eléctrica Family tías for long stretches. The time without her tías Valentina feels in her stomach, her liver, in the way her organs wrinkle, caving into themselves. Sometimes Valentina forgets the dazzling sass of the Eléctrica Family until one day they appear buzzing on the intercom sending a giddy rush to our girl, who unfortunately has to deliver, once again, the message of Papi’s reclusion, the statement of isolation: We’re unavailable today, tía.

Just last week, Tía Mama and La Perra pegadas al buzzer. “Come on now, mi niña, stop with the pendejada, open the damn door to your tías.” Valentina pleaded with her eyes but Papi was gone adentro of Osvalda and not in the damn mood to host. The tías were relentless, the buzzer buzzed its loud ring ring even over the TV until Papi sighed so deeply, “It’s impossible to be left alone.” When Valentina finally buzzed them in, Papi yelled, “I am not here.”

“Why are you being such a pain in the culo, Ignacio?” La Perra shouted down the hallway at Papi’s closed door, lighting a cig, kissing Valentina. Tía Mama’s face a mush of embarrassment trying, Valentina knew, not to look, attempting with everything in her not scan around the mounds of dust and disarray, the evidence of Papi’s agotao state draped all over the apartment, but Tía Mama’s eyes couldn’t help themselves, they darted anyway, pulled by the mocking evidence of their life. Valentina stood there overcome with shame. She tried to make excuses but when she opened her mouth nothing came out. Papi remained locked in his room not answering to the shade of his sisters.

“Mi niña, you cannot be fearing that father of yours. He’s just a chocho faggot throwing a childish fit.” La Perra stood by Papi’s door as she talked, daring him, but there was no response. They left all eye rolls and mutters, leaving a bag of arroz con pollo and platanitos for Valentina, kisses and hugs that she held on to like precious gifts. “There there”—Tía Mama held Valentina’s hand before closing the door—“No te me pongas así. Tía Mama is here, mi cielo.”





A slanted sun cuts Papi’s face in two, one brown eye shines, all alone. Papi’s a bit tipsy and when he’s just tipsy he likes to name things. Bed, tall lamp, favorite purple dress. “Felipe,” he slurs pointing at the TV, but it’s a shampoo commercial with two women waving their hair like the national flag. “Felipe who, Papi?” but he’s moved on.

Half-opened curtains are not fully closed curtains, but half-opened curtains still stir Valentina’s stomach. Which means Papi is a bit here a bit there a bit más allá. Papi is a bit tragao by Osvalda the bed. An exhausted Osvalda will swallow him. While Papi lies in bed Valentina misses him, even though Papi is right there next to her. Since Alma died the pain of missing him swallows her in silences.

The days are: Levantarse. Acostarse. Sangre. Whisky. El humo of Papi. La wig of Papi. This longing que no la deja vivir.

When Papi gets up to use the bathroom, his shape is imprinted on the bed. Siete-tigres blanket delineating the mountain range of cansao that is Papi. In his very tolimense way he asks Valentina what day it is, “¿ Qué día es hoy?”

The question hangs over them: What day is today?

The curls on his head reach toward the ceiling like barbed wire and Valentina cannot help but tease him. “Papá, you look like a zombie,” to which Papi replies by winking at her, so Valentina takes it further, saying Papi surely looks like he belongs in the streets, Valentina takes it further to get a reaction from Papi, who completely fails the assignment, just waves her off. It makes her want to fight him, fight anyone.

Valentina wonders what Alma would think if she walked into this room right now. If Alma weren’t a ghost but a living person and she saw Papi in full zombie hair, Valentina’s clothes almost stiff from dirt, what would she think? Alma wouldn’t recognize them ni un poquito.

The phone rings right when the TV shows a video of a child Natalia in ponytails with two legs, narrated by a sad voice and a musiquita that makes you go, Ay, poor Natalia. Like usual, they don’t answer. The phone keeps ringing. The caller hangs up and calls again. They don’t answer. The phone rings one more time. Annoyed, Valentina makes an effort to get up but Papi’s hand stops her. “Let the answering machine get it,” he says.

Hola, Ignacio. It’s Clemencia again. Por favor, return my calls. This is urgente. Ignacio, por Dios, esto no tiene cara. You can’t keep evading us anymore . . . There are lawyers, Ignacio.

“Pa, can I answer?” Valentina asks.

Nothing. Only that look of his. Papi’s fisheyes just have to open and close in silence and Valentina knows that’s a Do not answer the phone.

The phone rings its loud ring ring again and it makes Valentina nervous to know someone is trying to reach their apartment and here they are lying. The answering machine is her own voice, Hola caracola, this is the Rodríguez’s house, we are away or at the corner store, leave a message and maybe we’ll get back to you.

It is Friday and sunny. Although from inside their apartment sunlight doesn’t exist. The sun is a myth in this apartment. Sometimes it makes an unusual entrance when Papi decides to slightly open the curtains but, usually, the apartment is todo dark. Thick, velvet, dusty curtains that Tía Mama calls the forever funerary house of a tacky traqueto, you sure love yourself some ñero style hang in the living room in what is Papi’s “decoration” of a jungle of fake plants joining the dead ones next to the porcelain angels and vinyl records.

If you want some sunlight, enter Valentina’s room. Where a perfectly tucked twin bed meets a poster of Natalia winking superimposed on a mountain range, a gift from Tía Mama. On the nightstand a photo of Valentina and Jesi giving the finger. Walls, dark blue. Water, Valentina thought when picking the paint at the hardware store. Her first word. The bottom of the ocean. The end of life. Valentina dusts the room meticulously every other day. Pero, otherwise, it’s like it’s permanently six in the evening in this apartment on the third floor of the building by the name of María Paula in the neighborhood of Cedritos, Bogotá norte, Cundinamarca of the Cundiboyacense highlands, sumercé.



A shadow apartment no matter the time. Does Valentina care? Sometimes in front of the bathroom mirror listica with the Catholic uniform on as she brushes her teeth, Valentina imagines herself as Natalia talking to an imaginary lover, ni por el chiras can you get me to live in this shithole, corazón. Buy me a mansion en Cartagena.

The camera zooms in on Natalia’s scar. The scar cutting across her cheek that made her famous. The music changes again. Pictures of Natalia as a grown-up in a finca with her then boyfriend, before the car accident, before the-boyfriend-who-loved-her-so-much cheated on her and her life was lo que se dice destroyed. Before Natalia died and resurrected. There was even a campaign against boyfriends-who-cheat-and-ruin-lives. Activists put Natalia’s face on billboards across Bogotá, but then everyone agreed she looked better as a supermodelo than as a poster child against violence. It’s true. Papi and Valentina agree.

“I am not ashamed of who I am,” she says. “And I always wanted to be a supermodel. This is no reason to stop.” She points at her missing leg.

“Divina,” Papi says, emocionao. “That’s the spirit.”

On the answering machine Tía Clemencia continues her rant, We really don’t have to go down this route if you’d only answer the court’s orders. Ignacio? Valentina, ¿estás ahí? Valentina, pick up the phone . . . Again, this is your Tía Clemencia. Llámeme, por favor.

The interviewer agrees with Natalia. She’s a fighter, he says. She lost her mother, her leg, her boyfriend, and now here she is, Colombia’s number-one beauty building an empire. ¡Increíble! Aplausos, por favor.

Valentina gets up to use the bathroom y Papi quién sabe qué cree but he starts mumbling under his breath, “Ojo, Valentina, that I don’t catch you calling Clemencia, ¿no?” And our girl flips her hair like whatever like I don’t hear you, Papi. “Valentina,” Papi repeats in that tone etched on her bones. She looks back at him with her good eyes and they both know Valentina won’t call Tía Clemencia, because what would Valentina even say to her? Además, Valentina loves Papi, everyone knows that.



Los días pasan entre el murmullo de la televisión y el sonido del teléfono que nunca contestan. The days pass like this smelling of ketchup, saliva, whisky, olvido. The place smells of Papi’s dreams, cold pizza for breakfast, cigs at midnight staring at the sky.

Suddenly one day, the phone rings while Valentina is sketching a new TV set on her notebook and when the answering machine gets it, Valentina’s face involuntarily smiles at the hum of Jesi’s voice, an unraveling happens in her hands and she cannot keep them still.

“This message is for Valentina Rodríguez, better known as Río, Valeriana, the ultimate dark queen of this building, aka María Paula’s reigning TV host.” Jesi continues, “This message is from you-know-who wanting you-know-what. Where are you? I’m bored. I got something for you. Just call me, okay?”






Ignacio The Vestida that Wouldn’t Die

He liked the taste of rain, would gently remove his straw hat, open his mouth wide, tongue out, and be drenched in it. A veces, standing in the middle of the potrero field Ignacio would shut his eyes, picture himself far away from the tall grass, but he couldn’t really see himself out of Ebaguí. Couldn’t imagine rain that wasn’t this musky, swampy. If the rain came right at sundown it’d taste like aguapanela, sweet and tangy as if the vapor of every paila where women heated panela drifted up into the sky, coagulating into clouds then squeezed by the violence of the wind, water falling onto his tongue.

After the Chanchito killing, during which he fainted, again, and when he came to, fainted again at the sight of the dead pig, and eventually returned to consciousness to his siblings chuckling and Encarnación shaking her head, Clemente sent him to care for the cattle up the potrero hill. No more futbolito with the kids of the barrio. Exactly what Ignacio hated. Manure, heat, dirt.

“What about school?” Ignacio pleaded.

On a stool Clemente’s legs spread wide, eyes glued to the newspaper. He spoke to Ignacio while staring at the newspaper, as if he couldn’t waste time from the precious news to punish him. Clemente was a man of the campo who never consulted a soul when making a decision. An impulsive dude whose proud head of thick brown hair was seen lowered only on Sundays, to God, and every other month for pilgrimage, to the virgencita. A man with two speaking modes: icy and apeshit yelling.

“You won’t be going to school.”

“Clemente.” Encarnación emerged from the kitchen in an apron dusted with flour, working the perfect arepa in her hand to be sold later at the tienda. “Now the kid’s gonna grow stupid like all the young men around here kicking balls and waiting to be ‘discovered.’ Hombre, por Dios.”

Clemente looked up.

“Are you contradicting me in front of my children, mujer?”

Ignacio could smell his father. Dried blood, freshly cut grass with hints of anise from the aguardiente. Clemente picked up a key and scratched his ear, stared at the wax on the key then blew it onto the floor.

Only Doris and Graciela were home and Ignacio saw them sneak out the back door. Nobody wanted to catch a stray bullet of daddy rage.

Ignacio’s eyes went to his shoes. The dime-size hole in one. The seal of the barrio’s fútbol team on the edge of each heel, which he’d ask an older friend to copy onto them with a pen. Only members of the barrio’s fútbol team were allowed to wear it, and although Ignacio was still too young, his soccer game was candela and everyone said so. His shoes would be worn out quicker walking up in the potrero hill with nothing to do but yell at the cattle to fucking move, which is what you gotta do, yell and whip them with the perrero and drag them to drink their water, and then his shoes would stain and smell like cow shit and eventually his mami would saw off the top of each shoe like she’d done with his siblings’, calling the new atrocity a “sandal.” And then he’d feel sad for his mother and end up thanking her for giving him ugly-ass sandals instead of new shoes.

Now, Encarnación was all quiet eyes, still turning the arepa in her hands while Clemente yelled.

A lizard scurried by Ignacio past the rickety table resting below Clemente’s chair. It was missing the end of its tail. He wondered where the end was and if the remaining tail part remembered it was once part of a body and what about the lizard itself, did it know? Did it remember its other piece?

“Am I speaking Chinese o qué hijueputa!?”

Ignacio felt the slap on the back of his head. The instructions to ready his ass ’cause he’ll be up at four the next morning and do not make your father repeat himself, ¿estamos? Now go get daddy another beer. Cold, this time.



It was free God juice cooling him, shot straight out from the heavens onto Ignacio’s outstretched tongue. Our boy loved the taste of rain but hated getting wet. The only refuge was underneath the palm tree where he smoked the cigarette butts he’d pick on his way up the hill at dawn.

He smacked the cows’ butts, brushed the donkey, watched them ruminating on grass, yelled at them, why are you making little mouse noises? I can’t hear you, hijueputa! Then apologized and hugged their necks. It’s not your fault you’re big and ugly and smell like asshole. During his time on the potrero hill, Ignacio practiced his pee aim, perfected la chilena with a ball he hid in stacks of hay, and whenever he found a soft warm tree hole, fucked the tree like all the other boys did. Mamacita, he mumbled to the tree.



Every new day, every new week, the same thing: Dawn. Cows. Cigarette. Mamacita tree.

On the grass, picking it, chewing it, spitting it out, he stared at the clouds and daydreamed. Of becoming a famous soccer player, a rich motherfucker envied and respected by the entire town, of whatever was outside those blue-greenish monstrous mountains.

For homework Ignacio invented stories. The homework was assigned by his teacher, who implored Clemente to allow Ignacio to receive classes from her, at night, free, in her house, que the boy is quite astute, que the boy has potential, que the boy will be wasted if left alone with the cattle. Mostly just reading and dreaming up stories. Reading was boring as hell, but the stories? The easiest thing in the world for him. Stories floated from this place like ghosts. In the afternoons at the tienda, in his mami’s quiet murmuring in the morning or during mass. Stories float and sometimes you catch one and then the ghost lives inside you. Like the story about Jesús. His older brother, not Yason. An older older brother whose face Ignacio didn’t remember well and who was not to be named in the presence of Clemente. All Ignacio remembered of Jesús was the space between his front teeth and how he whistled through it during fútbol matches. Jesús. One of Encarnación’s calvarios, a curse, one of the crosses she bore and therefore Ignacio bore (he loved his mami too much to let her suffer alone).

The story went that Jesús and Clemente didn’t get along. One night after a beating by the mango tree Jesús ran away and found work as a salesman in Yopal. Months later, the news arrived that Jesús had falsified his baptism certificate and at fourteen years old was married to a woman twice his age. They lived somewhere in Yopal with a kid. Encarnación refused to accept the relationship. It was said that Jesús returned to town with a colorful papagayo on his shoulder, boasting of his new job, and was never seen again. Was the parrot real? Clemente didn’t allow any talk about Jesús in the house. Had forbade the subject. Real men work hard, real men don’t abandon their families.



There was also the story about the man who turned into a bird. This one Ignacio overheard one evening during a meeting of the Rulo Onces Club when neither his mami nor the ladies noticed he was listening. The story unfolded in fragments. Something about a man many years ago who dared walk around town in dresses—la vestida—people beat him up, demanded he leave Ebaguí, but he was relentless. He’d disappear into the mountains and come back in another long cotton dress. Until one day a group of men beat him so bad he was left to die over by the riverbank, but what do you know, la vestida-cross-dresser refused to die, transformed into a bird, walked into town one day half person, half bird wearing that same damn dress. Word had it he still lived on the other side of town, over by the mountains. A full black bird.

Stories were easy.

Math was like, duh. Everywhere. He didn’t need no class. He’d been counting arepas at his mom’s tienda since he was four, multiplying the beers the loud construction workers drank since the freaking womb, and dividing it all by the number of novias in tears that showed up every so often at their house when Clemente was away.

In the afternoons when he returned home reeking of grass, feet sometimes swollen sometimes infected, Encarnación would serve the saddest sancocho with fideo rice and Coca-Cola. He’d have thirty minutes to wash himself, comb back those curls, listen for ten minutes to the latest fútbol match on the radio—sometimes not even, because Doris would smack him if he changed the radionovela—and run across town to attend the nighttime class, but not before he was blessed by his mami from the gallon of agua bendita she always had by the door.

Sometimes, he’d skip class and run the streets playing futbolito with the boys.

Fernando, Ulises, Mauricio.

He missed the boys. Wanted their roars to fill his ears. The musk of collective sweat, the smell of a win. He was the best forward and had been gone for months. The team needed him. Ignacio wanted the fury of each goal, the way the team piled on him. Slapped his ass. The bailecito they did every time their team scored, all of them wrapped around each other, a little pasito tun tun dance. That moment of joy.

If his father was in town, he risked getting beaten by him. If his father was out of town, he risked his mami’s eyes clawing at him. Both happened. Many times. And then there was the teacher’s disappointment when he came back after a skipped class. Eventually he missed so many matches the team had to get another forward. In the meantime, Fernando and Ulises explained. Ignacio didn’t let anybody but the cows see his tears.






Valentina Hoy Soy Puro Río Magdalena

Señoras y señores—Natalia begins—Ladies and gentlemen. With you is the winner of our first Young Woman TV Anchor Prize. A young woman who has demonstrated talent, yes, vigor, yes, actitud, yes, but above all, dear televidentes, above all she has verraquera, she has pasión, she has porte—that shining elegance popping off her like fireworks, enthralling us all. A true star. Isn’t our country something? Are you all ready to meet the girl who has captivated many, including myself, and has now won a prize to be my very right hand, even write some of my scripts. ¿Estamos listos? Please welcome Valentina Isabel Rodríguez Juan!

Valentina wonders what she’d wear on such an occasion. If such a prize existed. The outpour of love of millions of televidentes clamoring for her and only her. Valentina! Valentina! Valentina! Their want cascading on her. A calendar of Valentina, a billboard by the Séptima Avenue with her face next to the words Delivers the tragic news tonight. Everybody wanting Valentina. A tight straightjacket of endless love squeezing her so good.

Papi is out today, a true miracle, so Valentina sits on Papi’s bed turning the TV volume to the max so that Natalia’s voice rises above her heart’s thump. Outside barking dogs, alarm after alarm going off. She sits closer to the TV not daring to blink so she doesn’t miss a second of Natalia. How Natalia claps sideways because her nails are long, how her teeth are perfect squares and in her laughter there’s not a trace of loss, not a trace of mami down the river, not a trace of pobrecita without a leg, but the opposite. Flashy Natalia. Verraca Natalia. Triunfadora Natalia. Natalia on the cover of Soho Magazine fully nude long wavy hair covering perfect round tetas smooth skin in mermaid pose where all the pain slides off her hand running down her shoulder throwing away the pain así, signaling she doesn’t hold on to anything, she is lo que se dice free.

While Natalia transforms in front of her very eyes, metamorphosing from ay-poor-supermodel-choked-by-tragedy to Colombia’s hottest hembrota to reigning queen of all magazines and TV host with thousands of followers, the days in this apartment have been: Slanted light. Smoke. Pink robes. Whisky ventiao. Papi’s dreams. One day kneaded onto the next, a loop with no visible marker of any time having passed.

Natalia reads passages from her book, the interviewer nods, Natalia finishes gently with a softness in her voice that pulls on Valentina’s spine, then removes her glasses in slow motion staring directly into the camera, batting those long fake lashes like fans, and for a second the entire screen is Natalia’s face, swallowed inside her magnificent pores, and Valentina grabs both of her tits tight. Both would fit in one hand. Two sad chichoncitos refusing to become full tetas. Pinches her nipples as hard as possible so they get the memo to fucking grow. Harder, like they are not attached to her like it isn’t her own pain like it is borrowed pain, the tits are not hers this room is not hers this apartment is not hers it is borrowed pain borrowed room borrowed apartment while Natalia’s voice blares the gospel of verraquera and Valentina pinches tightens her bitten-down nails around the tip of each nipple until the electricity turns static until she can’t breathe until Natalia closes the reading with happiness is a choice! Choose to be happy, set your mind free! Valentina inhales Natalia’s words through her nipples and as she is close to making herself pass out Jesi rings the doorbell.

Valentina returns, gathers herself. Looks at the dead plants, the soil she’d watered lovingly, every day for weeks. She loved those plants so much she watered them so much they all died. The green had popped fierce until it turned maroon and finally mushy, ochre.

Jesi rings again.

Valentina has to turn off the TV or else el cotorreo on what a dumb bitch Natalia is won’t stop until Jesi hears the screams of MTV or yells at something. A Jesi le gustan las emociones fuertes. A Valentina también. Strong emotions are at the core of living, true living. Why live like a lukewarm tintico when you can burn your tongue daily and feel it for days on end?

Jesi brings Coca-Cola and almojábanas that she dips in the Coke while chewing with her mouth open and showing off the new scars on her arms. Valentina touches the raised skin, bits of scab and dots of blood. Jesi’s skin is soft soft with so much arm hair Jesi’s mom calls her la hijuemadre peluda. Jesi’s hairy legs like her arms and she doesn’t mind the hair she likes the waves of black hair that sometimes Valentina brushes in shapes with a toothbrush so that by the end Jesi’s legs look like they’re all scales like Jesi is part fish part underwater what Jesi does mind what Jesi hates are the round tetas aplastadas bien crushed those titties in rolls of bandage from the Olímpica drugstore below the Joy Division T-shirt and is jealous, so jealous is Jesi, of Valentina’s chichoncito’s titties how lucky Valentina is with mere mosquito bites under her shirt that no dude cares to look at.

With a small blade Jesi carves words on her arms and her legs and then shows off the work to Valentina. Valentina wants to run her tongue on the new scar TE ODIO across Jesi’s forearm and then continue to Jesi’s armpit and Jesi’s three moles and that one with the hair sticking out like a dead bird.

Valentina asks who.

“Who what?”

“Who do you hate, Jesi?” Valentina traces the T and the E and Jesi’s handwriting, which is so organized, each letter the same size as the one before.

“Everyone, Río. Everyone in this dumb city.”

Jesi calls Valentina Río. Sometimes Magdalena. Sometimes Río Magdalena. Ever since nonstop watching Ríos de vida, ríos de muerte Valentina became Río Magdalena, a secret name that carries Valentina’s inside noise without having to say it, without having to bring words to the haunting waving through her life. Jesi knows. Whenever Valentina is not feeling it, whenever she is poniéndose mala, she says, hoy soy puro río Magdalena. Pure Magadalena river I am. She just has to say it to Jesi and Jesi brings cigs, Choclitos, a cassette with only the Cure on it and sometimes aguardiente licor hidden in an eyedrops container.

Other names Jesi has for Valentina: Tinager, Valehuevo, Valeriana, Valetres, Valevictorian.

Other names Valentina calls Jesi: Jesicola, Jesuita, Jesiventura, Jesicrista, and sometimes just “J,” because Jesi can’t stand her birth name, “Jessica,” with all the s’s and that big a at the end as if she were just another stupid tropipopera girl in pearl earrings and baleticas. Plus, the weight of all of Jesi’s mother’s screams in those three syllables: ¡Je-ssi-ca, carajo! Valentina can count on her hand all the people Jesi loves, which wouldn’t include her parents, who we cannot get started on porque se nos va la tarde en eso.

They sit on the little terrace by the living room unbothered by Papi, who, milagro, still hasn’t come back home. What is Papi doing outside for so long a Valentina ni le preguntes. Not a chance he’s buying food or paying the utilities. Maybe visiting a lover. Most likely standing in a crowded street staring at passing cars lost in his own thinking.



Below Doña Marta mops the patio and even from the third floor Valentina can smell the Fabuloso, which mixed with the cigarette is a whole calming balm for the heart. The crisscrossed powerlines, brick buildings peeking from the sides, and in the middle the dark green cerros advertising rain, surely esto es pa’ lluvia, a downpour later.

Smoking cig after cig they discuss the new set Jesi’s building for Valentina plus the new stories Valentina has been writing.

Valentina has a plan. A master plan.

Jesi and Valentina have been working on a news program—de Colombia para el mundo. Jesi is producer extraordinaire in charge of filming (palm recorder from the days of Alma), lighting (living-room floor lamp), and the sets (life-size printouts courtesy of Tía Mama) of said stories that Valentina writes. Valentina wants the dead to be alive, touchable, in full form and Jesi has mad skills for bloody limbs and baby machetes. Let this not be confused with mere play, as Papi sometimes likes to put it, your games with Jesi. No, señor. What you see here is the brilliant brain of our girl at play.

One day Valentina will be discovered.

One day very soon in full long wavy hair, black eyeliner, leather choker and—if Papi allows—nose ring, she will be delivering its daily tragedies to el pueblo colombiano.

Her TV hosting skills are what they call a knockout. She’s been rehearsing them since she was a little criatura putting on one-girl-shows for Alma. All she remembers of these shows are Alma’s tired eyes asking if Valentina was done already?

Valentina wasn’t done. Jesi joined the news team, Tía Mama supports it by delivering large printouts that they pin behind Valentina as backgrounds.

One day Valentina will be discovered. And even from the bed Papi will get to watch her and be like, that’s mi niña, ombe, look at my child being a star. And Papi will drive her to the TV station. And money will rain. The money will cleanse the dust and wash Papi’s siete-tigres blanket, deliver Kokoriko chicken and plantains on the daily, and pay the señoritos that deliver Tía Clemencia’s envelopes or, better, pay another señorito to jump the señorito delivery boy, un sustico no más, so that Tía Clemencia’s handwriting doesn’t pile up with the bills on the kitchen counter, giving Valetina an anxiety del demonio. Señoras y señores, when she is discovered a new world will dawn and that world is not punctuated by something called a “post-Alma world.”

Doña Marta looks up. Valentina’s crossed legs on the butaca touching Jesi’s. “Ojo with those cigarettes, culicagadas. Don’t be throwing them on my plants. And where is your father, Valentina? Tell him to get out of bed and get an hijuemadre job. These raritas, lo que me faltaba a mí.”

Valentina rolls her eyes in a not this perra again look, Jesi chuckles.

“I can hear you,” Doña Marta responds. “I can hear everything.”

Jesi snorts, readying a phlegm straight for Doña Marta’s head. Puffed chest, she leans over the railing and spits. Doña Marta walks inside, the gooey phlegm pirouetting in the air landing on the bedsheets drying on the clothesline.

From next door, Omar plays a vallenato on full blast. Valentina pretends to hate vallenatos by jokingly singing them to Jesi because Jesi can’t stand them, but deep down Valentina actually likes them, they are the ultimate love songs, they pop open something delicioso and painful. Whenever Valentina is full entregada writing the TV news stories for their show, it is a vallenato CD spilling from her Discman.

Jesi shakes her head, fingers inside each ear. “Make him stop!” Instead of stopping, the music grows louder and Valentina sings to Jesi just to mess with her just to get a reaction just to get Jesi riled up Valentina hums and whispers obsesión into Jesi’s shielded ears just to watch her squirm and beg. Qué dice tu mirada. Qué cosa extraña tus ojos tienen. “My ears are bleeding,” Jesi begs, but like the song says, Valentina considers Jesi’s eyes, Jesi’s strange hold on Valentina because Valentina would do anything for Jesi todo todito todo for Jesi who is the BFF parcera number one, and so she grabs Jesi’s head, the shaved side, the side that got her parents to give Jesi a muenda beating after which Valentina helped Jesi carve a NO with a knife, and so Valentina now rubs the NO on Jesi’s head up and down like it is a guacharaca, pretending the vallenato is spilling from Jesi’s head, the obsesión for Jesi, pretending it is their music.

And Jesi calls her a chirri.

And Valentina continues.

And Jesi squirms and says, ñera, guisa, ñona, Valentina, shut the fuck up.

And Valentina continues.

And Jesi ropes her throat with the black hoodie strings pretending to hang herself.

And Valentina claps. Continues. Anything to get Jesi’s black nails on her skin.

Shut up, Río.

Like clockwork, Jesi’s black nails claw at Valentina’s forearms. They come at her and Valentina has her arms ready, ready to be broken into, ready to be cut open. To feel the slim knifings of Jesiventura Jesicrista. Valentina closes her eyes. Jesi scratches her slowly, deep. A mini-blackout.

Sometimes in passing Papi notices the pink scratches on Valentina’s arms. When this happens, Papi’s eyes move quickly from Valentina’s pale arms to the floor. He pretends he left something, turns around. Never has Papi stopped and asked about said pink trails on her arms. Papi’s eyes see but refuse to see.

“Here, Río. Stop singing and I’ll give you what I came for.”

Valentina’s arms on Jesi’s lap like an offering. She would like to freeze this moment, stay right there. Opened and raw for Jesi.

Doña Marta returns downstairs and is yelling something or other at them but Valentina can’t hear her over the vallenato next door.

From her backpack Jesi pulls one bloody Barbie, half its hair chopped off. Ripped clothes. The next Barbie emerges without arms, no eyes, face bloodied with fufurufa-red nail polish. Valentina can tell because the smell burns. The next one only a body. The next one only a head. And the next one and the next one and a herd of Barbies chiviadas and there’s a Ken with a paper ruana, “So he looks colombiano,” Jesi explains, all smirky. All dolls wearing the same unchanging smile. The last Barbie Jesi hides behind her back, then Jesi asks Valentina to close her eyes, and when Valentina opens them there’s blonde Barbie with one leg and a loosely fitted sparkle dress, some handmade heels Jesi tried to make with foil. “Natalia,” Valentina says in awe. For months they have brainstormed about a Barbie set and here it is. All Jesi’s doing.

“Where did you find so many ugly Barbies, Jesi?” Valentina inspects each one, the meticulous work of Jesi. My god. They need to be discovered.

“You know . . . Me and bloody Barbies . . . San Victorino is full of them and then, you know, magic.”



When Papi gets home that night with a brown folder, a few plastic bags full of receipts, and no food, he peeks at the Barbies perfectly arranged in post–car bomb–style on the carpet in the living room. Car-bomb because Valentina remembers watching a news segment of a car bomb, sitting in front of the TV with a bowl of rice, chicken, and fried plantains, being what? six years old? when Alma stormed into the apartment shaking, tears running down her cheeks, crying about how they needed to change their phone number. Alma addressing Valentina like Valentina was a whole audience and not one tiny person. The TV host at the time explained the details of the car bomb while Alma herself detonated, calling the phone company because Papi had done it to her yet again, another of Papi’s lovers had been calling the house asking for him and Ignacio had seen the face of pendeja, the face of niña estúpida he thought he married and so their phone number was changed while the TV blared car bomb warning signs.

Papi picks up a doll from the set Jesi and Valentina assembled all afternoon, studies it. He eyes Jesi. “This Ken would look great in some purple shorts.” Then offers to fix the outfits. To sew purple shorts for the Ken. Papi is a star of the sewing machine, the legacy of his mother and of the nightclubs Papi went to as a young papichulo in the early days of the Eléctrica Family. Or so Valentina has been told.

Peeling her skin like it’s a candy wrapper, Jesi bites her nails trying to explain her process to Papi, who is not paying attention. Jesi respects and fears Papi and Valentina doesn’t understand why.

“Is that food?” Valentina interrupts.

“This?” Papi says, lifting the two heavy bags. “Go get some food from José’s, he knows he owes me.” Papi does that thing when talking which is his right hand doing all the talk, moving like an insect with many legs to the rhythm of his words, then he walks his ass to his room, turns on the TV, closes the door. Don José doesn’t owe Papi shit and likes to pull out the notebook where their name has filled two pages of unpaid groceries and then Tía Mama has to sugar mami the whole endeavor.

Valentina doesn’t want Jesi seeing this. She tries so hard to invite Jesi over when Papi is out, when Papi is in a good mood, when Papi’s sad stink is not set off like a gas leak in the apartment.

“Stop looking.” Valentina pulls Jesi to the terrace.



Outside the barking of the neighborhood stray dogs. The light tap of rain against the windows as the night eats away the remaining yellow. Jesi gone home downstairs. With her a part of Valentina. There’s something about twilight hour. That creepy shadow slowly swallowing the furniture, the porcelain angels, the bloody Barbies, the family photographs, the clumps of dust falling like they got their own atmosphere in here. A film of gray over the poster of Natalia. Dots of white on the photo of Valentina next to Tía Mama at her finca. If the apartment could talk it’d cough first. Twilight hour. The apartment suddenly all ghosts and longing. The corners all deep black holes. The soft calling of the wind. It’s an in-between time for those living and dead, Tía Mama has said many times but Valentina is still unsure what that means. What exactly is in between about being alive? What she understands is the longing nestled in her stomach awakening at this time. A longing to go out into the streets machete in hand yelling, Me estoy poniendo mala me estoy poniendo mala. It’s been like this since she was a criatura, no bigger than the length of an arm. Crying uy, mamita, Papi always says, without stopping for a good hour. From the day you were born. At six p.m., nonstop. You had your own crying contest with yourself, always the winner. Your mother didn’t know what to do with you during that time. And how did you know to start crying exactly at six and finish at seven?

The apartment is a time loop and Papi is its main ornament. Papi walking into a forever sleep, this dream space where only Papi can go, this home of his. Valentina doesn’t think she has it in her, to fight like a true Colombian, to be a verraca, to be like Natalia. She doesn’t want to work hard. She wants to curl into a ball. And so she does.






Ignacio A Piece of the Future

It had rained the previous night, making the air thick, soily. Even at four in the morning, it seemed like instead of air Ignacio walked through Jell-O. A viscosity that meant the day ahead would be a fiery super-hot one. Careful not to step on the anthills, the chucha traps, walking to his day post he picked up cigarette butts. Saved them inside his pants for later, careful not to smear the one and only good gift he ever received from his father with ash tucked in his back pocket. His hat was way too big for his head but it kept the curls out of his face. A long-sleeve shirt hid the purple bruises from the muenda Clemente gave him last night when he came home and his siblings weren’t there and Encarnación was out buying masa and cheese and Ignacio was the only target. Nobody was there to welcome daddy home and daddy was piss drunk. Clemente had mumbled the story Ignacio knew by memory about the supermarkets stealing his faithful customers with cheap rat meat. Ignacio, stupidly, advised Clemente to sell the chicharrón to said supermarkets, to which Clemente responded with his back hand: How dare you suggest your father is not man enough to make his own decisions.

But then this morning.

Right as Ignacio finished his café con leche and arepa, as Ignacio gathered his hat and perrero while it was still pitch-black outside, Clemente stopped him. “Mijo, wait,” Clemente said, hand on Ignacio’s shoulder. “Close your eyes.”

Ignacio’s heart fluttering like a pajarito escaping his ribcage. “I don’t want to,” he said, trying hardest not to whimper.

“Close your eyes, Ignacio, carajo.” Chest tightening, readying to be hit. It was at times like this when he dreaded his father, moments when all Ignacio knew was fear. “Open them,” Clemente said, cigarette dangling off his lips, calloused fingers holding Colombia fútbol team’s official jersey.

“For me?” It couldn’t be true.

The last time his father got him a gift it’d been a lousy Coca-Cola T-shirt that Clemente got secondhand and pretended was some expensive shit just ‘cause it had an American name on it.

Every boy in the entire country wanted that jersey and Ignacio wanted that jersey more than he wanted his father to stay away and that’s saying something. Every boy in the barrio hustled, counted every peso to buy that jersey. He could not wait to walk around with it and be the envy of all his futbolito friends. They would have to let him back on the team, even if he couldn’t play often. “For you, mijo,” Clemente continued, handing Ignacio the jersey. “Only real men deserve this.”

“I’m a real man, papi,” Ignacio said, smile wide, stars breaking in his eyes.





By 9 a.m. the palm trees shone like hot plates, the chickens wobbled like tweakers, and two of the finca’s dogs fought over a pigeon’s heart. Ignacio had tucked the jersey into his back pocket, even though Clemente had told him not to get it dirty. But he wanted to wear it. The cattle packed together under the shade of the palm trees. The sun above relentless, beating its rays like a maraca.

As for Ignacio’s fantasy daydream menu, today at the potrero hill we’re serving, hello my name is Ignacio, I was just discovered and now I’m the ultimate goleador of Colombia’s national fútbol team. Strutting down the main road of the pueblo in his new jersey, we love you! You are the town’s pride! waving to the fans, the admiration of all his friends, all the men in town. To his father watching him in a corner by the tienda, proud of the man he is. Then he saw her, Lucrecia, the vecina with the luscious hair and gentle hands stepping into his fantasy. In stunning slow-motion Lucrecia’s long, long hair waving. He quickly pushed the thought away.

Down the middle of the pasture between the cows and the buzzing flies Ignacio changed the long-sleeve shirt for the fabulous jersey. Rich was how he felt. Someone, what his body told him, you are someone, papito lindo. Ignacio kicked the futbolito. Freestyling it, pulling all the futbolito tricks his feet remembered. Que si the scissor kick, que si the rabona, que si pechito. It was when the ball hit his chest that Ignacio saw the clumps of dirt sticking to the orange fabric. Fuck. Trying to clean it by spitting and rubbing it with his thumb only made it worse. Tucking one arm in to take it off but the jersey wouldn’t give, it tightened around him. Crossing both arms he slowly raised the jersey over his shoulders, neck, then pulled his arms out, the shirt hanging off his head. He left it there to shield his scalp from the sun while he walked the cattle to the creek for water.

The afternoon wind picked up, making the trees whisper, and the jersey followed the pull of their murmurs. Lucrecia’s face popped up again. Not only her face but that long gorgeous brown hair deserving of a medal. The flow of that hair like nothing Ignacio had ever seen. What it must feel like to walk around with that mane dripping from your head like a mermaid’s.

At the riverbank he thought of the birch tree, the one Doris said has long hair, to which Yason replied trees cannot have hair. Then it occurred to him. Slowly, one foot in front of the other, the hanging jersey flowing—but it wasn’t a jersey anymore. No, señorito, it was hair. Long brown wavy hair. It was Lucrecia’s hair he’d borrowed for one second, just one brief second. Somewhere inside him a mano peluda of terror cried out, Take that off or else! But farther down, past the mano peluda, a tickling ray of joy shot out when, strutting back and forth very slowly between the mango tree and the shaded bush, he giggled and flipped his long jersey hair over his shoulder.

¿Cómo la ven? He smiled to the cows. I got long hair I got long hair weeeee! Spinning. Arms wide open shooting out joy. The hair hanging off his back, whipping in the wind.

After some time twirling among the cows, the dogs, and the birds, Ignacio heard Clemente’s strained voice calling him from below.

Ignacio yanked the jersey from his head and shoved it back into his pocket, straightening his shoulders on his way down the hill. “¡Voy!” he yelled back.

“What are you smiling about?” The folds on his father’s face were deep and dark brown, dotted with droplets of sweat.

“Nothing.”



A few nights later the entire familia sat together for sancocho dinner. Most everyone. Again no sign of Jesús. Arturo, Elvira, and Jaime were no-shows, kicking it around town somewhere. But Yason, Doris, and Graciela were there. The house felt full. Heated by everyone’s presence and smelling of beef and grease from the cooking. Doris and Graciela in the kitchen with Encarnación carrying bowls of sancocho steaming with yuca, plátano, and potatoes to the table. Graciela in a long skirt, pantyhose, button-up shirt to the neck. All covered up. Ignacio could not imagine the heat in there and when he asked in a whisper, Graciela responded that her body was now God’s and the heat was a sacrifice. Ignacio saw the sweat beads circling her forehead but said nada.

Yason was home from the air force for one night and one night only and had convened the entire familia. Yason seemed like a completely different person. He didn’t tease Ignacio or ruffle his head or lift him up or try to burn his eyelashes. A seriousness in his eyes, hair perfectly combed back and gelled. Encarnación’s favorite child, clearly, she couldn’t stop murmuring how grown, how responsible, how much of an hombre he was. Encarnación packed a bag full of arepas, empanadas, and all sorts of chucherías for the star child. Pride radiated from his mami like a bad smell.

Encarnación didn’t look at Ignacio like this and Ignacio could not help but feel a buzzing of envy. Earlier in the evening when Yason saw Ignacio outside wearing the Colombian jersey kicking the futbolito ball with his friends he disapproved with his head and said, you’re never going to amount to anything if you keep up with this lowlife. All the joy seemed to have been sucked out of Yason and replaced with harsh, deliberate movements and an all-knowing voice that was here to tell everyone what to do. There was not a drop of doubt in him. Yason, the bro, only nineteen, left for La Capital and was now back to fix this chancuco of a pocilga that was his familia. Military style.

Clemente pretended Yason wasn’t there. They barely eyed each other. The tension at the table so palpable you could slice it with cuchillo. Beer was served to the men, including our dream boy Ignacio. Ignacio liked it when they saw him as an equal man of the house, which was rare. The serving of a beer signaled, here, mijo, you belong. You a man. Yason declined. “I’m on duty,” he said with an air of importance like he was the motherfucking president of Colombia.

Yason was there to change things.



First of all, he wanted to move the familia to Bogotá. Second of all, he wanted to do it soon. So that the youngest siblings could attend school. A real school. Third of all, the future industries were not in the campo. Money was not here. The future? Not here. Supermarkets were the future. Malls were the future. He’d seen it. He’d gone to the capital and was back with a piece of the future and, let me tell you, the future did not include his family. Unless they left Ebaguí.

Outside some bolero blared from the streets. The barking of dogs could be heard in the distance, Ramiro’s voice selling mazamorra from his carrito. Then Clemente chuckled. A chuckle everyone recognized as a sizzle, a chuckle that sent Encarnación’s head down to her lap, her own muttering of prayers. A chuckle followed by a slow sipping of his beer and a side of an hijueputazo. Ignacio was stunned that Yason even dared contradict his father. That Yason dared proposed leaving. That his brother crossed that delineated line of fear knowing very well daddy hated change, hated the city, but most of all, hated being told what to do. It was in moments like this when Ignacio left his body, reached for any fantasy that would erase the current stark reality of his father about to go kamikaze on his older bro.

Por supuesto, Clemente wanted to kill lo que se dice destroy this culicagado.

Like clockwork Clemente’s voice a slap to the entire table, because here everyone pays.

“How dare you come into my house demanding that I uproot my family, leave my land and the years of work I’ve put en esta verraca finca, years that got you that shitty marica job at the air force, because the señorito now thinks he is a grown man when in reality he is a nobody wiping the government’s culo. What—they gave you a gun, you killed a motherfucker, and all of the sudden you’re in charge?”

Clemente was so upset the veins on his neck se le salían. Face flushed red. So upset he beat the table with his fists and Encarnación’s eyes watered. Yason, calmadito, staring with his serious and somber eyes at his father. A few back-and-forths between Clemente and Yason that Ignacio forgot because all he wanted in that moment was to dart out and hide in the backyard. Ignacio wanted to watch but he wanted to watch from far away, pretend this was not his family, pretend this was just a radionovela, a story about a family that sent madrazos and never said a word of te quiero.

He didn’t remember the glass breaking but there was his mami on all fours with Graciela picking up the brown shards as Clemente yelled at Yason to leave.

“Now or I don’t respond.”

From the door Ignacio watched the shadow of his brother hugging Encarnación as she wept and handed him a bag full of food. “I’ll be back for you, ma,” Ignacio heard him say. Encarnación crossed him, one, two, three times.






Valentina María Paula

María Paula is not only the name of the drop-dead gorgeous mujer-in-suffering blaring from the midday telenovela in Papi’s bedroom. María Paula is home. Their building sits sandwiched between José’s Las Delicias corner store—where they get the pan de yucas almojábanas Coca-Cola light Coca-Cola sin light Marlboros and campesino cheese and if Papi is feeling bright a guava roscón and if Tía Mama is around the avena oatmeal in a to-go paper cup that Tía Mama drinks, así-no-más-qué-rico, like a shot—and another apartment building. María Paula with three floors that Valentina could trace with her eyes closed (and has, more than once). Each apartment door decorated with vírgenes, saints, plants, and the occasional handwritten sign, we got nothing to steal, Dios is Savior but Fútbol is Life or her very favorite, siempre intentaré darte amor. That last one sticks with her because it is about trying to give love. An intention, not a promise. Emphasis on trying. Those two gorgeous names María and Paula in cursive on a plaque nailed over the rotting brick, baptizing their home.

Valentina has known no walls other than these chipped white ones, no other stairs than the three tight floors she climbs up day in and day out for the entirety of her life dodging Doña Marta’s judgmental mumbling and bucket of gray mop water on the first floor, eyeing Jesi’s apartment on the second floor with the Welcome Home door mat in English, hoping to catch a glimpse of black nails and get that delicious tickle in her belly.

And then her floor: the brightest hallway of all. Sun shining on the Virgen del Carmen’s bloody tears spilled on a baby Jesús nailed at the entrance to their door. The virgen was Papi’s mom, RIP. Abuela’s virgen. Rumor has it this is the one and only item Papi inherited after a tremenda trifulca fight that ensued when grandmother Encarnación died and ever since said tremenda trifulca fight Papi’s siblings do not talk to Papi, and even though the virgen is missing a finger and the baby Jesús is tuerto like he’s winking at you, the virgencita reigns over the door, next to the salvia plant which has been alive since the days of Alma. Every time Papi leaves the house he whispers blessings to the virgen that are more like prayers to his mami and Valentina stands awkward next to him and sometimes Papi tells her to bow her head and talk to her grandmother but Valentina barely met Encarnación, only remembers her sick skinny puro hueso lying in a bed with millions of colorful rosaries round her neck, so Valentina usually moves her eyes to the salvia plant and wonders if the plant remembers Alma’s touch, if plants have that memory because Valentina’s memory of Alma’s touch is far away and in pieces and when she grabs for a piece it disappears. But the salvia plant was Alma’s, must carry some memory of her. Every time they leave the house Papi and Valentina stand shoulder to shoulder like this, whispering prayers to the memories of their mothers.

Next door to their apartment is Omar’s. The barranquillero always blaring a merengazo de moda.



Papi is not a fan.

Papi is not a fan of Doña Marta of Omar of Jesi’s parents of the doorman of la flaca del 201 of the drunk flight attendant with the two kids of the stray dogs that sleep in front of the building. Papi is not a fan even though Papi used to be the superestrella of the building when Alma lived here. Valentina still remembers him with aires de triunfo, walking around the stairs of María Paula like he owned the entire complex. Papi mediated conflict. Hosted novenas during Christmas. Pitched in for the collective groceries. Offered bright ideas for bettering the building. With the other men, Papi repainted the walls, replaced broken windows, set up recurrent meetings with the neighbors. The half-assed potted garden outside was once Papi’s idea of building beautification, which with his depression turned into a stray dog retreat. Papi hung on the stoop with the other hombres on Sundays drinking beer watching the latest fútbol match. Theirs was a family de bien participating in the ebb and flow of the building’s activities. Now they are the raritos. Once it was them, apartment 302, echando gossip on the lives of the other neighbors but now it is their life—Papi and Valentina’s because Alma is RIP for years now—it is their life en boca de todos.

Details of Valentina and Papi’s lives glide through the cracks in the walls of María Paula and into every mouth. People say Papi is desterrado exiled from his family and that his brother showed up one day cornered Papi with a gun in front of their door and called Papi a miserable joke of a man. People say Alma was chiseled to the gods the most beautiful turca even though Alma’s family wasn’t Turkish but Lebanese and that Alma popped pills like candy and that one could look into her eyes and know nothing good was coming to her. People say the river could be seen in Alma’s eyes something empty something deep something dark and whenever people say Valentina has her mother’s eyes she wonders if that’s what they mean if the river is visible on her too and if one day it will come and drag her under just like it did her mom and people say Papi this and Papi that and Tía Clemencia quotes some of those people demanding calls and threatening Papi in the long letters that are stacked by the kitchen; people say Valentina has no business going to a Catholic school for girls with that history.

The dread of knowing there are drops of their life caught in Doña Marta’s mopping and spread by every story twisted and passed around to each apartment each frothing mouth del demonio adding its opinion aggrandizing a mere detail a mere moment of weakness until it is a full-blown chisme in which Valentina and Papi are caught every time they step outside of the apartment.

Valentina usually waits for him, on the couch, while Papi readies himself to go out.

The Papi that steps through that door is not the red-eyed Papi fused with the siete-tigres blanket on the bed giving Valentina mad anxiety pálpitos. Papi understands las cosas del mundo. And part of las cosas del mundo is you do not give papaya to the people because giving papaya to the people is asking to be torn down publicly hair by hair and stepping outside the apartment with his cansao face, cracked lips, pink robe, and favorite blond wig plus that stink of sadness is like giving all the papaya for the building to wrap them in its chisme and spin them until all they are is the knot of everyone’s stories and that knot travels deep into the bones and blares its little musiquita of shame down there.

To step outside the apartment Papi undergoes a transformation. Changes into his señor look. As well as he can, of course. A puff of the bottle of cologne he’s had since Valentina can remember because it is one puff every time and only one. A puff to conceal. Off goes the flimsy pink robe, the dangly earrings, the colorful rosaries. Papi asks Valentina to help him remove the wig, place it on the foam head alongside the other wigs in his closet. Sunglasses on. Tight shirt, paño pants. How do I look? he asks Valentina but Valentina knows there’s only one correct answer to this question. Papi doesn’t want the truth. You look fine, she says like always, looking away from him and putting on her Discman again to the Cure CD Jesi burned for her.



Papi waits until he hears nobody outside. Ear on the door and all. Valentina sees him prepare his body, change posture, ready himself to be once again Papi number one. It tires him, this Papi dress. She sighs deeply but knows not to disturb Papi’s routine, his fake way of attaining a sense of safety. Once Valentina wanted to go down to Jesi’s in her pajamas and so much black eyeliner pero Papi stopped her before she could open the door because there is no way in hell a daughter of mine is stepping outside looking like that. Like what? Like you don’t got a father, Valentina, por Dios. Don’t go thinking his worry is consistent. Don’t go thinking this is his way of caring for Valentina. Papi will say such a thing about her stepping outside with too much eyeliner but then will look the other way when her uniform is unhemmed, missing buttons, shoes caked in dirt, hair knotted from days of not washing it. His efforts are inconsistent because, even though our girl will not admit it, at the end of the day Papi’s biggest worry is with his own look, his own tumbao, his own reflection. In the middle of a fight Alma would yell at Papi, you’re like those horses pulling the zorras on the street with blinkers on not able to look to the sides concerned only with your own damn self not giving un hijuemadre fuck about who you stomp on.

Valentina doesn’t understand the amount of energy Papi puts into it, really, because María Paula still smells Papi’s cansao stench on him. Even with the cologne he reeks. A guardao, a cansao, a tristeza. The only one who doesn’t seem to smell it is Papi. Oblivious. Thinking he is fooling everyone with a puff of cologne and sunglasses. Thinking he is fooling Valentina. As if. Nobody has to tell her anything.

Nobody has to enunciate a word because it is in everyone’s eyes. All is said through the eyes of María Paula, a flickering of eyelashes that sizes you up and pierces you with its judgment. The eyes follow Papi and Valentina from the door down the stairs and into the street. Valentina does not remember a time when this wasn’t the case. When both Papi and her were not being followed by whispers. Before Alma, maybe, but who remembers life before Alma?



The smell of Fabuloso smacks the air when the door of the apartment opens. After getting all dolled up Papi decides he cannot face the building, he cannot face the street, so he sends Valentina to Don José’s for cigarettes. Fabuloso and garlic is the iconic smell of María Paula, set against the traca traca torrential afternoon rain of Bogotá. Valentina loves the smell of Fabuloso. Of clean. How it burns her eyes and nostrils. How she can feel a chunk of Fabuloso travel from the air into her nose buzzing at her temples daring to overdose her face with floral essence. How on days like this when Doña Marta is dele que dele entregada with the mopping the smell is so strong it excites Valentina to the point of getting her wet, her cunt opens, and Valentina inhales the Fabuloso again and again deep breathing as hard as she can until it scorches her eyes, blurs her vision, she inhales the Fabuloso until she is one with the lavender long-lasting freshness and it is hot and it is oblivion and it is surrender and she drowns in purple floral essence numbing her brain, tears running down her cheeks, and it gets her off a little to be obliterated like this momentarily whipped a látigo limpio from the inside by Colombia’s most reliable all-purpose cleaner flogged to the point of nausea and a headache that leaves her with an exhaustion she adores like she’s wiped clean like it’s a new day in this apartment, in this loop that is life handcuffed to Papi, right before opening the other door into the gray relentless sky of Bogotá dropping buckets of slanted silver water on her face. The stray dogs follow Valentina to Don José’s, where she buys six loose cigs. Two for Jesi, two for Papi, two for Valentina.






Ignacio Let the Fingers Hang Dainty, Hang Effeminate

Ignacio first checked the hallway in front of the bathroom. All clear. Twice he checked. Three times he checked and by the fourth scan he prayed to the Virgen del Carmen to the Virgen de Chiquinquirá before realizing none of the Vírgenes knew a thing about cross-dressing.

He snuck into the bathroom, jersey hidden inside his pants.

Head through the jersey, pulling it back like a headband. Chuckling at his reflection in the mirror, Ignacio resembled a monja, like Graciela would surely look once a full habit nun. Gross. He tucked in the mangas and then swung the orange jersey hair to one side. There. He squinted. A flaco boy with a jersey on his head. Ridiculous. There was something missing. Lucrecia came back to him with force and this time he allowed the memory. Yes, there was a flowing of hair but something else . . . rings on her fingers. Hands. Fingers. Movement. So much finger game. Dainty feminine fingers touching her hair, pointing to the arepas. Like water could drop from them. As if there were no bones but a ribbon pulling at them lightly. Ignacio mimicked Lucrecia’s fingers. He turned his hand over but the movement was sharp like he was asking someone what’s up. Slow, he told himself. Gentle. Again. And again. Ignacio let his fingers hang dainty, hang effeminate. Limp wrists. Let one finger tuck the jersey hair behind his ear, just like he had seen Lucrecia do. There it was: the hair needed the fingers. The fingers needed a softness he had no experience in. Something clicked. Dangling girlish fingers in slow motion. Terrified by the beautiful and tender sight in front of him, Ignacio tore off the jersey and hurried out of the bathroom.



Lo tenía clavado en el pecho, stuck to his chest. It haunted him. It followed him up the hill at dawn, while lifting the Coca-Cola bottles at Encarnación’s tienda, listening to his teacher and, even, by showing up to terrify him at futbolito matches. Ignacio couldn’t shake it away now. He was lo que se dice jodido with a pajarito feel wearing the jersey like hair.

Now it seemed there was hair everywhere. The woman selling candies at the corner in two long braids, the niña shooting hoops in pigtails that reached her butt, señoras buying cigarettes in full rulo, señoritas entering church blow-dried to the gods. Nobody’s quite like Lucrecia’s, one must be honest, of course. That hair was immaculate. But still. All the sudden every woman in the pueblo wore an incredible hairdo. Thick brown hair aplenty. And that reverberating buzz from deep within that wanted to live swinging a long mane of hair up and down, all around his head. What was it with long hair? He didn’t know and he was frightened to find out.

After Yason left, Clemente had gone on a beating rampage. You get a beating! And you get a beating! And everyone gets a beating! Like the entire familia won a contest whose prize was to get juete smacked.



Then Clemente left. Again. For a business trip. Carrying bags of chicharrón and arepa he packed himself. This time, nobody stood by the door to wave goodbye as he got on a bus.

Daddy now gone, Ignacio locked himself again in the bathroom.

He just stood there not doing much except scrutinizing and making ugly faces at the shirtless flaco freckled brown boy reflected back, smudged. The sunken eyes. The milky silver scar on his side from trying to jump a wire fence with Yason when he was six. The bruises a map of his father’s temperament, all over his body. The bitten-down nails and that smell, mi Dios, that grass-and–cattle shit smell he tried scrubbing off every day with jabón Rey but when he sniffed his skin he could still find traces. He clearly wasn’t anyone’s idea of beauty, that much he knew. That much the world had taught him. Plus the crooked nose and mouse teeth, which Encarnación blamed on Clemente’s side of the family.

There was no going back.

Ignacio returned to the bathroom. Again and again. Jersey mane on his head, delicate fingers.

The panic that someone would catch him with fake hair tormented every second of this dainty-finger–hair fantasy, but he had already devised an answer if they questioned him, a way out of his paranoia: My jersey got stuck, help me?

Even after a couple of close calls: Encarnación opening the bathroom door that in the giddy excitement he’d forgotten to lock to find him whipping the jersey back into a mane. Frozen in place, Ignacio forgot his rehearsed answer. All Encarnación said was Don’t let your father see you playing with that shirt or we won’t hear the end of it.

Ignacio kissed the medallitas hanging off his neck, asking the Virgen to keep Clemente away for longer. Because there was no way in hell he could risk doing this inside the house with his father around. No way.

What exactly was he doing?

A él ni le preguntes. Ignacio didn’t understand but he knew there was something really wrong in trying on hair and moving your fingers like a woman’s. Improper, inappropriate, almost criminal. It was so wrong he’d seen boys and men get beat up at his mom’s tienda for it. He’d seen security Carlitos lift a man that, while drunk, admitted to wearing his wife’s dresses—only sometimes—when she wasn’t there. It was late at night. Ignacio and Carlitos were the only ones around, while Encarnación counted the money in the back. When hearing such a confession Ignacio opened his eyes wide and before he could blink Carlitos had the dress-wearing dude by the neck and, after a couple punches, threw him out telling the cross-dresser to never come back, this is decent establishment. Yeah! Ignacio ran out and spat at the dude, go home and don’t come back with your bullshit. Carlitos had ruffled his hair, you’re a good kid, Ignacio. Then there was that time Pepe from the corner house down the street with three vírgenes outside got caught wearing his sister’s First Communion dress. Ignacio played futbolito with Pepe but one day saw him being dragged by his father to his uncle’s truck with two black eyes and never come back. Pepe’s mother didn’t dare go to the Santa Isabel de la Caridad church for over a year. There was Juanito, who happened to be a chubby boy with what the older boys called a girl’s ass. They whistled at him, mira a Juanito with that culo de mujer, you like getting that ass fucked right, Juanito? And when they cracked up laughing, Ignacio laughed too. Juanito didn’t like to play soccer, kept to himself and wore bright neon bracelets. Yason and his friends teased him, maricón, sissy, did your boyfriend give you that bracelet? Come suck our dicks you little faggot. And when Juanito responded that no, he didn’t want to suck their ugly dicks, Yason and his friends went mortal combat on Juanito’s ass. Ignacio remembered picking up one of Juanito’s neon pink bracelets from the gravel afterward. Don’t touch that shit—Yason had ripped it from his hands—that motherfucker is contagious.

There were too many boys who had been teased or beaten for the way they pointed with their fingers.

Ignacio was not like those boys. He couldn’t be like those boys. Ignacio was only hunting a feeling.



A feeling that had to be contained to that potrero hill, to that bathroom.

And so that was what he did.

During his mornings at the potrero hill he imagined himself out of his ragged clothes, wrapped in a business suit ready to conquer the next muchacha triste. Entering his swanky office, thanking his secretaria for the tinticos and readying himself for his Colombia tour as the best soccer player this hijuemadre country had birthed. Ignacio waved from his imaginary car, showing off a six-pack que pa’ qué te cuento. This was how the daydreams usually started, often after seeing the rich people that sometimes passed through town. The politicians in top hats, shiny buckled shoes. Pedro Jaramillo, the best and only soccer player to ever make it out of their town into the Colombia team. The dreams that were passed down from Clemente to Ignacio, from Yason to Ignacio, from Encarnación to Ignacio. The collective boy dreams written by the futbolito team. A vessel of everyone’s dreams he was. Sometimes he didn’t know why he wanted these things so badly.

Eventually the imaginary business suit would disappear and the hair would fall again, long, luscious, swaying to Ignacio’s internal rhythm, swinging to the wind pa’ aquí y pa’ allá, because there was no way in hell long hair could exist without properly swaying it.

So he did.

Jersey on his head . . .

. . . and a one and a two and a three and now the hand reached up and now the fingers hung baby oh baby how the fingers dripped loose with softness. Being a rich futbolito player tapped into that feeling of ganador but swaying long hair exploded a piñata inside him.

At home there was the need to see himself. So the bathroom became a ritual for our flaco boy. After daydreaming half of the day at the potrero hill, blasting the cattle with all that glam, he had to see the dream for himself, locked in the bathroom. He couldn’t believe the reflection. Couldn’t believe boys didn’t wear their hair long. The only men with long hair begged on the streets or sold tagua bracelets at the central plaza, a maze of greasy tangled hair Clemente called vagabundos good-for-nothing hippies. Everyone else, short hair. Encarnación, and sometimes Doris, cut Ignacio’s hair every couple of weeks in the backyard. It wasn’t even a question. He’d never questioned it either. His mami would look at him and say, you need that hair cut, and pull him to the back carrying her sewing scissors. He touched his curls and wondered what they would look like long, down to his waist. And if he asked for his hair not to be cut, what would Doris say? What would Encarnación say? As for the fingers, there was no way around it, he did look a bit womanly, which was disgusting but also alluring. How could dainty fingers cause so much emotion?






Valentina Lo Primero Que Se Rompió Fue El Corazón

Mira—

El Papi that you see there hunched over sewing small sequin capes for his porcelain angels; el Papi over there licking pink thread into a needle llevado por el que lo trajo squinting at the blaring telenovela on the TV; that Papi self-absorbed like the famous vallenato says in things of life and of the heart while the stack of bills rises on the kitchen counter, while Valentina is locked in her room carving a heart with a kitchen knife between Jesi’s shoulder blades, while another message from Tía Clemencia nags from the answering machine trying to steal Valentina from Papi, while the sabana sends its thunder knocking on their windows, that Papi is not the only Papi that has existed, the only Papi that ever was.

Ay, si tú supieras.

If only you knew the amount of Papis Valentina has known.



Over the years there have been Papi for days. Papi ventiao. Papi dos por uno, on sale. This middle-aged man with a six o’clock shadow whispering curses to the telephone in the middle of the night is not the only Papi to ever brave the stage of concave time that is this apartamentico. Time in this apartment is warped and sometimes out of the same bedroom door emerges a new Papi. A revolving door of twisted time spewing out one Papi after the other.

Valentina can count three Papis: Papi BA (before Alma died), Papi AA (after Alma died), and Papi AJ (after losing job).

Don’t believe? Ask Tía Mama. Ask La Perra. Ask María Paula. Ask . . . The Past.

¿Y por qué no?

What is The Past? According to Tía Mama something Valentina should learn to let go of porque estás muy child, muy tender youth to be running in circles like crazies chasing ghosts. The past can turn you cucu en el coconut and never come back. You want proof? Look at your father, Valentina, just look at your father. Por Dios. What Valentina doesn’t tell Tía Mama is that there is no need to chase The Past because The Past sits perched on her shoulder while she sleeps so that in the morning Valentina sometimes wakes up with tears choking her for no reason.

The Past is a heartbreaker. A very experienced fuckboy. Always around the corner, waiting. Un destructor de hogares is The Past.

Here’s what Valentina knows:

Lo primero que se rompió fue el corazón de Alma.

Lo segundo que se rompió fue el corazón de Papi.

Lo tercero que se rompió fue el corazón de Valentina.

In that order, The Past broke three hearts: Alma’s, Papi’s, and Valentina’s. The three heartbreaks are therefore aligned with the three Papis: BA, AA, and AJ.


1. Papi BA: The breaking of Alma’s heart.

I’m leaving, is what Valentina remembers Alma saying. I’m leaving, nena, Alma would say, blessing Valentina, licking her thumb then drawing a cross on Valentina’s forehead. Alma was also known for saying to Papi, of course what you see is the face of a pendeja and you didn’t marry me, you married a mother for your child. Whenever Alma left, Papi let Valentina eat marshmallows for breakfast and wear Halloween costumes around the house. Papi would go to the gym twice a day, work longer shifts, come home to salsa dance with a witch Valentina twirling in the living room. The entire time pretending he wasn’t sneaking for brete y jodienda with the Eléctrica Family, leaving Valentina alone for hours on end. Valentina has no memory of the Eléctrica Family during this time even though Tía Mama would later tell her as a kid Valentina slept many times on a torn couch in the greenroom of a club by the name of Aquario surrounded by queens. Papi helped with her math homework. That she remembers. Took Valentina to the family onces at Papi’s siblings’ all the way on the other side of the city, tíos who ruffled Valentina’s hair and called her la turca because of the bushy eyebrows she’d inherited from Alma. Papi would lock his pinky with Valetina’s, we’re a team, no? And take Valentina for drives around the city, buying her cotton candy off the street, which Alma would never let her eat. Papi wore tight polo shirts showing off his muscles, saying, touch it touch it look how strong your Papi is. He asked Valentina to punch him in the stomach pao! because Papi was a strong man del diablo. He would come home after the gym with two broiled chickens and eat an entire chicken with plantains and rice, todito by himself. Sucking on even the smallest chicken bones for any leftover meat. Valentina picked at the other chicken. Ate with her hands. She remembers feeling feral with no Alma around. No compass. Unclipped nails that scratched her face at night. The trail of Papi all around the house. Papi spent many an hour on the phone with some dude or other working on a new hustle, always ending the convo with his signature confident move, mira, mi bro, you know I’m the best man for the job. Papi’s coworkers showed up at midnight, filling the apartment with whisky, smoke, pats on the back, and that specific voice pitch of a pack of Colombian men cooing together that’s drilled in Valentina’s head. Deep booming voices fighting each other for space, echoing down the hallway into Valentina’s room. The roughness of Papi’s voice during these nights made the hairs on Valentina’s neck stand up. The whisky-bro nights of shit talking are remembered by Doña Marta and never forgotten by Valentina, who stayed up all night begging for Alma to come back but not at this moment not while Papi was so far gone. Pero Papi would wake up like a lulito de lo más bien so perfectly put together the next day in his tight shirt, pants, aviator glasses, and his signature teasing, what men, mija? What whisky? he’d say winking at Valentina, and take her out for ice cream. Estrella Papi, gelled-back hair, a real macho camacho all the way. Whenever Alma left she was off at one of her sisters’ or had flown to her natal Cartagena to hide away with the older great-tías in Bocagrande until Papi sent enough flowers, enough apologies, enough mami-ven-que-te-quiero. If Alma didn’t return when Papi sent an entire mariachi band to sing his forgiveness, Papi’s anger would spill into the apartment. Do you see what your mother is doing to me? To us? Stop with the huevonada, Alma. To the wall went the phone, the whisky glass. He’d bark at Valentina, the Bee Gees playing softly in the background. What else does she want from me? I’ve given her everything. I’ve given up everything for her. She’s destroying our family. Listen to me, Valentina, do not grow up to be like your mother, ¿me oíste? Valentina heard Papi’s bro friends over the phone, Hermano, she did what? That woman has you by the balls. Alma would sometimes call. All Valentina remembers of these calls is the sound of Alma’s voice—muffled and far off, underwater. She doesn’t remember anything Alma ever said but does remember imagining Alma at the bottom of the ocean, luminous and breathing through gills. Let’s say the sun was out when Alma came back. Let’s say Papi welcomed her with a basket full of Alma’s favorite fruit (papaya, granadilla, feijoa), let’s say Valentina checked her for signs that she was the right mother returned, because every time Alma came back, she was skinnier, paler, farther away. On one of the last times Alma left for Cartagena, before she left para siempre forever, Valentina sobbed, begged her not to go, she swore on the Virgen that Papi would change. That’s when Alma unfastened the necklace from her chest and gave Valentina the Virgen cadenita.



2. Papi AA: The breaking of Papi’s heart.

The song Valentina played on repeat those couple of days before Tía Mama found her was Porque te vas? by Jeanette. All my heart’s promises will go with you. Why did you leave why did you leave? She’d woken up and Papi was gone and after two days of eating stale Pan Bimbo and curuba juice, Tía Mama’s square sunglasses opened the front door—ay, mi niña, come here—and drove Valentina to her house. To stay with her for a few months while Papi came back. Alma had died in a car accident a few weeks before. Found days later in the river. She was gone. Papi had been sleeping on the kitchen floor, his eyes no longer eyes but two protruding red appendages. Like someone glued red marbles to his face. Valentina remembers him staring. Only staring. Drunk and staring. Looking at nothing. Valentina laid on the kitchen floor beside him and listened to his silence. Then one day she woke up and he wasn’t there. Jeanette’s “Porque te vas?” kept her company as she waited by the phone, in a state of abandono, a terrible noise inside her, making smushed shapes with the white bread, waiting for Papi’s phone call that never arrived.

What Valentina knows is this: Papi’s heart broke in a million pieces. Alma’s death broke Papi and broken Papis change. Transform. Broken Papis leave go far away to glue themselves back together. Alma’s death broke Papi’s corazón forever so Papi couldn’t love another woman. It was impossible for Papi to be with another woman because heartbreak does that, like Shakira taught us, because I still don’t know how to live without your love. Papi was forced to learn how to live again so now Papi had to be with men and only men. Wigs were part Papi’s heartbreak, as were the flimsy pink robes, the long earrings, the new wardrobe. That’s the explanation written somewhere inside her brain. Someone sat her down and explained this to Valentina. Look at the futuro, Papi began repeating during that time, the past is buried, Valentina. That period of her life, that first year after Alma’s death, exists inside a fog machine, disjointed memories of Tía Mama and the Eléctrica Family of travestis roaming around them: a tall woman with long nails claiming to be a travesti sister of her father’s picking her up from school, a sister she’d never met, a woman with a coat bigger than her calling her mi niña Vale, mi niña Vale, a woman that turned into a carousel of travestis suddenly swaying around them, stacking groceries, crying at night with Papi, the travesti embrace of care—a profound cariñito. Alma’s and Papi’s families fought Papi and clogged their answering machine with pendejadas from a past that was no longer theirs. Clawing at them with ghosts, crucifixes, paperwork, and puro chisme.

The father number one, cabeza de familia, was still Papi. Puerta pa’ dentro, from the door inside, Papi remained a secret to many. For Valentina, the dramatic changes, the rhinestones the wigs the chiseling loose of a certain kind of womanly energy around Papi, all of it camouflaged behind the curtain of grief wrapping itself over her corazoncito. A blur of time. A blur of secrets. Our business is ours, ¿estamos? Papi repeated, but Valentina could barely make out the shape of the days, Valentina could barely tell if the men in and out of the house were Papi’s boyfriends, or if, like the travestis suddenly appearing daily smoking by the window, they were mirages. Apparitions. Whispers now trailed behind them, disapproving gossip became the new normal. Here you have it, señoras y señores: Papi AA. He is the campesino turned business boy turned macho camacho turned vestida cross-dresser Papi number one. Alma’s death untraceable on his body. To the contrary, Papi went from Papi de Familia to Papi of the Party. El Papi reinventado. El Papi que lo puede todo. El Papi del makeover. Appearing pao! Like an espejismo, pulling Valentina out of the bathroom for a bailecito, some morning salsa at 7 a.m. while Valentina braided her hair Papi, I have to catch the school bus Papi the magician, appearing and disappearing like a ghost, roaming the house, dancing salsa with his index fingers sticking out, blond wig swaying, calling Valentina into the living room a que echara paso con él. No te creas, if Valentina is a doña del dancing, a maestra of rocking the floor it is because of Papi. She didn’t want him to leave again, she wanted to handcuff herself to Papi to make sure he’d be there the next morning for cafecito. There she was like a pendeja entregándose to that fleeting love of Papi. Ese amor que se va rápido, that only stays for un momentico. Ese amor que no la deja vivir. If only for that brief second. She wanted to hold down Papi’s love, pin it to the fridge como una fotico so she could stare at it with the morning arepita. So she’d remember his love was there even when he wasn’t.

Several times Valentina woke in the night to find Papi in the living room hunched over a glass, listening to the Bee Gees, drunk from the whisky and the fiesta. ¡Mija! Come join your papi, the biggest smile. She dreaded these moments. Being called in by the tufo smell of his alcohol breath. She didn’t want to sit by him while he was drunk, while he was gone adentro, but she did. Every time. And when she joined him, Papi put the telephone to her ear and asked her to sing, ¡cántale a Felipe! He’d say, sing to this marica on the other side that doesn’t believe I love him. The telephone a dead line. Who is Felipe, Papi? But he’d already be passed out drunk. Other times she woke disoriented to a glittering crowd piled on top of one another in the living room, singing, roaring: ¡Otra! ¡Otra! Otra! ¡Otra! and as she’d step into the hallway a line of shiny dresses, tight jeans, a circle of loud boys and queens twirling around Papi, wanting Papi. Tía Mama was there and so was La Perra, La Boricua, and a bunch of other queens whose names she doesn’t remember. Venga te presento, he’d stick his hand out and pull Valentina into the crowd. Here’s mi niña, he’d start addressing the crowd with those red ojitos de pescado. There was no space to say no thank you, Papi. Qué haces, Papi. I feel unmoored, lost, Papi. Don’t be shy, nena! He’d pull her in. You’re not shy, right? Valentina loves dancing! Say hello! Say hello! All the shiny dresses went ay, ay, ay, qué bella, all the tight jeans went does the nena know how to dance, does the nena take after her Papi, who is the bailador of all dancing, the chulo number one. The tight jeans twirled around the living room calling her muñeca, princesa, corazón. Eventually, Valentina started to feel it. Some queens sat on Papi’s legs, blowing smoke in his face. Everyone lifting their glasses every time Valentina shimmied her shoulders to La Tanguita Roja. Papi was king and this made her queen. School night be dammed, here in the Eléctrica Family she was royalty. This was Papi’s new world and therefore Valentina’s. Valentina wanted Papi to stay, she’d give him anything he wanted as an assurance that he’d stay forever. A silent contract. During those moments it was as if nothing else had ever existed. The world went Big Bang! Adam and Eve! Papi’s apartment! In that sequence.

As if The Past weren’t chasing them como novia fea. The kiki sandungueo sensacional lifted Papi and Valentina out of their black hole, helicoptered by Papi’s euphoric amnesia. Up they swayed in sequin dresses, leaving the hole of grief behind. Bye-bye, hijueputa. Aquí lo que queremos es verraquera, carajo, es alegría, no joda. El hoyo negro, the darkness that had become second skin after Alma’s death pushed away, far down, forgotten.



3. Papi AJ: The breaking of Valentina’s heart.

Papi nursing a hangover on the couch, still in his work clothes. Drooling his cig breath. He was supposed to be at work opening people’s bank accounts, handling business, so they could eat, pay rent. Papi stank of whisky, closed the curtains, and didn’t get up from the sofa. Not that day, not for weeks. When he eventually went back to work, he came home with a face Valentina didn’t recognize, pálido, a terrifying face like Papi was not there, like his face was a bruise, the last four years of partying and chucu chucu rushed their way into Papi exploding suddenly on his face. Within months Papi changed the curtains to some heavy dark purple velvet (thus getting christened by Tía Mama as a tacky traqueto). The plants died. A mausoleum of ocre plants with dried arms sticking toward the windows pleading for some sun. Papi center stage on the couch. The floor coated in fallen leaves. Their very own enchanted bosque of penumbra. It was then that Papi bought the few fake plants that now pop neon green in the shadows.

Papi developed a new way of drinking his whisky around this time. Usually he placed two ice cubes in a glass, poured the whisky on top to where the ice still stood out like icebergs. One afternoon Valentina saw him pour the whisky into a Hello Kitty mug, no ice. A few days later, there’s a Sad Sam mug next to his nightstand with brown liquid to the rim. And from then on the whisky was served in mugs, she believed, because the amount of liquid wasn’t visible from the outside. But she could tell, she always could.

One day she caught him in the kitchen pulling the whisky straight to his lips and sucking. When he realized she was watching Papi quickly put it down, apologized over and over again, sorries that Valentina didn’t know if they were directed to her or to himself. Won’t happen again, I promise, I’ve never done anything like this. He kept his promise for the most part, drinking from the mug even though Valentina knew he wanted it straight from the bottle. Whenever Papi is asleep Valentina pours water into the mugs, dilutes the whisky un poquito no más.

Valentina picked up the phone one day and it was Papi’s boss on the other side demanding to know if Ignacio intended to go back to work, did she know what was happening to him, he understood Papi was grieving Alma, that it was hard to raise a child on his own, but it had already been a few years, how long did Ignacio need? In fact, he seemed to be getting worse. Did Valentina know that her father was showing up drunk and stinking of party? Did Valentina know Papi was about to get fired? Did she know Papi was on the brink of an emotional abyss that would choke her, would awaken the river in her mother’s eyes, the river Valentina carried in her? Did she know the past chases you, finds you, anywhere you go The Past will find you and did Valentina know there was no turning back?

Papi’s official story on why he lost the job involved blackmailing, backstabbing, getting machete-cut from his world of bro compadres in shiny zapaticos and gelled hair because they smelled the pink robes on him. According to Papi now nobody wants to hire him because of all the chisme that follows him and so the house is pumped with hustle, Tía Mama’s coin, life savings, and the selling of certain precious jewelry of Alma’s that Papi thinks Valentina doesn’t notice. Valentina never told anyone about the call from Papi’s boss. About what she knows to be true.

As an expression of love, she holds all of Papi’s secrets for him.

Y entonces, Papi’s tristeza, the sadness that emanates and smells like tigrillo, is now Valentina’s tristeza too. Valentina doesn’t have her own sadness anymore, she has acquired Papi’s. Walking around the apartment it sticks to her, crawls into her pores with its own musiquita triste. Because Papi’s tristeza overflows, is all-consuming.

She had wanted Papi handcuffed to her so he would stay, wouldn’t disappear, stardust-like. But now that he’s always home it’s like he isn’t. Papi is disappearing in front of her very eyes. Slowly. How’s that possible? Every day Osvalda takes a bite off Papi. Every day more dream, more sleep. Maybe this is what Tía Mama means by the in-between time of those living and dead, this blinding love for the bed, this forever twilight in Papi’s bedroom. This constant living in dreams. The light of the sun only felt in Valentina’s room, where she lays like a lizard curled up, waiting. Valentina is another dusty corner in the apartment. She doesn’t understand why she is there, why Alma had her in the first place, why Papi kept her.

Happiness is a choice, she repeats Natalia’s words with her eyes closed like a prayer, happiness is a choice. Sun hitting her face. Warming her up. Eventually the midday Bogotá sun turns violent, turns vengeful like it does right before the rain. Like the sun remembered these are the tropics, carajo, let me blaze. For hours, Valentina, the lizard, doesn’t move. Eventually she welcomes the heat. Pushing the heartbreak. Valentina is an expert on shoving down heartbreak, an expert on ignoring the noise, making it disappear like aquí no ha pasado nada. Nothing at all is going on here.







Ignacio Call Me a Faggot Again

The cattle would start mooing when they sensed Ignacio coming up the side of the stable. Tranquilas, ombe, he’d yell. Your daddy is here to let you free and feed you. Come on, princesas. Breakfast is served! Go wild! Opening the gate, he’d gesture to the pasture as if it were the red motherfucking carpet.

Just as you should never get attached to a pig by the name of Chanchito, you should never get attached to a cow. Do not name the cow, do not tell her your secrets. The day would come when Clemente would return from selling chicharrón to the nearby towns, appear midday at the potrero hill straw hat shadowing his eyes, licking the sides of his lips, holding a rope, dragging one cow down while patting her behind you are ready, mamacita, and Ignacio won’t be able to do anything but watch another creature he cared for strut to the slaughterhouse.



That morning, after walking the cow down with Clemente, just as his father waved him away to hike back to the remaining cattle Ignacio caught a glimpse of Lucrecia or, better, a glimpse of her hair, that luscious unforgettable hair swaying to the hot wind down in the street. No one around him looked like Lucrecia. Ignacio hadn’t seen Lucrecia since the Rulo Onces Club night at the tienda. He’d guessed maybe the vecina got Encarnación’s shadiest passive-aggressive memo wrapped in arepas and améns.

During the nighttime classes, after listening to his stories and after Ignacio lied about all the bruising—Clemente was back full time—his teacher suggested he write down the stories and read them out loud to himself. Ignacio dismissed the suggestion as ridiculous, to which said teacher added that people in other places watched live theater. And what about TV? What about it? They didn’t own a television in his house, nor had he even seen a television. Ignacio didn’t even know anyone who owned one. And yet.

Back at the potrero, Ignacio let his imagination take a volador por el culo. A great way to kill time and hide the yawning mano peluda of pain taking root in his corazoncito.

Not only did our boy daydream. Encouraged by said teacher and by Lucrecia’s divine presence, now the stories became a hair-flipping event, a Campo Productions Presenta of sorts.

On this side our incredible audience: hello, vaquitas. Hello, my amorcita favorite cow, Yadira. Hello, señor donkey.

On this other side the stage: hello, manguito tree and bushes.

On our stage, in front of the audience: the best actor, the richest hombrecito of Tolima, give it up for Ignacio Rodríguez, everyone.

Today’s show happened to be a reenactment of his parents, which included a deep manly performance vozarrón voice while wearing the straw hat and a high-pitched lady-in-distress whimper with the jersey wrapped around his neck like a pashmina.

Y dice:




	—Clemente, there’s no money to pay Señor García this week.

	—What do I look like, ah? Does it look like money grows out of my ass?

	—Señor Rodríguez, a young pregnant woman from the town over came by saying that kid in her belly is yours.

	—Hágame el favor. And you go and believe any pelaíta that comes into this house? Did I marry a pendeja?

	—Jesús is gone! My son is gone. And with him my heart. My body may be here but my spirit is long gone. Gone!



For this last bit of drama, Ignacio fainted on the ground, arms reaching for the sky searching for God, then the covering of the face, then shaking from too much emotion. Like Encarnación had done a few months back after a letter arrived with the news that Jesús died in an airplane crash.

With all the good people dying every day and God doesn’t finish taking my life, his mami repeated every morning.

And how true it was. Here one tragedy is closely followed by the next one. Ignacio didn’t remember Jesús, he was too young when he left, what he knew were the stories of Jesús, the profound suffering clawing at his mami that Ignacio inhaled because he was a good son. Why was he letting that pain into his heart if it wasn’t so that his mami would love him?

The day the news arrived, Ignacio had been helping Encarnación stock the tienda, placing the fresh arepas inside the container behind the register. Encarnación had fallen to the floor, breaking two bottles of Bretaña. Clinging to Ignacio’s shirt—¡por qué!—leaving a wet stain. Her tongue did this thing trying to eat itself. Eyes lost inside her. Holding her up Ignacio had said: You still have me, mami. And how Encarnación’s eyes swirled searching the ground, before she said to him: I have nothing.



I have nothing! Ignacio stood for the grand finale, only to faint on the tall grass again, I have nothing!

Encarnación now wore black and only black and covered her face when she stepped out of the house. Ignacio and Doris ran the tienda with the help of Carlitos and sometimes Clemente, who brought his compadres to get drunk and dance pegadito with some mujeres. Pero Encarnación, más allá que acá.

The cosita fea tumbled in his belly as Ignacio stared at the swollen gray clouds above. That was when he heard the clap.

At first Ignacio thought it was the wind. The wind tended to clap. Sometimes it sent the rusted fences to clank against each other, usually before it rained. But then he heard it again. Closer. Clap clap.

Closer.

Clap clap clap.

Frightened, he sat up slowly, waiting for his father to come into view and beat his raggedy ass. The ruminating cattle doing their thing below the palm trees.

Instead, like an espejismo, a boy in tight purple shorts and a tank top appeared in front of him. Reclining on a cow. Lollipop in his mouth. Clapping.

Shame grabbed at Ignacio once he realized the jersey was still wrapped around his head. He shallowed hard. Throat like sand. Scanning the potrero, searching for others. Not knowing if he should dart out and yell down to his father that there was a trespasser.

On the grass the silhouette of the boy read defiant, yes, but also girly as fuck.

Ignacio stood up in silence, wiped his pants with his hands. Staring at the ground he undid the knot on the jersey, curled it into a ball, and hid it in his pants real quick.

This was exactly what he had feared: that someone would see him. That this secret world of his would become real by someone’s eyes. He had felt so alive and yet now his corazoncito beat in his throat with shame and a terrible anger. Against himself. Against this boy.

“Who the fuck are you,” Ignacio asked, trying to hold on to his manhood, “and what are you doing on our property?”

The boy approached Ignacio. Straight bowl cut, tight purple shorts, and were his nails really painted pink? Shorter than Ignacio but with way more meat on his arms and legs.

“Great performance for a campeche like you. Although you really need to practice that fainting. Truly, you can do better than that. Anyone can do better than that.”

Ignacio’s head buzzed. Who the fuck was this? Ignacio had never seen this boy. Clearly, he was not from here. His accent was different, his skin three shades lighter, and his clothes way too clean. Plus pink nails? The fuck.

“I will ask one last time before beating your faggot ass. Who the fuck are you and what are you doing on our property?”

The boy burst out laughing, licked on his lollipop, strutted closer to Ignacio.

“Faggot? Faggot!? Excuse me, who is the sissy, excuse me, man, excuse me, delicate-ass boy, wearing a ridiculous shirt over his head and calling out in girly whimpers?”

There it was. Ignacio grabbed a rock. “You have ten seconds to leave.”

“Or what? You’re gonna beat me?”

“You’re wearing pink nail polish.”

“So?”

“So, you’re a real faggot. I was just playing. It’s called theater.”

The boy laughed again. Never laugh at a hurt man. His father had taught him this. The one time Ignacio dared to laugh when Clemente freaked out over a rat in the back of the house had gotten him a slap that sealed shut that jeta.

Ignacio aimed at the boy with the rock, but before he could let it go the boy kicked it out of his hands and pushed him to the ground.



“You want to be a real man, fight me like one then.”

Ignacio went for it. Purple-shorts boy and Ignacio on the grass rolling, throwing punches at each other. The boy was strong. Way stronger than Ignacio. When Ignacio couldn’t get a punch in he yanked the boy’s hair and then the boy was bashing Ignacio’s head to the ground with an open palm. The boy sat on top of Ignacio, holding down his arms with his legs. He punched Ignacio one last time and then picked up a big rock. The rock aimed at his face, Ignacio closed his eyes, braced himself.

The boy stood up.

“Call me a faggot again,” he said, tossing the rock over his shoulder, then wiping the dirt from his hands on his shorts. “A ver, let me see you call me a faggot again, gonorrea.” The boy twirled beautifully, his dainty fingers pointing at Ignacio. From the ground, heaving, Ignacio watched the girlish figure swaying his hips as he strutted deeper into the green of the potrero until he was out of sight. Something stirred inside him. A strange gravitational pull toward this boy that had just beaten him up, yes, called him a faggot, yes, but also shaken some deeper want. Panting, Ignacio stood up, held the jersey between his hands, and smiled.








Part II Hidden Mirrors








Valentina Clavado En El Pecho

In the closed bathroom there goes Valentina’s stomach gucu, gucu, gucu. It comes rushing, the puke, as if even the loneliness wants nothing to do with her, there goes the face-to-face with the toilet gucu, gucu, gucu, serving all the cariño to the bottom of the toilet, dropping the nails, long hair, salchichitas with ketchup, flipping of hair, Natalia despampanante on the TV, head on Papi’s chest, listening to Papi’s heart, dropping it all to the bottom of the toilet gucu, gucu, gucu. Te vas. Adiós.

Buenos días, washed face. Buenos días, relief. This is how we begin the day.

Papi a perfect shot of an early morning telenovela: flimsy pink robe, rimless reading glasses, left hand sustaining right elbow, right hand with the cig, blowing up the smoke into the curtains, which today are slightly opened. Gazing out the window, like he’s waiting to be recorded and put on film. A movie about olvido and abandono.

He’s startled when he sees Valentina.

“Papi.”

Papi’s eyes a question.

“Braid my hair.”

She’s already late for school pero no importa. A buseta she’d take, a horse she’d ride, on foot she’d arrive at school, if only so Papi brushes her hair. Many nights have passed since they last sat on the bed watching Natalia with salchichitas and ketchup, which is to say Valentina has a desperate need to be touched, to feel some amorcito rico en la barriga, en el pecho.

“Can’t you braid it yourself?”

If only Osvalda could disappear, if only with a snap of fingers Valentina could adiós-hijueputa that bed. Return Papi to the life of the beats in the streets. The confidence exhuding like fireworks from his chest, the way he’d ask Valentina to touch his muscles after the gym, look how strong your Papi is.

“Papá,” she complains, “I can’t French braid like you and you know how the nuns complain about my frizz.”

“I’m not in the mood for braiding, Valentina.” Papi closes the door gently behind him. The sound of the lighter, then the TV blasting the early-day telenovela. La madrastra. The one meant for señoras de casa.

Valentina stands by the closed door, pleads.

“Papá.”

After a few seconds she hears the creaking of Osvalda, the footsteps. Papi opens the door giving the loudest sigh, so that Valentina understands the dread. “A ver, Valentina. Sit.”

Before losing himself to the bed, Papi braided Valentina’s hair for school whenever she asked. Papi is not very touchy-feely. Not very ven-mi-amor-let-me-hug-you not very let-me-tell-you-how-much-te-quiero. Tía Mama jokes Papi was raised like a little animal in the monte of Tolima with a whip and cows as friends and was never once told he was loved. Papi always laughs at this.

“Increíble that at this age you don’t know how to properly braid that hair.”

Of course Valentina knows how to braid her hair, of course she’s a wizard of hair and can string curl to curl no problem in her very sleep.

She finally gets what she wants: Papi’s fingers on her head. Papi so close she can smell him, can feel the texture of his finger pads on her scalp. They don’t feel like the usual calluses but softer. Valentina tries to catch his fingers in the mirror, searching for the tips of Papi but he digs them farther inside the mane of curls like Papi knows something is weird with his skin and barks back all sass, “Stop moving, stop the pendejada.” Which is his way of saying, an embarrassing thing is happening do not look at me.

The reflection in the smudged bathroom mirror reminds Valentina of Papi’s Catholic figurines. Que si angelitos caídos del cielo. Que si archangel with a spear through the heart. Que si bailarina pensive because she has lost her pinky. Blurry martyrs just like the two of them. If Valentina and Papi were saints they’d be Los Santos Tristes of the Stinking Apartment.

On the mirror fingerprints and particles of spit glued since the beginning of times.

The light in the bathroom dims, the accumulated dust of the light bulb glowing behind Papi’s head, reflecting a semi-halo. Papi the saint who never was. Pero, eso sí, his fingernails are perfectly cut and shine as they pull and fish curl after curl. Papi shakes his head at the untamed hair Valentina inherited from him. With a silver comb, he parts the hair in two, then starts French braiding from the top. The last time he combed her hair, Papi was so ensimismado, so self-absorbed with those eyes idos por allá, gone beyond, the brush got stuck and he had to cut out a chunk with scissors. Valentina yelled at him to pay attention and then Papi exploded in a monologue, “Hijueputa, life with you, the lottery I won with you complaining. With everything I do for you. Te voy a regalar. Let’s see how much money I can get for you.” She chuckles every time he says that.

That morning Valentina saw the messages in the answering machine flare like an alarm. Two threats from Tía Clemencia, one from the building manager because qué creyeron, los Rodríguez, they’re not running a free hotel here, then Tía Mama inviting them to onces and, lastly, number 203, the darkest beast of the east, aka Jesi, the BFF parcera and neighbor number one demanding to know when they were taping the next show.

Valentina watches Papi’s eyes in the mirror, deep in the braiding, hair tie next to the cig between his lips. Long face, big straight nose, small dark honey eyes that are always pleading. A slight right shoulder tic from his campo upbringing that is only noticeable to those who have spent infinite times echándole ojo, watching Papi. A puff of curls damaged by Papi’s sin amor, Papi’s lack of love for his own hair from brushing it brushing it with so much determination and aggression. His brush on the counter a mess of frizzled dark brown curls spilling their dead cells all over the bathroom. Dead cells in the air. Inhaled by Valentina, inhaled by Papi, dead hair cells as oxygen. Papi brushes his hair like a self-improvement project, like it can be tamed. By the end of the day the curls have taken their revenge, coiling harshly around his head Medusa-like.

Then there’s Valentina in that mirror.

Valentina’s not-supermodel face. Round cheeks, round nose, pointy dog teeth shooting out like fangs. One eye slightly smaller than the other one. An embarrassing paleness next to Papi’s brown skin. Rana platanera, he calls her.

Is it on their faces, Papi’s gloom? Valentina stares at both of their faces and tries to figure out if the dust the roaches the dimmed light bulbs the late rent the sausages with ketchup in a paper plate she’s trying to figure out if the apartment’s misery can be traced on their faces.



“Papá, you know Tía Clemencia is going to send a dude again if you don’t call her back.”

Months ago, Tía Clemencia sent a señorito in a leather jacket to knock on their door with intimidation and paperwork.

Papi doesn’t even look up. Fully immersed into the braid, one eye closed. He talks to Valentina in the mirror: “Let her do whatever that bitch wants to do. Do I seem bothered?” he smiles. “Has your father ever failed you, Valentina? No, I haven’t. You go to school and leave the rest to me.” Papi takes a drag from the cig, holds the cig with two fingers and winks at her in the mirror.

She believes him. There’s a part of her that should be showing Papi the receipts of the past few months that contradict every single one of his words but she shuts that down quickly.

What Valentina wants to know is who is in charge of erasing Tía Clemencia’s messages from the answering machine and what’s going to happen when the señorito she will surely send knocks on their door and demands Papi in his full name, Ignacio Rodríguez Gómez, and hands him the envelope with Clemencia’s hostile cursive handwriting in red underlining his name. Twice. Then shows Papi, y de paso Valentina, his gun tucked inside the leather jacket when Papi refuses to take the paperwork.

“More Than a Woman” plays from the living room and with every twist, every combed curl comes Papi’s mumbling in a chopped English that is more a singing in Spanish mor dan a guuuman, pero mumbling he is, so close to Valentina so that she hears—better, she feels—Papi’s vibrating chest. Papi is alive. Papi is not a cadenita. Is not stardust and vague Vickvaporú memories like Alma. The lifeline that connects Valentina to the earth is right there with a hair tie between his lips that every so often is exchanged for a cig before the cig lands again in the ashtray. A piece of Papi lives inside a Bee Gees song.

“Pa, do you think we’ll get to actually see Natalia at her book release?”



Long pause. Stares at her from the mirror behind the rimmed oval glasses he doesn’t wear in public, holding the silver comb like he’s directing an orchestra. Deep in thought. Papi sometimes acts like everything is the biggest consequential thing in the world and it bores Valentina. Like, come on, Papi, don’t take everything tan a pecho.

“Natalia, nena—Natalia is a symbolic criatura that has been misunderstood in this país de mierda of ours. In this country you’re exploited and when they have no use for you anymore, pa’ la calle to eat shit! ¿Me entiendes? You cannot even make one mistake. Perfection all the time, for what? Natalia was kicked out of her modeling career because they got no use for her without a leg. Pero, what did she do? Ah?”

“You’re asking me?”

“Sí.”

“She wrote a book?”

“Well, yes, but what else?”

“She’s still modeling?”

“Exacto, nena. Look at her, por Dios. Hosting the news like nobody else. You know what Natalia is? Natalia lo que es is a verraca. A fierce woman.”

The phone rings. When the machine picks up, it’s Tía Clemencia again. Ignacio, you will be receiving a letter . . . Papi rushes out of the bathroom, lifts the receiver up, and slams it back down. Before he can come back to her hair, the phone rings again and Papi is not having it. Papi yells at no one. He picks the phone up and slams it back down. Papi is like a pendulum and you’re never sure which side the pendulum is swinging toward. Valentina sits still, knowing what’s coming, the swirl of Papi’s eyes. The phone rings again and this time Papi picks up the phone and throws it against the wall. It takes him a while but eventually he comes back, straightening his robe like an annoyed señora, and tells her, “I never liked that phone in the first place. Mañana we buy a new one.” Wink again at the mirror.





When she is ready to leave for school Valentina asks Papi for the bendición. Three times. Bless me three times, Papi. And sometimes Papi will only do the cross from her head to her chin because Papi can be lazy, te cuento, bien lazy, and she asks him to start again because Valentina is convinced that if the three crosses are not done properly something horrible will happen, if the crosses are not done one and two and three maybe Papi’s dreams will swallow him, will take him forever away from her. In the name of the padre and the hijo and the espíritu santo. And when Papi closes the door to the apartment and she hears the three tranca locks a certain agony stabs her chest, una cosa horrible se le clava en el pecho, she can barely breathe, it is as if she is not going to see Papi ever again.






Ignacio Do I Look Like a Sissy to You?

La cosa está que arde, Ebaguí is candela, but here in La Única Radio, la radio del pueblo que siempre está contigo, we bring you some musiquita to endure this infernal heat. Ebaguí burns!

The radio spilled its soft cumbias.

It was hot. It was humid. Even the bleeding Jesucristo nailed above the counter seemed to be pleading for some fresh lemonade. The floor fan in the corner of the tienda did pretty much nothing to alleviate the mugginess but there it was, that huge white thing with its loud ronroneo. The sound like a premonition of something bad to come.

The plastic chairs seemed to be melting and every so often a customer would walk in and plop himself down, order a beer, and pass the fuck out. The señoras, too, would fan themselves with whatever was within reach, pulling cigarettes from the box with their teeth, winking at Ignacio to bring them another round of empanaditas and ice, then whispering and a media of aguardiente, mijo. Wink wink. There was nothing left to do but get drunk and watch time go by. It was that hot.

Arm in arm under an umbrella, Martica and Rosa peeked their heads at the tienda’s doorway calling Ignacio with their fingers. The fake curtesy, the pantomime of well-behaved women but he knew they were coming for any drop of gossip. Ignacio does an internal eye roll. God, this is why he shouldn’t be in charge and where is Carlitos to handle some of these people. He scanned around for Carlitos and caught him sprawled on the floor next to the fan. Drool leaking onto his shirt. “¡Carlitos!” Ignacio called out, startling the big piece of security tamal. Ignacio shrugged, finger to his eyes then to the tienda, letting Carlitos know ¿qué pasó, hombre? Watch the tienda.

Martica and Rosa had been stopping by every so often to check on Encarnación, bring candles of the Virgen blessed by their priest, sometimes a jug of agua bendita and offers to pray rosaries for Jesús’s soul. Ignacio told them the same thing every time: Mami is not accepting visitors.

“But it’s been months, Ignacito. It’s not healthy. We’re your mother’s amigas.”

Ignacio knew that as much as Martica and Rosa were Encarnación’s friends, their loyalty was to the barrio’s chisme. To holding pieces of someone’s story that could be disseminated to the rest of the Rulo Onces Club. Encarnación didn’t want to be part of anyone’s story, anyone’s gossip. She already knew people were talking. Plus, holding pieces of someone’s story was power, was attention, was something to do and be. And what would Encarnación say anyway? All words have left me, she’d say to Ignacio in the mornings when he brought her a tinto and helped her up.

For the first month all she’d done was stare. Ignacio would find her sitting on the bed, barely lit by a sliver of sun sneaking through the closed curtain, frizzy braid falling to the side, staring at the floor. Hours would pass and he’d come back again and she was exactly in the same place, staring at nada. I have nothing, she’d say to him, eyes watery. Mami, come on, let’s get you to washed up. Doris is waiting for you.

I have nothing, she’d repeat.

Clemente had traveled with Don Jacinto in Don Jacinto’s truck to Yopal to bring back the body so they could give him a proper funeral. Even then, Jesús’s wife didn’t want to hand dead Jesús over. It was Don Jacinto, Ignacio would overhear from his drunk father at the tienda later on, who handled that incorrigible wife. Because I was about to slap la hijueputa when Don Jacinto intervened.

After the funeral, Ignacio saw Clemente place a hand on Encarnación’s back as she sat outside the yard under the mango tree. The hand stayed there. It was the only time he’d seen his father touch his mami this gentle. It was so shocking Ignacio had to look away.

His mami: a trapito of a woman. But then after a few months, before leaving on a trip southeast, Clemente said to her, bueno, ya, pass the page. He’s gone, he decided to leave his family and look what it got him. Encarnación didn’t say nada, didn’t even look up at him.

Now, at the very least, Encarnación was up grinding corn for the arepas and frying the empanadas that she left ready for Ignacio to bring into the tienda. Three rosaries hung from her neck and from the kitchen a constant murmullo of prayer. Doris brushed, braided, and tied Encarnación’s hair up in a bun in the mornings. The two of them prayed rosaries all day so that the house was constantly filled with ay Dios míos and ay benditos.

Back in the tienda, Ignacio lit a cigarette to the coughing of Rosa. Martica and Rosa wouldn’t stop with the questions, trying to peek inside the door that led to the house. Que when was he coming back to church. Que when was he getting a girlfriend. Que he was in deep need of some fríjoles and chicharrón by the look of those skinny legs. He knew they hoped that by pressing him he’d tire and spill some tea. Pero no, señorita, he would not.



Of course Martica and Rosa asked about his face: “What happened to you?” Then whispered, “It was your father, wasn’t it?”

Those had been Doris’s words when he walked back to the house last week bleeding and bruised after the fight with purple-shorts boy. The swelling on his face was much better all thanks to Doris’s remedios and cuidados. That afternoon, he’d found his sister hanging pants, shirts, and his own underwear on the clothesline in the back patio and she gasped, hands covering her mouth. “Is it that bad?” he’d asked. It was so bad the dogs barked at him.

“Wait here,” Doris had said, wiping her hands on her skirt, “do not let mami see you like that, por favor.”

Ignacio sat on a patio chair feeling the afternoon heat seep into his skin as Doris cleaned and wrapped his wounds.

“Doris, do you think I’m weird?” he asked his sister.

With a knife, she opened a piece of aloe, then she scraped it with her finger and placed it on his face.

“Weird?” she chuckled. “Like how?”

He didn’t know what to ask without asking her the real question: Do I look like a sissy to you?

“Like, am I like Yason or papi?”

Here she stopped, head back, and took a good look at him, “Ignacio, gracias a Dios you’re not like Yason or papi. Do you wanna be like Yason or papi?”

“Who did that to you, flaco?” Martica repeated, standing by the fan, waving her hands toward herself, helping the warm wind from the fan to her face. “Or was it over a girl?” Rosa elbowed him. “Who is the lucky muchacha? Don’t tell me, don’t tell me. Is it Anita? You know who would be a great novia for you? Yolanda’s daughter, wouldn’t she, Martica?” Martica nodded, “She’s, what? Fourteen, mijo, apenas. Every Sunday there she is next to her mami bien juiciosita at church. Volunteers with the Agustina nuns and is always helping out with the flower arrangements for the Virgen pilgrimages.” Martica nodded. “Pero, now that I am thinking about it, how about Matilde? Matilde is a beauty, in the right way, claro. ¿Ah, flaco? ¿Qué piensas? Míralo fighting over his woman already, a man of honor, tan bello.”

Ignacio lit his own cig, blew smoke over the señoras. For a second a thick cloud blocked the sun and the light on the street changed dramatically. The stark shadows softened, the temperature dropped, and a light breeze spilled over the street. Ignacio relaxed his eyes and nodded to a few of the men walking down the road. That was when he saw Lucrecia, across the tienda, carrying bags of groceries. Lucrecia followed by Lucrecia’s hair up in a ponytail. Martica and Rosa followed his eyes and when they saw Lucrecia both shook their heads.

“I have to go back in,” Ignacio announced, and didn’t leave space for the señoras to reply. Putting out the cigarette with his foot, he walked inside toward the back and asked Carlitos to please look after the tienda for un segundito no más but Carlitos backed away, palms spread in an absolutely not because Ignacio knew Carlitos was not allowed to be alone with the tienda when there were customers. Our security peso pesado could barely count and last time Ignacio left him alone, a bunch of money went missing. And it wasn’t that Carlitos was stealing, he wouldn’t, but homeboy could be outsmarted by anyone who knew one plus two.

Ignacio looked out the window, scanning the street. Mango tree. Palm tree. Gang of stray dogs. Rosa and Martica arms locked under the umbrella, scurrying away. Pedro selling lechona. Lucrecia at the corner buying oranges.

“It’ll be just a second,” Ignacio pleaded with Carlitos. “Just don’t charge anyone until I am back.”

Carlitos backed away. “You gonna go get some ass,” Carlitos smiled, nodded, “Mijo, I am not about to lose my job. Not even to help you get some ass. Go ask your sister.”

“Doris!” Ignacio ran inside the house yelling until he found her, hunched over a shirt, needle and thread between her lips. Pulling Doris’s hand from the pile of clothes circling her feet like a mermaid dress, he dragged her into the tienda. Doris wanted to know where he was off to and did it have anything to do with the beating he got and could Ignacio please just please not get in trouble. Their mami couldn’t handle it and Doris could not handle her mami. “I’ll only be a second,” he said and ran out, leaving Doris with all her unanswered questions behind the arepa counter.

Outside the clouds had dispersed, the sun banged on his head. It was so hot everything seemed under a veil, like a gas leak straight from the heavens. Things at a distance blurred from their hotness and hotness was, of course, what he searched for.

Where was Lucrecia? Right in front of his house the unpaved street led to the alley that led to the main street, which led to the plaza and the Santa Isabel de la Caridad church. Lucrecia was a vecina and therefore one of these houses had to be hers. Mentally he named all the neighbors, pointing at their houses: Don Jacinto, the Ramírez’s, the Pérez’s, La Loca Inés, Rosa, Martica— He stopped by Altagracia selling the oranges at the corner. Altagracia’s cheeks darker than the earth, fanning herself with a prayer book. Dogs panted and slept under bits of tree shade. Some looked dead but then Ignacio saw the slow rise and fall of their bellies. Flies buzzed around the dogs but even the flies’ buzzing was kinda tired, kinda drunk. Even the flies were like, not today, Satan, it’s too damn hot. Brick roof, tin roof, barbed wire. He turned the street, Don Jacinto’s cow in the middle of the road splayed like this was her goddamn living room. How many times had Ignacio told that man to keep his cattle on the other side on the street? Pero no, Don Jacinto let them run loose and sometimes, like today, Ignacio found them in the middle of the street like them cows at a sit-in protest.

No Lucrecia por ninguna parte. Fuck.

Then, turning onto the next street, he saw her. Walking in small steps heavy groceries and all, with her head bowed to evade the sun hitting her eyes. Lucrecia’s hair up in a ponytail and even in an hijuemadre ponytail that hair looked straight out of a shampoo advertisement. Ignacio crossed the street.

“Let me help you, vecina.” He went straight for the grocery bags.

“Ignacio!” she smiled a smile not of this mundo. Ignacio was surprised she remembered his name. Lucrecia thanked him and asked where he was headed, what was he up to outside in this heat.

Of course Ignacio hadn’t thought through his plan fully. All that went through his mind when he saw Lucrecia pass by was, gotta get that hair. Gotta see those fingers. Gotta experience those soft elegant movements. And now walking side by side with Lucrecia the feeling of wanting to be her hair, be her elegance took over him. It was true. He was a weird motherfucker. Why? God, he hated everything.

“Just walking around.”

“In this heat? Estás loco, muchacho. Come to my house, I’ll give you a glass of water.”

From the door he knew the house was way prettier than his. Lucrecia invited him in but Ignacio knew his mother would break him with her eyes if he set foot in that house so in a bargain with God he stayed by the door.

The floor actual tile, with several windows, and even at this distance he could see a couple of rooms and a backyard that was tended. There were flowers in that yard, flowers.

Ignacio waited for the glass of water by the white metal door when purple-shorts boy walked out and made a no way in hell face. “The fuck you doing in my house?”

Ignacio placed the groceries by the door. “I didn’t—”

Lucrecia came out with the glass of ice-cold water. “You two know each other?”

“Not really,” purple shorts said, crossing his arms, squinting angrily at Ignacio, “but I know enough.”

Ignacio drank the water, grateful to have something in his mouth so he didn’t have to talk.



“Ignacio, this is my son, Felipe. Felipe, be nice. This is Ignacio, our very nice neighbor who helped me with the groceries.”

Felipe rolled those eyes like he was chasing something behind his head. Lucrecia took the empty glass, went inside to get some popsicles. “Come in, Ignacio,” her voice echoed from inside.

Ignacio stared at Felipe. Felipe’s eyes látigos whipping at Ignacio, daring him to cross the door.

“I’m sorry,” Ignacio whispered at last, looking to the side. Not daring to make eye contact while apologizing.

Felipe made an I-can’t-believe-it face. Still giving him attitude, he stepped back to take in the full audacity of Ignacio.

“The fuck you’re sorry for? Fighting like a girl?” Felipe gestured at Ignacio and Ignacio saw his nails were still pink, his mannerisms were still girly.

Hands curled into fists, Ignacio inhaled all the patience of this and the next world. Felipe’s eyes x-rayed his ass, landing on his fists. “Oh, you wanna try me again? In my own house? Un-be-lievable. I knew I was coming to some backward place but I didn’t know you people were that stupid.”

Lucrecia could be heard saying something or other from beyond the door. Then Felipe turned to yell back at her, “It’s okay, mami, Ignacio says he doesn’t want any. He has to go.”

Nonetheless Lucrecia appeared with two red popsicles. “My son is a little . . .” She handed Ignacio the popsicle. “Felipe has a bit of a personality.” Felipe smiled. One hand holding the popsicle, the other wrapped around Lucrecia’s shoulder, hip to the side. Like they were a girl dream team. Ignacio could not believe Lucrecia stood there giggling with Felipe while Felipe’s nails were pink, while Felipe imitated her, pointing all girly and exaggerated. Ignacio had never seen anything like this. An alarm was going off inside him. Maybe his mami was right, maybe Lucrecia was a thing to be feared, a woman that broke up families. Lucrecia continued speaking, manicured fingers showing Ignacio the different trees circling the house: que mango, que lemons, que mandarinas, and guayaba. Que he is welcome to take some for his mami. Que she is sorry for their loss.

In his world no boy walked around with his mami like Felipe did with Lucrecia. Not even the girls walked around with their mamis like this. In his world, Yason and the futbolito team would have bled nails-and-shorts to the ground. To protect the barrio. To protect themselves.

“We’re here for the season.” But Lucrecia had given him such good yuyu. How could someone so warm be evil? “And Felipe doesn’t have any friends yet.”

Ignacio flashed Lucrecia a smile. He couldn’t help it.

She went into the house again.

A lo lejos, a neighbor’s muffled vallenato could be heard. The whirl of fans. Ignacio sucked on the popsicle, Felipe sucked on the popsicle. Red lips, red lips, red lips.

“The fuck you’re staring at?” Felipe barked. “You’ve never seen fabulosity in this shithole?”

“Why you so defensive and shit? Carajo, I said I’m sorry.”

Ignacio hit a note, he knew it by the way Felipe’s face changed. Felipe was actually a cute boy. Curly long eyelashes beating on light brown eyes and the mouth popping bright, almost bleeding.

“I don’t believe you.” Felipe kept sucking like he didn’t care nada about no apology.

“You scared me, man! I wasn’t expecting you. I was caught off guard . . . Whatever.”

Ignacio turned to leave, the sun hitting his face. Felipe stayed there by the door sucking on that popsicle, studying him. Slowly Ignacio walked, waiting for something extra, a ñapa of time to fall on him, pull him back.

“Oye.”

It was Felipe.

Ignacio’s eyes caught Felipe’s. Hand on hip, Felipe pointed at him with his popsicle stick.



“You need to work on that faint, okay?”

Ignacio smiled, one eye closed, hand shielding his face from the sun.

Felipe smiled back.

“See you around?”

Ignacio nodded. Ay, virgen, it was true. He was a weird motherfucker.






Valentina Una Casita for the Body

This day—this Saturday bogotano como cualquier otro, unbeknownst to Valentina, will forever change our girl. Not any day. No, señor. A day infused with travesti memory, travesti lore, vestida ghosts y tucu tucu. A day of secrets.

But, first, a new outfit.

Valentina had marked the day on the calendar on the fridge with a big Ojo Papi so Papi wouldn’t forget he’d promised to take her out to the stores to buy her a new shirt for Natalia’s book release. Valentina could not remember the last time Papi bought her new clothes. The clothes she wore on the regular were passed down from Tía Mama’s daughters and fixed by another tía, La Perra. The Eléctrica Family was, as Tía Mama explained, like a mafia network of travestis here to defend ourselves against the motherfuckers and share some of our coin.

Clothes are passed from Tía Mama to her circle of daughters and from the circle of daughters, most of whom are avid seamstresses, back to Tía Mama and it was in this passing back and forth that Valentina got jeans descaderados with rhinestones, chokers she wore in secrecy at Jesi’s because Papi disliked those puta things, and big T-shirts that made Jesi’s eyes shine. But Valentina feels too skinny too pale too hairy for any clothes. Valentina feels like her body isn’t growing at the rate that she is, her body isn’t following her deep need to be a mujer sensacional by yesterday so that soon she may join the television and wow el pueblo colombiano with her news delivery sass. On the contrary, her body seems to be reaching for a different form, one that is not female, one that is fur on arms and legs, hips forgotten. Because have you ever seen a shapeless pale woman with frizzy hair and dark rings around her eyes presenting the news at night? Exactly. Jesi says Valentina has a natural punk look, Tía Mama says Valentina is a sort of copy of Alma (less beautiful she means), and Papi has stopped paying attention, mostly. Sometimes out of the blue when she walks into his room, Papi appears shocked to see her and when Valentina asks why he’s staring at her like she’s a damn ghost he says, as if she weren’t in front of him, increíble that Alma will never leave me alone.

What she knows is that her body is a container. Of Alma. Of rivers. Of blood. Of choked tears. Of decapitated Barbies. Of cig smoke. Of coffee with mogollita in the morning staring at the cerros.

Pero—enough of that.

You think Papi remembered or cared to look at the calendar?

There he was early that morning rushing around the house packing porcelain angels into a box waking Valentina up with the back-and-forth pacing. Box tucked below his arm, puff of curls that Valentina could tell he’d tried to comb, and a smile that gave a pang of pity to Valentina. Ay, Papi. Off he went to sell his angels. Valentina thought that seeing him out of the bedroom would return Papi back to her, that it was only Osvalda who kept Papi in that fazed cansao state, pero seeing him all red eyes with a shirt that hadn’t been washed since quién sabe cuándo smiling with a face that she couldn’t quite recognize only made everything worse. Rising from the death of bed doesn’t mean you’re alive.

Valentina played with the virgencita charm around her neck, trying to push the fear away. She wanted to run and hug him. Straightjacket Papi. Keep him in place. Instead, Valentina stood by the door watching, sucking on the virgencita, didn’t even mention his promise to take her to the store. She couldn’t. She didn’t dare interrupt the crazed porcelain-angel trip Papi was on. Valentina wanted him to remember they were buying an outfit today, yes, but at least he was out of the bed, at least he’s trying to earn some coin, at least they could both pretend for a brief second their lives weren’t slowly falling apart.

“Adiós, mija,” he said, blowing her a kiss before shutting the door.



Inside Tía Mama’s old Renault, La Perra is copilot, Jesi and Valentina sit in the back. La Perra blows smoke out the window waving her fingers hello. Nobody mentions Papi’s absence. Tía Mama briefly stares at the door of the María Paula then pats Valentina’s leg. It is only after a few minutes of obvious silence that La Perra says, “Ay, nena, learn this now, all men are big disappointments,” and Tía Mama turns up the volume to Radio Candela.

Gloomy has a name today and her name is Bogotá. Mad chunky gray clouds rolling down the cerros blowing a freezing air del diablo into the city as they drive down from store to store to store. It’s cold and Valentina brought only a hoodie. Jesi complains about the cold and La Perra laughs telling her to go stand on the street in a pair of stilettos and a miniskirt at dawn. I’ll tell you cold, shit. To which Tía Mama adds that the cold Bogotá dawn is nothing compared to standing next to the highway in middle-of-nothing shit countryside in Italy in winter. Tía Mama prefaces these stories with, in my other life. In my other life, I was crossing Hungary in fucking stilettos and a fake passport, muñeca. In my other life, I saw a girl shooting guayacol oil straight to her titties and be made beautiful this quick and die. In my other life, I sat on senators’ laps, I sucked many a politician’s dick. In my other life, I hosted the only travesti show in this entire country inside a hole in the wall by the name of Aquario, where I met your papi. In my other life, you were this big and all of us baptized you. In my other life, I lived every night like the world was ending.

Over the years Valentina has heard drips of stories from the travesti memories, as Tía Mama calls it, and in this moment she is grateful for Tía Mama and La Perra weaving sass and brete up front.

La Perra’s name is not in vain. Everyone is a bitch but this one is La bitch to end todas las bitches, is how Tía Mama explains La Perra’s name.

La Perra is the one that taught Valentina how to say VETE A LA VERGA, HIJO DE PUTA and ¿SE LE PERDIÓ UNA IGUAL, GONORREA? and, a favorite, MÉTETE UN DEDO POR EL CULO, CAREVERGA all before she turned eight, which got her into so much trouble at school. At first the nuns were lenient. They recognized Valentina was grieving her mother and attributed her new repertoire of bitchiness to loss. But then Valentina pinned down every girl who whispered she was a pobre little orphan with no mother. Your idiot father probably killed her. No, others would add, her mom left her and now lives in Miami as a narco’s wife. Qué va, look at her looking like she had been found in the streets, never even had a mother. Entonces La Perra taught her. Entonces, one day Valentina showed up at Tía Mama’s house with bruises on her legs and La Perra took her to the bathroom, kissed her forehead, sana que sana with Bengay on her legs. Mami, La Perra said, tú no te dejas de nadie. Mami, you gotta learn how to fight. And right there inside Tía Mama’s pink bathroom with la Virgen overseeing, La Perra slapped Valentina, punched her in the gut, pulled her hair until she stopped crying and learned how to fight back. The world is not fair, you hear me, Valentina? Too many malparidas loose and some of us got to learn how to defend ourselves. Y entonces Valentina returned to school y entonces she pinned the girls against the wall y entonces she started carrying a belt locked around the waist and when the zungas (that’s how La Perra called them) dared mention Papi or her mom, Valentina pulled out the belt like tía La Perra taught her: A ver, gonorrea, a ver.

It was truly a miracle she didn’t get expelled from school during that time. Papi would bring up her dead mother whenever he was called by the nuns, and Tía Mama bribed them when they heard Valentina now had a tía by the name of . . . La Perra, The Bitch. Of course this chisme reached Tía Clemencia, of course the first time Clemencia threatened Papi was right when Papi met with the nuns after Valentina had slapped a girl. Where is she learning this kind of low-class behavior? Clemencia asked him when she found out through the nun grapevine. You’re turning Alma’s only child, all that remains of her, into a monster. Exactly like you.

Inside Tía Mama’s Renault the city is a mirror of the usual: the emerald-green cerros promising rain. Clouds of gray atop the monumental eastern mountains. The cordillera like an old queen with a messy dry weave about to cry tears of hail into her city. Every so often the sun wrestles the clouds, shooting drops of light. Señoritas in miniskirts hug their purses for dear life hailing the buseta. Kids at the stoplight blow gasoline at flaming rods in a pirouetting fire show for a bored audience of cars that ignores them when they walk past asking for money. Tía Mama searches the console for a few coins for the kids. Valentina rolls her window all the way up when the buseta in front blows a cloud of black smoke. Then she brings it back down to feel the drizzle hitting her face like nails. On the other side Jesi does the same but instead of merely getting hit by the water she opens her mouth wide tongue out and feeds herself drops of water rolling her tongue back and forth back and forth and Valentina watches Jesi lick the water lick the sun Valentina watches Jesi’s tongue like a mollusk out to get nailed by the water.

The stores are a mess. After trying on dozens of shirts, after Jesi and La Perra get kicked out of a boutique by a señorita saleswoman for disrupting the store’s code of conduct, calling both La Perra and Jesi “young men,” after La Perra’s tongue sizzled—calm your damn titties, señora!—when the señorita told her this is a respectable family business and Tía Mama dragged La Perra to the car before a security throw down, after a collective agreement that this was a hypocrite pueblo corroncho, Tía Mama took Valentina’s hand and said, “Mi cielo, I am taking you to the best seamstress this basic-ass town has ever seen, but you have to promise me you will not tell your father, okay? I need to hear it from you, not a word to your father.”



Valentina’s first time at the legendary transexual house of mother Arteria Eléctrica. Arteria’s home nestled between two small parks in Teusaquillo. One of those old white houses with large windows and roof brick tiles that don’t exist anymore. Arteria is one of Tía Mama’s sisters. Hailing from the land of Barranquilla, an iconic travesti known for crafting designs for the most exquisite theater productions in the city. Back in the day, Arteria was the girl behind every winning pageant look, every queen lining up for a bit of her sewing-machine glam. Arteria is also known for her divine superpowers, her connection to the underworld, something Tía Mama doesn’t elaborate much on, only says, that woman can see all of your ghosts. And talk to them.

It would be a pecado, a deadly sin, not to describe Arteria’s home. There are places in this pueblo montañero city that are otherworldly, that open up to their own spectacular magic. Underground caves of travesti glory hiding sparkling gems that dare not exist in the public eye above, Tía Mama’s words. This is one of them.

Para empezar, the house is not a house but an experience. Entering through a garage enclosed by a fence, a garage that is not for cars but stacks of life-size mannequins and gigantic dolls with heads too big for their bodies lined up against the wall, wrapped in shiny costumes. Valentina looked at Jesi, who looked at Valentina, they were both thinking the same thing, we need those dolls for our next show! The garage leads to a hall which leads to a door which leads to the house. The most stimulated Valentina has felt in countless weeks, what with the entrance lined with Vírgenes, saints, Jesús in all his iconic positions, and plants cascading from the ceiling. As if all the sudden outside of the city and into the charming woods of the holy and supernatural.

A cacophony rushes from the inside after ringing the doorbell. Loud barking. More dogs barking in the distance, bare footsteps, necklaces clinging, and a voice yelling “¡Ahí voy! Coming!” then the million trancas, unlocked one by one, and after each lock Arteria’s voice streaming like a prayer through the metal, “Ay, virgen, ay, virgen.”

Tía Mama joking, “Niña, a fire goes in there and you die. Carajo, how many trancas?” then La Perra, “Oh, she’s just pretending. Stop hiding your macho, Arteria. Share with your sisters, coño. It’s a draught around here.”

Valentina smells the cigarette even before the door opens. Jesi looks around at the dolls and the vírgenes, tugging at Valentina with a wonder that makes Valentina feel like for once she is the cool one for bringing Jesi here.

Arteria greets them. She steps back, sucking a long drag from her cigarette to fully take in Valentina. “Reina, how you’ve grown,” she says in a soft warm voice that has smoked too many cigarettes. “Remember me? Of course not. Si la loca of your father never brings you around anymore. Come in, come in. Ay, look at choo. Dios mío bendito, it’s like seeing Alma. How time flies.”

The house opens majestic. Filled top to bottom with pendejadas on shelves and plants death dropping from the ceiling. You could tell there was a sense of order in the chaos, that it all crowded with intention, following a specific pattern, its own natural labyrinth of wonders. Incense smell strong in every room. Every which way dolls of all sizes looking at her. Marionettes, masks with horns hanging off the walls. A boudoir packed with candles, black dolls. The furniture came from otros mundos: gold chairs engraved with dragons. Flowered sillones that curved every which way. Mirrors mounted with cherubs. Framed pictures of Arteria in various sequined caftans. An entire shelf of pictures of crowned queens hugging Arteria. Valentina catches a glimpse of a half-hidden picture of what looks like Papi in a white dress and a curly long blond wig next to a queen she doesn’t recognize. Papi smiling with all his small teeth pointing at the camera.

“You knew my mom?” Valentina asks as Arteria is setting tintico after cafecito for everyone.

“Of course I knew your mom.” Arteria locks eyes with Tía Mama, holds them there. “A bunch of us did.”

“Arteria,” Tía Mama intervenes. “We’re not here for a history review, muñeca.”

Valentina wants to press her on but Tía Mama takes over the conversation. “Arteria, niña, Valentina here has heard you are the best seamstress this city has seen.”

“This country,” Arteria corrects Tía Mama. “I’ve dressed more queens than all Miss Colombia combined. Pero who’s counting.”

Arteria floats around the house in a leopard caftan and a matching head wrap. Valentina wants to talk about Alma but Arteria is now in and out of the kitchen bringing pastries and an ashtray and the conversation moves to what Tía Mama calls the Roll Call. The Roll Call is the travesti way of clocking the sisters you haven’t seen in a second and learning what the carajo is up with that bitch?

For a while the five of them sit around smoking, sipping tinto, laughing at the back-and-forth bitch slap of the three tías going down the list of sisters and their whereabouts. Valentina doesn’t pay much attention, she’s heard this chisme from Tía Mama and La Perra all the time, but Jesi is full entregada laser focused on the gossip.

To summarize: Nobody is now speaking to La Santi after the showdown at Stefany’s funeral. La Santi got so high she started screaming nonsense about her beef with dead Stefany in front of the two hundred travesti audience, who proceeded to give her a silent treatment to end all silent treatments. La Boricua is still getting that sex change (laughs and laughs). La Bori is known for consistently getting a pussy, every time you see her, La Bori just done her new pussy. Muñeca, she says, here recovering from the toto surgery—but it seems this time is for reals. Marquesa? Off with a husband in Italy. What about Gina? La pobre Gina. Married to a biological woman that treats her like the service. Last time she was seen on the streets carrying these woman’s bags, walking behind said arpía woman, still wearing that skirt from her pueblo. And finally La Nataly. Nobody could believe what La Nataly had accomplished. From puta to politician like this (finger snap). Believe it or not La Nataly—now Consul Nataly Barbosa Pérez—elected for the local government in her native Girardot.

Valentina gets away, once again, with smoking in front of everyone, next to Jesi, who grins her we getting away with it grin, chain smoking in her Joy Division shirt smiling flirtatiously when Arteria calls her a beautiful tomboy, qué bella esta marimacha, Dios mío. Jesi with her impeccable style, black nails, black boots, and that cute swag showing off her drawings to Arteria. Jesi the smart one, the crecidita, while Valentina sits quietly smoking cig after cig eventually feeling the nausea waving through her but saying nada just watching Jesi reel all the tías in with her charm. In this world Valentina is as bland as a plain arepa, no salt no butter no cheese.

At some point Arteria asks Valentina, “How’s your father? I haven’t seen that queen in a million years.”

She doesn’t know how to answer this question.

“Who’s asking?” Valentina responds with more lilt to her tone than she wanted, more sass than was intended.

Arteria raises her eyebrows, turns to Tía Mama: “I see you’ve had much influence in raising this girl, Mamadora. Snapping back like I’m not her elder.”

“I’m sorry—” Valentina starts but Arteria cuts her off.

“It’s good, mami, snap back. The world needs more bitches snapping back. But from your answer I can tell the rumors are true, your daddy is a mess right now. What a shame, she let herself go. It was gonna catch up with him one day, you know.”

“Arteria.” Tía Mama blows out smoke and sends a shut-up look to her sister.

“Why is everyone always shushing the truth I won’t ever know,” Arteria responds, pours everyone more tinto.



Arteria takes Valentina to the sewing room in the back. “We’ll find you something.” Valentina is glad to be alone with her. “Here,” Arteria says, pointing at the racks of clothes shining like candy at a store, “I build a body a house. This is the only casita you got so you better carry it con ganas and glamour. Have you seen the bitches that carry that house with no love, no porte, no sense they got a heart pumping below?” Immediately Papi drops into Valentina’s mind but she won’t say anything.

Arteria pulls a bunch of different blouses and dresses. Valentina tells her she wants black lace with metal rings hanging off. “Uy. We going Victorian goth. Okay, Miss Edward Scissorhands, I see that.”

Valentina can’t figure out the right way to ask about Alma again. Arteria pulls laced dresses and shirts from the racks, measuring them against Valentina. Needles travel from a strawberry cushion to Arteria’s mouth before tightening fabrics around Valentina. Arteria asks about the book event. Valentina narrates her love for Natalia, her own dreams of becoming the youngest TV anchor in the country, the careful organization of her scripts. Arteria listens intently, nodding with a cigarette hanging off her lips. Every so often taking a step back and gazing down at Valentina through her big square glasses. “All right, we’re getting there,” Arteria says and offers Valentina a cig.

“Was she guapa?” Valentina lights the cig as Arteria takes the lace to the sewing machine. Arteria removes her glasses.



That’s not what she wants to ask Arteria but she doesn’t know how to articulate the longing inside. The need to pull Alma out of the river.

Arteria closes the door of the sewing room, blows a long cloud of smoke.

“Of course she was. Too beautiful to be married to the cabezón of your father if you ask me.” Arteria laughs, but when she sees Valentina miss the joke she continues, “Yes, she was beautiful and toward the end we became friends. Believe or not. Your God-fearing Catholic mother sat in that living room and drank my tintos.”

Valentina couldn’t imagine Alma sitting in Arteria’s living room. Mostly because Alma’s face is smudged in her memory and she usually has to stare at a picture to remember all the contours of her face.

“Why were you friends?”

There is no reason to dig into the past, Valentina knows this. But sometimes there are two Valentinas inside her: the one that wants to hear the intricacies of the life of her parents, of which she has no memory. And then there’s the other Valentina: Valentina triunfadora, Valentina futuro, Valentina-shut-it-all-away.

“What do you mean ‘why’? Can’t a natural-born woman be friends with a queen?”

“Did my dad come too?”

She regrets saying it the moment the words slip out. Papi wouldn’t like Valentina asking some random travesti about his life. If Papi hasn’t mentioned Arteria and if Arteria is part of Papi’s past there must be a reason.

“All right, I see where this is going. Look,” she says, stopping her sewing, all stern and consequential. “Alma came to me many times asking for help with Ignacio. Your father would disappear and Alma would call me. At first, she hated my guts. I reminded her of your father’s secrets that of course were not so secretive even though in his closeted delusion he liked to presume nobody noticed but then . . . Ay, mi cielo, don’t give me those eyes. You’re not a kid anymore. You belong to our world and down here you grow up quickly. You know your father messed it up with Alma. You know Ignacio was kicking it with us when you were a kid. Mi cielo, I met you when you were this big. I changed your damn diapers. Hell, I was the one who baptized you. And even though your father has kept you away from me all these years, you are connected to all of us. Did Ignacio handle things well? That’s not for me to say. I have my opinions that I keep to myself. I also know this world is a rough motherfucker and your father—god bless his soul—is just part of its machine and your mother—may she rest in peace—is also part of this machine and sadly and unfortunately for her she married Ignacio, who couldn’t fully be a man for her, who didn’t fully know himself, ¿me entiendes?”

There are worlds within worlds. Papis trapped within Papis. She’s heard all of these stories in pieces over the years and each time a new detail is added, a new shade of the memory. Valentina’s eyes slide from Arteria to the headless half-naked mannequins. Through the room’s small window she can see the hail hitting the glass like little rocks protesting from the sky. Valentina realizes Arteria is still talking.

“What did she look like when she came to visit you?”

“Look”—Arteria reaches for Valentina’s hand—“the father that Ignacio is to you is separate from the husband he was to your mom. Ay, mi niña, your mami was an image to behold. How did God put together so much beauty and so much sadness is beyond me. Always asking for air and a cigarette at the same time. Open the windows, open the door, I need air. The last time I saw her I remember opening the door and being blinded by the all-black pantsuit and gold necklace and asking her, ‘Niña, who died?’ and she responded walking in like she owned my damn house. ‘Me. Get me a cigarette, would you?’ Your dad had been cheating for years and—”

Valentina is done listening. Valentina likes poking at the past, jokingly, circling it and pretending it is important, but once it bursts in her face from jabbing it too much she runs away. Evading is default. Evading herself. Evading the looming curtain weaving itself around Papi and her for years, a curtain of dust and lies that had begun way before Alma died but that really had taken ganas, gotten chunky, grown roots when Papi transformed into Papi AA. and then Papi AB. Valentina avoids the truth chasing her, because she needs to hold on to that Papi love, that idea of Papi, grasp on to what is left of herself. Allowing the details of Papi’s past to seep in is like being dissolved. Papi is the anchor, the only connection to the ground. A piso. Everything that she knows could be erased by details and then she’d have to start over.

“Do I look like her?”

Valentina sees Arteria’s face shift and blare large subtitles that are not written in Spanish. Valentina senses the tension, looks down. Arteria’s face all disappointment.

“Let’s just finish this look, okey?”



When she gets home that day the same sounds coming from behind Papi’s door. She steps on a few feathers on her way to his room, picks them up, blows them out the window. Valentina checks that he is indeed in there; even though the TV yells desperately into the room, the curtains closed, the whisky mug where it should be, half-full, she checks to make sure it is Papi in there. There’s a certain comfort in returning to what she knows so well. Running back to the open arms of me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala. A relief in suffocating in the waters of the Magdalena. To be eased into the river of repetitiveness. It is better to stand there and feel the grip on her lungs. The tightening around her. The apartment swimming in darkness, the same disarray, the ornamental cobwebs, the porcelain angels hiding the roaches. No, she prefers the past at a distance. She wants to exist right there in the comfort of this river of grief, the film of Papi’s tigrillo smell sticking to everything. She inhales it all.

Although she won’t admit it, Arteria’s details of Papi’s past have started to unspool a thread inside her.



A new light seems cast on Papi as he snores, wrapped in his siete-tigres blanket, cross-armed and submerged in a bed of porcelain angels. Light fluff of mini-feathers spreading around his beard like a six o’clock avian shadow.

And then it comes.

As she stands there staring at nothing.

The drops of red on the carpet.

Her eyes tearing from the inside. Rushing out of her nose filling her throat with the taste of iron. Titling her head back to ease the nosebleed, to keep it all inside, she swallows what seems like liters of blood. Papi’s words echo inside her skull: Tilting back the head will drop blood into the lungs and then boom in a blink you’re dead. It’s been a while since she’s had a nosebleed. She used to get them a lot. A lot, a lot. As a kid she got really good at pronouncing otorrinolaringólogo, the name on the door of the small dark office where a bearded doctor cauterized her nose countless times. Valentina would shut her eyes, eagerly awaiting the burn, Papi holding her hand.

In the bathroom Valentina washes her face with cold water. Puts pressure on the bridge of her nose as thin rivers of magenta flow onto her lips, her neck. Don’t tilt your head, you’ll die. Don’t tilt your head, you’ll die. Valentina leans her head back just enough, just enough to feel she’s Russian rouletting with her lungs. She twirls a piece of toilet paper and stuffs it in her nostril, stares at the white toilet paper dangling out of her nose as it turns into a sunset.






Ignacio Shakespeare Wrote Ladies’ Roles for Men

Nothing happened in this place. Nothing new ever happened besides the season’s festivals and the naked motherfuckers whipping themselves bloody hasta el cuero, Jesus-like, during holy week, which Ignacio loved to watch. Everything else had been as it was, as it should be, as it would forever be. The town of Ebaguí was his cuna, the pan de cada día serving boredom and hardship realness one day after another. And it wasn’t like our boy had no fun: Fútbol was his life. Futbolito had been where he earned his star soccer status, where the roar of his friends sent waves of euphoria all over him, where the other kids in the barrio feared and respected him. Plus girls chased after the futbolito boys, everyone knew that. The invisible teen social ladder he got to stand at the top of. Ignacio had felt lo que se dice love for soccer, lo que se dice love for his teammates, lo que se dice cariñito for the barrio pride. His family and the Santa Isabel de la Caridad church were part of this equation. Mostly because Yason had acquired a reputation of harsh disciplined bully and Clemente was part of the older dude circles, so that Ignacio walked in the triangular shadow of the macho camacho that were his daddy and his bro.

But then . . . hair happened. Fingers followed. Stories exploded inside him and there he was up in the potrero hill rehearsing how to faint ladylike to pass time.

Ignacio didn’t plan on being a weird motherfucker.

To be a weird motherfucker meant things Ignacio couldn’t fathom, thoughts he pushed away. And yet nothing ever happened in this place. Why not give himself over to fantasies when no one was looking? It all felt like the most consequential thing in the world.

Then there was Felipe. It was impossible to evade him. They were neighbors and now Ignacio knew Felipe was right there at his fingertips, a media cuadrita no más. Even though he played it cool, Ignacio’s eyes searched for purple-shorts boy every time he left the house to pick up a new crate of Coca-Cola for the tienda. Scanning Lucrecia’s house and pretending he had to tie his shoes so he could stop in front of the guayaba tree and take a peek. Catch a glimpse of Felipe sucking on a lollypop. Or a glance of Lucrecia’s hair. And if Felipe spotted Ignacio, he’d put the back of his hand on his forehead and pretend to faint. Felipe had a sass and energy Ignacio had never seen. The tug of Felipe was so real.

There they were: Felipe whispering barrabasadas to Ignacio during mass as they lined up to receive the body of Christ. Ignacio stifling his laughter behind his hand. Felipe and Lucrecia at the apparition of the virgen vigil, the entire barrio muttering padre nuestros and ave marías while Felipe, lit by a candle, sent mad cute eyes to Ignacio. Ignacio focused on his prayers, looking away all dimples. Felipe and Lucrecia at the San Pedro Fiesta, in the middle of the plaza dancing together and Lucrecia calling him in to join them, and Felipe, while locking eyes with Ignacio, twirls all femme in his mother’s arms. Felipe stopping by the tienda—Encarnación back at the counter dripping grief like a bad smell—buying arepas every other day. Ignacio stacking beer in the corner, watching Felipe’s effortless elegant shape from behind. And, every time, before he exits the tienda, Felipe asks Ignacio to light his cigarette and, every time, Encarnación crosses herself after Felipe leaves and says, “That family is up to no good.” Carlitos agrees with her, “That boy is weird, no?” to which Ignacio responds, “¿Sí? I haven’t really noticed.”

If Encarnación weren’t all pains and rezos she’d probably sense the rarito and the constant apparition of said teenager at the tienda. If Clemente weren’t piss drunk yelling madrazos the little time he’d spend at Ebaguí—and he was rarely there after Jesús’s funeral—he’d probably have smacked Ignacio for even talking with said Felipe, who snapped his fingers left and right when he wasn’t having it with you and sucked his lollypop so bonito it sent mad waves of electricity all through Ignacio and more than once had gotten Ignacio’s dick so hard he’d had to hide in the bathroom cursing and slapping himself, the fuck’s wrong with you man! More than once, during his daily jerk off session at the potrero the image of Anita’s titties had morphed into Felipe’s thighs, Felipe’s bulge. Ignacio riding Felipe. If his siblings spent more than a few nights a month in the house and didn’t treat it like it was a goddamn motel, then maybe, just maybe, one of them would have yanked Ignacio from the sabrosura depths that were opening in front of him and slap some sense into him.

Pero, nada de eso.

What happened was Felipe started popping up in the mornings at the potrero to teach Ignacio how to properly faint. He’d share his cigarettes, sometimes bring lemonade in marmalade jars.

“You place your leg back suavecito and then let your body hang loose. If your body is hard and tense, the fall hurts. You support yourself here.” Felipe demonstrated the graceful faint. Then he grabbed Ignacio’s calf to show him where to place his weight and told him to try it. Felipe had the grace of a swan. He fell like a feather. Ignacio tumbled like a rock, with a loud thump that hurt his back. They tried over and over but Ignacio kept hurting his back so eventually they had to stop. How had Felipe come to know all of this?

Felipe was the same age as Ignacio but born and raised in Medellín. “An actual place,” Felipe said. He told Ignacio he’d taken dance and theater classes in Medellín and how the little group of BFF friends twirled at parks at night.

How the boys wore dresses.

“Dresses?” Ignacio’s head started pounding. The internal alarm went off again, run! beat this kid up! But Ignacio stayed put.

“Yes, dresses,” Felipe continued. “It’s not a big deal. It’s called art? Shakespeare wrote ladies roles for men, you know.”

“Who is Shakespeare?”

Deep breathing because Felipe clearly could not with the ignorance.

Felipe continued. How they sometimes wore lipstick, yes lipstick, sometimes wigs, yes wigs, and heels and freestyled their ways in the Medellín night. How Felipe’s father was in the military but rarely home and how his father had gotten fired over some chancuco and they’d lost everything.

“What happened?” Ignacio asked, his mind still on the dresses-and-wig part.

“They wouldn’t tell me. My dad got drunk for three days and then we left. What about you?” Felipe sat closer to Ignacio. Ignacio could smell the fresh detergent on his clothes.

“What about me? You’ve seen it all.” Ignacio opened his arms wide. “This is my kingdom, right, vaquitas?” He sent kisses to the cattle in the back. “I was born here and I will probably die here. Next to this mango tree caring for my father’s cattle.”

“You’re so dramatic.”

“I’m also the best motherfucking soccer player in the entire Tolima.”

“That’s a bold claim.”

“You don’t believe me?”



“I’ve heard it before. Every pendejo in this country thinks he is the next Pelé. God, you’re hitting a ball, it’s not brain surgery.”

Ignacio went into the stable to get the ball. Showed off his mad fútbol skills to Felipe. Kicking the ball with this foot and that one, then his head, his chest, laying it in the nook of his neck, then aiming for a chilena and actually hitting it. Damn, he was good.

Felipe’s condescending head to the side clapping sarcastically. “I can’t wait for you to be discovered so I can join your fan club!” They both laughed.

Now they lay on the grass staring at the sky through the tree branches above, interlaced like skinny arms. The sun camouflaged by a gray puff of clouds. The grass itchy but Ignacio didn’t care.

Their hands rested side by side. Ignacio brushed his pinky against Felipe’s. An unraveling slowly taking place inside him, soft like a ribbon. How strange it was. To lay next to a boy and touch his hand. How full voltage and wrong this kind of touch felt. All the boys he’d touched were rough, throwing themselves on him after a goal, beating each other up for fun. And yet here Felipe’s soft fingers ran up and down his arm, sending mad chills all over Ignacio’s body. This was some next-level electric rush for sure.

Then came the urge to kiss Felipe.

He didn’t know why and he figured he could ask God for forgiveness and repent later but he wanted to kiss Felipe’s lips and the thin mustache hairs he had growing. They were still staring at the clouds, neither of them moving closer. Ignacio thought about the girls he’d kissed before: Anita, María, Mercedes. Two of them a spin the bottle game and Mercedes a three-month girlfriend who licked half of his face every time they kissed. Ignacio turned to face Felipe. Felipe kept playing with his fingers in the wind, moving like he played an instrument, dropping quiet notes into the midday breeze. Damn. Those were some beautiful eyelashes this kid had going on.

“Ignacio!”



From below came his name—

“Ignacio! Where the fuck are you, carajito de mierda?”

It was his father. Ignacio’s deer eyes froze and asked Felipe to run home but Felipe couldn’t reach his house without running into Clemente. Ignacio dragged a complaining Felipe by the hand into the stable. Felipe didn’t understand what was wrong with Ignacio, he’d love to meet his father. Ignacio shook his head. “You don’t understand,” Ignacio said, hiding Felipe behind a stack of hay. Felipe had no desire to hide behind the hay.

“What’s wrong with you? It’s just your dad.”

Ignacio’s eyes went from Felipe’s dainty pink nails to his tight purple shorts to that carita divina he had that screamed bully-me femme boy. There was no way in hell his father could see Felipe here. The questions Clemente would ask. Or, better, the questions he wouldn’t ask. He’d speak with his fists, inevitably.

“Please,” Ignacio begged, “I need you to stay here. I don’t have time to explain. It’ll be a minute.”

“You owe me.” Felipe made a gross face and crouched behind the hay.

When Ignacio stepped outside the stable the sun was hitting Clemente’s face. Clemente dabbed his face with the yellow trapo he always carried balled in his right hand, then scratched his stubble.

“Been calling you. Why don’t you answer when your father calls you, ah? What have I taught you?” He hadn’t seen Clemente in weeks and these were Clemente’s first words to him. Even from a distance Ignacio could smell the booze. Ignacio lowered his head while Clemente went on. Hand on beer belly, Clemente asked Ignacio which one of these mamacitas should go next. The cattle eyed them with contempt. Ignacio knew they were smart creatures and every time Clemente appeared they all tensed up. After Clemente left Ignacio would have the hardest time getting the cattle inside the stable. Sometimes Ignacio sang boleros to calm them down.

Before Ignacio could respond Clemente reclined on a tree and started speaking again. Lit a cig, offered him one. Something was happening because his father never came up for some daddy talk. But there was Clemente laying it all out like that. Admitting all the pecados Ignacio didn’t want to hear.

“You know, mijo, I’m spending more time in Oriquí,” and off he went in his Clemente confession monologue: Que he was spending more time two towns over in Oriquí because he had kids there too, que there was a señora who cooked him the best sancocho de costilla and took care of his ass while he traveled to that part of the state. Que he is a man and has his needs and who can blame him for taking care of his own goddamn needs? Que one day Ignacio might meet his half brothers, a bit younger than Ignacio but not by much. And doesn’t Ignacio understand his father? Of course he does. Ignacio is old enough to have his own set of girlfriends, ¿que no?

“Mijo. I know you got yours por ahí escondida.” Clemente laughed, punched Ignacio in the arm. “Don’t be doing what Jesús did, ¿viste? Off with a woman twice his age, ¿pa’ qué? There’s plenty of women to go around who are your own age and you don’t gotta leave your family. Your brothers are all a big disappointment, leaving, leaving for what? What’s so good about other places?”

Ignacio remained silent. A couple of mangos fell on the ground in a loud thump.

“Cat ate your tongue o qué?”

Ignacio squinted at his dad. “What about mami?”

The first slap wasn’t hard. Clemente either was too tired or already too drunk to give him a beating. Ignacio stood like he was taught, hands to the side, taking it like a man should, but anger rang in his ears and for the first time he wanted to slap back. For the first time he imagined going kamikaze on his father’s ass. Maybe slitting his throat? Too much? Not enough . . . Clemente seemed to pick up on Ignacio’s defiance: “What are you doing looking back at me?”

Slap number two.



“Did you hear anything I said? What about your mother? Your mother has food and a roof over her head. More than most wives get. She is my wife. Carajo, one can’t even talk to any of you. Look how you get me, mijo. Look what you make me do. You are the same as your mother, fucking impossible.” Clemente sighed deeply, looked away from Ignacio. “Now help me get this one down.”

Down went Cleotilde lassoed, fighting for her life, as Clemente dragged her with a rope. Don’t name your cattle. Ignacio knew the rule well but still did it and there went Cleotilde the whitest cow with the biggest attitude and loudest chewing. His father, back hunched, murmuring stuff Ignacio couldn’t hear, slapping Cleotilde on the side as they disappeared.

Felipe appeared by the stable’s fence. An espejismo Felipe’s soft face. Incredulous. Ignacio had forgotten about Felipe; he didn’t want to be seen like this. The vulnerability made his heart pound outside of himself. If only this moment could be wiped clean.

“You should go,” he said to Felipe.

“Come on. That was horrible.”

“Please go.”

Pero Felipe no se fue.

Felipe went up to Ignacio and wrapped his arms around him. Ignacio struggled to get out, wriggling, fighting Felipe, knowing his father was just meters away from them but Felipe had mad strong muscles and kept him locked in there. Ignacio’s eyes watered. Felipe saw it.

“Please don’t look at me.”

Felipe loosened his grip but Ignacio tucked himself into Felipe’s chest. Wrapping himself in Felipe. All of Felipe.






Valentina Mírame, Carajo, When I Talk to You

When Valentina gets home from school she’s surprised by Tía Mama remangada hunched over deshuesando a chicken in the kitchen. The day is super hot. Unusually hot for this 2,600-meters-closer-to-the-stars-mountain-savannah-smog of a city.

On the school bus Valentina had drawn stars on her hand, head against the window listening to the girls in the back talk shit about getting fingered, loud giggles because the whole weekend they wore scarves to hide hickeys from their parents.

Valentina heard them talk about examining each other’s lips. Girl-on-girl tracing the upper lip with an index finger because it is a known fact that once a girl has sucked dick a faint wave appears on the top of her lips, such wave is obvious, more accentuated, when the alleged dick-sucking girl says the words uva curuba uva because the words deepen the wave wrinkle acquired by dick sucking on the weekends, and so Valentina listened, the girls in full Catholic uniform touching each other’s lips, repeating over and over, uva curuba uva uva curuba uva. She brought a finger to her own upper lip and mouthed, uva curuba uva, but all she felt were the thin hairs she couldn’t be bothered to wax.

Outside the streets shone with furor, the sun reverberating on the asphalt. Valentina rolled her eyes at how dumb these girls were, put on her headphones to the CD Jesi had burned for her. “Goodbye Horses” by Q Lazzarus. Better to lose herself fantasizing about Jesi’s lips. How Jesi pulled at the skin on her lips when she explained how to shoot the scene with the Barbies, biting on the thin layers of skin as she positioned the Barbies postbomb style, and how Jesi’s lips tore and bled and Valentina pretended all her attention was on the dead Barbies but really she was deep into Jesi’s chapped bloody lips. Better to be lifted away with the music. Busetas passed packed with señoritas in miniskirts trying to open the perpetually jammed bus windows, the señoritas’ faces turning from frustration to hope to resignation. Valentina could sense the señoritas saying it: In this city everything is broken. Faces splattered, distorted against the busetas’ windows, knocked the fuck out. At the light people asking for money fanned themselves with their signs, kids sold water in plastic bags, and even though Papi doesn’t let Valentina buy those bagged waters—because according to Papi the water comes from the alcantarillado and did Papi make it all the way from the campo so that his daughter drinks water full of worms? Pero Valentina is exhausted by Papi telling her what’s what. Through the window Valentina bought a bag from a kid with cheeks burning magenta. She chugged.

“Valentina, mami, come give your tía a kiss.” Tía Mama purses her lips, hands occupied deep maltratando al pobre chicken soon to be chicken sudao with papita chorriá. The story goes that when Tía Mama was first kicked out of her house by her military father, before she became an underground superestrella of the travesti scene, she cooked. Showed up at the gay clubs shining bright like a sirena with a cart full of tamales and canelazos dándoles de comer to all the poor hijos de nadie of the time, mi niña. Y, mírame, still doing it.

“Can you help me put my hair up with that moña over there?” Tía Mama gives Valentina a long look that leaves her feeling exposed. “Look at my hair and your hair, nena . . . your hair is a mess. No wonder Ignacio is getting rammed by Clemencia. Look at the state of you. Get two moñas.”

Tía Mama tilts back her head and Valentina gently pulls Tía Mama’s blond bob into a bun with a scrunchie. “Can you believe the horror of my hair today? I told that faggot at the salon a bit of lilac to sharpen these eyes and what did he do?” Valentina hasn’t touched anyone’s hair in so long and it’s already been weeks since Papi French braided hers so Valentina takes her time tucking every string of Tía Mama into the moña, feeling the dry strands of bleached blond, pushing all the cariño into her fingers, all the love into the moña.

Tía Mama’s presence is soothing. It signals a promise of order, of structure. Of Fabuloso and jabón Rey. It allows Valentina’s exhaustion to fully take over, a fatigue that is normally on hold waiting to be released by someone taking care of things in this apartment. Valentina wants to throw herself on Tía Mama and be hugged in all her chunky warmth. Place her head on Tía Mama’s chest be swallowed by her perfume and the taca taca of Tía Mama’s heart.

Valentina tries to hide her shame inside the bathroom. The greasy messy ponytail to the side with a halo of frizz stares back at her. She does nothing with her own hair. The shame is there pumping her heart with enough electricity to light the entire apartment. Shame that Tía Mama can obviously see Valentina is not even presentable, that she clocks it. Her uniform has food on it, shoes still caked with dirt (the nuns have already sent two letters to Papi in this regard, the letters lie at the bottom of the pile on the kitchen counter).

For a brief second a memory of Alma drops and Valentina sees her mother running to the back of the apartment whenever someone showed up unannounced, Valentina entertaining the company with interview questions while Alma made herself “presentable.” Alma would emerge fifteen minutes later like an espejismo, glamorous in a caftan, full of mascara, a big bun and eyes that could eat away all your happiness.

Valentina remembers the laundry pilled on the washing machine. Back in the kitchen, her eyes move to the food stuck on the stove, the Tetris game of garbage unable to support itself anymore. The unopened boxes and boxes of porcelain angels lining the entrance for Papi’s new porcelain-angelitos-salesman side hustle. Valentina can sense Tía Mama sensing the embarrassment. The silence lulls, a rare thing between them.

“I brought you a present, mami. There, on the table.” Something moves inside Valentina. The cariño from Tía Mama that she feels landing on her.

A roll on the table can only mean one thing: a large printout.

Unrolling the print slowly, there, life size with bushes of dark greens coiling round, the river is delivered to a piercing blue sky. River of the tumbas. Brown serpent endemoniá. Waters of the living and the dead. Campo Santo of Valentina’s soul and all-time choker of life. A printout of the Magdalena River the length of a wall to use as a backdrop. Valentina smiles a tired smile holding the printout at a distance, a rush of feeling overcomes her, expanding from her chest up, her eyes water, for no reason, for no reason other than seeing the brown serpent. This particular part of the Magdalena is the closest to the mouth of the river, where it meets Bocas de Ceniza before it vomits its life into the Caribbean Sea. She wonders when the photograph was taken and if those waters possibly carried Alma while someone snapped the picture from above, if those waters held a piece of her, and if the waters also carried Natalia’s mom, and if below the brown waters right when the photograph was snapped there were gold rings, long nails, strands of brown Lebanese hair.

“What?” Tía Mama exclaims. “I thought you’d like it. For your projects, no?”

“I do, mama.” She reaches out to hug Tía Mama but stops herself midway. Tía Mama notices and goes full in for a hug, wraps her arms around Valentina. To stay right here wrapped in Tía Mama’s hairspray, cig smell, the warmth of puro cariño, puro te quiero. If there’s a definition of ground and safety for our girl it is this moment right here in Tía Mama’s arms.

Valentina steps back and stares at the hallway.

“He’s in there working on this new porcelain business of his.” Tía Mama shuts her eyes like she does when she’s exasperated, making quotation marks with her fingers when she says business. “Angels in shiny dresses for the Catholic ladies of the neighborhood. Angelitos travestis is how he thinks he’ll be paying rent and putting food on the table.” Tía Mama laughs her big laugh. “Exactly what the church has been asking for all along. Your father outside church on Sundays next to the obleas, a cart full of angels travestidos. I didn’t think I’d see the day when your father truly lost it but damn we’re getting close.”

From the room Papi’s voice: “I can hear you shit talking from here, Mama.”

“Good,” Tía Mama yells back lighting a cigarette, her #1 Blonde apron smeared with grease. “You already know what I think of your so-called business.” Tía Mama lowers her voice. “A smart motherfucker that he is, the things your father has gotten out of with his head and now míralo. Un maricón viejo y chocho.”

“Valentina,” Papi’s voice arrives again, “stop listening to that old woman and come say hi to your papi.”

Tía Mama laughs. “Go, mami.” She winks at Valentina, cig hanging from her lips, and returns to chopping the chicken.

Papi’s bed es como una piscina. Papi’s bed is full, so full there’s not even space for un arroz parao. The entirety of the queen bed is a flood of white porcelain angels in prayer hands, harps, contorting for Diosito. Rolls of green sequins, purple sequins—the colors of God and soon-to-be dresses for the angels. Printed spreadsheets of the angelitos’s inventory in Papi’s hands that he uses as a fan. The TV is on. The curtains are mid-opened, the whiskicito mug is on the nightstand and Papi wears his reading glasses, which give Valentina a pang of pity, of pobrecito Papi, like Papi es como un animalito unaware of the pool drowning him.

Papi’s face is all stress so Valentina stays in the doorway, from which she catches a glimpse of textile stuck to Papi’s knuckles? Looking like hair or, better, small feathers glued to the top of his hands as he gestures and counts his angelito inventory.

“What are you watching?” Valentina asks. Papi startles, turns to the TV like he just realized it’s on. “Oh,” he responds, “este programa que está más bueno.” It unnerves Valentina that Papi doesn’t even realize the freaking TV is on. That he doesn’t realize Tía Mama is cooking. “That woman,” he mumbles, “can’t keep to herself, Dios mío.” To which Tía Mama proceeds to yell from the kitchen to come say it to her face, to which he yells back she is a real pain in the culo. “Leave it! I got it. I got it. I’m getting someone to come clean soon. I got it.” He repeats I got it I got it a few more times, murmuring, trying to convince himself.

Ay, Papi, you got nothing. Nada.

It’s the first time in a while that Valentina doesn’t want to sit next to Papi in front of the TV and hug him. It’s the first time that she’s let go of the tiredness, given it to Tía Mama, and so the exhaustion makes the frustration with Papi more evident. She’s a bit disgusted by their life at this precise second. By him lighting a cigarette in the middle of his sinking angelic ship called Osvalda while they have a witness in their home.

“I have something for you,” he says, pointing at her with the cig then pointing with his mouth to the television. “Right there under the brown folder by the TV.”

“For me?” Why is everyone in a gift-giving mood today? What’s going on? It’s not her birthday. It’s not even Christmas. Valentina is hesitant. She doesn’t want a gift. She hopes it’s not one of Papi’s purchases from As Seen On TV, which he is known for compulsively buying, especially anything with the word miracle on it, then driving with her to the other side of the city, on Saturdays in the most horrific traffic, to return the miracle machines that don’t do your nails and make you pancakes at the same time.

“What is it?” she asks, not moving from the doorway.

“Carajo, Valentina. It is an hijuemadre gift. Can’t I give something to my daughter? Why are you so stubborn sometimes?”

Look who’s talking, Papi. She takes the envelope from under the brown folder. Valentina used to trust him, believe in the Papi that emanated confidence and tumbao por doquier. Even with his unstable carrousel of lovers and the phone fights with his family, Papi was predictable and kept the house running in his own fucked-up way. Pero now she’d rather not open the envelope, rather not receive whatever surprise is coming from Papi’s erratic ways. Pero Papi is watching over his reading glasses, expectantly.

Inside the envelope, three tickets to Natalia’s book release. Triunfadora in bold letters on each ticket.

“Gracias.” Valentina gives him a weary smile.

She should be more excited than this. Deep inside there’s excitement. But she’s sleepy again. She’s so sleepy today. Papi says, “¿Ah? Qué tal what your Papi can pull off. Aren’t you happy?”

The hallway bursts with Tía Mama’s laughter. “Pull off?” Now she’s screaming, “Descarado, I got those tickets from my friend Ramira, who does that bitch’s hair.”

Right then the phone rings.

Tía Mama yells at Valentina to answer the phone because it’s Jesi.

Valentina grabs the phone, locks herself in her room.

“Jesicrista”

“Río”

“Jesiventura”

“Valeriana. Get this, my mom is leaving for a week. We have the apartment to ourselves.”

“Will you run away with me?”

“Obviously, dude.”



“To the beach.”

“Nah, to the mountains. Fuck the beach with that heat. You wouldn’t survive.”

“To the river then.”

“Here we go. You wanna die in the Magdalena so bad?”

“Would you push me?”

Jesi laughs.

Valentina loves making Jesi laugh. From the sound of Jesi’s voice, she can picture Jesi’s dry lips and Jesi biting her nails then brushing her fingers against her shirt, Valentina sees Jesi’s hairs covering half of Jesi’s eyes. Jesi drawing on her Converse sneakers hugging the phone with her head. Jesi on the edge of the window ashing her cig on the ledge.

With a cosita rica en la barriga Valentina continues, “I just wanna look at it up close, Jesi.”

“You’re not gonna find any dead people.”

“If you drained the Magdalena you’d find the biggest mass grave in Colombia,” Valentina recites from memory. “The biggest cemetery flows through the largest arteries of the country, leaving fishermen to fish for limbs instead of fish.”

Believe it or not she’s trying to get Jesi to be in awe of her. Mostrarle a Jesi que ella sí sabe. To get Jesi to call her Río, Río, so Valentina can lick the words, savor them. Jesi snorts. Valentina can tell Jesi is absorbed with a drawing.

“Papi got me tickets to see Natalia, you’re coming with me.”

Jesi grunts in complaint.

“How about I push you to the river instead?”

“Jesi, do you think it’s true? What the girls say about uva curuba uva?”

“God, at your school too? I have a wave on my upper lip, you’ve seen it.”

Jesi always knows more than Valentina, always so crecidita, always like an adult. It is a known fact that Jesi has never ever sucked a dick. It is also a known fact that Jesi will probably never suck a dick. Valentina considers Jesi’s upper lip. Valentina considers what it’d mean the other way. For a boy to suck on a girl and would the boy get a wave and do boys say uva curuba uva to each other at school?

Valentina hears Jesi’s mom yelling then Jesi’s elongated “fuuuck” then dial tone.



The twilight hour again.

Me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala.

From her bed the clouds blacken crisscrossed by powerlines, beyond a few buildings trying to scratch the cielo. Dirty clouds full of water about to unleash an ocean over the city. Then, así no más, everything goes dark. No warning. Light then dark dark. Except for the headlights of cars outside and the thin sun scratches of yellow and blue dying off over the mountains. A moment of silence. Un segundito no más before people realize it’s an apagón, another blackout, hijueputa is what Tía Mama yells and Papi responds the candles the candles where are the fucking candles and Valentina can hear it all from her room and the apagones have always given her a sense that she’s falling into deep waters and everything is possible and time is no longer one, two, three but moves disorderly, spewed out from the deep waters of fear and memory in which she is swept, and so she watches the cars blinking outside honking because the lights are off and the traffic now must be of padre-y-señor-nuestro magnitude and Valentina opens the windows and surveys the periphery of the building to see if anyone is trying to break in because break-ins are at their highest during blackouts and it was Alma who delivered this information once as they prayed the rosary by candlelight when the power went out, but what Valentina sees now are two shadows right below on Doña Marta’s patio, two shadows making love moves así restregándose con amor. Valentina recognizes the girl with the skirt up to her nalgas as Doña Marta’s granddaughter. Doña Marta’s granddaughter getting more than uva curuba uva from a man pushing her against the bushes. Valentina watches the granddaughter’s nalgas getting squeezed like he’s checking the fruit at the grocery store. Doña Marta, the one and only head of María Paula chisme and judgment, y aquí her granddaughter giving Valentina a tickle of revenge on a silver plate. The tickle is both revenge and wetness. Valentina can’t tell between wanting to touch herself and wanting to run out into the building pointing at Doña Marta and avenging Papi’s name. Calling Doña Marta a two face, sending back the names Doña Marta’s had for Papi: vagabundo, good-for-nothing, anticristo.

In the end revenge seems like too much energy.

Instead, she licks two of her fingers, puts them inside her underwear while she watches the girl’s nalgas thrusting with the force of an earthquake.



Tía Mama is the one who knocks on her door, deformed by the light of the candle in her hand.

“Valentina,” Papi begins when the three of them are seated at the dining table.

Tía Mama lights a cig with one of the two candles on the table serving as the only light in the apartment.

“There’s other candles below the sink in the bathroom, you know,” Valentina says to both of them because in this dim light Papi and Tía Mama seem made of clay, like a child did them wrong playing on their faces.

“Valentina,” Papi says again in that low tone he uses whenever he can’t find his words.

Tía Mama takes Valentina’s hand, moves closer to her. Valentina can feel her rings and long nails tickling her arm.

“Valentina” for the third time and Papi retrieves a piece of paper from another brown folder as his eyes begin to water and she can’t tell if it’s the whisky that does that thing to his eyes or their usual dryness or if it is genuine water trying to escape Papi in the form of what they call tears.

Then Papi excuses himself to go to the bathroom. Leaves the piece of paper on the table.

“Mami,” Tía Mama says, ashing the cig not looking at Valentina, “you know your Papi has been very stressed after losing his job.”

Understatement of the century, but okay. Valentina looks to the hallway for Papi.

“Valentina,” Tía Mama says yet again and by now her name sounds dirty overused secondhand como que lo están gastando like it is no longer hers but a tossed trapo they keep saying because they forgot how to speak how to say whatever it is they both need to say.

“There’s that woman, your tía Clemencia, ¿me entiendes?”

And right there Papi makes his entrance again in the shadows lit only on one side and holding archangel Saint Gabriel for dear life.

“Valentina, we need to talk,” is what Papi says and she wonders if these two are seriously drunk or what in the hell is going on.

“I know all about Tía Clemencia,” Valentina says to Tía Mama, and then to Papi, “I told you about the messages on the answering machine.”

“Don’t answer to me like that, culicagada. Who is the father here?” Papi starts getting riled up, puts down archangel Gabriel, reaches for the whisky. Valentina catches a glimpse of feathers on his knuckles as Papi pours the whisky in a mug with Hello Kitty on it. Chugs it down.

Tía Mama searches for Papi but Papi is already gone. Papi is having to dig inside himself for words and that rarely ends well. Papi digging inside is not a thing to be witnessed. The faint of heart should step aside, should put fingers in their ears, should hum and sing because lo que se viene es deprimente.

“Your mother’s family, Valentina, like always hating and chasing after me.” Only his left side is visible, but Papi is arguing with his right hand so it looks like his anger is not fully caught up with his body. He talks and talks, a little monologue to himself. That Alma’s family has hated him from the beginning, that they never wanted him married to her in the first place, that now, led by the biggest arpía this earth has known, they are trying to question his fatherhood. They’re even trying to get his own family, the Rodríguezes, involved, pull some strings with Papi’s number-one bully, Yason, the general. And has Valentina disobeyed him?

“Have you talked to Clemencia behind my back? You wouldn’t, would you? They’re liars, Valentina. You want to go live in a military house and leave me? You can’t leave me. Ask Mamadora just how well a military house went for her. Clemencia is a fucking monster.” Papi paces up and down and Tía Mama closes her eyes, shakes her head. “Lo que me faltaba a mí. That bitch Clemencia is trying to take you away, you hear that? Saying I am this and that, that I have no business raising my child. My child.”

“Ignacio,” Tía Mama intervenes. “Cálmate. This is not her fault.”

“But has she talked to them? How did they get all this information on me? On us?” Papi continues, eyes now open swirling like they could pop out any minute and continue their rant without the rest of his body.

“Have you talked to them, Valentina? Mírame, carajo, when I talk to you.”

It is in moments like this when the river catches up with her. Me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala. When she imagines being gently lowered by Jesi into the serpentine waters, her edges disappearing with the current becoming one with the murky brown water waving with the rest of the exiled ghosts who haunt the land until she reaches Bocas de Ceniza, the river mouth of ashes, and is dumped next to Alma into the sea.

Valentina looks away from Papi.

Ay, Papi, cómo te pones.

She wants the moment to pass, wants to be on the other side, when surely Papi will forget it all, when the detonation is pure amnesiac for Papi and he comes out wanting to choreograph another Chaka Khan song with her. Valentina considers how terrible of a TV anchor Papi would be since he can’t keep it together and say big stuff. Valentina has no problem saying words like Muerte massacre violador tristeza but Papi can’t even talk about a piece of paper. Valentina is embarrassed, that’s what she feels, a mix of pity and embarrassment at this man who she at times cannot believe is her father.

“Say something, carajo!” he yells at her.

Valentina tightens her grip on Tía Mama. Tía Mama places her other hand over Valentina’s. Valentina can almost feel Papi’s palm coming to slap her across the face.

“Ignacio, ya. Te me calmas. Either you calm down or you’ll force me to get involved.” Tía Mama stands up and towers over him, tells him with her cállate mother voice. She raises her palm and Valentina catches the rings, the long nails glimmering in the candlelight. “Don’t make me ruin my manicure.”

Papi throws the piece of paper on the table and before he disappears into the hallway, Valentina catches the shimmering feathers again, only now coming out of the back of his neck.

Valentina lights a cig. She can’t smoke inside the house and she’s not supposed to smoke at all but she decides the entire apartment owes her this moment.

“I haven’t talked to Clemencia,” she says to Tía Mama, who passes her the ashtray.

“I know, mami,” Tía Mama responds, pulling her in, kissing Valentina’s hair.

“¡Óyeme, maricón!” Tía Mama yells down the hallway. “The girl hasn’t talked to those people,” and to Valentina, “Puro berrinche, mami. Don’t pay attention to him.”

As she’s leaving, Tía Mama reassures Valentina she’s sending La Mauri to come clean and then adds, “We have to buy you a nice outfit, nena. It’s going to be your first time in family court.”






Ignacio The River

Encarnación was a hardcore devota. Before Jesús died and Yason left, homegirl was already a pious Catholic wrapped in rosaries murmuring to the porcelain virgen next to her bed. Que si church on Sundays, que si rosaries on Saturdays, que si God this, que si Divino Niño that. She hosted the meetings for the Virgen del Carmen pilgrimage at the tienda and had a daughter chosen by God to be one of his servants for life, aka Graciela, aka the sister monja. After Jesús’s funeral and the gossip of said extra Clemente family that eventually arrived to her ears, mass became priority número uno, long black skirts and pashmina covering of the head turned into daily fashion and porcelain statues of the Virgen in all her apparitions appeared everywhere in the house and the tienda. Boom: teary bloody virgen, Virgen del Carmen, Virgen de la Candelaria, virgen with baby, virgen without baby, white virgen, black virgen. Virgen staring at you in the bathroom, at the entrance of the house, in the backyard with the mangoes and the dogs. Encarnación flung herself into the depths of agua bendita and never looked back. Waking before Ignacio to finish the arepas for the tienda and readying herself for the 6 a.m. mass. Now, six in the morning mass is truly a Catholic measurement of who is God’s top-suffering fan and during this time Encarnación looked to be aiming for the crown.

Martica and Rosa were particularly excited by this turn of events. Ignacio could tell they were absolutely giddy that his mami was now full entregadísima to our savior because it meant they walked arm in arm with her to and from church multiple times a week. Chisme quadrupled. And so did the Rulo Onces Club. Encarnación was on a holy autopilot of a God-fearing durational performance. There was never silence when Encarnación was around, she was all mutters and murmurs and if you got real close to her you’d hear Ave María purísima was her favorite background music. Her sense of right and wrong also took a turn. Gray did not exist. Tibia waters were a thing of the past, here it was either black or white. You’re with God or you’re against Him. It’s that motherfucking simple, ¿oíste?

And did Ignacio hear her?

She wanted to drag him to the Santa Isabel de la Caridad church with her more often. In her eyes, it wasn’t enough to go repent one day of the week. Doris went along with her, Graciela sometimes met her during mass, the boys as usual disappeared so it was up to the youngest, Ignacio, to make an appearance as his mami’s male figure. What are people going to say—Encarnación’s rhetorical question to Ignacio—if you’re vagabundeando por ahí on the streets? She needed to show the entire town that even though her husband was a good-for-nothing drunk with another family a few short kilometers away, she had preserved her dignity.





Ignacio waved to his mami and the Rulo Onces Club as he stepped out of the house wearing the Colombian soccer team jersey. Fútbol on his hip, he whistled and waved to Fernando, Ulises, Mauricio outside to wait for him. Encarnación met him by the door.

“Mijo.”

“Mami.”

“Why don’t you stay and help me stack the bottles in the back, ¿sí?”

Ignacio shook his head. He knew his mom would try to manipulate him to stay. Like clockwork, Encarnación sighed once. Then again, louder. She tried her you’re hurting me face and when that didn’t work she switched to her indignada face. Ignacio grabbed her shoulders, leaned down, and kissed her head. “Wish me luck!”

Encarnación crossed him, in the name of the Padre, of the Hijo, and the Espíritu Santo. Walking into the street, he heard Rosa saying, “You just can’t with men. They’re always gonna do lo que les dé la gana.”

The match was an amistoso. A friendly match with the team from the other side of town, the wealthier side. His team had reached out to Ignacio despite his long absence because they had to admit he was needed to beat the children of people who paid for real trainers, wore real cleats, and owned half of this hijuemadre town. And yet. The boys of the barrio knew theirs was a game of blood, nobody could beat that.

The sun dying off over the casitas. It seemed like every single man—old and young—appeared to cheer and support. The cancha rose midway between one neighborhood and the other, nestled behind the main plaza. On both sides of the cancha the smell of cheering testosterone, chanting, drinking, smoking, and slapping each other. Dudes swung their shirts around. Each team sang their own barra. Seño’s sold braised corn and fritanga in little carts, paletas were passed around. Plastic bags of water poured on sweaty faces. Ignacio poured one over his own, roaring.

Uy, papito, he was lo que se dice ready to kick some niño de mami’s ass.



The last golden rays fell on the finest futbolito blood on this side of the hemisphere.

Ignacio lost track of time and space when he played. Plunged into a dream of intense focus, there was only the ball and the motherfucker trying to get it past him. The time continuum shrank to the sound of a kick.

During the second half of the match the game was tied, one to one. Ignacio yelled at the others, made gestures to Mauricio to block number nine, and when he turned again pointing to defense to do something, carajo, there, right behind defense in the seating area, making his way to the back, were those purple shorts sucking on a lollypop.

Eyes locked with Felipe’s. The back of Felipe’s hand glided to his forehead in a pretend faint. Then Felipe lifted his girly arms up and down in a faux cheering gesture. Ignacio grinned. He watched Felipe light a cig, cross his legs, and send smoke rings toward Ignacio.

“¡Papito! ¿Qué pasó?” Maurico yelled at Ignacio, shrugging at him like, ponte las pilas, mi rey. He’d missed a ball that could have been a goal, prompting the entire team to shake their heads in disapproval. Mauricio moved closer to Ignacio, “Pay attention, papi, o qué.” He slapped Ignacio’s ass then yelled at everyone, “Come on! Come on! Come on!”

The match went on like this until the final fifteen minutes, when Ignacio got knocked over by dark blond curls over there and the entire team roared, “Penalty! Penalty! Penalty!”

And so it was. Our boy claimed the penalty, their last chance at winning came down to Ignacio’s kick.

Ignacio does the usual: intimidates the goalie with a look, breathes deeply, crosses himself searching for Diosito in those clouds. A pack of vultures fly over in the direction of his house. Vultures had gathered around his yard a couple of days ago after Clemente decapitated a couple of chickens with a twist of the neck. In a split second, his father is there perched in his mind. Tumbling drunk Clemente, his arm around Ignacio’s neck as Ignacio walked him into the house, served him some aguapanela. “Mijo,” Clemente blurted, “I was destined for great things. I could have been the next professional fútbol player. Did you know?” Clemente’s eyes glossy with a film of gray, patting Ignacio’s leg. He wanted to spit on Clemente’s face. But the goddamn truth was he felt love for his father. It was a thing you couldn’t take away. Ignacio loved Clemente. A horrible thing inside the chest, this love, and he hated himself for it. His hands curled into tight fists. Ignacio stared at the ball and kicked the goddamn thing into oblivion.

They won.

Immediately his eyes moved to Felipe, all smiles to Felipe, all heart to Felipe.

The roaring team piled on him, smacking his ass, kissing his face, lifting him up. A ring of arms cheering and sending kisses to Diosito in the sky. Then all eleven of them futbolito team culicagados lined up on the grassy field and danced their little winning dance of un pasito tun tun which ended in a vueltica vueltica vueltica. From the corner of his eye Ignacio caught Felipe cross-legged, clapping like a girl. The entire barrio leaked into the cancha and the party blew up.



“Where the fuck are you taking me?” Ignacio dragged Felipe by the hand down a path behind the potrero hill, up the middle of the mountain, and down again. Toward the corazón of the mountain. In the opposite direction of their houses, the town’s plaza. “Please don’t tell me you’re trying to beat my ass again,” Felipe teased.

The green down here popped neon, dripped humidity. An orchestrated hum of aliveness. Insects the size of Ignacio’s palm swirled around, Felipe kept making disgusted sounds and swatting his hands. “I am not dying like some animal in this jungle. If you’re going to slit my throat at least have the decency of doing it somewhere mami can find me.”

Ignacio turned to face him. Arms on both of Felipe’s shoulders. “Let’s take down the drama a notch.”



Felipe pulled a switchblade right up to Ignacio’s cheek.

“Seriously? You don’t trust me?”

Felipe’s face softened, he batted his eyes at Ignacio, hid the blade in his shorts. “It’s just a warning,” Felipe grinned. “So you know who you’re messing with.”

After jumping logs, stepping on anthills, and lecturing Felipe on the different types of moss—it all looks like green hair to me, Felipe waved his hands around—after a group of parrots burst into the sky with their chatter like yellow-green fireworks; after a brief encounter with a serpent that had Felipe squirming as Ignacio coiled the arrastrada on a stick; after Ignacio carried Felipe in a piggyback ride along the muddy end of the trail, there it was, in all of its refreshing glory snuggled between the mountain’s butt cheeks: el río.

Most of the town didn’t hang out at this part of the river. Ignacio knew this. During holidays and festivos they all met at another spot, around the east part of the town where people could leave their horses and donkeys, park their cars for a short easy walk to a wide expanse of grass where families dipped in and out of the water and unwrapped tamales with cerveza to share. This side was hidden. It was hard to get to. And no abuela or tía would be seen climbing the logs and getting muddy as shit. ¿Pa’ qué? Ignacio didn’t think anyone ever came here although there was a faint trail with pieces of tree cut down and logs pointing to the right direction. Ignacio found this section of the río on one of the many days he’d spent up on the potrero hill playing around. He’d gone out to find more birds to shoot with his slingshot after seeing some fly in this direction.

It was a beautiful view. Ignacio knew.

A waterfall splayed rays of white light on the other end and the river was deep enough to swim. A few human-size rocks lined the edge so that one could lay in the sunshine and stay in the water. An underground current kept the water clear and fresh. Perfect for a hot day. It was all sorts of gorgeousness and Ignacio had never brought anyone here. Damn, he hadn’t been back himself in a while.



“Look at choo,” Felipe said, setting down a towel, “all full of surprises and shit.”

“Our very own beach front,” Ignacio said, proudly taking off his shirt.

They sat staring at the water, the birds dipping in and out. Ignacio dove in, swimming like a mermaid, all arms and perfect strokes. When he came out, Felipe passed a piece of mango he’d cut with his blade. Then he pulled out a joint waving it like a prize. Ignacio shook his head. He’d smoked weed only once and he’d eaten so many arepas afterward he had the shits for two days straight. “Boy, you need to smoke with me,” is what Felipe said, lighting it, passing it to Ignacio. Ignacio took a toke.

The sun beat down on them sparkling in the river. They hunkered down by the shade smoking, so close to each other their legs touched.

“Why’d you bring me here?” Felipe asked, blowing out smoke rings.

“What do you mean? We’re friends. Why not?” Ignacio grabbed another piece of mango from Felipe’s offering fingers. Then the end of the joint.

“Well.” Felipe stared into Ignacio’s eyes in search of something. The curl of Felipe’s eyelashes batting above those honey eyes sent a rush all over Ignacio. It was the weed. Ignacio saw every movement in Felipe’s eyes, the shades of brown changing as the clouds overhead dispersed.

“After you won the match last week it was like you wanted nothing to do with me.”

Ignacio turned to look at the water. “Don’t say that. I looked for you. I couldn’t find where you went.”

Felipe gave him a stop bullshitting me you know better click of the tongue.

Ignacio didn’t know how to explain.

Here’s what happened: The futbolito team boys grabbed Ignacio’s sweaty head, brought it to meet theirs and repeated, in a chant, our boy Ignacio was the real deal, a puro campeón. Every muchacho del barrio shook Ignacio’s hand, patted his ass and ruffled his hair. The older dudes too, fake punching him, saying how proud Clemente must be to have such a campeón as a son. The música was popping, the tamales were flowing, and the cerveza spilling sticky on everyone’s hands. Ignacio running on the high of people’s praise. How he loved compliments. It was sort of addictive. Being a campeón, a real man, proof that he was worth a damn.

Ignacio wanted more. His parents both taught him the importance of what people in the pueblo said, what people in the pueblo thought of him, and at that moment he was the futbolito champion number one. The real deal. The man with a future. He wished Clemente and Yason had been there to see it. The dexterity of those legs, the astonishing golazo. For an instant, Ignacio saw himself raised onto Yason’s shoulders as his brother roared at the entire pachanga that his younger brother is un verraco futbolito. For a second Ignacio also saw Clemente. Clemente out in front of their house playing with the dudes from the street when Ignacio was just a kid. Making muecas to a giggling Ignacio in a raggedy diaper by the tienda’s door. Pirouetting the ball. Pulling Ignacio to the middle of the street to dance and sing his winner Clemente song, kissing Ignacio’s head and giving baby Ignacio his first sip of Aguila beer.

The fantasy was broken by a kiss.

A kiss with so much teeth Ignacio thought she’d chipped his front tooth. Just as Ignacio pulled his face from Mercedes’s and saw Felipe making his way to him, just as Felipe waved excitedly and Ignacio barely gave him a nod, just as the futbolito boys cracked up asking who was the nenita over there in them tight shorts? And did Ignacio know her? Just as Ignacio looked away from Felipe in shame and explained pfft, that boy is no one, some rando neighbor he’d never talked to. Just as Felipe paused midstep, Mercedes had thrown herself over Ignacio, pushing her lips into his to the whistles and whoops of all the machitos in training. Mercedes draped over Ignacio’s neck, Ignacio’s arms wrapped around her hips. She’d made Ignacio feel so manly and guapo. From the periphery, Ignacio watched Felipe walk by but he acted like he didn’t notice. There was no way in hell he could have introduced Felipe to the boys and broken the spell of this campeón high.

He couldn’t admit to Felipe he had been ashamed. That he wanted to keep the boys’ love. He couldn’t say that he was scared of his friends’ reactions and, that, in a way, he was saving Felipe—and himself—from surely getting his ass jumped once the boys saw him up close. Even merely knowing Felipe had cost him a teasing that day.

“Look,” Ignacio broke the silence, “everything happened so fast. We won, then we celebrated. We were drinking. I looked around and didn’t see you.”

“Bull to the shit!” Felipe responded, inhaling the last of the joint. Ignacio took the butt from him, brushed his fingers against Felipe’s.

“Come on. If I didn’t think you were my friend would I be bringing you to this secret paradise all to ourselves?” Ignacio opened his arms wide, waved across the river. Grinning at Felipe. Ignacio could charm his way to the motherfucking moon easy and the weed was giving him mad cojones. They maintained eye contact in silence. Felipe’s eyes all sorts of dreamy. Then Felipe rested his head on Ignacio’s shoulder. Left it there.

The weed was turning all the cariñito in his corazón. It was as if nothing else but this river and Felipe existed.

The parrots exploded once again, turning different shapes of dotted green in the afternoon sky. Ignacio pointed at them then his hand landed on Felipe’s. He took Felipe’s hand in his and brought them both to his mouth for a kiss. Felipe’s sweet sweat smell. Like wet tierra. Felipe always smelled so good. “You smell good,” Ignacio whispered into Felipe’s head. Felipe traced Ignacio’s left thigh with his fingers, up and down the thin pelitos that were barely starting to bloom there. Ignacio started growing. Felipe didn’t stop. At full hard-on Felipe’s eyes lifted up to catch his, Ignacio stood and ran into the water.





They continued to meet at the river. Sometimes every other day, sometimes only on Wednesdays and Fridays, when Ignacio could get off from the tienda early. School was out. By now they were mad prepared.

Felipe brought popsicles that usually arrived almost entirely melted, a small aguardiente bottle, a joint that Ignacio didn’t yet know the source of (I got my ways—you’re not the only one with contacts in this town) and a small radio. From his bag Ignacio typically pulled arepas, empanadas (for the crazy munchies), plastic bags of water, and, sometimes, water guns (to Felipe’s eye roll, even though he always ended up having fun blasting Ignacio’s body with the cold river water).

To the bleeding Jesucristo nailed at the tienda glaring down at him in judgement as Ignacio grabbed empanadas like they weren’t his family’s rent money, to that Jesus with the mouth agape, blood running down his skeletal torso, Ignacio promised he’d pay his mami back and pray ten ave marías. Ignacio also bargained with said Jesucristo: Please stop making Felipe’s fingers feel so good and if I can’t stop myself I swear I will repent and help mami with the pilgrimage this coming month. What Ignacio didn’t understand was: If feeling Felipe’s fingers on his body was so wrong then why, Diosito, do you make it feel so good? He didn’t dare ask the question straight to God but he thought about it and in thinking about it he was sending a passive-aggressive message to the Señor Almighty above.

This time they went straight into the water. The sun was relentless. It had been pressing on their backs as they hiked down the faint trail, breathing its humid mouth so that there was no point in wiping off the sweat. Ignacio kept brushing his curls with his fingers, trying to tamp them down but they loved popping right back up. There was so much humidity in the air Ignacio could pull out his tongue and lick the wet sunshine.

Felipe went in first.

Ignacio looked away when Felipe pulled off his briefs and revealed the cutest bubble butt two shades lighter than the rest of his body then dove into the clear water. Ignacio dragged his eyes toward the bushes, to the family of colibris perched there. He dug his fingers into the cool tierra, desperate for grounding, trying to mask his want.

There had been another time with naked boys but on the east side of the river. A year back, when the barrio team had won the local championship and aguardiente popped like it was the end of the world and they were all in desperate need to dehydrate. The team danced at a cafetería down by the plaza, into the night. It was during the short noviazgo stunt with Mercedes, so she’d been at the cafetería twirling inside Ignacio’s arms to some chucu chucu merengazo. At dawn only the boys remained and Mauricio drove his father’s truck to the river with all the machitos in training drunk and yelling for more. Everyone minus Ignacio had stripped down naked. Even in his drunken stupor Ignacio was careful not to be called a faggot, not to be seen as a mariquita, even as he pretended to tear his eyes away when everyone’s vergotas popped out. When Mauricio slapped ass after ass. When Sebastián fucked a tree to the chuckling and moaning of the group. Even when every naked body shimmered in the emerging rays of dawn.

Felipe turned around and shrugged at a surprised Ignacio.

“What?” he’d said, “It feels so much nicer to swim naked. And there’s no one here!” Ignacio’s eyes had settled right on Felipe’s cock. And Felipe knew what he was doing, strutting naked on the rocks, fluttering like some glam jungle butterfly then diving like a sirenita. Did Felipe sense Ignacio was lo que se dice uncomfortable lo que se dice pushed against a wall of want? Felipe swam and shrieked in laughter. Then he stood under the waterfall, open armed. There were rocks behind the waterfall and that was where Felipe was now, leaning against the slick rocks, all shredded silver light, like an apparition.

An apparition, like Ignacio learned in catechism: a private revelation. A heavenly being that made her presence known to a human to reveal a message. A sudden, rare sight sent from God.



Felipe’s naked body all glitter. Maybe Felipe was an apparition. One that only Ignacio could appreciate, a private message from the heavens exhumed from the river exclusively for Ignacio, wrapped in a special way. But what was the message?

Ignacio treaded water. Underwear still on, he dove down following the orange fish with his fingers as the fish darted and swam away. Ignacio didn’t dare take off his underwear but then he felt a rush of cold in his dick and when Felipe came up next to him, he was waving Ignacio’s underwear in his right hand. “Try it!” Felipe threw Ignacio’s underwear at his face. “Nobody is here. No one is here to judge you! Not even God. He doesn’t know this place even exists.”

Felipe was right, of course, although Ignacio wouldn’t admit it. There’s a certain kind of freedom in swimming naked. Your edges fade and the water moves closer to you. Or you move closer to the water. There was a sense of freedom he couldn’t quite articulate. Like he could let go, pretend he was gone, pretend the water washed away the heartbreak he held in his bones.

They were splayed on their towels sharing a joint when Felipe said he had a sorpresa.

“Close your eyes. No peeking.”

Ignacio’s palms on his eyes but spreading his fingers a bit. “No peeking!” said Felipe, placing a hand over Ignacio’s. The weed was making them giggle. Ignacio could feel every bit of sunlight catching his skin, the bumpy earth underneath.

Eyes shut, Ignacio searched for Felipe with his hands. “Don’t try me, Felipe! Don’t you dare pull some shit!”

The sun leaked through the tree’s leaves and hit Ignacio’s eyes when he opened them.

“What the fuck are you wearing, Felipe?” Ignacio covered his mouth, propped up his legs.

Like a cake topper, Felipe slowly spun around. “Tara! It’s my mother’s. I borrowed it for today. Brushed it and everything. Just for you.”



Water glistened behind Felipe, trees rose tickling the sky, a complete nature stage. The cooing of birds echoed and Ignacio was lo que se dice perdío. He didn’t know what to say. The weed was sending him mixed signals: like, wow, divine and, also, what am I doing here? Why is this happening to me? Felipe’s soft features highlighted by the wig. Felipe pretended to apply makeup with his hands, pouty mouth for the invisible lipstick, some blush here and there. He looked like a girl with no titties but way better. Like Felipe was an improved version of a girl. Ignacio couldn’t place it, Felipe just looked so good.

“For me? Why for me?”

Then that conflicting feel he was starting to recognize so well: Ignacio was upset about wanting the wig. More than that, he was upset about wanting Felipe with the wig.

“Because I saw you that day, remember? With the jersey around your head? You swung that fake hair like Miss Universo.” With a hand flip Felipe removed the wig, sat in front of Ignacio. “Here, put it on.”

Ignacio had the urge to get violent but he was too stoned to follow through. He didn’t want to want the wig so much but he did want the wig so much.

“But I am not . . .” Ignacio searched for an object to throw at Felipe but Felipe grabbed hold of Ignacio’s arms.

“God, Ignacio, I get it. You’re not a maricón. You’ve made it very clear. Not a faggot, got it. Nobody is calling you a faggot. You hear that, birds!? Ignacio, right here, not a faggot! Now, try on the wig, yes?” Felipe clapped excitedly. Felipe passed the aguardiente and Ignacio took a gulp. Felipe took a huge swig too. Then the joint, back and forth.

The aguardiente and joint combo like tumbling through a tunnel of courage.

Finally, the hair in Ignacio’s hands.

The soft luxurious thirty inches of stunning wavy brown hair. La belleza en vivo y en directo. It all rushed before him: Lucrecia tucking her hair at the tienda, the days spent at the potrero hill pretending he had unzipped Lucrecia’s hair and zipped it into his own head, the countless moments in front of the bathroom mirror trying out a hair-and-dainty finger combo that sent zaps of giddiness and goodness all over his skin. The swaying gentleness of femininity he was so scared of loving. Everything in his life became a question. This monumental crossing changed it all and yet it didn’t.

Felipe helped Ignacio’s clumsy fingers clasp the wig in the back. “Now you whip back the hair.” Felipe styled the wig around Ignacio’s face, shifting the hairline, smoothing a few strands.

“Felipe”—Ignacio cupped Felipe’s hands tight—“promise me you’ll never tell this to anyone.” Felipe grinned at Ignacio. Ignacio smiled back.

“You’re such a doll!” Felipe yelped, blowing the last of the joint onto Ignacio’s face. “I’m a tomb, Ignacio.” Felipe glided his fingers across his mouth like he was closing a zipper.

Category is: first-time campo glam diva gliding about them rocks.

At first she stumped like it’s a military drill, at first she marched like she was trying to prove to the machitos in training who had the bigger balls and dick around here, at first it was surely a man-to-be wearing a wig but then our boy felt the hair, the body woke the fuck up to its gorgeousness and Ignacio glided like she was ice-skating on the rocks. The weight of the hair was like nothing Ignacio had ever felt. A total shift in a body which couldn’t help but strut and sway to make the hair swing back and forth. Real hair swaying. Ay, Dios mío. Was it the booze? Was it the weed? Was it the stars popping off in Felipe’s eyes? Then, his fingers came alive, blooming from the macho darkness into the dainty sunlight. ’Cause there is no hair without fingers, doll, come on with the fingers, which point and wave and delicately touch Felipe’s face and glide along in song into the humid air in total girlish freedom.

“Well, look at you, little, hombrecito. I gotta say, you’re a natural. Giving me Miss Niña Mencha Tolima all the motherfucking way.”

Here’s what the birds saw: two brown boys butt naked except for a mane of hair on the skinnier one, tucked away in the green mountain butthole of Tolima. Two giggly cuerpecitos serving a good cup of divine initiation tea to them trees and river.

At the edge of the river Ignacio stared down and saw himself reflected in the water. Laughing hysterically, he had no idea why. Hands to his mouth he was lo que se dice in shock of the glam-bam diva divine buzzing in the faint waves. It was all too much for his corazoncito. It was at that moment, seeing his reflection, which, let’s be honest, he could barely recognize as his, a reflection he longed so much to hold on to, that Ignacio thought of the chickens in his backyard, their pretty heads ripped from their necks.








Part III Travesti Gospel








An extraordinary appearance of Mamadora Eléctrica

Muñeca, mira, él no siempre fue así. None of us were. You think I arrived into the ether as this exquisite gata? But life, mi niña, shakes every notion of right and wrong, man and woman, beast and travesti. Who can tell what’s real, muñeca. Can you? I got numerous motherfuckers in the long history of esta hijuemadre life that negate the realness, the verifiability of this body. As if one plus two equals I can’t see your contours, bitch. As if I were an illusion. And if I am an illusion then that makes you, the spectator, a naughty voyeur ’cause look at the view, mi cielo.

I’ll tell you what’s real: Ignacio’s red eyes asking for whisky on the rocks at Club Aquario, shyly scanning the dance floor in a tight white shirt, bulky arms, and a carita de peladito so smooth, no facial hair that kid. He’d been in Bogotá for a few years by now, enough years to be able to fake his accent. I could tell he was uncomfortable but was trying to play it cool like the gatico had been around that level of mariconería for ages, when the pobrecito still repented every night in front of the Virgen and his closet was no closet but an underground cave sealed shut with no way to breathe.

Aquario was our church. I saw God right there on that small stage dressed top to bottom in silver sequins casting a spell on the audience. More than once. God was a travesti named Arteria Eléctrica, my sister, with the world’s most delicious titties and an effervescent passion on stage that made me cry every time that bitch sang a Rocío Durcal song. More than once, the ceiling at Aquario seemed to be caving in on us from all the sweat, from all the body, from all the ven, mamita, vamos a bailar. So many times, I thought we were all gonna die suffocated by all that fierceness.

Puerta pa’ fuera, it was the streets of Bogotá. Outside, we were all invisible. Puerta pa’ dentro, a mix of fags, travestis, and lesbian butchas inside our hole-in-the-wall meneándolo al son.

Back then I was starting to become the superestrella showgirl working this culito in all the showbiz after my brutal military papi kicked—lo que se dice kicked—me out of the house . . . but let’s not start down this road because it gets us all depressed and a travesti already has so much sadness in her heart, it gives me migraines and pálpitos.

Ignacio wouldn’t even look at me when ordering.

“What do you really want?” I asked, already annoyed at him, ’cause straight men ask for whisky. I wanted the truth, which I could spot right below his machito carcass, but he couldn’t. I found out later it was Arteria who had sent him to Aquario. Anyone sent to Aquario by Arteria at that time was sent to me and anyone sent to me had the heart of a full femme somewhere in there. Where was Ignacio’s?

Ignacio had the look of someone who was there but didn’t want to be there. That anxiety popping off him. During those times underground places like Aquario were replete with those. You know the ones . . . I am not a fag, she said with a twirl. I just stumbled into this shithole filled with cocksucking faggots, watch me run the other way, but not before I’m dazzled by the queens and fingered by the boys. La puntica no más, is the motto. Just the tip, just a quick taste before I run back into the “normal” mouth of the city.

“What kind of question is that?” he replied, clearly bothered. “I said I want whisky, are you taking my money or should I go somewhere else?”

It was his first time at Aquario so I gave the gatico a break for his rudeness. Of course by that point Ignacio had an emerging career in homosexual studies but that’s different from entering the butthole of shameless travesti glory, you feel me? Lone wolf sucking dick on the street is not the same as swimming in the pool of travesti gospel.

As a general rule, I didn’t bring any gaticos machos into the family, pero there was something about him. Something underneath the imposing macho carcass, not only the yearning to wear a wig and fling that body like a ray of sunshine down the runaway of life, but something tender. Something in that hardened heart of his that was plush and wanted to be loved.

Plus, and this is no small reason, I had just entered the Reina del Bambuco pageant and needed a team of queens around me to help. Ignacio was no queen yet but had arms and anger that could punch a malparido on the street if need be. From cero to sixty he could go in a snap and although the boy was a liability at the beginning, I needed someone who could bark back.

There are rumors in the Eléctrica Family that I was once attracted to Ignacio—La Perra y La Boricua, Dios me ayude, love to yell this a los cuatro vientos—so let’s set the record straight: I was not. Yes, the kid was cute back then but so were the hundreds of other closeted criollitos scattering their longing into the dark night, channeling those repressed silences. Papis with all that desire piled up inside them, all that daddy and mommy hate suffocating them, so the release was, ay niña, wonderful. Back then I was a jovencita with so much porte, so much ladyness, so much fru fru, every lost boy wanted to ride that. A tiny waist like this, smooth chest, and two long pink ponytails courtesy of my travesti godmother, the original mother of the House of Eléctrica, Anastacia Eléctrica, que en paz descanse. This was during the Amparo Grisales trend, and all the girls squeezed themselves impossibly tight to look like her. I was playing more with the androgynous look. Twenty-something and barely any facial hair. Born a girl when homosexuality was still illegal en este pueblo corroncho.

My body was living the life all these papis desired. Because half of that herd of maricones half of that manada of men are unas tipas, unas women increíbles, but they didn’t dare dive into the depths of womanhood and I don’t blame them. With the police up and down rounding us in trucks, leaving permanent Zorro marks on our cheeks for fun—and you can’t cover that with foundation, muñeca. You can’t.

Pero back to the whisky on the rocks.

Ignacio is stubborn with a capital S. Like the cattle he herded up in the campo and got whipped by his father for not properly caring for. Stubborn because as a kid his best friend was a pig that was slaughtered and eaten as chicharrón in front of him. Stubborn because life taught him about love by bleeding him out in the middle of a field and not giving much in return. Stubborn has a name, a place in history and it is him, my future kid, Ignacio Rodríguez.

And we’ll get to all that blood soon, mi pollito.

When Ignacio is perceived as something he’s trying to hide he gets all worked up, frustrated. But I could see him. I could see he hated the entry-level job at a bank his ugly-ass brother Yason got him. That suit and tie forced upon a body that wanted hair! Nails! Pumps! I remember when he later said he worked as a teller, a bank? I laughed in his face. Is there anything more sterile, more boring than an office at a bank? No color no lightshow no cha cha cha (unless we’re talking about all that dick sucking happening in those bank bathrooms where virility drops the Arturo Calle suit to the floor begging a mouth, any mouth, before joining the wives at supper. I know those gaticos).

I could see the grief too. The screaming child trapped inside of him was impossible to ignore. Specially to a mother like me, there’s no hiding.



That first night, he paid for the whisky, chugged it down, and left. Left a big tip too. Two weeks later, there he was again. This time, I set the whisky down as a peace offering—but he didn’t even smile at me. Stood in the corner mesmerized.

What was he looking at?

Club Aquario.

Silver fragments of disco ball reflected on all those sweaty boys’ faces as the floor vibrated with the stumps of their boots. As the floor turned slippery from all the thrusting, the exchanges of saliva and cum. All around in virginal robes up on makeshift pedestals stood half-naked men, half-naked queens, who for a few pesos in the thong would let you rub it, suck it while asking for a milagrito. The Miracle Fags, we called them. Las Locas Milagrosas. Granting gifts from the heavens. And everyone needs a miracle. But not Ignacio. Always alone, always watching, smoking one cig after the next by the corner, stunned by the view. All these gorgeous daddies glaring at him. Every couple of weeks the same thing. The night. The cigarettes. The eyes. The glare. The daddies. The tristeza pierced by disco lights.

Until one day I saw him take his post in the corner to watch the show, then lick fingers with a passerby and be gone to the bathroom. Another night I saw him, again, grabbing someone’s ass then going in for a kiss. Many nights passed and then he twirled on the dance floor, shut his eyes to the ceiling, which at that moment had also become his own church.

I do remember one of those first nights, months before Ignacio joined the Eléctrica Family, before he officially loosened that hair of uptightness, como Dios manda, when Miss Nadie did her number. Some people need to be remembered, muñeca, and Miss Nadie is one of them.

Miss Nadie thought her name very avant-garde. She’d seen it in New York on some billboard. I told her, avant-garde? Niña, this is the altiplanocundiboyacense sumercé what avant-garde nor what carajos. Miss Nadie was known for the feather gowns and voluptuous Amazon body she could build. Bitch did it with a mattress she’d found on the street. Cut the mattress, shaped it as padding. Entered the stage with a hot gatico on a leash, fed the gatico, spat on the gatico, slapped the gatico, then opened the gown to reveal a one-piece sequin suit (sewn by Arteria, may I add). We called her, Miss Nadie La Para, ’cause no one could stop her and, also, she got the boys wild with the craziest shit on stage. There she crawling around the floor, throwing milk on her chest, riding a dildo on a stool. Bringing a man up from the audience, sucking his cock, twirling on his dick while Diana Ross bounced from the walls. Drove the crowd nuts. All in glorious gowns. The most glamorous pig. Way ahead of her time, la pobre. Que en paz descanse. Today any draga de cuarta does shit like that. Any fag with a wig throws some pumps and thinks herself a superestrella. Pero remember this is not today’s barrio. We didn’t have queens on the television entertaining the pueblo. Aquario had been carved by our travesti godmothers with their blood, sass and ass in the underground of la city and it was those godmothers who paid the electricity bill, the water bill, and the police bill and every other bill to shush motherfuckers trying to shut us down. There was a lot of coin going into the direction of getting people out of our business.

I remember on one of those Miss Nadie performance nights, Ignacio’s eyes shone bright. Poor baby was all excitement, like he’d discovered a pot of gold. Something clicked for him when he saw her. Then he came over to the bar to get another whisky.

“Who’s that?” he asked me.

I looked around, we hadn’t talked since those first few weeks. “You talking to me now, Miss Histérica?”

He nodded, all charm and shit.

“Oh, so now el rey wants to talk?” I barked back.

Ignacio sent me an actual smile. He is a charmer, this child of mine. Can talk himself into and out of any situation. This is no joke, no hyperbole either. How do you think in a few years he’s walking down the aisle with Alma Juan by his arm? Same kid! At a church with a goddamn priest and an entourage of good family. In a few years Ignacio would be a married husband of someone with a last name that matters in this country and then boom, Valentina would be born. I crack up every time I think about it. Feel bad for Alma too, no te creas. But how he pushed his way into that world just to be seen and said, tará, I deserve to be here, even if it’s just for the show of it. Finger snaps! A true queen. With a deep knowledge of performance. Who would have thought the campo tolimense can teach you stellar bullshit skills and then some.

“Come here,” Ignacio said, teasing. “Let’s start again.”

All the side-eye of this world and next I give him. From the cash register I stare, chewing my gum and playing with my pink ponytails.

“Ignacio”—he reaches out his dry-ass hand—“mucho gusto.”

“Mamadora”—I extend a limp hand—“Eléctrica.”

He chuckled some, looked down at my hand, scratched his head a bit. “That’s not your real name, is it?”

The patience I had to muster with this poor papi reprimido. I realized then that what this kid needed was some training on the realness of mariconeo. The world down here doesn’t abide by the same rules as the world up there, mi pollito. Primero. I would find out later Ignacio already had one wig hidden inside his mattress back at his mother’s. Inside inside. Like motherfucker cut the foam and placed the wig in there, sewed the foam back up, and performed this ritual of delusion every single time he got that itch for life. A wig that he wore when everyone was out cold for the night. It broke my heart to hear this. Really, you cutting and sewing like a mad woman every other day? So why, you ask, would such an upcoming estrella, such a smart mujer like yours truly take the time to train such an unsophisticated soul like Ignacio? Kid had swag, porte, and actitud. The three pillars of our family. Plus, I needed it. Ignacio was lost and I wanted someone who needed me, someone who saw me as the dazzling Mother that I would grow to be. And I wasn’t gonna let another poor child—even though we’re practically the same age—wander the streets and get swept up by the cops and probably die. After those early months, Ignacio and I became inseparable.



But back to him being a rude-ass bitch.

“Per-dón?” I was now standing full queen on him, full ponytails, full fake gold lamé so he could take it all in, eat his words with my porte de reina.

“Culicagado”—I stared right into his bloodshot eyes, scanned him up and down so he could feel his minisculeness—“do you know who I am, mosquita muerta? Do you even know where you are?”

I looked away feeling my moment then continued on with my monologue. “All you papitos de familia think the world begins and ends with your basic world of—”

“I’m so—”

“Did I finish?” I cut him off, pointing at his campesino face with my nail. “I did not. When I speak, you listen. ¿Estamos? You are choosing to come in here”—I made a grand gesturing to the space—“’cause I see no queen keeping you in a chokehold. You do not go to someone’s home and criticize the decor, do you? Did your madre teach you any manners?”

“I said I’m sorry.” I could see in that face of his he felt bad and wanted to quickly mend all the stupidity falling out of his mouth. But I like to keep these types suffering for a bit. Gets the mother mojo going.

“Not done yet either, malagradecido. That was a theatrical pause. A queen’s pause, ¿me entiendes? But of course you don’t because what would you know about theater and silence?”

And to my surprise the descarado said, “Would you teach me?”

¡Qué tal! As if—

Laughing at him but of course marveling at the gatico’s guts I continued, “Does it say Travesti Trainer on the back of my shirt?”



Our destinies were sealed that day. I could not have gotten rid of him even if I had tried. I heard Ignacio cry hiding away in the bathroom at Aquario more times than I care to count, thinking nobody could hear his drunken sobs, pero ya te dije, I am a Mother and all that means is I had made it my own damn business to inhale every part of Ignacio’s story. Hooked myself impossibly to his memory. Sometimes one needs to share the story so the pain gets distributed, ¿me entiendes? Everyone but Valentina cut him out of their lives, let him go, but somebody needs to remember the nights the tristezas the broken corazones the chucu chucu sodomita. I have nothing but what I know to be true and what I know to be true is nothing but a story, he said to me once. To be remembered is to be kept alive. Even if you’re half-assed remembered by a lonely travesti smoking cig after cig on her rocking chair staring at the green cerros. Even then. Ignacio deserves more depth than he got. I see you coming in here trying to get some free tea, sniffing into this family’s history. So what if the life is half lies half performance, what if it is half lights and blood? Isn’t everyone’s?






La Casa

If I have to start somewhere, if I have to drop into the sancocho of memory and piece it together. If there needs to be a story about this child of mine, this lonely queen putting his daughter’s life in danger, well, let us start with mirrors. And if we start with mirrors, with reflection, we start with the muñeco’s eyes. Seeing as in performance. The snap snap of light on the gaze as Ignacio recognizes illusion is just another word for normal. I’m giving you telenovela of yesteryear at five o’clock with cafecito, cig, and salty tears as a ñapa. Let us start the moment Ignacio moved to Bogotá with his family and left the rancho to be buried with all his secrets under the tolimense sun.

Every morning as he readied for the Santo Tomás School for Boys Ignacio spent a considerable amount of time talking to the mirror in the bathroom he shared with his two other siblings while applying gel for that slick wavy-hair finish, brushing down the curls over and over until they submitted to his force. To be a papichulo one must look like a papichulo. Papichulos got no crazy curls defying gravity and shit. Mira qué bello eres, Ignacio, look how the girls see you, my boy. How the boys envy you. Look at those arms. Look how you win. What are you Ignacio? You are a triunfador. Even if nobody sees it yet you are a winner, papá. After the pep talk he sent himself a kiss. He knew it looked girly as fuck but couldn’t help it and anyway nobody was watching him.

To the Rodríguezes Bogotá was all frío up in the ass like ice. Like how do these cachacos live in such chaotic rain and a cold that sneaks up into the culo even with a layered ruana on. That’s what Encarnación complained of day in and day out: the hijuemadre cold was gonna kill her. To teenager Ignacio, Bogotá was a colossal dirty monster opening its wide toothy mouth for a kiss, tempting him to dive into its deliciousness. La city was streetlights. Fútbol. Secretos. A winning aire del demonio. And so enter he did. Wishing for a heart/brain lobotomy that would wipe him clean of Ebaguí pero pa’ antier, this gatico tolimense strolled into that city confidently, one chancla foot exchanged for shiny, black-booted feet, saying goodbye adiós to his campo past, like homeboy had never been herder number one of cattle, waiter number two of his mom’s tienda, and all-time lover of a certain kid-in-a-wig that shall not be named. Mi Dios.

Goodbye, vida de mierda!

What you can’t see can’t touch you!

Welcome foggy green mountains crowned by gray cumulus. Welcome labyrinth of buildings, desparramados death dropping over the savanna. Welcome top hats, long coats, shiny shoes smoking cigs drinking all the tintos hailing all the taxis giving zero fucks about Ignacio’s minuscule campo-turn-urban-boy existence. Welcome invisibility! How he’d missed that invisibility, muñeca. No cuchicheo gossipy gossip trailing behind braided into a chokehold by the Rulo Onces Club at Ebaguí. Everyone in Bogotá strutted down the streets like it was the end of the world and they were all late for it. No time to care about that body full of scars mapping the brutality of our gatico’s campo upbringing. Hello, you’re in the capital, mi pollito, let the dreams come true.

The entire Rodríguez family was moved from Ebaguí to Bogotá by Yason, in a fantastic suck-my–air force–dick coup de état to Clemente, who was left behind at the dying finca and bankrupt tienda he refused to sell.

Was Ignacio excited? Por Dios, mi niña.

Was Ignacio terrified? Lo que diga el dedito: our boy was scared shitless.

Defying Clemente, Yason had relocated the entire familia from the finca in Ebaguí to a casita in Bogotá. The only man in the house with pantalones, Encarnación repeated, constantly sighing and holding her chest. Yason bought a house, a house, with all that military coin, in Santa Isabel with a feijoa tree in the back. Could Ignacio even get near to Yason’s talones?

Downstairs Encarnación sat on a rocking chair outside, on the patio, by the feijoa tree.

“Mami, bendición.”

Ignacio stood next to his mother, looking down at the silver braids coiled tightly around her head, asking for a blessing before heading out to catch the bus, bracing himself for her daily praise of Yason like Jesús never existed and it was just his bro who created heaven and earth.

Muñeca, by then only three of the original eight children remained in the house: two dead plus three married equaled a hardened mami wrapped in black, oozing grief and prayers for days.

Encarnación rocked herself back and forth not even looking up at him but mesmerized by something beyond on the patio. What? He couldn’t tell. There was a feijoa tree and then there was cement with a few plants sprinkled here and there and then a fence to another house. But Encarnación’s eyes seemed to always be searching beyond the surface of things, like mami got some supernatural X-ray eyes and bam she came back with some suspiro or other that told her things were not what they seemed.

“Hmm,” she said, still not looking at Ignacio. “This place, can you believe what your brother did for us?”



Not an all-the-way face slap but still a light cachetá because what Ignacio understood was you’ve done nothing.

“Mami, I play today, remember? A match after school? I’ve been telling you every week for months, ma. It’s the interschool semifinals. Ma?” It’s embarrassing even to narrate how enthusiastic Ignacio was, how much he desired Encarnación to pull herself out of the hole and see him. Like she used to. Like she’d done before all the tristezas came pouring down like lava from her volcano. That voice of his climbing into hopeless-sounding high tones, more begging. Qué vergüenza, muchacho.

Encarnación looked up then. Glossy like someone had spit on her eyeballs. A stare as if she had only now recognized this teenager in front of her as her son—like ay, Dios mío, this right here be my flesh and bone.

Ignacio always slurred this part of the story. Encarnación’s grief eating her up. The slow decline of his mami. You could get him to spill the painful tea of the pasado only while under the influence and ideally wearing a sparkly robe.

Encarnación crossed him, in the name of the padre and the son and the holy spirit. Ignacio lowered his head and she kissed it.

“Go with God, mijo.”

Passing the buckets laid across the house to catch the goteras, he was annoyed at his mother but quickly pushed that anger away. Of course he was worried. That his mami would die and leave him alone. That his destiny would be sealed by Yason.

Encarnación loved in the ways she knew how: brewing him coffee in the morning, kissing his head, and crossing it with the crucifix around her neck.

From the white metallic door at the front of the new house he gazed back at her, a small woman in a black cotton dress seated on a red plastic chair clasping a rosary in her right hand. Waiting. Puta vida, mami. Why you gotta look like that.





Entering the Santo Tomás Catholic School for Boys Ignacio served true rolito realness. Our gatico, almost passing as a natural-born Bogotano. What with that blue uniform (pants, shirt, and tie) and that secondhand leather bag and a black comb in his back pocket to tamp down his curls in any mirror. At dawn he heated the iron by the stove and perfectly ironed the white shirt, the pleated pants. Ignacio made sure none of the boys at school could clock the rancho on him. Never again a raggedy-ass nobody trying out wigs and limp fingers in the bathroom. No, mi pollito. Gotta be on point. Ignacio copied his peers’ manners, appropriated the cachaco slang. Played futbolito every afternoon until he made it onto the school’s soccer team.

Muñeca, our boy was re-in-ven-ted. New like the flowers at the Virgen’s feet Encarnación arranged every day. Bogotá was a fresh Coca-Cola with ice and there was our fresh boy playing on the school’s fútbol team, a real peso pesado muñeco who is here to win.

At matches Ignacio played with confidence, it was the one thing he fully brought to this montañero city: the mad fútbol skills he learned back in his barrio. Míralo twirling that ball like the next Colombian Pelé, all sweat and heartbeat, all pasito tun tun maneuvering the ball like he’s made of air and still managing to dodge one muchachito and two muchachitos plus three and la cuquita la chilenita plus a one two three dodge equals . . . a goal.

Picture it: The afternoon blazing warm, everyone’s face dark running water and burned from the sun. The other team is calling in a penalty, Ignacio gives them the finger, which gets his two BFFs, Leonardo and Orlando, playing defense and central respectively, to high-five his ass, which only gets Ignacio more aggressive with the other team yelling all malparido-gonorrea-suckmydick derivatives to the roar from the seats of the bleachers, where all the boys from his new school scream the school’s fútbol chant while shaking their right hands back and forth.

The roar of the crowd after that ball hits the net is what he’s after but it is the entire team on him that truly turns his corazoncito full blast. The slap on the ass, grabbing of his head tightly into their arms, lifting him up, calling him the matador tolimense. If there is a high it is right there in that grass, them cleats kicking that ball into oblivion. Ignacio scans the bleachers for any familiar face, anyone from his family. Damn. For months he repeated the information over dinner. That familiar loneliness forever chasing him como novia fea perched right now like a sassy angel on his shoulder whispering, you’re always gonna be alone.



At the showers when Ignacio walks in the entire team bursts into a chant.

Twenty seventeen-year-olds, most of them naked or half-naked, towels around the waist, helicoptered in the air, singing for our gatico, ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡

Water pours from every hose. It is an unfurling, a drunk moment of chaos and body parts that pulls Ignacio into the middle of the showers to a circle of dick and towel and ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! Leonardo pushes him into the centipede circle of hands which receive him, the boys throw their towels at Ignacio and as he tries to escape and take off his clothes they pull him back into the middle of the meollo delicioso ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! he’s drenched everything sticks to his skin boys hold him in place try to drown him while he’s getting slapped in the ass slapped on the dick at some point he’s undressed, dragged by the hurricane energy of victory and off go his jersey and shorts and white socks some gentle fingers remove his underwear and for a second cup his balls Ignacio’s BO joins the other twenty tigrillos reeking of horny testosterone balls sweating under a savannah sun the smell is so delicious it opens something in him he wants to lick the motherfucking air snuggle his nose deep into it keep the smell tucked inside his nostrils for later for when the tristeza chokes him. With everything in him Ignacio tries not to get hard focuses on the coldness of the water shyly places his hands over his cock then opens his eyes and sees several hard dicks pointing diagonal all seemingly going yes yes yes and nobody has dropped the M-word, the maricón word, it is not that kinda party it is a boy boy we won fútbol party the water runs on his chest belly toes ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! When his cock grows his eyes go bye-bye shut again ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! Off away diving into this delicious ball-sweat smell right here this feeling right here there are arms around his back towels spanking his ass he feels someone’s fingers on his dick up and down his cock but it may not be happening his eyes are still shut and if he doesn’t open them it’s like it never happened no recognition of the hands over his butt up and down his legs someone’s warm spit caressing his butthole spanking his back, chest, thighs, someone takes his elbow someone tries to drown him again and he coughs—hard—a towel over his mouth and nose full of water and coughing he pushes himself away opens his eyes and all the boys laugh ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! and nobody comments on his hard cock butts galore a feast of butts this is just a fútbol party ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! Orlando is there and Leonardo joins them and the three of them huddle together arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders three dicks pointing at the sky, the three amigos. ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! ¡Olé! Ignacio joins in the chant.

“You did us good today, papi.”



Sometimes Ignacio felt like a mental motherfucker. The pobre gatico with all that crazy piled up high inside and nobody to say a word to. Nothing to say a word about. A year before, as the family left Ebaguí, on their way to Bogotá, on those winding roads with precipices right there trees like daggers, Ignacio sat in the back of the truck, skinny legs dangling off, almost ready to jump and be ended by the monte. There was still blood on his knuckles, fists still all scratched up, and his head bottled with feeling, all that memory of the sirena purple shorts, and although all the water of this world collected behind his eyes he didn’t dare drop a tear.






La Cafetería

The day Ignacio told me the story about his father dying I slapped his hand. We were at Sayuri’s funeral and I thought it very tacky to be bringing up stories of other deaths in the middle of a travesti’s passing. Tacky and bad luck, is what I told him. Ignacio was drunk. Eventually I had to drag him out of the room of mourning into the streets so he could spill the tears drown in all the tea that couldn’t be contained inside his heart any longer.

The cafetería was half-empty and Ignacio was half-drunk. Leonardo and Ignacio had purposely chosen one far away from the Santo Tomás School. Leonardo sipped his Aguila beer, turning his profile of a well-trimmed black beard and a full head of black wavy hair to ask the dude at the counter for another bottle. Ignacio stared at the aguardiente shots on the table. The clear liquid that had flooded his childhood looking like some innocent water. The million aguardientes held between Clemente’s fingers. The infinite times he heard his father say, Pour me another one, mijo after he gulped a shot. Of course, his father would die of an illness with a horrible most unfashionable name. Very soon, Ignacio would meet a queen down in Aquario performing under the same name, La Cirrhosis. Of his father’s illness he knew only silence and screams. Last time he saw him rocking back and forth on the porch of the house, smoking, pointing his fat calloused finger at Ignacio while saying he would drag Ignacio back by the neck and beat the shit out of him if he decided to leave for Bogotá with Yason. So don’t make me do that, mijo.

Yason had come back earlier that week from Ebaguí with a stack of papers and sober statements about Clemente’s state, bedridden, vomiting, a few weeks max, alone, to which Encarnación responded with nods and silences then continued, as if nothing had happened, chopping the plátano for dinner.



To talk about sadness is to drop into Ignacio’s grimy soul and take a peek. El pobre. My bright estrella. Running away from one tienda in Ebaguí to end up in a cafetería in Bogotá gazing upon another set of dreamy eyes while haunted by his papi. God surely is a funny bitch when she wants to be, muñeca. Up there in the skies, the world already so fucked, she’s like, let me have my fun with these closeted faggots.

“Let’s get fucked up,” Leonardo grinned. “To our star, Ignacio!” Leonardo half bowed, Ignacio chuckled. Both gulped their shots and Leonardo poured them another set. The tienda packed with faces and salsa beats and every ten minutes Leonardo served them another set of shots. And another set. Eventually the señora at the counter brought them some empanadas, which Ignacio barely remembered eating. Only the fuzzy face of Leonardo taking a bite lives in his memories.

Our gatico scanned around the tienda to make sure nobody else who knew him was there. The men in plastic chairs slumped nursing beers, yelling at the woman behind the counter if it’s not too much for such a cuerpazo of a mami to get them an empanada. The jukebox in the corner where another woman dropped a coin and picked a new salsa song that lights the joint and everyone breaks a paso dancing.

That night, the usual Bogotá lisp rain, spit from God. The drizzle created the illusion of a white fluff around them, stuck on them. Shaved silver bursting through the fog, cutting everything into diagonal bits, bits of tree, bits of clouds, bits of taxi, bits of señora by the corner selling cigarettes.

Words came out of Leonardo but all Ignacio sensed was Leonardo’s sweaty hand resting on his, sticking to his. Ignacio chugged another shot to ease the pulse running through his legs to his cock.

That’s when our boy got confused. Leonardo swung his arm and drank straight from the aguardiente bottle, eyes deep on Ignacio’s thin lips. Was he really nodding? Ignacio grabbed the bottle from him and did the same, gulping down as much as he could. It took Ignacio a second to realize what was happening was happening. Leonardo’s eyes locked on his lips. Salsa in the background, beating beats of puro heartbreak. A tons qué, papi gesture emanated from Leonardo’s shoulders. Ignacio didn’t understand—a few more seconds of Leonardo’s eyes glaring at his lips, then his eyes, of eyes peeling Ignacio’s lips and eating them up. Why what he ran away from wouldn’t stop chasing him. Why there was a constant haunting in his heart that wouldn’t rest.

The aguardiente was warm in his chest, the lights of the tienda shimmered on Leonardo’s face. Smoke snaked around them, looping them in clouds of gray. It all seemed an extension of his imagination and yet the plastic chair was very much there, the counter packed with empty beer bottles was very much behind Leonardo, his fingers were very much placing a cig between his lips. All of it covered by a smokey blue-gray film. Ignacio shyly scanned the tienda again, checking if anyone else was catching Leonardo’s stare on him, and after circling the six tables landed again on Leonardo’s soft eyes. Almost pleading. The guts of this asshole. Why was Leonardo assuming (was he?) that Ignacio wouldn’t punch his face if he didn’t stop? And why hadn’t Ignacio punched his damn face yet? If he kept staring like he did now, con unas ganas, muñeca, que pa’ qué te cuento.

Ignacio wanted to say something to Leonardo, anything, wanted Leonardo to stop the eyes, wanted to tell him his heart was very much broken very much taken there was no love no doing worth a moment for him anymore.

The jukebox spilled a classic. The cafetería was packed and although Ignacio waited for someone to yell at them kick them out of the establishment nobody noticed the two eighteen-year-olds in the corner tossing puro fuego with their eyes. Two drunk dudes by the bar picked up their bottles and sang into them like microphones. People clapped. And then it was Leonardo singing into the beer bottle. His slurs blending with mist and smoke. Leonardo was smoke was desire was school uniform loose around the waist was ojitos lindos. Leonardo a beating song of want. Singing into the beer bottle, staring at Ignacio.

Drunk men yelled. Sang. Cried at each other. The tienda spun and spun on its axis and the more it spun the more fog surfaced from the tierra below, drifting into a dance until it was all fog all clouded iridescence incandescence luminous, it was all ¡otra!, ¡otra!, ¡otra! Sweat poured from Ignacio. A horrible feeling of doom grabbed him and wouldn’t let him go and that was when he saw him: Clemente floating in the fog of drunk men yelling for ¡otra! The tired red watery eyes tattooed in his memory dancing to the beat of every shot. The cafetería was all fog of Clemente, all fog of his death: the wooden twin deathbed, the scattered newspapers, the dirt floor. It was dead Clemente with the juete about to go mortal combat on Ignacio’s ass for being a delicado-ass bird. I will always be with you, some of Clemente’s last words, you are never getting rid of me, mijo. Ignacio’s own death coming for him, Leonardo’s eyes skinning him alive, ojitos entrecerrados, rojitos. He couldn’t possibly stand there and take Leonardo’s eyes. Leonardo’s eyes were impossible to him. They did not exist. Not next to his father. A deathbed and a hard-on. When the song ended a bolero came on, the music clawed at Ignacio. He wanted to lick Leonardo’s eyes, his neck, his hands. Surrender to this death. But it was impossible. The spinning impossible to stop. It was then that a total guapetona mujerón of a woman took Leonardo’s hand, twirled inside his embrace. The new dancing couple in a fog bath of Clemente’s memory. Ignacio felt it all erupting in his throat, all the puke coming. He stumbled out into the freezing night and vomited next to a man peeing. The stranger put his hand on Ignacio’s back: “It’s okay, parce. It’s okay, man.” The mano peluda tearing at his insides emerged from Ignacio’s throat and pushed the stranger as hard as he could: “Fuck you, maricón. Leave me alone, you fucking faggot.”






La Monja

Muñeca, let’s start with the flies.

The black dots swarming around the virgen at the back of the house. Years before my child met Alma, when Ignacio still lived with Encarnación down in the new house in Bogotá. Encarnación was the first one to call it: Your father is dead. Ignacio didn’t pay attention but then she repeated, these flies? Your father. Not even in his death does he leave me alone.

A few days after, while Ignacio helped Encarnación move some new furniture bought by Yason, he lifted the carpet by the window. The one they’d brought from Ebaguí. The raggedy piece of nada they all clung to because it had belonged to some tatara-great-grandmother. As he lifted the rug a cloud of black dots rose from underneath, a colony of black flies nesting their eggs. Imagine the horror, mi pollito. What else could he do but puke.



Alma bendita, was what Encarnación blurted when she saw them and that night homegirl lit ten candles sprinkled agua bendita buried lentils in the back patio and talked to her dead husband like she never had when he was alive: If you know lo que es bueno you better leave me alone now.

Muñeca, let’s start by the feijoa tree.

Next to the life-size porcelain Virgen de la Caridad. The feijoa tree in the back of the house because it was at the feijoa tree where mami Encarnación first fainted and Ignacio found her after school splayed at the feet of the tree oozing blood from the head. I can tell you from experience, Ignacio reacts terribly to emergencies. Tried shaking her awake. Paced up and down the patio holding his head, knowing that if Encarnación died on his watch, Yason would outright kill him.

“Don’t leave me, mami, por favor.”

But of course Encarnación was gone unconscious and in Ignacio’s mind this was the absolute end of mami and a sorta death for him because the last piece of umbilical cord connecting him to some tierra seemed to be severed and there’s no one else in the house and it reminded him of the time after Jesús died, that time in Ebaguí when Encarnación lay in bed for days on end dressed all in black, black pashmina covering her face in a dark room, opened-eyed, like a petrified bird she wouldn’t move, and how he sat by her bedside every day and saw her age so fast like years passed in months and at the end of every day she repeated to him: I have nothing.

Ignacio shook Encarnación—“Mami, don’t leave me, mami”—with no one around to pull him from his thoughts our gatico was free-falling into self-pity and damnation. It was the vecina María Mercedes’s knock on the door coming to get feijoa jelly from Encarnación that saved the day, it was their dearest neighbor in full apron, rulo and chancla realness rolling up her sleeves asking for alcohol, directing Ignacio to lift Encarnación, call Yason, call the doctor, which Ignacio did frantically. It was the vecina María Mercedes with a determination and balls bigger than yours who brought Encarnación back to life. Ignacio felt useless, ashamed. He tried excusing himself with María Mercedes, tried reaching for Encarnación when she finally woke up so that she knew he cared.

“Did you call your brother?” is what Encarnación blurted to him when she came back to herself.

It was the beginning of Mami’s Legs Gone Bad which would eventually transform into Mami’s Legs Gone Terribly Bad and then Mami Eternally Bedridden.

Este calvario.

“With all the good people dying every day,” his mom repeated in the mornings as Ignacio changed the bandages on her legs, “and God doesn’t finish taking my life.”



The light from the window fell diagonal over her shoulder like a pageant sash made of sunshine. The rest of Encarnación’s body in dark and further darkened by the old dark wood bed, the peeling dark grey walls, the brown dresser with three picture frames, all in black and white: eleven-year-old Encarnación during her First Communion all prayer hands and white veils; a rare picture (the only picture) of all her children outside the house in Ebaguí, squinting at the camera, Ignacio staring at something to the side; finally, Yason’s torso in his air-force uniform, dark rings forming around his eyes.

Ignacio unrolled the bandages on the right leg, then the left one. The legs something biblical, like Jesucristo, Encarnación said, staring at herself in disbelief. Ignacio usually held his head in his hands when narrating his mother’s legs, something horrible moving through him. The legs ballooned, Mamadora, he’d say, like they didn’t belong to the rest of her. On the calves sores the size of lemons had cropped up in a throbbing volcano of yellows oranges and reds. Some oozed smelly yellow stuff that Ignacio could barely look at, barely inhale while cleaning, the nausea turning his stomach every which way while internally he was pleading, do not throw up do not throw up you can do this.

“Your sister is coming over tomorrow with her group, did you get the couch ready for her?”

Before he could say anything Encarnación was rotating the dial of the phone and waving him away, mouthing, Be a good boy, mijo.



Muñeca, here they come.

Arriving in a buseta packed with women hailing all the way from El Tolima, in came the sister monja all seriousness and piety dressed top to bottom in white except for black buckled shoes. Graciela, our resident campesina girl turned full-habit nun, took over the caring of Encarnación with a batallón of Agustina nuns.

This was a runaway for nuns if Ignacio ever saw one. Wooden rosary with beads this big hanging off necks. Quickly taking over, pointing to Ignacio to lift things, move furniture, rearrange the house to fit the nun batallion and the blood of Jesucristo coming to cast miracles on mami’s legs. Leading the prayers with the sister monjas, who circled Encarnación’s small wooden bed in unison, sprinkled agua bendita on Encarnación with their fingers, pointed crucifixes at Encarnación’s legs so that there were nine bleeding Jesuses criss-crossing over his mami. A choreography of hums and crosses.

The nuns washed Encarnación’s legs and feet muttering rezos and prayers. Purple veins popped wide open, sores now as big as the palm of his hand, Encarnación moaned in pain and every day a nun right there on the rocking chair next to the bed, rosary in hand, going at it, muttering, murmuring, rocking back and forth. Always a whispered murmur from some nun’s throat so that the house vibrated with a constant murmullo Ignacio could not escape.



Months passed like this, muñeca. From every part of the house the constant murmuring, the forever pleading with God.

In black and white, in silver-rim glasses, in chapped lips and dry skin, the nuns took over. Our gatico found them boiling meat for the sancocho, asleep draped over the rocking chair, they seemed to be multiplying, spawning out of control, and when Ignacio brought it up to Graciela, when he gathered the few cojones he had remaining, the reply from the sister monja was a cachetá of shame, with all that mami has done for you, Ignacio.

The nuns’ pantyhose hung over the clothesline in the patio. Míralas, on their tippy-toes hanging the wet long mesh of beiges and dark browns that dripped their dirty water over the plants. The underwear came next. Big square calzones so worn out Ignacio felt both disgust and pity the day he got home from school and caught the not-so-hidden line of sad underwear on the far-east side of the patio, rocking back and forth with the wind.

Some of the nuns knew Ignacio. A lot of these monjas had been part of Ebaguí’s girl entourage before joining God’s harem on earth. They eyed him up and down, annoyed that he was in their way. When he said hi to a couple of them from their pueblo, they nodded and kept going. Who knew nuns could be this shady? He used to be invisible and now he was, well, a total ghost.

Inside the small room into which he’d been moved by Graciela, because how the carajo was he hogging a room that fit three people, our gatico could hear the beating of a nun’s throat rattling the floor. He spent nights like this smoking in a cage of a room in his underwear, listening to his mother’s moans and the nun’s prayers.

Was it a coincidence that his mother’s decline came exactly after his father’s death?

Tu padre, Encarnación said to Ignacio when he stopped by one night after he had been woken up by her howling, your father did this. This is his revenge his curse, for us leaving. And of course it is me, me, who has to carry the burden. And when Ignacio kissed her head she again muttered, With all the good people dying every day and God doesn’t finish taking my life. Llévame, Señor. Only her teeth were visible in that light, small yellowish teeth enunciating each word with such precision. She then closed her eyes and opened her arms wide like a pajarito, as if waiting for papi Dios to drop in and lift her up into his heavenly arms.

Ignacio didn’t want to consider the death of Clemente too much. He was taught by la mismísima Encarnación that we come to this world to suffer and then we meet God. The day they found the flies underneath the tatarabuela’s carpet he’d also seen a white dove in the back of the house, and for an entire week his room smelled of flowers. Mi pollito, it is a known fact that white doves and floral smells are ways in which the dead manifest their passing to the underworld to those close to them. Of course, Ignacio tried to ignore it. Rubbed Vickvaporú inside his nostrils to walk into his room. When he tried shooing the dove away, it flew around to the top of the feijoa tree exactly above where Encarnación would later faint. To think about Clemente was to drop into Ebaguí. It was to call on his love for Felipe. It was to remember dainty finger movements, an impossible freedom. To drop into Ebaguí was to call on the ways he’d been broken.



Just that morning, he’d stepped into Encarnación’s room to say his buenos días and found her seemingly awake but barely there. Mami all jutted hueso around the face. Yason stood by the door watching. Nothing but watching. Ignacio didn’t know he was home, guessed he’d come back the night before. Then Yason stepped into the room in silence and sat in the rocking chair usually taken by a nun. Ignacio tensed so much it was like his body had metastasized into pure bone. My pobre estrella, always scared shitless of that brother of his. Ignacio could have choked on his tongue in that moment but decided to lean in, kiss his mother, and walk out of the room. He snuck out like a little dog, a puppy chastised by Yason’s mere presence. You’re not gonna say hi to your brother?



It is a known fact that the travesti gospel comes only to those who can receive it and yet—the poor queen of Ignacio pretended the travesti gospel could be ignored, pushed aside, or worse, forgotten. The love for that feminine neighbor boy that still burned, the only real happiness Ignacio had ever known. Days following the curve of Felipe’s eyelashes, nights hiding in his embrace. Felipe’s girly sway, his unapologetic putería. What Ignacio didn’t realize is the more you try to run away from Miss Destiny the more she chases you. Pero . . . What does it mean to locate yourself over and over and deny it? Why does a queen refuse to let go?






La Calle

Not done yet, mi niña.

It is around this time that Ignacio started walking the streets of Bogotá. After school. At night. When the monja’s praying deafened his eardrums, when Encarnación’s pain had been absorbed by the walls and the throbbing could be felt just by stepping out into the hallway. He walked because mami’s leg sores opened and peeking inside them Ignacio saw the beating hurt of his mother. For our gatico, each oozing sore opened a memory: the tienda at night with Clemente mad drunk. Encarnación frying empanadas, readying to be the queen of the Rulo Onces Club, leading the barrio’s chisme. The openness of the river with Felipe, the freedom he’d never feel again.

At first, the walks took him to a tienda a few blocks down south from his house, where in between rancheras the owner served him beer and chatted up the usual politiquería with him. After a few weeks of this the owner, sitting with the newspaper between his legs, calls him mijo. It reminded Ignacio too much of his father. He stopped going.

No one kept track of him when Yason was away, so the walks were long. Bogotá at night, muñeca, was another monster. Shadows. Luz. Smoke. Miedito del rico. The few tiendas with one or two tables outside, drunk men slumped on them, singing and pointing at each other with beer bottles. There was the impossible tight air drifting down from the cerros, twirling with the cumulus, suffocated among the buildings, delivering torrential showers. He loved the cold-ass air slapping his nostrils sober, waking him up to the lights of the Caracas Avenue. The stars never showed themselves, they were hidden under a capa of snuggled clouds, judging all the gaticos malos down here like him, aimless and lost. He walked for what seemed like hours without noticing. Without paying attention. Circling the barrio until the sky lit in a light purple and he knew to come home.

Ignacio wanted to be sucked in by the city, swallowed by the buildings. Passing a hair salon’s window his own reflection shocked him. Sunken small eyes with those tiny eyelashes, the frizz of a hair that refused to be tamed, the slight bell of his bell-bottoms barely suggestive. Brown skin sticking to his bones like excess. What a cute papi, he said to the mirror, barely believing a word. What are you gonna do with yourself ah, boy? He laughed at the reflection, pointed at himself. Me? You’re talking to me, Miss Thing? You a nasty motherfucker. Yes, you. Now go jump off a fucking cliff! Who said that!?

The next time he was out he bought half a bottle of aguardiente. Took big gulps. The night quiet. Brick house after brick house with white bars on windows, glass slices on top of the wire fences like long nails pointing to the sky. Hair salons for days. Pollo places like it was the end of the world and there was nothing but chicken to eat. Gangs of stray dogs ripping black garbage bags on the street. There was no rain and the cerros stared down at him like a bully ready to pounce on his nervous ass.

The aguardiente guided him.



Finally, the Séptima Avenue, blaring with cars.

How long did our gatico walk? The aguardiente was empty so he threw it. He must have walked for at least an hour without noticing. The streetlights glowed orangey dark. The shadows multiplied across the pavement. Men reclining on doors, at the tiendas, at the light posts, smoking. Men everywhere. All eyes. Ignacio crossed the Séptima Avenue and turned right.

At the light, three kids who couldn’t be more than twelve robbed a woman with a pocketknife. When Ignacio told this story his eyes shone with grief. Always something hiding below his voice. One of the kids locked eyes with him. Kid glared at Ignacio, waiting for the woman’s purse. Nothing remarkable about this pendejo but then Ignacio caught the nails, light pink. Almost neon. Hands on his waist like a girl. Effeminate little culicagado clearly the leader of the pack. Ignacio lit another cig. He couldn’t believe the memory of Felipe dropping in here when he’d tried so hard to keep him away. After robbing the woman two of the kids ran but the pink-nail girlish boy walked straight toward Ignacio and asked for a cigarette. Ignacio lit it for him. I imagine him fully taking in this kid, letting the memory of Felipe wash over him. The nails were bitten down, the kid pointed with his girly fingers to the friends running on the other side of the street with the purse. Ay, Felipe, why won’t you ever leave?

At the house the nuns now prayed passive-aggressively, loud enough for him to hear, for those men who wander after dark seeking the temptations of loose women. A good man is like Christ! Like Christ he stays home!

The nights bled into dawns.

He graduated from school and was then pressured by Yason to get a stinking job pero pa’ antier. For the first time, our gatico ignored his brother. I’m looking, Ignacio said every time Yason stopped by the house, which had become rarer since the comandante bro got a wife by the name of Leonor, a chubby froufrou girl from the high highs of Bogotá. Meaning, girl came with some blue blood and had an apparent fascination with Yason’s rigidity, chuckled at his violence, was delighted by his brusqueness. Like she was just waiting at her rich papi’s penthouse to be subjugated. Ignacio saw Yason slap her across the face in the patio more than once for insisting, over and over again, that they leave early. She’d spent the rest of the evening next to Yason, smiling, refilling his tinto.

Pero muñeca, Ignacio kept walking.

The aguardiente traveled to his feet, injecting an invincible power and capacity to hike those streets, like he was on a goddamn mission to inspect every crevice of this city. More than once he’d been robbed, so he learned to carry two wallets, sewed pockets inside his pants.

At the Séptima Avenue, on one unusually warm Bogotá night, Ignacio spotted a woman fixing her hair. She was standing next to a seño brazing arepas and with a gigantic simmering pot filled with canelazo, smells of cinnamon and liquor wafting. The lights around the woman were dimmed, and she looked like she’d stepped out of a TV screen, blurry and dazzling at the same time. Ignacio clocked her shape . . . something about her shape. Her body was giving feminine sass in quantities that other women did not easily deliver. He approached and bought a canelazo from the seño, stealing glimpses of the woman, who he realized was not a woman but in this noche bogotana light looked exactly like a natural-born woman.

An effeminate muchacho in wigs and pumps pulling up the dress on a flat chest.

Ignacio followed her down the Séptima Avenue into the Caracas. The travesti swayed in her white pumps, lit a cigarette. Called out, ¡Arteria, niña! Waving her fingers into the night.

At the Caracas Avenue, tucked away in the darkest dusty alley, there was what seemed like a dozen of these travestis, buying cigarettes, pocket mirrors galore. A blooming spring of travesti flowers, as we’d later christen this street. These girly figures in lamé, fake fur, fishnets for days chatting it up with each other. They happened to know all the workers around: the garbage dude sweeping the streets whom they called amorcito Jairo; the taxi drivers that slowed down and brought them cafecito in paper cups; a pack of masculine men in brown leather and suede jackets with small hoops on their ears that kissed each queen on the cheek. Mua, mua, querida, mua, mua, querido. ¡Mi marido! one of them screamed, draping herself over a man. Another seño with a puestico was selling braised corn and cigarettes, fanning the corn with a paper plate so that a line of smoke snaked the travesti walk. The girls held the corn with two dainty fingers, licking the butter and salt.

Ignacio stood on the other side of the street by a light post, glaring. The aguardiente traveled and nestled deep in him. Another gulp, then another one. He eyeballed the girls. The night was one smoky lung. Puro pulmón travesti. A deep force crawled through his veins. He wiped his mouth. The travestis’ cigarettes glowed, dotted fireflies illuminating the evening in this particular hijuemadre mountain, on this particular latitude of fierceness by the name of santafecito lindo, aka Bogotá.

Nails clawed at his heart, a feeling our gatico didn’t understand, didn’t want to understand, a piece of life he’d forsaken, and when the femme queens shrieked in excitement what he wanted was violence. What Ignacio wanted was to shut every bitch’s mouth with the rage throbbing in his fingertips. What he wanted was someone to come for him, start the fight; what he wanted was to drag a faggot queen and soak her in the sorrow that was his heart.

He stood there all triggered while the girls continued their kiki breteo and paid zero attention to his scared little ass. They didn’t even acknowledge he existed. Didn’t even care about his fear. Because it was fear underneath the anger, fear that he couldn’t name, didn’t know how to put two and two together, so the response was ima beat you bitch for awakening this dormant yearning in me. Ima come for you because you’re living, because you’re free.

Mi Dios bendito.

That was when he noticed a shadow a few meters away.



A man peeing.

The mancito glanced at Ignacio and Ignacio loosened his fists. Silver hoop on the mancito’s left ear, a tight white shirt, and a terrible mermaid tattoo on his left arm. A thick white scar that dipped into his left cheek and made him look like he could cut your ass and eat it for onces with chocolatico. Ignacio tried to play it cool, lit another cig. The mancito made some weird gesture, a light tapping of his ear that Ignacio couldn’t read, didn’t know if it meant he was about to end him. The dude was still holding his dick and staring at Ignacio, then staring at his dick. The eyes softened. Both pairs. The pee trickled and Ignacio’s eyes couldn’t help but drag themselves to the beautiful fountain cock. The aguardiente guiding him to God’s soft hands. Las manos de Dios presentándole el dick. It hurt his eyes. It hurt his chest. It hurt the father and the son and the holy spirit. It hurt the sabana cundiboyancese and the Divino Niño. It hurt his mother’s oozing wounds and the beatings of his dead father, but he couldn’t help it. All those who veer from the Lord’s path bring destruction to their families, his sister’s voice dropping in for a quick visit.

The sorrow inside swayed as the wind picked up, and one of the travestis entered a car in front of the seño’s stand. Ignacio ogled the relaxed cock as the man touched it one, two, three times too many. What it must feel like . . . wrapped around heavy on this mancito’s palm, growing to his touch.

Muñeca, the world is divided into many little worlds. Ignacio left his when he crossed the Séptima into the Caracas’s spring bloom. Ignacio was of the Sagrado Corazón de Jesús world, Ebaguí edition. Where everything was known. Where he was a piece in the grand scheme of God’s rigid template. This is your life, God said when Ignacio was born. But the yearning to cross the line was beyond him.

Another swing from the bottle while locking eyes with the tight-shirt mancito.

The moment was not a moment but a lifetime of staring. Eyes have that power, he would come to understand, to pierce and suck and kill.



The mancito approached Ignacio.

In the middle of the alleyway, across the street, the travestis had created a makeshift runway. A soundtrack of echoing voices, ¡Divina! ¡Pispa! ¡Culipronti! Here comes Miss Bogotá! Miss Peliquemao! Miss Rosa Melano! Miss Arteria Eléctrica! The man was now so close Ignacio spotted a few cuts on his face from shaving, the wet drunken eyes, the stink of whisky and cigs. Not very attractive, pero lo que no tiene de guapo lo tiene en las ganas.

It was the hands he felt first. Cold, holding his cheek. Dry, gentle. Then hard. Ignacio recoiled. When was the last time a man touched his cheek? When was the last time anyone touched him?

“Don’t tell me you’re a cop,” the mancito whispered, licking the inside of Ignacio’s ear.

Ignacio was hard. Blood was flowing and how it flowed. He wanted to run but stayed put, letting this unknown dude trace his ear.

“No,” Ignacio said, looking down. “I am,” he continued, “I am . . . no one.” The mancito grabbed Ignacio’s hand, placed it over his bulging crotch. Ignacio left it there, feeling the warmth of the hard cock through the mancito’s pants. The aguardiente doing its job of opening the gates and giving our gatico a free I-dont-give-a-fuck ticket. The mancito sensed Ignacio’s shyness or reluctance, so it was him, our resident tight-white-shirt mancito, who unbuttoned Ignacio, his dry gentle hand that reached down Ignacio’s pants, it was this unknown dude with the thick rolo accent who dragged Ignacio through the invisible door into the underworld.

You’re welcome, mi pollito.






La Libertad

During the first month, our gatico followed the same routine.

Stand by the light post. Watch the girls work, watch them kiki and smoke cigs, watch them beat some estúpido into submission for crossing a line. Waiting, always waiting, for a man to link eyes with him. Waiting for said hombre’s eyes to initiate the toque toque, the ven papi que te quiero.

Most of the time it worked. He left by dawn. Dick sucked, body high, soul wrenched. And he came back every night.

The carousel of men by the shadows included the shy skinny guy with a cock the size of an arm who moaned like he was crying and wanted a finger in the ass the entire time; the padre de familia, another full-of-shame cocksucker but older, dark-rimmed glasses, worked at an auto shop with a wife and a kid, all of which Ignacio didn’t want to hear, but he let him vent until the padre de familia bent and took him in fully, in silence; the barranquillero who wanted Ignacio to piss on him first; the ballet dancer with muscles drawn by the mismísimo God who wanted to be fucked even when he was already bleeding; the taxi driver with tits tattooed on his arm, pa’ despistar. It was all quick, raging, transactional. There was no time or space for more than that. The anonymity of it all. Our boy was living.

By the sixth month of cruising this rundown street of homosexual delight he’d been mugged four times, so he carried a small knife with him, more as a talisman for protection than an actual weapon. Not all men yearning for him were coming for a piece of that repressed tolimense dick, muñeca. This sissy underworld is criollo, is steeped in the violence and sazón that drips off the Bogotá soil onto its people. By then, the señora working the tienda knew him, a few of the travestis that had initially eyed him with distrust nodded when he walked in at midnight. Still keeping their distance.

“What are you doing here?” someone asked him one night.

“Hanging out.”

“This is not a place to hang out.”

“What are you doing here then?”

“I’m working, asshole.”

He started bringing feijoa jam and Ducales crackers. Buying tinto for all the girls. Eventually sitting at one of the chairs at the tienda, which was safer than standing by the light post. Here he met Miss Bogotá—named so because her face was full of holes, she said and laughed—also known as La Pilar. Miss Rosa Melano, also known as Arteria Eléctrica, aka my sister. Seamstress extraordinaire, sewing one-pieces and two-pieces for all the travestis who couldn’t just walk into a store and be like give me that mermaid-tail dress, por favor. Miss Tatequieta whose name was María de los Santos, christened such because girl couldn’t stand still was frenetic and did more coke than all of them combined. La Santi, Myriam Luisa, Carmen Jesús, Yurlady, La Nataly. And Estefano—the sissy in dark sunglasses, tight bodysuits flirting with that gender line like a cumbia pa’ aquí y pa’ allá. Most of them wanted nothing to do with Ignacio. They came to work or hung out with their friends and he was a nuisance. Barely emerging. With fear tattooed on his face that disgusted them. Besides, he went home every night to live a second life, something none of them could do.

Some of the men sat next to him eyeing him up and down. Some of them took Ignacio to the back of the tienda for a quickie.

After a year of cruising the spring bloom of travestis everyone got comfortable with him. He had his favorite table—the one with Christ on a cross with a huge dick etched on it—and perfected a whistle to alert the girls when the police were coming.

It was here that he learned of a place called Aquario.

The travestis talked about it. Some of them came from Aquario to work, some of them taxied to Aquario after working to perform there.

“Come by sometime, Miss Thing,” Miss Arteria Eléctrica suggested to Ignacio one night. “You’ll like it.”



When God closes a door, she seals shut the windows.

When God closes a door and seals shut the windows, a queen cracks open the floor with a heel.

When God closes a door and seals shut the windows, a queen moans into the cracked open earth. She breathes her pain into the veins of the earth, awakening her underworld sisters.

When God closes a door and seals shut the windows, a new sissy struts blindly into the underworld, lured by the calls of her sisters.



We’ve arrived at this very insidious crossroads, muñeca, where corazón meets resentment meets ay-qué-dolor. You’re probably asking, How come this Miss Mamadora Eléctrica be reading people’s minds, be memorizing a tale that’s not hers. May I remind you this weaving right here of Ignacio’s story concerns each and every one of us. Me and you and the Sagrado Corazón de Jesús world that refuses to see us. This place of ours with no memory, this amnesiac land where T-R-U-T-H is found only through fiction, through story, where forgetting is the only way of staying alive.






La Vuelta

During the first years of marriage with Alma our gatico clung with heart and tears to this parallel universo de dolor y gozo. And did I care? Did I try more than once to shake some sense into his faggot ass? I have forgotten how many times I repeated to Ignacio, Miss Destiny is a stubborn bitch and she will find you even if you’re hiding away in a middle-class apartment with a stunningly beautiful depressed woman by the name of A-L-M-A. Pero, muñeca, did he listen?

So it didn’t matter what this muñeco’s name was. For all Ignacio cared the muñeco was an Álvaro, Camilo, Francisco, Ulises. Tight brown curls sad small eyes but a smile that only people from Medellín can give you. Vení pa’ acá pues, papi, and Ignacio would melt. In the line of men that cycled round Ignacio’s life during this time—this one happened to stay the longest because he was a photocopy of Felipe. So for purposes of the heart and memoria this muñeco will be called Felipe the Second.



There was the way Felipe the Second leaned against the doorframe, right before getting fucked, hip to the side scanning Ignacio as if judging the half-assed piece of meat that’s about to destroy him. The way Felipe the Second’s hands followed after his words, trailing behind each word with soft finger movements. Drawing his sentences in the air. Worst of all, every time the door of a motel closed, his attitude awakened, wife be dammed, be forgotten. No longer a man in the strict sense of the word, more like a sirenita, swaying around the room like a piece of feather that at any time could break loose and fly away. And so Ignacio chased Felipe the Second. Chased the soft movements, the hip to the side, the cantadito singing. The ven, papi, que te quiero.

Most of the time when Ignacio disappeared into the open mouth of the city nobody knew where he went. Not yours truly, not Alma, not Encarnación. Ignacio called these outings La Vuelta. The Return. That’s what he said to Alma whenever they fought and even when they didn’t, I’m out to do La Vuelta. La Vuelta. Like when you spin someone in your arms as you dance a merengue apretadito: la vuelta. Like when you take care of some business in the form of punching a motherfucker, hiding a motherfucker. La Vuelta. And sometimes that motherfucker was not an Other, that motherfucker was right here, it is you, Ignacio, you. La Vuelta implied movement. Circular movement. A sin amor loop of heartbreak bending into itself. An animal eating its own tail, choking on its own abandonment. Like in merengue, you do La Vuelta and then you come back. But once you return you’re changed because La Vuelta twirls you in its violent embrace. La Vuelta powered by anger and sponsored by aguardiente Néctar.

The motels were a sometimes occurrence. Usually Ignacio fucked men in bathrooms and backrooms at Aquario, at the Parque Nacional, or in different alleyways around Chapinero. But from time to time, he felt he deserved a full-body fuck. A fuck where he could take his time, fully naked, where the space didn’t stink of piss and the police weren’t a whisper away. It was riskier, of course. To walk into a place, pay for a room, potentially be barged in on by the owner and publicly humiliated.



Ignacio was aware Yason had people following him at times. More than once, our gatico had been taken to a CAI Police Station, where Yason was waiting for him. Checking on my little brother was how Yason explained it before smacking him across the face.

Ignacio thought about Yason now standing in front of a rundown pastel yellow motel nestled between two pine trees at the end of an unpaved road, a huge satellite erected at the top like a looming cross. A storm of dust on a cloudy day. He drove across Bogotá, all the way to Chía, to a place where Yason couldn’t find him. He scanned around but nobody was there, not even Felipe the Second just yet. Barbed wire, a crucifix nailed to the metal door, and soft vallenato coming from inside.

When La Rodri, the owner, saw Ignacio walking in with baby Valentina in arms, her eyes opened wide and she pointed her finger to the door.

“¡Degenerado!” La Rodri called out. “This is NOT that kind of place.”

“Rodrigo—” Ignacio tried to start up his explanation but La Rodri was making an X over and over again with both of her arms.

A picture of Amparo Grisales taped behind the counter as La Rodri continued her no no no no there’s no respect anymore rant. A Virgen de la Caridad cried blood tears next to Amparo, an aged calendar of Sad Sam next to the virgen while the vallenato played y me da miedo vivir si no me entregas tu amor.

Ignacio wanted to explain, he wanted to say everything. How that morning he’d woken up full papichulo flipping arepas, churning the chocolatico for his wife and daughter, as they all got ready for church. Puro Papi of the house, father número uno. Muñeco total. Batiendo those eggs to the rhythm of Jerry Rivera, Alma’s favorite salsero. How he’d made Alma’s arepa exactly how she liked them, crisp with butter, campesino cheese, and tons of salt on top. The tinto burning hot. How it all had happened so fast: Alma demanded he go with her to onces at Clemencia’s house after church, Ignacio silently shook his head. “I’m meeting my friend Álvaro after church,” he’d said, not lifting his eyes. Alma stared. The silence in her eyes was all cuchillo all blood all vete de aquí. Ignacio didn’t know how much she knew then. Encarnación used to say women sense everything without knowing it, you don’t have to tell a woman what’s going on, she already knows it even before it happens. Had Alma suspected that he would be driving across town to a motel run by a sissy queen, friend of yours truly, a fag maricón by the name of La Rodri? Did she suspect Ignacio’s true happiness that morning churning the chocolate was contingent on the fact that he was about to meet Felipe the Second for a full afternoon of fuck? Alma’s tired eyes latched on to him.

“On a Sunday? You’re meeting your friend on a Sunday instead of having onces like a family? What am I supposed to tell my family? But what do I care? I am only your wife and this is only your daughter.”

How the chocolate had exploded on the wall. And how Ignacio didn’t remember throwing it even when Clemencia detailed this particular scene many years later with Alma buried ten meters below as an argument to take Valentina away from him. How Alma locked herself in the bedroom and Ignacio sped down the Caracas in their Renault 4 with Valentina giggling in the back of the car.

La Rodri wanted no explanation, she wanted Ignacio gone.

Before Ignacio could say another word, Felipe the Second’s voice arrived behind him. That the room is for them, that the kid is not supposed to be here. That Ignacio will pay the necessary fee.

It is worth adding that Ignacio could take such sex trips only every few months. They had both driven all the way to Chía, lied to their wives, and the clock was lo que se dice ticking. Ignacio was not about to let some drama queen ruin their moment. He placed the price of three rooms on the counter.

La Rodri scanned them up and down, then looked at Valentina with pitiful eyes. Crossed herself.

“Where’s the mother?”

“At home.”

La Rodri held two fingers on the bridge of her nose. Shutting her eyes in desperation because she could not with these motherfuckers tonight.



“Unbelievable. Did you steal this baby?” she said, lighting a cig then pointing at both Felipe the Second and Ignacio. “I don’t want nothing to do with a kidnapped baby. I already got enough going on trying to keep this godforsaken place afloat so you faggots can fuck in peace. And how am I thanked? A woman can only do so much. Should I add ‘No Kidnapped Babies Allowed’ to the sign outside?” La Rodri fanned herself with a flier advertising some delicious fritanga.

Out of his wallet Ignacio pulled a picture. Alma, Valentina, and him taken at Foto Japón a month back. The first studio family portrait. Alma in her dark hair bangs thick eyebrows pale skin a smile full of contempt. Ignacio’s hand on her shoulder. Surprisingly, muñeca, our gatico looked okay, totally passing, totally engaged in this moment. His eyes wide open, showing no teeth and wearing that beige sweater he hated so much, that sweater given to him and every other husband on Christmas at Alma’s family gathering. For some reason none of the resentment and anger was traceable in his body. He was a father like cualquier otro cradling baby Valentina.

How embarrassing to have to show a picture of Alma. To bring Alma into this motel. La Rodri looked back and forth between the tiny photo, Valentina, and Ignacio. They stood in silence for a moment. Only the vallenato out of the radio could be heard, that accordion booming for dear life.

The photo seemed to calm La Rodri, who now opened and closed drawers searching for keys.

“Leave it to a maricón,” La Rodri said, handing them a couple of keys, “to bring his kid to this place.”

Ignacio started, “I am not—”

La Rodri cut him off.

“Yes, yes, I know. None of my business as long as you pay the hourly rate, which does not include babysitting”—La Rodri took Valentina in her arms—“so bájate del bus and pay the extra coin.”





“Okay, mi reina.” Ignacio searched for Valentina’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “This one is for you.” They were out of the motel driving back toward Bogotá. Ignacio played salsa, salsa for Valentina. Salsa para el corazón. Valentina my heart, keeper of my secrets, Valentina my angel.

“Verdá that you and I are a team, nena? ¿Verdá?” Valentina’s eyes mesmerized by the music. Piercing dark eyes the color of the sky in Ebaguí as it’s about to rain. Searching for something in the window, beyond.

Ignacio couldn’t explain why he brought Valentina with him to motels and to Aquario. The first time Valentina blinked those sad eyes at Aquario, she was a mere criatura. Only a few weeks old. It was lunchtime at the club, a few of the queens sometimes ate their arroz and carne with plátano at the makeshift table in the back and that was where Ignacio brought her, carrying a bag with no milk and one diaper, tucking Valentina on a bundle of sequin dresses as he changed into his own wig and sequin one-piece hidden in the back drawers. Aquario. Here was where I first found my granddaughter, gazing into the blurred light show of our shitty greenroom. When she cried, Ignacio continued setting his wig with bobby pins. “Coño, you’re just gonna let her cry like that?” I picked her up, Ignacio ignored us. Nothing would stop her from crying. A tearless cry almost choking on her own voice. Checked her diaper, nothing. Sang a song. Nothing. Danced a little pasito tun tun with her, nothing. So I did what any mother would have done. Right there and then in the Aquario greenroom with whiffs of fried plantains and hairspray I popped a titty out. Valentina latched on to it like I was her natural-born mother and even though no milk was coming out of these niñas she sure sucked the travesti life into her, got real quiet, and fell asleep. Our first meeting and she already knew what was what.

So why did Ignacio bring Valentina to these places in the first place? Maybe it was the need to see these two worlds collide in some way, maybe a desire to be seen by someone, anyone, as the poser, the liar, and the goddamn excellent dancer he was.

After the sun set, returning from the motel in Chía, Ignacio picked Alma up from her sister’s house. The eucalyptus tree in front of Clemencia’s building crying its leaves into the pavement as he parked and waited. Valentina slept in the back seat.

Alma balanced a stack of paper plates with almojábanas, roscones, and cheese in both hands, asking Ignacio’s help as she got in the car. “Here,” she said, looking straight ahead at the road and away from him, “for you.”

Roscón in his mouth, Ignacio drove them back home.

Alma checked on Valentina a few times. No mention of the fight, the exploding chocolate, no questioning of where he’d been. She didn’t have to. It was all in the way her fingers brushed against her eyebrows in the way her eyes darted around the car searching for something solid to hold on to. As if to say I know what you did and I don’t want to hear it. It was better to let the gestures and the weight of their silence do all the telling, better to let their mutual anger rise and blow up through their pores without muttering a word. It would become a thing for them, this ignoring. This constant evading of the truth until one day Ignacio’s La Vuelta turned sour and he was dropped off by a lover, too drunk to walk, carried up the stairs of the apartment, and handed to a raccoon-eyed Alma by a tight-jean effeminate young man half Ignacio’s age.






El Bautizo

La noche smelled of agua bendita of whisky-sin-hielo of rhinestoned nails. Everyone was there for Valentina’s travesti baptism at Aquario. And by everyone, let it be understood, the entirety of the Eléctrica Family—see here: La Perra Eléctrica, Arteria Eléctrica, La Boricua Eléctrica, and yours truly, the reigning mother of the house, Mamadora Eléctrica—plus a few stragglers, those queens who never left the club no matter how hard you tried to kick them out and who couldn’t contain the excitement and the opportunity for some brete. Plus, how many of them got natural-born criaturos up in here? Exactly.

Aquario didn’t open until later so we had the entire late afternoon and early evening to bless this child in the name of the mothers of taconeo alto and endow her with the resiliency of a good acrylic nail job.

Right when the light of Bogotá changed from twilight to gray and the breeze turned cooler, Ignacio rolled in with that sufrido face tattooed, Valentina in his arms. Dripping mad malparidez from the moment he stepped in, shooting whisky straight from the bottle on the table at the entrance. Valentina wrapped in a bundle and with the gold cross necklace Alma’s sister had given her months back when Clemencia first met Ignacio and in that first meeting whispered to him, let’s hope God protects my niece and sister from you. Why this bitch had thrown shade five minutes into meeting Ignacio, he didn’t know and didn’t care, but if I were to jump and make an assessment I’d say a woman married to a sissy smells another pansy from a block down the street and will try everything in her power to keep said new pansy away from her sister. But that’s just my humble opinion, muñeca.

I ashed my cigarette when I saw Ignacio, opened my arms wide to receive Valentina: “Give me my granddaughter ya mismo.” Mind you, I wore a stunning leopard one-piece, courtesy of Arteria. I gave him a look that Ignacio knew well meant calm down, papi, relax it is all good.

“Y Alma,” I blurted out as we walked to the back. ’Cause how come this baby is all the way on the other side of town on a Thursday evening in the most iconic travesti bar in the altiplano cundiboyacense.

“Alma? Alma who? No me jodas, Mama. Same shit as always. Same. Shit. As. Always. I don’t wanna talk about it, I’m exhausted. Valentina spent the whole day crying. Where’s Arteria? I’m getting myself a drink.”

Alma had left in a fury after one of their never-ending fights. Que Ignacio spent too much time out with his buddies que Ignacio is a father now and can’t be getting drunk and coming home arrastrado que what are people gonna say if they know he spends most nights in the living room playing song after song and chugging whisky after whisky. Ignacio’s response to each accusation was am I not getting up to work in the mornings? Are you not provided for o qué carajo? ’Cause damn right he was still getting up at five in the morning to beat the traffic and make it to his 7 a.m. shift at the bank.

Pero Alma wasn’t having it.

At the beginning of the marriage she’d wait up in a nightgown like a tragic Penelope, a perfect shadow from the streetlights outside cast around her as she sat in the living room waiting, Ignacio knew, just so she could throw her martyr look the moment he stepped in at dawn. Now, she didn’t wait up. She locked the door to their room and in the morning banged shit loudly around the house, her way of saying she was raging emputada with him. Then left without a word. Eventually when the cycle was repeated one too many times Alma peaced out. So, like usual, this time Alma phoned her tías, packed a bag, and left for her native Cartagena to be soothed and pampered by the matriarchy under the blistering Caribbean sun. Valentina left behind with her father.

The rest of the Eléctrica Family plus the stragglers trickled in from whichever corner they were in, waving limp fingers, blowing out smoke, biting on a chicken thigh from the greasy tray in the back. Whisky in one hand and cig in the other, Ignacio went down the line of sisters kissing each one on the cheek. He stopped at Arteria. “Miss Arteria, you’re looking like a fine piece of meat in that gold caftan,” then in a whisper, “I miss you, bitch. I don’t know how long I’m going to be able to do this for.”

Arteria scanned him, kissed her fingers, put them between Ignacio’s eyes. “No, señor. I don’t wanna hear no bitching about your papichulo life on the day I’m blessing your daughter. Go wash your face with cold water or some shit.”

“Ay, he’s already starting with the pendejada?” La Perra said, puncturing the wound. “No joda, Ignacio. You don’t like your woman? Leave your woman. You don’t like your job? Leave your job. You wanna suck a dick? Suck a dick.” La Perra bit into her chicken thigh, chuckling between bites.

“Ve, Perra, easy.” I intervened, rocking Valentina back and forth.

La Perra rolled her eyes. “He has money now! What is he complaining about? Eating pussy?”

La Boricua cracked up a laugh so hard she spat out a piece of chicken. Ignacio waved them both away, walked to the corner in the back to change into his outfit.

The baptism took place in the back of the bar, our “greenroom” if you will. A cube at the end of a long hallway with a series of hand-cut mirrors, single light bulbs for light, and an array of mismatched faded sofas with stuffing popping out. Ripped open every time someone needed some padding for a fit even though I had tired myself from asking the girls to buy their own motherfucking foam and stop destroying their own damn house. There’s a Virgen del Carmen in the corner next to a statue of San Lázaro where everyone knelt for a milagrito. There were photographs of older travestis who were no longer with us and travestis disappeared and queens that moved on to other tierras taped behind the virgen like a jardín de recuerdo. The Virgen del Carmen had little notes taped all over her halo. There was a designated corner over there in the back, tucked in between walls, where all the queens took a piss, sometimes a throw up or two. Disgusting, we knew. It got cleaned by some miraculous angel for tonight’s rendezvous.

The small dungeon of fierceness had taken a detour for the night. It was Ignacio’s Eléctrica mother, aka This Pechos, who bought all those candle veladoras and arranged them in a circle. And it had to be me too who cooked the chicken and rice in the back, stinking up the place with a delicious sofrito smell.

While singing some balada vieja, I held Valentina against my chest, the baby already changed into a handmade blanket of purples and blues sewn by Arteria. All the girls took a look, ¡niña linda! ¡Mírame esta belleza! May she not inherit her father’s stubbornness, may she be a glorious diva, may she walk life with paso firme.

Of course Valentina had already been baptized months ago by a priest at a church in Santa Ana with Alma’s family plus Ignacio’s circling the babygirl murmuring all sorts of améns and benditos. A baptism to which none of us were invited, sobra decir. Encarnación was wheeled in by Yason, kissed Valentina on the head, then grabbed Ignacio’s hand tight and looking up at him with those glossy gray eyes of hers told him he’d done a good job. That’s all it took for our gatico to feel suavecito in the heart. You did me good, mijo. She’s beautiful. Yason was there too, in his air force uniform, with nothing but a cold-ass stare and a few pats on the back to Ignacio when the mass was over. Extremely uneventful and, at the end of the day, the new familia got the family picture they wanted, now framed in their living room: Valentina in Alma’s arms with Ignacio wrapped around them both, full smile.

But—

That baptism doesn’t really count. That’s what around these tierras we call Baptism Fo Show. The baptism organized as Ignacio’s new Father-de-Bien life. The one that got him papichulo points with everyone that counted: Alma, check. Alma’s family—especially arpía number one, Clemencia—check. Yason, check. Encarnación, check check. Diosito up in the skies looking down on his creation to see Ignacio trying to be a good papi, check check check. Wasn’t he now a God-fearing papito all polished and bendito? Everyone in attendance marveled at the elegance of the church, the white lace dress Valentina wore such an angel! Such a niña de Dios! Baptism Fo Show, okay? The real baptism, the one about to pull this babygirl into transcendent connection with some ancestral travesti queen yuyu and bless her for life happened twenty meters below tucked in the corner of the butthole that was downtown Bogotá with a seño brazing corn at the entrance and blasting cumbias.

Cig dangling from his mouth, in the corner of the room by the Virgen altar, Ignacio removed his pants. He came for more than just a baptism. He was here as a plea. Changing into his own thirty inches of synthetic blonde and pulling the white cotton dress over his bulging muscles was his supplication, that tightness in his chest he had no idea how to articulate. It was as if there were a force dragging him to Aquario, some internal survival instinct that longed to scream out and grab on to the walls of this dungeon and never let go. La Perra and her sassy tongue always coming for his ass be dammed. It’s not so simple for everyone. Like, hello world, this is me, deal with it. And then what? Lose it all? Have no family no roots nowhere to belong to? For La Perra it was simple ’cause that bitch didn’t even have family in the first place, her parents died when she was so young, in a way the tragedia set her free. But him? What was him anyway? Was this synthetic wig really him, the cotton dress? It didn’t have to be. Who says what was him? The corazón may be a constant liar and the eyes deceiving but that one-bedroom apartment in Cedritos with Alma was a solid piece of mundo.

In the mirror the white cotton dress on him was too tight. It was not a coincidence, pa’ nada, that he’d kept this dress hidden for so long and now decided to wear it, even to the joking of his sisters. It was not a coincidence but a matter of memoria. A matter of calling on Felipe during moments that matter, ripping open his heart a bit. The white cotton was stuck to his skin and it was only reasonable that Ignacio wear it to baptize his one and only natural-born child.

He stepped in to join the circle of travestis around Valentina. Quickly got an eye roll from La Perra. “Ignacio, why you looking like a coy peasant girl about to serve your drunk husband’s sancocho?”

“Look who’s talking,” Ignacio served back, because he could not with this queen today. “At least I’m not trying to pretend to be a woman with that six o-clock shadow.”

Miss Arteria, bless her heart, immediately intervened. “We’re gathered here today to bless this child.” She snapped her fingers in front of La Perra and Ignacio to shush them and Ignacio was glad she did because he was about to break it to La Perra in three pedacitos. “May our sisters be witness to this moment, our glorious ancestras, La Mayami, La Yoya, Fernandita, and all the travestis on whose labor of love we stand. We call on you.” Arteria continued then, calling Oshun and Yemayá, then hummed some song with both her eyes shut in concentration.

A joint was passed from acrylic nail to acrylic nail to acrylic nail. In a circle around Valentina while Arteria blew smoke up and around the baby. Valentina all open eyed and awed at the tinkle lights, the candles reflecting off Arteria’s jewelry, the rows of necklaces and dangling pulseras clinking. Arteria’s hands hovered over Valentina in circles, sometimes making eye contact with the babygirl. Eventually she placed a hand on Valentina’s forehead, then on Valentina’s chest. Valentina let out a huge burp and everyone cracked up laughing. With eyes closed Arteria sang a song that was not in Spanish, a song Ignacio couldn’t understand, a song that may have been no song, sounding more like a prayer more like a calling, and for the first time in who knows how long Ignacio felt some water pooling at the edge of his eyes, felt himself bursting with something. Dabbed his eyes with his fingers. I reached for him and we held hands like that while Arteria led us all in prayer, led us all in this holy travesti baptism. “You belong to our world,” Arteria said at last, holding Valentina in her arms, “may the travesti blessing be with you, mi niña. May you be protected from all men, may you always remember this right here, this place where you came from.”



I don’t know how to look at the past. Who teaches you those skills? Whose job is it to say here’s how you will trace a life? Here’s how you will remember? On Saturdays over onces, Ignacio repeated to both Valentina and myself something often, all I got is this story right here and off he’d go repeating hero meets blood meet tears meets synthetic wig at night. Sometimes the stories differed. Rarely were they the same. But it was only to me, after he drank so much whisky the gatico was sailing on waters de memoria, that he confessed. Dime, Mamadora, how can you blame a person for wanting to be loved?








Part IV Pain and Thirty Inches of Synthetic Hair








Valentina Mendigando Amor

On Saturday, a couple of weeks after Papi’s meltdown over the court papers, they go to Tía Mama’s for lunch. Valentina, Papi, and Jesi—the forever arrimada—whose parents are in Medellín visiting family or, as Jesi puts it, erasing her from the map of their lives.

Some of the Eléctrica Family is there. Tía Mama, La Perra, La Boricua, and all of Tía Mama’s dogs. Tía Mama adopts every helpless petite dog she sees on the streets. I die of pity, she says with her pobrecita face. Papi teases her because in this city full of stray dogs, you gonna rescue every single one? And let’s not even get started on her favorite, the yellow chihuahua by the name of Juan Gabriel, wrapped in her arms barking to Tía Mama’s rhythm as she sings boleros. Some of them are cute. Some of the dogs have their fur eaten by scabies, with red bubbles oozing weird shit or missing an eye or half-chewed tail. Animalejos splayed on the living room carpet licking their wounds and assholes, big contrast to the regal impeccable delicate rococo decoration of Tía Mama’s apartment with its terrace in the back.

Tía Mama has been building this apartment for thirty years, she’d tell you, and every corner is specially curated. Valentina knows this apartment well: The mahogany table inherited from Tía Mama’s grandmother. The secondhand wooden floors installed by Antonio, the ex-husband from ten years ago with a morronga así de grande that made her see stars and shall not be named ever again. The glass cases filled with pendejadas from Tía Mama’s life. The golden Buddha. The teary Virgen del Carmen. The framed picture of Marilyn Monroe. The case with crowns and tiaras next to pictures of every member of the Eléctrica Family. A framed picture next to the virgen of Tía Mama in a sequin one-piece holding baby Valentina at a bar by the name of Aquario.

Every time Valentina comes back to Tía Mama’s bite-size memories grab at her of that time many years ago when Tía Mama found her alone in the apartment after Alma’s death, Papi gone, and brought Valentina to live with her in this very same casa travesti that is Tía Mama’s apartment. Valentina doesn’t want to remember but it’s impossible sometimes to look at the Buddha and not think of Tía Mama begging her to eat some plátano soup.

What she remembers from that time is this: Tía Mama turning off the gas, closing windows, packing Valentina’s underwear in an Exito bag. Throwing away all the flower vases, flower decorations sent by una cantidá of people, flowers that reeked of dead. The mourning crews had left their imprint on the apartment, too, and everywhere muddy shoe prints on the floor. A nonstop murmur emitting from Tía Mama cómo es posible cómo es posible lo voy a matar lo voy a matar eating up the stale air. Tía Mama kissing Valentina’s forehead over and over again then lifting her up like a bag of potatoes, ay, mi niña, you are puro hueso, qué horror, and Valentina finally holding on to someone. Latching on to Tía Mama and never wanting to let go. A warm ruana thrown on top of her, a cocoon. Tía Mama’s smell is what she remembers best because it shook her awake: smoke, hairspray, and a strong perfume she later found out is buy two get one free from Tommy Hilfiger en descuento. There is a curtain of oscuridad that Valentina does not dare cross because qué mamera, qué jartera, getting all depre. Remember what Natalia and Papi say, Look at the futuro. The past has faded away, no longer present, but the future is right there, just a minute in front of you. So that’s what Valentina tells her cabecita, her corazoncito whenever the darkness wants to peek through. Not today, mi niña, not today.

During that time at Tía Mama’s, Valentina wasn’t allowed to turn on the TV but she begged and begged until Tía Mama got out the old radio to calm her down. Valentina sat on a rocking chair by Tía Mama’s window, listening to the radio, for what seemed like toda una vida. A lifetime of watching the little street outside with its floripondios, its medium-sized brick buildings, a seño with a white apron that always parked her Renault 4 and sold arepas out of the trunk a mil a mil a mil a mil. Sometimes Valentina saw the wad of bills the seño removed from her back pocket, saw the licking of index finger to produce a perfectly crisp bill. Valentina knew the late afternoon had found her by the window when she heard the Renault 4 blaring out of a speaker last arepas en descuento, lleve the paquetico. Every day the woman was there. Unless it rained. When it rained you couldn’t see her but a neon blue tarp covered half of the Renault 4 so that it looked like a marine animal stuck in a sea of water. Tía Mama sometimes complained about the seño’s megáfono giving her headaches. “Por Dios, can that woman park somewhere else?”

The seño’s arepas eventually found their way to Valentina. It was the week where every day in and out of Tía Mama’s apartment paraded a chorus of queens, of travestis, of divas mi reina, ¿cómo estás tú, muñeca? It was the week Tía Mama called El carnaval de mariconería. When asked what she meant Tía Mama explained, you’re swimming in it, mi niña. Look around. All these perras: mariconería. A lot of swishing, swaying, a lot of lipstick and cigarettes on limp wrists, tons of wigs and tight clothes and the most beautiful platform shoes she’d ever seen in her life worn by the one and only tía, La Perra. They spent most of the time chain smoking in the kitchen or the dining room, yelling over each other, sipping tinto for days. The stories they told made no sense to Valentina at the time but they were full of longing, loss, and curse words. Everything she loved and wanted.

Is this Ignacio’s kid? they’d say like Valentina wasn’t even there.

Shit.

Está acabada. It reminds me of La Santi, didn’t you hear? They cut her face in plain centro . . .

Where’s that motherfucker of Ignacio to cut his face?

Oh, so we’re babysitting an orphan now?

And how is a bitch supposed to rehearse with this depressive sight?

You gonna take this on, Mama? You know what that family can do to you?

Arpías, all of you. Pobrecita, the girl. No mami y no papi.

¡Qué pobrecita ni qué pobrecita! If I were you, Mama, I’d pack her bags, return her to Alma’s family, better than Ignacio. Shit.

Can we please stop with the kindergarten pendejada and discuss who is doing the Yuri song tonight because I am not doing a Mexican singer, I am doing Madonna con este porte de gringa and Perra you helping me style that blond wig?

Oh the Eléctrica wrath. Oh the beginnings of those sounds. The high-pitched perra-calling sass-pumping Valentina would learn as a second language. The Eléctrica House, the House of Eléctrica. The family that would become hers, would open its underground glitter gutters to the huérfana she’d become. Sin papi y sin mami, indeed, but here before her Tía Mama on her throne chair, pantyhose on crossed legs, cigarette pointing this and that way like Tía Mama was some royalty while the living room worked as a runway for the chicas.

“Pon atención, muñeca: this is puro diva glory.” Tía Mama winked at her.



What else did Valentina see at the time? An opening into Papi’s past is what: women with men’s haircuts and manly shirts so you couldn’t tell they were women but Valentina could because she could see their tetas from underneath the button-ups. These manly women kissing other women who also looked like men but younger. Tía Mama’s voice is recorded inside Valentina: Mira, Valentina, what we have here is a case of butchas, ¿me entiendes? Start learning, mija. Esta right here is la butcha mayor, arepera singular, her and I go back almost as far as your papi and me. That one over there is La Boricua, a pobre puertorican that fell in love with a married colombiano and ended up in this pueblo singing to the night with us bitches. This other reguero de pendejas over here is a bunch of maricones y mujeres con barba that I don’t even know what they’re doing in my house. To which the reguero of queens and sissies would break into laughter, yelling and saying shit that one would think horrible, but as Valentina would come to learn in this new family saying horrible things is a way of also saying, hello, I love you.

Eight-year-old Valentina sat staring at the dark cumulus cascading from the cerros while the chorus of queenas twirled, rehearsed, and bickered around her. A part of her was there, yes, pero most of her had been taken far away. She’d been stripped of skin, unzipped from her bones, and was all buzz. A wildness inside her. The plátano soup and Tía Mama’s voice humming boleros sent waves of comfort. She slept next to Tía Mama every night. And every night woke up screaming, ¡Jugo de guayaba! Jugo de guayaba! Jugo de guayaba! Guayaba juice, against all commonsense, Alma’s favorite jugo and the last meal they ate together. Guayaba juice and Kokoriko chicken.

The first couple of days the queens ignored her. They were prepping for the Miss Rumbera Pageant so Tía Mama’s small living room transformed into an explosion of rhinestones, lamé, black lace, and pumps. By the third day Valentina dared say to the one with the blue eyeshadow, a faint mustache, and a matching wig: “That combo is too matchy-matchy, you need to accentuate the eyeshadow with some black cat eye if you want to win.”

La Boricua turned around, hand on her chest, muy offended. “Who asked you!?”

“Look,” La Perra added, “the kid comes with opinions.”

“I read it in Vanidades,” responded Valentina, who of course had religiously sat with Alma on Saturdays to read Hola! Vanidades and Jet Set since she was but a criatura.

Tía Mama clapped her hands. “You heard her, Bori! Stop trying so much, girl.”

To which La Boricua responded, “When is that good-for-nothing papi of yours picking you up?”

It was that day that La Perra heated up arepas for onces, chocolatico and pieces of campesino cheese on one of Tía Mama’s colibrí trays. It was that day La Perra sat next to Valentina by the window, pulled up the butaca next to the rocking chair, and offered the arepa to Valentina. The first genuine offer from a member of the family, arepas from the Renault 4 outside. Filled with cheese, exactly how Valentina loved them, butter on top, salt. Acá le traigo, niña, is what she said in her muy hardened santandereana ways. La Perra had obviously enjoyed the sass. Hello, meet La Perra during this time: our resident call-center sissy señorito during the day and sex siren mujerzota superestrella at night.

Valentina stared at La Perra’s thin dark face, the otherworldly eyelashes, the way Perra took small bites of the arepa like a mouse. Perra’s eyes barked back with no effort. No rest for her eyes. Always attentive ready to jump your ass. Valentina gazed until Perra snapped, “Didn’t your mother teach you it’s mala educación to be staring like that?”

That did it.

Your mother. Your mother teach you. That ache. El abandono.

Before La Perra could say more Valentina was up, jumping into a new mode.

Forget the arepa.



The pain dragged Valentina to clean the house with an energy she could not understand. Nothing could stop her.

Mírala: There she was running to the kitchen, glove on one hand, glove on the other, washing dishes, scrubbing the stove, sweeping the dustless floor that Tía Mama paid to be swept and mopped with Fabuloso every damn day. “So now you want to start a career as a maid, Valentina?” Tía Mama pinching that forehead shaking her head in disbelief. Valentina on all fours with a toothbrush.

Days passed like this.

Days in which Tía Mama tried and failed to pull the kid from folding towels, dusting curtains, arranging every piece of jewelry by color and size. The child cuerpecito on the butaca wiping the windows with newspaper. Eating those perico eggs standing up while she wrung the trapo to begin anew. The wading would not cease. The wading would not cease. The wading would not cease. It was the first time she noticed something coiled around her, an entire water system, a river of sorts. It was the first time she noticed she was being drowned from the inside.

After so many weeks at Tía Mama’s, Valentina got that feeling you get when you know a place. She could walk around the apartment eyes closed—which she did—blindfolding herself with a trapo—did too—daring herself not to touch Tía Mama’s meticulous labyrinth of Buddhas, Jesucristos, plants, and wood pendejadas that Tía Mama called El museo de mi vida. When the queens stopped by for cafecito and chisme, Tía Mama would say, “Ay, the girl is doing so well.”



Back to today’s lunch at the apartment, where everyone politely discriminates against Tía Mama’s dogs (La Perra actually calls them pequeños monstruos del demonio, Valentina doesn’t go that far.) Everyone but Papi, que le tiene un cariño hasta raro a los perritos. When they arrive, Papi opens his arms wide to receive the herd of half-dead mutts licking his cheeks like ice cream. Valentina doesn’t kiss anyone—already annoyed at Papi—pulling Jesi with her to the living room to just sit on the flowery couch. Tía Mama comes looking for her. “Were you raised in a circus or what? Come give your tía a kiss, por Dios,” and as Tía Mama kisses Valentina she sends her you havent told your father about Arteria eyes and Valentina returns an obviously not eye roll. Every tía gets a kiss and hug, leaving different shades of lipstick on Valentina’s cheek.

That morning she’d woken up early, knocked on Papi’s door a few times until she heard the grunting, then opened it and watched Papi’s back sinking around the boxes of angelitos. Spreadsheets spread out on the bed. Valentina shoved them out of her way, along with some of the angels. Valentina reminded Papi of their lunch date at Tía Mama’s and like a little robot he said he’s tired and not in the mood. Ever since that day at Arteria’s something is off when she looks at him. The light on Papi’s hand kinda gold kinda feathery. Was it shadows? From where she sat it seemed like Papi’s knuckles had grown larger feathers. She tugged at one of them, trying to gage how real they were and he yelled from under the covers. “Stop it! It hurts! I know, okay? I know. We are not talking about it.” The phone rang. Like usual the answering machine answered it, Clemencia’s voice demanding Papi answer the phone, telling Papi he better show up to court, adding Valentina will be living with her very very soon. Vas a pagar, Clemencia ended, you’re gonna pay for all you did to Alma. “Papá,” Valentina said, poking at him with her index finger. Papi yawned, turned on the television. A video of Chaka Khan blared and Papi lit up, surrendered himself to Miss Khan. Sending Valentina a wide grin she knew meant he was about to get goofy, meant Papi wanted Valentina to join in the stupidity and forgetfulness of shaking it to Miss K-H-A-N, Papi did that ridiculous face that always got a smile from her and started shaking his hips to his Papi dance. What could Valentina do but join him, play amnesiac. Ain’t nobody, Papi sang, dancing an awkward dance of too much hip toward the bathroom. The feathers on Papi’s knuckles fluttered as he waved his arms in his bailoteo mañanero. Eventually Papi opened the bathroom door, toothbrush hanging out of his mouth.

“Déjala,” he said to Valentina, who grabbed on to the porcelain angels. “You and me are a team. Get ready for lunch at Tía Mama’s. Clemencia has nothing on me.”

Papi says there’s nothing to worry about but if Valentina knows any truth it’s that Clemencia hates Papi’s guts, it’s that Clemencia will avenge Alma’s death, which she blames on Papi, it is Clemencia using her woman de bien network to steal Valentina from Papi.

Now on Tía Mama’s couch Valentina is frustrated next to Jesi, who whispers she stole some aguardiente from her parents. Jesi and Valentina have to wait for the right time to sneak onto the terrace and drink it.

Meanwhile the tías are going at it, as they usually do. Talking nonstop shit.

“Por eso está tan jodida,” La Perra yells over everyone, pointing a cigarette at Tía Mama. “Por eso and because Mamadora likes that low-class stinky dick del sur,” and ahí mismo Papi says, “Las niñas, Perra, the girls,” so La Perra remembers Valentina and Jesi are there and ahí mismo La Perra continues, “What niñas? These ones? You think they’re not thinking about it? I started when I was eleven, papito.” And La Boricua jumps in with “Ay, qué rico el culito de Mario” and for a second it’s all about fletear, culear, verga, vergüita, morronga, pedazo’e culo, piernitas, piernotas, pelo en pecho, and priests at Catholic and military schools and Papi tells Valentina to cover her ears until the tías learn how to behave. Instead, the tías all go to the kitchen cracking up and calling Papi a feathery prudish little bitch. “What’s with this new pájaro look?” With the cigarette La Perra points and burns the tip of Papi’s faint plumage. Papi walks right through her, ignoring the burnt smell and La Perra’s mocking eyes.

The tías are in and out of the kitchen teasing Papi and Papi in turn winks at Valentina like they got some big secret going on. Ay, Papi, tú ni sabes. La Perra and La Boricua chop plátanos for the sancocho, Valentina waves hoping they don’t call her inside the kitchen to help chop because she ends up reeking of plantain and onions which makes her feel poor and sad. Girls shouldn’t smell like food, Valentina’s teacher whispered in front of the entire classroom, chastising her whenever she showed up in an onion-stinking uniform after staying at Tía Mama’s. Everyone agrees.

When Papi tries to sit down and pet Juan Gabriel they drag him back to the kitchen. La Perra points at him: “Does it say ‘Ignacio’s maid’ on the back of my shirt? Te vi, maricón, chopping onions.” Papi barks back, pointing at Perra with his ridiculous child smile, “You’re the one who wants to be a woman, Perra.” To which Tía Mama interjects by turning up the volume to Rocío Durcal spilling all her broken heart through the speakers. Tía Mama sings off tune, Juan Gabriel nestled in her arms.

The apartment is warm with sizzling aromas of onions, plantain, and yuca. “Ay, qué rica, Mama,” La Perra yells from the stove and for a while only the music and Tía Mama changing sunglasses for each song and everyone joins in when Chavela Vargas’s guttural voice cries over the speakers and Tía Mama covers her face like she is crying because “Paloma Negra” reminds her of Antonio, el barranquillero, el de la morronga así de grande that made her see stars and loved her publicly with no shame. A photo of Antonio in his military uniform sits next to the procession of stoic dead people in frames always staring back at you from her living room.

Valentina snuggles next to Jesi on the sofa, her back against hers.

Through the small window into the kitchen Valentina can see Papi’s tired red eyes, the one long earring in his left ear shimmering, as he points with a wooden spoon to La Perra, who hands Papi a shot that he quickly chugs down before asking for another.

Papi can still shine, she feels it, Papi still has life in him.

“Now,” Jesi whispers, tugs at Valentina’s sleeve, and they take advantage of the singing, sneak out to hide on the terrace with their stolen bottle.

The sun shining bright today, winning over the clouds, gliding its way like the queen she is to beat its orange and yellows on the city. The terrace is all stark shadows of plants and vases, a couple of Papi’s angels found a home decorating Tía Mama’s orchids.

Valentina drinks the aguardiente like it’s water. Glu, glu, glu. The aguardiente makes itself known in her body, loosening all the muscles and igniting a giddiness right in the concave of her chest. Jesi tries keeping it away from her. “Hey, Río.” Jesi puts the bottle on her other side, where Valentina can’t reach. “You can’t get drunk. We’ll get caught.”

“Good,” Valentina says, “let him see! What’s the big deal? I’m being sent to live with my aunt anyway. Papi doesn’t care.” It’s weird to say this out loud, to implicate Papi, to feel like she’s turning against him just by saying the truth. “He keeps playing like this shit is not happening and it is happening and it is his fault.” She hates that she’s saying this but now she can’t stop.

“What’s going on?” Jesi tries to play it cool as usual but Valentina can see actual concern on her face.

“You know what’s going on. I’m about to be an orphan soon”—Valentina fakes smiles showing all her teeth—“but maybe it won’t be as bad. My aunt has money. Like money money. My dad is fucking broke. Maybe Tía Clemencia will buy me a nice camera and dresses and I’ll get to audition quicker than I thought to be on TV and then I’ll get to leave everyone, not depend on anyone.” Valentina notices Jesi has left the aguardiente bottle on the floor, grabs it real quick and gets to chugging.

“Maybe living with people who actually give a damn would be great,” Valentina says, wiping her mouth. “But I know nothing about her. I’ve barely seen my mom’s family since she died. My dad says it’d be horrible because Clemencia is a bitch who is militant about everything. Goes to church and hates his guts. But who the fuck cares, it’s my dad’s fault. This whole thing. I should just leave him.” She tries to take another swig but Jesi grabs it from her. “Papi would never let me though. He would never let me leave. He says I’m the last person he has in this world. Papi would chain me to the goddamn bed and make me watch telenovelas with him for the rest of our lives.”



“Valeriana, dude. You’re already drunk?”

Yes, she is.

“No, I’m not.”

“You are.”

“Tell me you’ll never leave, Jesi,” she says. “Tell me you’ll be my friend forever.”

“Río, you’re drunk. You’re not moving in with Clemencia, that’s a fact. Your dad won’t let you and neither will I.”

“How about we play a game? Truth or dare, Jesiventura.”

“All right, it’s your family.” Jesi takes a big gulp of the bottle. “But let me catch up.” Another swig, lights a cigarette.

“You know I’ll never leave. I got nowhere to go. And if I leave, I’ll leave with you . . . truth.”

“Is it true you’ve never sucked a dick?”

Jesi laughs.

Valentina continues, “Let me see you say uva curuba uva, come on.”

Jesi hesitates.

“Uva curuba uva,” Jesi says.

There it is: the upper lip wave.

Valentina wants to get violent with Jesi.

She wants to bite off Jesi’s lips. The aguardiente has warmed every part of her, she is invincible and now wants revenge. She wants to hold a piece of Jesi inside her so Jesi can’t go anywhere. To pull the wave Jesi has off her top lip. Pull Jesi’s love off, keep it for herself. Chew Jesi’s upper lip. And so she goes for it. Closes her eyes and leans in. Reaches Jesi’s upper lip with hers and bites, softly at first then hard. Jesi lets her. Jesi pushes her mouth forth así like she wants her lips chopped by Valentina’s teeth, surrendering her mouth to Valentina, who takes small bites.

“Now do me.” Valentina leans back against the terrace window, expectantly.

Jesi sucks her teeth then leans and bites Valentina’s upper lip, she bites and sucks. Jesi’s biting comes with bits of iron taste from her own bloody lip and the biting tickles Valentina. Maybe it is Jesi who should take a piece of her, swallow a part of Valentina. Maybe Jesi should eat her in bite-size pieces, maybe Valentina should be swallowed by Jesi, live inside of Jesi. Forget living with Papi, living with Tía Clemencia. Jesi’s hands now land on Valentina. Jesi’s hands land on her thigh, which Valentina doesn’t expect, and Valentina gets a warm wet feeling in her cunt like the sancocho is cooking down there and she’s paralyzed for a moment before opening her legs wider and Jesi bites her harder, big square teeth of want on her lips, harder Jesi bites until Valentina’s lip bleeds. Jesi stops once she tastes the blood. Valentina pulls Jesi’s shirt. “Bite as hard as you can,” but Jesi tells her she’s already bleeding. Valentina yanks Jesi’s shirt harder. “Come on.”

“Dude,” Jesi says, pulling back.

This is how they look: the sun a spotlight on Jesi’s super-black eyes. Darker than life itself are Jesi’s eyes with a marigold center. Both lean back against the wall of the terrace. Valentina in the shadow. The smell of Jesi’s saliva on her nose, the stink of Jesi on her upper lip, the throbbing upper lip. Blood pooling on her lips. She closes her eyes to feel the throbbing, she leans into the throbbing, stays in the pulsing of her lips for as long as she can and at that moment all Valentina wants is to have her body wrapped in bubble wrap as a gift for Jesi an offering for Jesi so Jesi stays so Jesi never leaves. They sit like that for a while passing the cig back and forth in silence.



The sancocho has been cooked and inside the apartment the mood has drastically changed from diva lip-synching to heavy strategizing on what to do about Papi and Valentina’s court date.

Everyone around the dining table is sipping on the sancocho soup, yelling different solutions while reaching for the avocado, the corn, the rice with fideo. At a corner of the table with her glasses on the tip of the nose, Tía Mama is hunched over Papi’s knuckles tweezing out feather after feather from his fingers, every so often pausing, removing her glasses and serving some sass to the table. Papi looks like a kid getting a manicure, sipping the sancocho with the free hand. Whenever Tía Mama tugs, Papi closes his eyes and grimaces. A gray lump of feathers grows between their sancocho bowls.

Valentina and Jesi quietly make their way to the table and help themselves to some sancocho. Valentina digs her fingers into Jesi’s leg under the table, Jesi squirms and giggles until she spills some of the soup and Papi turns to Valentina with his stop the nonsense look. For a second she stops but the aguardiente is riding inside her.

Everyone agrees Tía Clemencia is way off. “The bitch is on a high and will not stop until she’s destroyed me,” Papi’s words. La Perra and La Boricua debate solutions, Tía Mama yells over them.

La Boricua: “I said what I said, we use their own logic and plant one of our girls as Clemencia’s husband’s lover and let it blow up.”

La Perra: “Have you nenas learned nothing on how we handle shit around here? Have you learned nothing from the beatings and the nights in jail? I say we call the Eléctrica Family, the entire Eléctrica Family and those who love us, and strip every piece of dignity and hideous hairdo from that family.”

La Boricua: “May I remind you the entire Eléctrica Family is not a fan of this maricón right here. May I remind you Ignacio did us dirty by denying our existence for so long and pretending us girls were separate from him; may I remind you he needs all the girls and the boys, but the girls and the boys may not want to help after this one right here played papi of the house for so long.”

Papi: “Not with this shit again, Boricua, por favor.”

Tía Mama: “I already got a network digging for Clemencia’s dirty trapos. In the meantime, we’re going to hide these two at my finca in Girardot. It is the only way.”



This discussion about Valentina’s life.

A life that happens without her consent.

An unsanctioned life.

She’s tossed from lip to lip from Tía Clemencia to her mother’s memory to Papi’s depression to the dust in the apartment to the muddy puddles inundating Bogotá. Nobody stops and asks what she wants. She’s swept away by the river of Papi’s haunting and now, apparently, moving to Girardot indefinitely or until Tía Mama’s network finds a scandal juicy enough to bury Tía Clemencia’s claims on Papi.

Nobody mentions the court date. Missing the court date. Missing Natalia’s book release. Nobody mentions the stack of legal paperwork sent by Tía Clemencia to their house with words like the weight of the law and child services highlighted twice, pero our girl is tipsy and just sipping that sancocho while her life passes by over there inside everyone’s lips going bye-bye adiós si te vi no me acuerdo.

It is the women around the table who are taking charge of this situation. Papi is small and powerless, pressing his eyes in pain.

Valentina adds the avocado and rice to her soup. When she takes a big spoonful of plantain her lip burns and a loud shriek comes out, Jesi teases her, chuckling, and that’s when Tía Mama turns to Valentina and mouths, “What the carajo happened to you?” and Valentina makes a face like please not here and Tía Mama drags her to her room, shuts the door, and confronts Valentina about it.

Valentina could explain: She hears the messages on the answering machine, sometimes deletes them and doesn’t tell him so Papi doesn’t worry; Tía Clemencia’s lawyers arrived at her school one day and asked her all sorts of pendejadas on Papi and Papi’s boyfriends and the timeline of Papi’s life and what’s going to happen to her? She is tired—so tired—she wants to fade away. She feels a million years old and she’s only a teenager and if Papi is dissolving into the bed, if Papi is getting eaten piece by piece by the bed and the sadness, then it is only fair that she too fades away. Why is Papi the only one allowed to erase himself? The aguardiente warms her up and Jesi’s biting calms her, and how about Tía Mama and everyone just leave her the fuck alone.

But does she say anything?

The only thing Valentina blurts to Tía Mama is “You’re not my mom.”

Fingers pressing the bridge of her nose Tía Mama goes off on Valentina for being such a descarada and Valentina chuckles because surely Tía Mama doesn’t mean Valentina is the shameless one here, Tía Mama is the descarada for calling Valentina a descarada.

Tía Mama slaps Valentina across the face. “This is not the moment to be fucking around,” she says. “We could lose you.”

Mamadora Eléctrica, aka Claudia Milena Santos Gómez, aka Miss Gay Bogotá 1989, aka the Mother of the House of Eléctrica Santafecito Lindo circa 1982. The original travesti queen hailing from a military family that still lives as a map of scars below Tía Mama’s layers of makeup. Daughter of an hijo de puta, crazy de mierda, crazy en el cucu, a borracho father that would hit Tía Mama senseless if her military school uniform had a crease or if the little airplane set in her room wasn’t arranged by color. Imagine, just imagine, what happened when he realized the elemento that is Mamadora. Heir to a piece of the comandante’s inheritance after fighting for it at a military court—dressed in full fem reina, she would never let you forget. Smoker of Marlboro Reds, cook of the best arroz con pollo, lover of old Hollywood movies, and hoarder of love. Octopus mother that won’t let go. With each tentacle Tía Mama wraps herself around each of her children, including her only grandchild, Valentina. With each tentacle she forces her love, including this slap on the face. See Tía Mama here: picking up Valentina from school when Papi had gone missing. Watching telenovelas for months nestled with Valentina right after Alma died and Valentina was too afraid to sleep. Tía Mama on New Year’s Eve at her farm in Girardot twirling to the beats of Radio Candela in a floral dress, index fingers reaching toward the sky like two exclamation points. Tía Mama amid the chaos of a busy street blocking a truck after the driver yelled some nasty shit to her, fearless Tía Mama facing down the truck, her small Renault a fortress of determination. Wielding a club, Tía Mama defending herself in five-inch pumps and two-inch nails. In Valentina’s heart, Tía Mama is fearlessness, she is deep asphyxiating amor.

Papi and Valentina have done nothing but take. They are parasites in the Eléctrica Family, who are forced to bear the burden of their existence while Papi and Valentina suck their blood.

Valentina and Papi should:

Draw a forest and get lost.

Multiply themselves by zero.

“I’m sorry,” Valentina pleads, desperate for the comfort of Tía Mama’s love. In her drunken stupor she yearns for an anchor somewhere, anywhere, the slightest reassurance. For a second she feels Tía Mama’s abandono. The possibility of losing her. Tía Mama’s abandono leaves her with no piso, nothing to stand on.

“Come on”—Tía Mama opens the door of her room and walks out—“we need to get you both to Girardot soon.”






Ignacio The River Strikes Back

The afternoon didn’t begin with a jerk-off session next to Felipe in front of the river. That may or may not have happened. Ignacio may or may not have spilled his succulent man juice all over a palm leaf and folded it like a tamal for the earth to gag and swallow. He was high. He was so high.

From the depths of dreamland a loud retumbar of vallenato had woken Ignacio the night before, a time when the darkness is still a dome of dark purple with trembling stars tickling its belly. The music came from the tienda. Around him, Doris and Jaime slept. The recochero of his father in the middle of the tienda twirled a voluptuous mujerón while other men sat around, each with their own mamiriqui, smoking, aguardiente and beer galore. Chairs and tables pushed to the periphery, a radio spilling chucu chucu beats for the horny bastard mujeriegos.

Here’s how, many times, Yason had explained women to Ignacio while drunk. There are two kinds of women: The daughters of mami’s friends, the girls we go to church with, those that are not passed around and used by half the town. Those you respect. Those are girlfriend/wife material. And then there are other women: The ones you slap around a bit, fuck real hard, and are recognizable by the amount of red on their lips and the tightness of their dresses.

Clemente seemed super excited to see Ignacio. Waving for him to join the circle of dancing. Yelling all sorts of mijitos, papitos, mi muchacho to the vallenato air and introducing him to some of the men and of course the mujeres. The women grabbed Ignacio’s chin with their long fingers going, ay, pero tan divino. The men served him a shot of aguardiente, lifted their eyebrows while pointing at a woman’s ass. Clemente whispered he could take his pick. Ignacio was still kinda sleepy. The first aguardiente went down like hell and when he coughed the men chuckled, the next one went down way better. He couldn’t refuse his father, his father in front of his compadres, his father in front of his compadres pulling Ignacio into the macho camacho ring. Above everything, Ignacio wanted Clemente to love him. Above everything, he wanted his papi’s amor.

Every time Clemente sold a cow he threw a rumba ventiá for him and his compadres and turned the tienda into a puticlub. The doors closed. It was only for the men in the know. The tight circle of truck drivers and other farmers that worked with him. Of course Encarnación knew, all along, but what was she gonna do? That’s what belonging to the macho club got ya. A dick to put in anywhere you want and a wife who tomorrow will wake up early and serve you beef sancocho for the hangover. Many times before, Ignacio had walked into these parties sleepy as hell, had been dragged to the center a echar paso with his daddy but usually he was back asleep by dawn. Now, with that faint mustache and those spread legs, he was old enough to stay and partake in the aguardiente in the chucu chucu in the ven, mami, que te quiero. Which is to say by dawn, our boy was spinning said twenty-year-old Zoraida to the rhythm of trumpets, gently slapping her ass to the beats of the tambor. Zoraida zampándole un kiss on those lips to the esooooooo of the men. Clemente had disappeared with a short woman in kitty heels, patting Ignacio’s back as he left.

In the back of the tienda, Zoraida’s hands stroked Ignacio’s dick back and forth back and forth whispering all sorts of papito rico things in his ears. Ignacio willed all the horny energy to his dick, but he was either too drunk not drunk enough or maybe kinda squeamish at Zoraida’s breath, at the insistence of her hands, at how much she was not a flat-chested sirena by the name of F to the E to the motherfucking L-I-P-E strutting down the river with the meatiest, most delicious tuck.

The morning after, Ignacio also got a bowl of sancocho. Also received his mother’s dimmed eyes passive-aggressively serving that soup. “Aquí tiene,” she’d said in a very usted way. It was Doris from the kitchen talking real loud who clocked him. “Uy, the señorito looks like he had too much fun last night.” And Clemente who sat in front of him at the rickety table sending Ignacio an eerie grin while loudly sipping on his sancocho.

“Señor Rodríguez” is how Encarnación called Clemente. “El señor Rodríguez wants some water?”

Clemente was in a damn good mood. Even with a hangover del diablo. Ignacio could tell, Clemente was feeling himself. Sipping that sancocho with gusto, grunting like he owned all this hijuemadre land. Homeboy sold a cow, fucked a woman, and ate sancocho. The holy trinity of good fortune. Of course it’d be short lived, of course in a momentico no más the crawling beast of aggression would make its way into daddy again. Pero at that moment, Clemente could not take anyone bursting his momentico of a joy bubble, of campesino superstar. Clemente grunted, beer belly fully exposed, asking Doris to bring him a beer to balance him out and one for Ignacio, the only man in this house who cared about their family business.

“Right, mijo?”

Ignacio nodded, nervous about this new responsibility. Not wanting to really understand what anything meant. Tucking himself into the mano peluda that held all his fears in a furry embrace.

When he met Felipe later that afternoon to hike to the river, Ignacio’s eyes squinted at the blurred shape of the sirena boy already crowned with the hanging wig hair, prancing toward him waving fingers in front of his nose. Felipe made a fuchi face. “The fuck you ate, a dead corpse?” Felipe handed him a popsicle to suck on for the breath and lit joint for everything else. Felipe wrapped his arm around him. After a while he sniffed Ignacio again. “God, we’re gonna need extra weed for you.”

Ignacio wanted and didn’t want to tell Felipe about the party. He both wanted and didn’t want to disclose he was the heir to his father’s rancho, his father’s women, his father’s brutal contoneo. That his was a destino already traced. That once Felipe left for whatever life awaited him back in Medellín, Ignacio would go back to his routine until he grew a belly, scratched his hairy ears with a key, and fell asleep in the middle of the day drunk. Then die. He wanted to say it to Felipe. That this hadn’t been the first time the men of the house had dragged him into a horny sandungueo. That Yason, too, right before leaving for the military brought Ignacio along for one last party at the plaza. Come on, hermanito. Let me show you lo que es bueno. The meneo lasted all of three days. Three days of pure inebriated mece mece in the shittiest part of town that included Yason’s friends—the ones that had beaten up Juanito with the neon bracelets—getting into a fight after a peeing contest gone wrong. It included a drunk collective pajazo masturbation at four in the morning near the dam full of howling and shrieking, all of them shooting out at the water. Included the rotation of said zungas in skirts and tacón alto, heels that rattled against the metal of the floor and the juete those asses got by every niño grande who could not get it going any more. Ignacio had woken up on day three next to a naked Lorenzo big spooning a naked Daniel big spooning a naked señorita he didn’t remember and ran back home.

The water in the river rolled out differently this time.



Smoggy thick clouds covered the sun, the waters gray, greenish, darker. The guayabo hangover plus the weed sent him to doze off below the bushes to the teasing of Felipe, who wore the wig for a second time for a full runway experience and played songs in English by a woman named Whitney on the small radio.

Felipe contorted himself on the rocks singing into the imaginary mic that was his right fist. Twirling so beautifully, so gracefully Ignacio’s eyes watered.

Eventually the heat got to Ignacio and he dove in the water. Felipe swam to him, asked Ignacio to float on the water with him, arms spread. “What for?” Ignacio tensed. “You look like you need it. You need to just feel the water close to you,” Felipe said, pulling Ignacio’s arm like come on. Ignacio floated. Side-by-side on their backs, their edges dissolving. “Pretend you’re dead,” Felipe whispered, reaching for Ignacio’s hand, “pretend you’re dead and nothing else matters but this right here.”



Ignacio didn’t know friendships could look like this, like he could relax into other parts of himself, places inside himself he didn’t know existed. Felipe dove and splashed in the river singing songs in English Ignacio didn’t understand. There was nothing to do but be there. Ignacio didn’t know he could recognize beauty, didn’t know a moment could tear him up, cascade light into his eyes. Blind him with its shine.

Just a couple of days before he’d walked with Encarnación to the phone at Glorita’s pharmacy, the only phone in the barrio. When she was done talking with Yason over the phone, she’d looked beyond Ignacio saying, what would I do in Bogotá? Clemente had banished Yason from the house but Yason kept appearing in small ways: new shoes for Encarnación with rolls of pesos hidden inside, donations to the church, letters that his mami hid. Ignacio took his mother’s hands, vamos, mami. She turned to him, family is everything, ¿entiendes? Always remember that, Ignacio. God and family. Ignacio knew this.

At the riverbank Ignacio called out cloud shapes: That thin one is Doris’s needle and thread, that chunky one is rest-in-peace Chanchito, that is the mera mera futbolito Colombian jersey. Then the sun burned through the clouds and they shifted. That one is Zoraida’s clammy hands.

He felt so tired and sorry for himself. “Felipe!” he called out, “come and lay here. Look, that cloud looks like you.”

Felipe panted next to him, drops of river water fell on Ignacio’s chest. The smell of weed again as Felipe lit another joint and passed it to Ignacio.

“Whatchoo looking at?”

Felipe laid down, snuggled his head toward Ignacio. The one escape from his family’s endless drama, Felipe.

“That cloud is you with hair.” Ignacio all sad eyes and shit.

“What’s happening?” Felipe asked.

You’re going to leave for Medellín and this world is going to swallow me again.

“Nada.” Ignacio forced a smile, blew out smoke.

“How was the party last night?”

“It was nothing. My father with some friends at the tienda. I was helping out.”

“Tell me about Mercedes.”

“Mercedes?”

“She was your girlfriend, no?”

“Yea, what about it?”

“Did you finger her? Did she suck you off?”

“. . .”

“. . .”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“Like what? Explain.”

“You’ve never been with a girl, sirenita?”



“. . .”

“You’ve never been with a girl!”

“Tell me.”

So Ignacio did. Felipe’s head on Ignacio’s chest as Ignacio told an aggrandized version of the story about Mercedes. A version in which Mercedes orgasmed. A version in which she was wet and moaning papito at him. Ignacio’s hands showcasing the fingering in the air, the pumped ass, the violent grabbing of titties.

As he told the story, Felipe’s hand rested on Ignacio’s inner upper thigh.

“How did she jerk you off?”

Ignacio swallowed. Felipe’s warm hand moving in that tender part of his upper thighs.

It felt so nice to be touched by Felipe. To finally let go.

Ignacio got all hard. Then he saw naked-ass Felipe getting all hard too. Damn, Felipe. Felipe’s left hand pulled down Ignacio’s briefs. “Show me.”

Ignacio strokes himself, showing Felipe how Mercedes had touched him. At first Felipe just stares, taking in all of Ignacio. Then, next to him, Felipe does the same. Spits on his hand, follows Ignacio. Both stroking themselves, next to each other, watching each other grow. Slow at first, neither of them is rushing. There’s enough time to take it all in: the waterfall foaming grates fluorescent white, the light wind blowing Felipe’s wig, the pink tip of Felipe’s tongue, the neon of Felipe’s nails as his wrist moves, faster. Both swallowed by the earth, which opens to take them in. Felipe comes into the palm leaf first, then passes it gently to Ignacio.

“We’re bonded now,” Felipe said, folding the leaf, burying it in the earth, “for life.”



Spent, Ignacio rubbed his palms on his face.

Of course there had been other bonding moments. A knifing of the tip of his index to join blood with the barrio boys forever. A swearing of a life of wire balls and dicks of steel para siempre while drunk with Yason and his friends. His loyalty had been to his family, his futbolito team, his barrio, the Virgen María, and the Divino Niño. Y ahora, there was Felipe. Y ahora, there was a cum-filled palm leaf spilling their bonded juice into the veins of the earth. Making it all real.

This yearning inside receiving an answer. Something indecipherable, unpredictable.

A kiss was what he needed right now. To pull that wig-wearing diva to his lips and seal that motherfucking bond to eternity.

“Whatchoo fluttering those eyes at me for?” Felipe teased Ignacio.

“Wig looks good on you,” Ignacio said as he gathered the cojones of this life and the next one to lean in, and as he reached and tucked a string of wig hair behind Felipe’s ear, as the parrots did their fireworks in the sky—like a goddamn premonition—a boom of manly voices echoed, approaching the river from the east.

Ignacio shoved Felipe aside.

They stared at each other, terror flickering in both of their eyes.

Out out out, Ignacio mouthed, pointing at the bushes on the west side, carefully wrapping all their belongings in a towel, begging the Virgen they wouldn’t make any loud noises. Both of them still butt naked, Felipe swinging that wig back, darting on their tippy-toes behind the cover of a large blackberry bush.

Ignacio felt like if he closed his mouth he’d bite into his beating corazoncito.

What Ignacio imagined: the goddamn criollo inquisition.

The memory of his father rushed in with force. Rough fingers, a smell. Rotting fruit mixed with piss. A few weeks ago, Ignacio had helped Clemente pick mangoes to sell at the plaza. It was an afternoon of pure soroche, the town drowning in a sleepy lull. That morning, Ignacio had locked himself in the bathroom trying out finger movements. He’d discovered a different type of hair, wearing a towel turban around his head like Doris did. The end of the towel hung to the side and he pointed to the mirror: you, querido, no, you, querido. Softness index finger por aquí, limp finger por allá. The voice of his father had hit him like a slap: “Ignacio, mijo, where the carajo are you?” He knew it was a huge risk playing around with this kind of feminine maricadas while Clemente was in town pero he could not help it. Ignacio rushed to undo the towel. “¡Ya voy!” Clemente knocked on the door. “Open this damn bathroom up ahora mismo.” When he did, Clemente’s eyes darted all around, scanned Ignacio up and down. “The fuck you taking so long in here?” Then a grin took over his face as they both walked into the backyard. “Don’t be taking care of yourself in the middle of a workday, mijo, please. Your mother is right there.” Ignacio picked the mangoes from the ground, dropped them in the basket. When the basket was full, Clemente asked him to bring out the big black trash bags, which he held open for his kneeling father.

“Ignacio, the fuck I told you about that pinky, hombre,” Clemente barked at him, helping himself up with one knee. Ignacio hid his finger. The memory of the bathroom imprinted on the fingers.

“I’m sorry.”

“Nada de sorry. What the carajo did I say about raising that pinky? You a delicado pájaro faggot-ass bird?”

“No.”

“¿No, qué?”

“No, señor. I’m not a delicado.”

“How many times are we gonna have this conversation? What are the neighbors gonna say if they see my son raising a pinky like a woman? Ah?”

“It won’t happen again.”

By now his body was used to his father’s beatings. It’d memorized the open hand hitting his cheek, the burning, the impact of Clement’s favorite stick that he now used on Ignacio’s back to erase the raised pinky.

It was all so predictable.

“Of course it won’t. ’Cause if you behave like a maricón-ass delicado pájaro bird then you will get treated like a maricón-ass delicado pájaro bird and get that ass beaten to the end of the earth and back. . . .” Clemente wiped his face with a rag, exhausted from the beating. “Carajo, mijo, see how you get me?”

“I’m sorry.” Ignacio tried hard not to whimper, not to cry.

“Stop with the sorries. The sorries are not going to run this hijuemadre business, you are. A man runs this business. Your brothers, gone. It is up to you. Now stop with the pendejada and help me get theses mangoes up front.” Ignacio could feel it. The rooms inside his bones where moments like this got tucked away.



Hidden behind the bushes with Felipe, Ignacio first thought the manly voices belonged to the men of the pueblo coming for him, led by his father. Clemente, who always knew Ignacio was a delicado-ass bird motherfucker, the men carrying torches and readying belts and fists for a beating. For a moment Ignacio assumed they had been followed. That the men of the pueblo waited for this mutual offering of cum to the earth to pounce on them, drag them back to the plaza for some good old public shaming. Half-dead Ignacio would then be kicked out of town and left to rot up in the mountains because there was no way in hell he or his mother or his father could walk in public after the chisme spread of how much of a weird Felipe-loving motherfucker Ignacio truly was.

“You’re shaking.” Felipe took off the wig, wrapped his arm around Ignacio. “Here.” Felipe helped Ignacio into a shirt, shorts. He did the same for himself. “We’re okay,” Felipe whispered, kissed Ignacio’s curls. Ignacio brought Felipe’s arm around him again.

Pero—

Nothing could have prepared our campo boy for what he saw.

It was as if the rigid Colombian axis under which Ebaguí’s laws spun had been burned the fuck down. As if the Sagrado Corazón de Jesús weren’t the beating heart of the patria and the Virgen—the eternal mother—weren’t bleeding her blood tears at the Santa Isabel de la Caridad church just up the mountain for all of us, sinners, to sacrifice and behave. It was as if the underworld had cracked open, spilling all its thong-wearing devils to soak up the sun.

Worth noting: When the five men arrived all but one wore neutral-colored shorts, neutral-colored shirts like every other hombre in town but with a faint tilt of their hips. In their hands they carried towels, bags, lit cigs—like every other hombre in town. Only one of them, the one christened the Reina Fem Queen by Felipe, already donned a one-piece lilac dress with rhinestones around the neck and came out swaying that body with a contoneo sensacional.

The crew set camp by the riverbank, closer to the waterfall, several meters away from our boys hiding in the bushes.

Ignacio froze in place. He could feel Felipe’s excitement, the hands to his mouth covering the giddy laughter of witnessing an apparition, this maricón-ass parade, strutting like a mirage before their very eyes.

Ignacio tried to look away but his eyes dragged him to see.

The men undressed. Out of some place that Ignacio could not make out, some rock or something behind the bushes, a bag was retrieved and out of the bag came the outfit changes for everyone. Dresses, wigs, necklaces, drop earrings. One of them got into a white crop top with a rhinestoned heart in the middle.

Laid side by side with their butts out, relaxed cocks absorbing all the sunlight. They lit more cigs, put on ladies’ hats and colorful necklaces. Passed around an aguardiente bottle. Some got in the water, dipping in and out like sirenitas. They massaged each other’s backs, gave a peck on each other’s lips whenever they said gracias. Gracias, niña Jaci. Mua. Gracias, niña Santi. Mua. They talked and cackled and clapped and were dripping mad dainty-finger energy but Ignacio could not hear what they were saying.

Dainty fingers were followed by their accentuating heads, and their hips and it was all an orchestrated choreography of divine body. Not like what novice Ignacio tried in the bathroom. No, querida. This was no kindergarten school for clumsy fingers. These were men’s bodies that had served elegant feminine goodness for so long, all of it looked natural. Their bodies exuded peace with their sassy movements. Ignacio could tell they weren’t thinking about their movements, they just floated around snapping fingers, pointing at each other, throwing their heads back in laughter. The sideways clapping. The invisible hair flips. The pinching of the air with fingers for emphasis. The gliding around them rocks like they were possessed by some feminine angel. As if their bodies had never learned the ropes of manhood. Un-be-livable.

Was Ignacio still stoned? Had Felipe, perhaps, gotten some shitty weed that was really some hallucinogen and here they were tripping to some delirious glam fluttering? Ignacio could not believe his eyes. Where did these queens come from? Did they live in Ebaguí? How did they find the river? How did they find each other? And did their families know they were here turning up the radio to Rocío Dúrcal and mouthing the words?

“Are you seeing this?” Ignacio muttered to Felipe. No response. Then he saw Felipe’s face, the want in Felipe’s eyes. Felipe just nodded, enthralled, pointed at the queens again. Someone else was stepping in through the trees.

“¡Amiga!” one of them wiggled her fingers, waving at the new pavo real joining the flock.

Ignacio watched him make an entrance. He was thicker, bigger than the rest of them in a navy shirt he quickly tossed. This thick queen was imposing and wore a white thong like no one else wore a thong. The Reina Fem Queen yelled at the bulky man: “Miss thing, how dare you come in here wearing that and only that!”

In unison both the yelling one and the bulky one exclaimed, “You fucking faggot!”

Laugher all around.



Bulky thong lit a cigarette and pranced around saying, hello, niña, hello, muñeca, hello, doll, how goes it, mami.

Ignacio couldn’t make out the face but there was a familiarity about him. The buzzed haircut. The black rosary around his neck. The harsh low voice when he screamed, faggot. The familiar bulky arms that had tossed so many drunk motherfuckers out on the street so Ignacio could then spit on them assholes. The tag team at the tienda.

“No.” Ignacio could not with what was happening. Somebody please call the emergency room ’cause our boy is having an epic moment. Ignacio’s brain was about to explode. “It can’t be.”

“What?” Felipe poked Ignacio’s ribs. “What?! You know them?”

It couldn’t be.

Carlitos. The six feet of tamal, of fury, of full security at the tienda that beat dudes and called them good-for-nothing maricones. The dude that had whooped said señor who disclosed wearing a dress and had started gossiping about him with Yason so that said señor disappeared from Ebaguí. Ignacio brought Carlitos back into his brain, checking for any signs he could have missed. What were the signs anyway? Signs were someone like Felipe. But Carlitos was the first one to call out dainty shit in men, the first one dropping jokes about fragile boys like Juanito; the one winking at Ignacio when he went out to see Mercedes and giving him advice: Always put it in, hermano. Always. Carlitos. Nobody dared question Carlitos’s manhood because bam there went the punch and the kick and the flipping of the script that made the other dude the cock-sucking maricón deserving punishment for teasing Carlitos. Carlitos was unteasable, basically. Carlitos was a macho camacho all the motherfucking way.

Ignacio’s heart in his mouth.

As the men walked up and down the riverbank, went in and out of the river, Ignacio got a better look at them.

Here’s the list of known people at the river from the God-fearing town of Ebaguí: There was Rodrigo, the young electrician from down the street with a limp from his days in the monte whose wife was more pious than Encarnación and hosted all the novenas of the barrio at her house. There was Don Ramón, a truck driver who worked with Clemente, driving him to nearby towns to sell mangoes and meat. Clemente had a dainty radar del demonio. If Don Ramón showed a glimpse of what he flaunted at the river with said amigas, Clemente would have started such a commotion Don Ramón would have been hung by his dick at the fucking plaza. And Ignacio had seen Don Ramón with a woman on his lap licking his hairy ears more times than he could count on fingers. The last of the Ebaguí men was . . . drumroll . . . Don Jacinto . . . Don Jacinto? Don Jacinto’s mustache trimmed to the gods, Clemente’s mano derecha and compadre número uno who spent so many of his days at the tienda. Don Jacinto was a skinny sorta good-looking man in his forties with gray eyes behind that dark mustache and skin the color of tierra that for some reason wasn’t collapsing wrinkly onto itself like most of the men’s skin in town did, including Clemente’s. Don Jacinto had a wife and kids.

As Ignacio is running the list of queens in his brain, the queens have laid down to take the sun. Some of them kiss, tongue and everything. Others light cigs. Rocío Dúrcal has been demoted by some music in English. A couple of them are getting it on. Putting dicks between lips and thrusting heads to moaning.

And who is the real cocksucker on all fours blowing the six feet of tamal fury by the name of Carlitos?

Ay, no, Don Jacinto. Ignacio could not look.

“Vámonos ya.” Ignacio grabbed their things and backed away slowly.

Felipe wanted to keep watching. “Come on.”

“Felipe. They’re busy, this is our chance to leave.”

“Fine,” Felipe said súper regañado. “Why can’t you enjoy anything?” Felipe lit a cig, pushing at bushes angrily.

“I know some of those men,” Ignacio finally said once they reach the other side of the mountain, down into the potrero leading them home. “They come to my mom’s tienda, they work with my father.”

“So?”



“What do you mean, so? Why are they doing that? They have wives, some have kids. They go to church and come to pilgrimages with my family. My dad is going to kill Carlitos and Don Jacinto when he finds out.”

“They’ve been good at hiding it all this time, why would he find out?”

“Well . . .” Here Ignacio turned his hand all feminine, like, come on, like didn’t you see that sissy shit?

Felipe rolled his eyes and walked ahead. He seemed to carry a knowledge Ignacio knew nothing about. Felipe’s confidence swayed in his girly walk, as if every step held a secret. “Ay, Ignacio, I didn’t realize you were sooo naïve.”






Valentina Échale Vaporú

Young Valentina was awakened often by a searing pain. The doctor had brushed it off as the normal aches of growing a body, but the intensity assaulted her knees like her bones were trying to break free and run away from her. Alma and Papi slept in the next room. Valentina would lay there in the cold darkness of the apartment watching the streetlights. She remembers the siete-tigres blanket, Papi’s soft snores, the crucifix above. Circling her parents’ bed at this hour was like peeking into a secret. She would shake Papi gently until he grunted, then lean in and whisper, “Papi, my knees.” Papi would carry her back to her bed and rub tiger balm on her knees. Tears running down her cheeks. The pain of growing a body. How unnatural it felt. An orchestrated coup of bones fighting machete-style against her. Even with eyes closed Valentina knew her father’s fingers: bony and crooked and perfect for rubbing. Right pinky jutted out midway, a result from his days in the campo, which Papi used to rub around her kneecaps until the pain subsided. When the pain was unbearable Papi also fetched Vickvaporú. He’d gently spread vaporú in circles all over Valentina’s chest to calm her, sitting by Valentina’s side for hours. Sometimes when Valentina woke for school, Papi would be slumped over snoring next to her, the room smelling of camphor and menthol.

She remembers Papi’s gentleness.

She remembers his care and touch now, as Papi sits up front inside Tía Mama’s car, drinking whisky out of a Gatorade bottle, pulling feathers with his teeth from his knuckles, his arms.

It took almost two hours to leave the city, two hours of Tía Mama chain-smoking with Juan Gabriel on her lap, bursting into a nervous monologue to try and hide the obvious mess that is Papi. The obvious mess that is this P-L-A-N. Que si around here behind that house we used to hold pageants while the donkeys passed by, with nothing more than a boom box; que si the drogas back then were impeccable and not the crazy thing of today; que si Fulanita’s mother showed up at my finca with a shotgun aiming at the screaming faggots until I came out fully naked with just a wig and what that did to her! Que si, que si, que si.

Typically, leaving Bogotá sends a rush of peace to Valentina’s insides: the city slowly fading to insignificance as they wind through the steep curves of the mountains opening rough en bajada. Leaving all the S-H-I-T locked away inside María Paula and the five trancas of their apartment. This time it was different. The nausea ever-present. From the fumes of trucks from the smell of Papi from carrying an entire river inside herself. Valentina gagged away in the back. Me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala. Eventually, Tía Mama pulled to the side of the road for her to puke.

This time they brought everything with them. The angels, the siete-tigres blanket, the paperwork, everything packed away in three suitcases and crammed into Tía Mama’s compact Renault. Worse—Valentina’s full tormento, the entire Río Magdalena, came along for the ride. It was wading through her. All 1,540 kilometers of it.

Eventually the cold of the savana is transformed by the calientico feel of warmer temperatures and the mountains unfold in all their majesty, impossibly green, luscious, their tips piercing a blue, cloudy sky. The sun emerges, hot, blaring, tropical, making the nausea worse. Tía Mama hands Valentina a plastic Olímpica bag to vomit into because they can’t be stopping every twenty minutes, mi niña. Valentina pukes in the bag until there is nothing inside her but pale yellow bile. She locks eyes with a señorito in a white apron on the side of the road waving a flag to lure customers to the arepa-meets-carne-meets-beer joint.

Hola, hola, dearest fugitive Girardot, over here the pueblo and its paletas, over there mosquitos and cansao depression by the pound. Come in and grab a bite of runaway mango sorrow.

When they finally arrive, La Pili opens the chain-link fence. Dogs bark at the car and Doña Cecilia, La Pili’s mom, waves from the rickety rocking chair in front of the precarious brick house where they both live and care for the finca.

“¡Muñeca!” Tía Mama says, rolling down the window, extending her hands to grab La Pili’s. “Look at the pair of tetas you got.”

La Pili, ni corta ni perezosa, twirls to the silent audience of three. Valentina feels bad and cheers La Pili’s new titties.

“Y entonce’,” La Pili responds, “the most wanted in this entire pueblo de mierda.” Then she leans through the open window to kiss Valentina on the cheek. “Niña Valentina, you look like shit, mami. What are you feeding this girl?”

Valentina has not visited the finca in a long time, but she immediately recognizes the fountain of a naked man in the middle circled by bushes, which Tía Mama refers to as El David Criollo. A moldy fountain with a moldy dick, is what La Perra would have said if she were here. Next to it the small pool, below the house to which Valentina runs to throw her bag in the corner of the room she always sleeps in, then she runs one last time to the bathroom, puts her finger down her throat, and clears it all out. Gucu, gucu, gucu.

The air: thick.



The land: moist.

The sun: pure nausea.

Beyond the mango trees and the chicken coop, there is a pond for fishing trout, full of frogs that shoot milk from their eyes to blind you. One time, Valentina chased one of said frogs, poking it with a stick, Russian rouletting her life again, her eyes again, wanting to play God with God but the frog shot out its milk at one of the dogs instead of her. At times like this she would mutter one of Papi’s sayings, with all the good people dying every day and God doesn’t finish taking my life.

The chickens cluck freely, followed by a line of yellow chicks. Sometimes the chickens get into fierce fights with the dogs, pecking at them while a frustrated Pilli yells, ¡déjeme la gallinita en paz! and kicks the dog away ninja-style.

The finca is not huge but it is big enough for Valentina to wander freely without Papi always catching her eye. It is big enough to not see him but not big enough not to feel him. They came all the way here, two hours of driving and puking, and still it seems like Papi is everywhere all at once.

On the second day Valentina walks to the pond trying to escape Papi’s presence. The pond, which Doña Cecilia mentioned was once a river, has the current of a river somewhere deep deep bien profundo underground. Poking the frogs again with a stick she watches the blinding juice shoot out of the frogs’ eyes and into the water. If she falls into the pond will the juices get her?



What nobody knows is that a few weeks before, Valentina went back to that bewildering travesti, Arteria. Following the unspooled truths set loose by her first visit. Valentina didn’t want to know what she very much wanted to know. The dissonance a pull toward el dolor. Who was she if not Papi’s daughter?



Ever since Alma died Valentina has been defined in relationship to this one meter and eighty centimeters of tamal tolimense and Catholic porcelains that is Papi. She is but an appendage. Another limb thrust around to the whims of Ignacio Rodríguez. What was she really looking for? She didn’t know. What the carajo was she about to ask Arteria, this newly found tía who gave her warm feelings in her belly?

What nobody knows is Valentina had gone back to Teusaquillo, ridden two busetas—she’d broken the rules of not leaving the perimeter of María Paula and the barrio, ever, by herself, unless she wanted to get a muenda unless she wanted to get kidnapped jungle adentro and Papi has no money for ransom, so ahí verás—and knocked on Arteria’s door. On the way to Arteria the sky had opened all its fury on the bus, miniscule pebbles of hail hammering on the windows. Mounds of clear white piling on the separators. Hail is the closest to snow she’s ever seen. Nieve criolla. She saw it aimed at her, the anger of this God because she broke the rules because she didn’t trust Papi. Papi, who had given her everything. Papi, who was there all these years when Alma wasn’t. Her Papi with his Papi dance, his hair braiding, her Papi with his half-assed amor.

Valentina arrived soaked at Arteria’s door. Arteria didn’t seem surprised to see her, only this time the welcome was more lukewarm. Something seemed to be bothering Arteria. There was no tinto offering, no pastelitos, no mi cielo this mi cielo that, no niceties. Arteria opened the door, left it there, didn’t even invite Valentina in.

“You want a story? Is that what you want? You want your father’s life to make sense?” This was not the kind woman that had generously given her a dress. This woman paced up and down her living room pointing cigarette after cigarette at the invisible air.

“Please do not take after him, soaking up all the energy in the room, making it all about him. Destroying a family and using every travesti in his path in this ridiculous game of his. Mamadora has every queen digging connections to save you from Alma’s sister when those queens need those connections for themselves. But Ignacio is Mamadora’s boy and Mamadora will not let anyone forget. I lost my Eléctrica sisters because of him but, still, your mother came to me and I took her in. And here you are in my apartment, asking about him. When did I become Ignacio’s biographer? No, really. Tell me. And yet his story is the only thing Ignacio owns, the only thing that is his but this story has swallowed a bunch of us in the process so in a way it is not only his to tell.”

Arteria rose to close a window, then lit a cig. The hail pounded on the windows. The smoke swirling around them, suffocating the living room with no place to go other than inside Valentina’s lungs.

“It is 1986 the first time Alma steps into Aquario and it is me as the hostess of the night who brings your mother outside and talks her out of calling the police. A year later your mother gets an STI from your cock-sucking father and who takes her to the clinic? Let me give you a clue, it is not your god-fearing Tía Clemencia. A couple of years after that, Ignacio shows up with you, a mere baby, at Aquario, and I baptize you with all my sisters present while he gets drunk. Eventually, Alma stops eating. Around this time La Tristeza, the sadness y el olvido, comes and nests inside your mother. Around this time, also, Ignacio’s brother shows up with three motherfuckers aiming guns at us, dragging your father out of Aquario and kicking his ass. The police raided the place after. This scar right here on my eyebrow courtesy of your military tío. In the rush of their fights Alma blurts out our relationship—our friendship. Ignacio forbids me from speaking with Alma. But a year later Alma stays in this house for a week. Maybe one? Maybe two years after she leaves for Cartagena to stay at her aunt’s for months and calls me to check on you and your father. That same year your father starts getting blackmailed by a lover. Your mother finds out about the blackmailing and that the money is coming straight from their pockets. Years pass like this. And then one night your mother disappears. And then she’s found in the river. One night as she is frantic, searching for your father, she dies. A tire burst, is what some say. But why was she driving outside of Bogotá? Nobody knows. So, you tell me, is this the story you want? This is nothing but a series of facts which do not tell you shit about your father. Mi cielo, we all carry the weight of our doings. And the weight of our doings is nothing but layered pain. But can you blame anyone for trying to run away from pain, can you blame anyone for wanting to be loved? One only has to take a look at that father of yours to see the grime-encrusted soul. You came here for facts to build yourself a story, to build yourself a map but, listen, from a bitch with no parents to another one, let it go, mi niña.”



A few days later, Tía Mama waves goodbye from her Renault, leaving the finca, leaving Valentina standing there in anger, longing to run into Tía Mama’s arms and escape with her. Papi in the rocking chair outside with a cig rocking back and forth, yelling at Valentina to bring him a beer. Feathers now protruding from his neck that he scratches and pulls every so often. Tía Mama joked Papi was undergoing puberty yet again, growing a new coat of fur. Instead of fur it’s gray feathers like a desnutrido chicken. The previous night, over changua dinner, Tía Mama and Papi had discussed their plan, which as far as Valentina could tell was no real plan, just a wish. A mere wish. That Tía Clemencia didn’t have the power she obviously had. That the network of travesti sisters and their allies found dirt enough to shut up a woman de bien with enough connections in this country to kill a motherfucker and get away with it. Theirs was nothing but a wish. And while everyone wished, Valentina and Papi were to be locked away in this piece of Tía Mama’s land two hours away from Bogotá. Evading their court date, evading the calls. Missing Natalia’s book release. Evading is always the answer. Usually running away is a favorite for Valentina, only this time Valentina was confined to the finca. Jesi wasn’t here. Tía Mama now gone. Nothing tangible, only a feeling; the only truth, the river coiling round her chest. Me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala.






Ignacio Life is not a Kiki

The reality is: life is not a kiki with your amigas by the river. It is not. The world is not a collection of mariposas bretiando in hiding blossoming out of their cocoons every so often, naked and ready to receive God. It is not. These vestidas cross-dressers are playing with fire. Courting disaster. Flirting with the devil himself. How dare they. Trying to break out of a reality that will eventually swallow them whole. But the fact remains: Ignacio saw what he saw and although he couldn’t make sense of it he accepted it as real. Felipe had been there to corroborate the verifiability of what his thirteen-year-old brown eyes had witnessed. It reminded him of that story he’d overheard from the Rulo Onces Club: the man in a dress sent off to the mountains, dying at the river after a beating, coming back transformed into a black bird. An omnipresent vestida-cross-dresser-turned-bird watching over the town.

Perhaps they had always been there. Perhaps while Ignacio spent years up on the potrero hill herding cattle, kicking a futbolito, learning how to faint, and getting his ass whopped by Clemente, there had been a secret pageant of men dolled up just on the other side of the mountain. Perhaps it was a calling, a luring, a temptation from the vestida cross-dresser bird. Clearly the dolls didn’t want anyone to see them. Obviously this side of the river, this unknown paradise of privacy, was cut off from the town and was kept alive by the group of six queens. Men that later walked their wives and daughters for fresh aguapanela and arepitas at Encarnación’s tienda.

In this town, lost to the eternal stabbing violence of this goddamn country of his, where there was no space for anything new or fabulous, he’d seen what he saw. Not only had his ojitos gazed upon a party of flaming homosexuals but he’d experienced a moment of infinite glory next to Felipe. It was all too much for his corazoncito.

Ignacio was lo que se dice thrown for a motherfucking spin.

Before Felipe, Ignacio thought he was the only boy in the world playing in the mirror with fake jersey hair and effeminate fingers. That he was the only one carrying that secret.

Of course the town had its obvious outcasts. Ignacio never dared approach anyone with a “weird rarito” stamp. He eyed them from the side, with contempt, like everyone else did in Ebaguí. Never paid much attention.

But now everything was a question. Why did he feel the way he did with Felipe? Why were soft fingers all of the sudden magical? Why was strutting down the river naked in thirty inches of wig swaying to the wind the most cathartic moment of his life?

“What you mumbling about?” Encarnación asked him while pointing with her mouth at the box of arepas. “Help me with those.” Ignacio lifted the box and carried it to the tienda. He had to be a good son for his mami. Especially today. The entire town was readying for the Virgen del Carmen celebration.

Every year the town dressed top to bottom in blue to receive the one and only Virgen del Carmen. After the mass and the parade of trucks, donkeys, and cars around dripping blue flowers—the Virgen del Carmen was, after all, the patron of transportation—the tienda swelled with people.

Encarnación, joined by Doris, had been dele que dele frying empanadas, filling arepas with cheese, rolling churros in sugar. Rosa stopped by to set up a puestico in the tienda to sell saint cards and candles in the corner. Of course the main focus was to praise the Virgen. Of course they had to take advantage of the business it brought. The virgencita would want no less.

Encarnación brought a jug of water to be blessed by the priest and sanctified by the Virgen’s energy. Agua bendita that she would then sprinkle around the house and onto everyone’s forehead. Plus, Encarnación would be riding in Don Jacinto’s truck after the mass just so she could get an extra blessing, a little holy ñapa. “We really need it,” she said to Ignacio, who after the mass was instructed to run back to the tienda and help with customers.

It is worth noting that morning our boy entered the Santa Isabel de la Caridad church with that corazoncito of his, my god, bumping on high.

As he sat in a pew with his family, Ignacio wondered how much God knew, how much the loving Virgen had seen. Ignacio was embarrassed thinking of the Virgen glancing upon the vestida cross-dressers prancing around, sucking each other off. The Virgen, who never even saw a naked man and still got pregnant. And the bleeding Jesus behind the priest showcasing a spectacular six-pack, dripping blood from the crown of thorns all the way to nailed feet, that bleeding Jesus next to daddy God up in the heavens glancing down at earth and picking the town of Ebaguí and stumbling upon Felipe’s neon nails stroking himself to a moaning Ignacio. The idea of omnipresence was still hard for Ignacio to wrap his head around. But as the priest reminded everyone, you can hide things from your wife, from your children, from your parents but you cannot hide anything from God. God is always watching you, sinner. His judgement will be upon you. Heaven is reserved for those who follow the Lord’s path, for those who repent. No one can get away from the eye of God. Sometimes Ignacio thought Clemente could read his mind, too. Like his father’s intense hold on him meant Ignacio’s thoughts leaked out. Clemente stood next to Encarnación, combed-back hair, shined shoes, bowed head, taking glances at Ignacio, it seemed, nodding very seriously and pointing at the cross with his chin.

To recount: Ignacio’s thoughts and deeds were constantly watched and judged by 1) God 2) Jesus 3) the Virgen 4) his father 5) the Espíritu Santo (this one was even harder to understand).

Ignacio had carved out a Forgiveness Plan. The plan included wearing his best paño pants and white button-down (passed down from Yason when he entered the military), dropping a bouquet of the most beautiful roses by the Virgen, crossing himself with the agua bendita at the Virgen’s feet. Before mass started, he’d joined the confession line, kneeling behind the wooden door and confessing what he could to the priest. Even here, he’d failed. When the priest asked for his sins, Ignacio didn’t even know what to say. The face of the priest a puzzle divided by the wooden screen. The priest came to the tienda for his mami’s arepas sometimes, so Ignacio decided on a lesser truth: he had feelings for a girl he shouldn’t. He had sinful thoughts about said girl. Three ave marías and one padre nuestro were assigned and puff just like that Ignacio was cleansed from sins and ready to receive Jesus in his body.

He stood in line too for Communion, then knelt at the pew next to his murmuring mami, eyes shut. Sucking on the wafer he apologized to God repeatedly, over and over in his head—he didn’t go into specifics—Ignacio just said, Diosito, I’m sorry about you know what.

Encarnación turned to Ignacio as Clemente left to receive his Holy Communion and whispered, “Mijo, can you keep a secret?”





At the tienda, after the mass, blue exploded everywhere: blue arch of balloons at the entrance, blue confetti on every table with a blue candle of the Virgen. Blue tablecloths. Clemente brought out the family’s porcelain statue of the Virgen, which was a pain in the ass for Ignacio, who had to swerve around it with a plastic white tray full of tintos and empanadas. But his dad was all proud of the virgen, adorned her with a blue paper necklace, kept repeating to every person coming in, “¿Esta virgencita? All miracles.”

In and out of the tienda came every God-fearing paisano. Most of the women with a black or white pashmina wrapped around the head, a rosary draped around the neck. The men all gelled-back hair, all shined shoes. Carlitos in the corner with his arms clasped behind him, chatting it up with Rosa. Ignacio could barely look at him. He ignored Carlitos’s presence as much as he could. But then he couldn’t. And when his eyes locked themselves on Carlitos’s faint stubble, when he heard Carlitos whistling, Ignacio could not picture the white-thong-wearing diva by the river. It was impossible. A completely different person. Carlitos was lo que se dice unclockable. Ignacio even questioned himself. Had it really been Carlitos? He was, after all, high as a pajarito that afternoon. It could have been any other big burly dude with buzzed hair. Pero no. It was Carlitos. It was so Carlitos with that ugly-ass black rosary and those hairy nalgas no one here had seen. It was Carlitos getting that thick dick sucked. It was so Carlitos that when Felipe and Lucrecia showed up (of course they did—because Diosito could not give Ignacio a freaking break) to buy Coca-Cola and a couple of empanaditas and chicharrón, Felipe covered his mouth with his hand after he saw Carlitos by the corner. Ignacio prayed Felipe wouldn’t give them away.

Ignacio needed a break. He went around the back with the pretense of getting more beer. Lit a cig, took a deep breath that tasted like hell.

He lit another cigarette. Damn, it was fucking hot.

Of course aquí cuando llueve es cielo roto. Here when it rains, it pours. Encarnación, kneeling at church, had told Ignacio Yason’s plan was already turning its wheels, that the oldest bro was in the process of buying her a house in Bogotá. Clemente didn’t know, couldn’t know. That Ignacio would go to an actual school with a uniform, and wouldn’t Ignacio love that? Becoming someone? For the first time in he couldn’t remember how long the film of grief in his mami’s eyes had lifted. Ignacio shrugged. Clemente had forced him to promise he was never leaving, implied wrath would descend upon him if he did. Yason had the discipline of an ant. Apparently, Yason had worked himself up the ranks of the air force and was now a pilot for senators. How did he do that? A él ni le preguntes but his mami was all beaming with silent pride. Clemente wasn’t invited. Clemente had another family plus he’d never leave this town. Even from far away Yason had become the new head of the house, the new man of the family. The new pantalones. Here Ignacio was serving tinticos and still getting whacked in the face by his drunk daddy while big-dick Yason piloted the motherfuckers who ran this goddamn country to their meetings.

“Oh no, ladies and gentleman, she looked much prettier in long black wigs by the river.”

It was Felipe.

Ignacio put his finger to his mouth. Felipe waved him away, lit a cigarette, sipped his beer.

“You can’t be in here.”

Felipe ignored him.

“So our boy Carlitos,” Felipe said mischievously, pointing inside the tienda then pushing an invisible dick with a closed fist in and out of his mouth.

“Shut up.”

“Or what? You’ll get that faggot to kick me out?” Felipe laughed. “Everyone is a faggot, my god, that’s what you haven’t realized. You are a faggot! And you are a faggot! And everyone is a maricón-ass faggot.”

Ignacio didn’t fight him back, didn’t say anything. Standing on his toes he glanced inside the tienda and saw that everyone had gone outside to watch the procession.



“All right, butch boy. I know that look. What’s wrong?” Felipe fake punched him.

Ignacio squinted and Felipe blew smoke all over his face. God, why was Felipe such a gorgeous piece of meat.

“Just so you know,” Felipe continued, “my dad has to stay here longer, so . . . well, here’s to a lifetime bond and never getting out of this piece-of-shit place.” Felipe winked, lifted the beer, and took a sip.

“Why did you call me naive the other day?”

Felipe rolled his eyes. “Because you are very naive. But—did you hear me? I’m staying, you asshole. At least fake the enthusiasm. God. What does it take to get you to care—”

There was a roar in the street.

Clapping. Chanting. Honking. The procession was passing right in front of the tienda, which meant everyone would be all prayer hands and amens and pouring aguardiente on the ground.

Ignacio looked around him. Right hand clumsily reaching for Felipe’s waist, then nervously dropped to the side. A pulsing behind his knees. He leaned in and kissed Felipe. Clumsily. Just a peck. Then Felipe took one step closer and pushed his lips all over our boy’s.



The rest of the afternoon was pure voltaje-de-amor energy. After the parade of cars outside came the six dudes carrying a statue of the Virgen, each cradling a piece of the holy stage on their shoulder from which the eternal holy mother sent her blessings to all the kneeling sinful souls with squiggly arms reaching to the sky. A monaguillo in the front swayed a thurible, overflowing the entrance with incense smoke that burned Ignacio’s eyes all the way behind the tienda counter. The entirety of the Rulo Onces Club held cards of the Santísima Virgen to their chests as she passed them by. Once the Virgen was out of sight and the women had prayed a couple of rosaries out loud, Clemente turned up the dial on the record player and the rumba ventiá dancing erupted.

That soft kiss. The boom boom inside Ignacio was unlike any other boom boom he’d experienced before. As if his heart were beating in a different frequency, a frequency reserved only for Felipe. Felipe’s lips felt so nice. A balm of love spread all over Ignacio as Ignacio cleaned tables, heated up coffee, and carried trays of arepas from the kitchen. He didn’t know touch could feel like unraveling. This eternal pull. It was so confusing to feel like he was drifting toward the sunset of deviance, sucked in by everything that was a source of disgust and fury in his world. But who could blame him for wanting to be loved? Every so often his eyes latched on to Felipe’s as Felipe sipped on his Coca-Cola or twirled Lucrecia in one hand to the sound of merengue. It was a moment of quickie connection and acknowledgment. A little tender pick-me-up.

After dumping trays of chicharrón into the container, Clemente sat in the corner taking shots of aguardiente with Carlitos. Hands over his belly, he coughed a ball of phlegm then stood up and spat outside. Ignacio knew Clemente was complaining about the supermarket again. Every time Clemente’s eyes opened wide like that, searching for something beyond them while he flung his arms in the air, every time he shook his head and said, hermano, no hay derecho, they have us by the balls. You know what I’m talking about? his father was once again blaming the downward spiral of the family business on the discounts of the supermarket at the plaza.

But Ignacio could not with his father’s drama right now. Ignacio was feeling lo que se dice high on the giddy train.

As Lucrecia and Felipe were readying to leave, Ignacio cleaned their table, locking eyes with Felipe and saying his goodbyes with a flirty grin. He waved both of them out. When he turned to walk back to the counter his father scared him, stared him down. Quickly, Ignacio lost the smile and busied himself popping beer bottles for other customers.

The afternoon bled into the night. The usual players stayed for the after hours of tejo and shit talking over another aguardientico. Clemente led the pachanga group and of course Carlitos was there and Don Jacinto and the other truck drivers that had dressed their cars in blue virgen regalia, all holding their drinks with unconditional amor. Ignacio was exhausted. He counted the money, eyeing Don Jacinto and Carlitos every so often, scanning for any remnants of river fabulosity, any cross-dressing flash. But nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Don Jacinto and Carlitos sat side-by-side exuding nothing but their ordinary dudeness with Clemente puffing and huffing, and patting each other’s legs when a joke was just so hilarious, hermano.

As Ignacio readied himself to go into the house, Clemente called him into the group of men. God, his father could be a pain in the ass. What now.

“¿Señor?”

“We did good today, mijo, eh?” Clemente lifted his beer bottle at him. The men accented. “You deserve an aguardientico with us, come on, sit down.”

All the men nodded and patted a chair for him to sit on. The chair nestled between Carlitos and Don Jacinto. No, he definitely did not want to sit between them.

“I’m tired, pa. I’m helping mami clean dishes and then going to sleep.”

Clemente nodded, scanning Ignacio. Eyes all over Ignacio, studying him. Mesmerized by something.

Then Clemente got up, grunting heavily. The stink of booze slapping Ignacio sideways.

“Come here, mijo.” Clemente wrapped one arm around Ignacio and walked him over to the window.

“Who was that culicagado in here today?”

“Which one, pa? There were people here all day.”

Clemente took a gulp of beer, a loud ahhhh came out.

“You know, the one with that beautiful mujerón del diablo. Kid was looking at you all the time. Sat at that table.”



Clemente’s beer pointed at the table where Felipe and Lucrecia had been sitting. Ignacio felt he was swallowing sand.

“I think it’s the neighbor? They came here once when mami had her friends over. They buy arepas.”

“Arepas . . . uh?” Clemente said, pointing the beer at him now. “You stay away from that culicagado, ¿me oíste?”

“Sure, pa.”

“Little pervertido-ass kid looking at my son the day of the Virgen. Falta de respeto, ombe.”

Ignacio’s entire throat on fire. “Anything else, pa?”

Clemente took his time sipping the beer, tasting it. Tongue licking the sides of his cracked lips. The glossy eyes hooked on two women passing by the tienda. Sometimes his silence was worse than the beatings and yelling. The rare silence. The rare silence coiled around Ignacio with the weight of all of Clemente’s anger. Clemente’s silence held our boy by his balls.

“You can never leave, ¿oíste? We’re a family, mijo. Once we show those supermarkets where the real meat is, El Rincocito will be what it once was and you will be the rey of this tierra. Pero nada de irse. Nada of being like your brothers and leaving your family’s side. I will find you anywhere you go, ¿me oíste? I will find you and drag you back by the neck, so don’t make me do that, por favor.”






Valentina A Dandelion Waiting to Be Blown Away

For the first couple of weeks, Papi is on the rocking chair, flimsy pink robe, sometimes a wig sometimes the puff of curls, beer in hand, tossing chicken bones to the finca’s dogs when he’s done sucking the meat. Valentina watches the deplorable scene as she’s walking back from rehearsing TV host scenes by the pond and is stopped in awe when she sees Papi aiming kisses at the dogs. These dogs don’t want to be loved like that, don’t want cariñitos in Papi’s forced way, and one of them growls at Papi, another one turns to bite him, and Papi goes from zero to a million yelling and kicking at the dogs. “What did I do to you, ah? Perro hijueputa. Everyone against me in this life de mierda. What did I do, ah? I work and work and work and for what, ah? Tell me, carajo. For what? To be tossed aside like a dog.”

Embarrassment is what she feels, an embarrassment that makes her wanna get violent with Papi. Slap him one two three times, wake up, hijueputa, this is your life. I am your daughter. Instead, Valentina turns away and walks back to the pond pretending she never saw him.

Sometimes Natalia blares from inside the casita, where on a twin bed Papi watches her from a TV so small you can barely tell it’s the goddess herself. On these afternoons Valentina knocks on his door, the feathers on Papi poke from his shoulders, legs, he catches Valentina’s eyes and covers them up with a blanket. Puro silence, puro pajarito in the making like it’s Valentina’s fault feathers took over his damn pores. Valentina pretends like nothing is happening. All that violence inside her. She doesn’t dare bring it up. Pa’ qué, with all they got going on. Instead, she takes his place on the rocking chair every other day back and forth back and forth rocking in the faint darkness of the finca with only the television as their music. Papi smoking cig after cig, Papi in bracelets, a wig, getting up only for another beer during commercials. The black and white TV below a Virgen del Carmen with a gold crown. The only television in the finca. The only way to contact the triunfadora since they missed the book release by living this fugitive papi-daughter life. All those months waiting for her, dreaming of Natalia signing Valentina to be her number-one assistant, her true mano derecha, all those months meticulously taking her in. The black lace dress Valentina will not wear and all because of what? Papi is to blame for her calvario.

The black-and-white television does not do justice to the flip of the hair, nails to kill, sadness perfectly tucked away, the way Natalia points at the camera like she’s there for you and only you. Natalia sees Valentina, through the TV, she sees the cigarette butts, the desolate mornings, me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala. Natalia sees the river. Natalia, like you, Valentina, has been caught up in the river, choked by a river, cut in pieces by this river, chased by dead mami rumors aiming to maim, to mold, to take a piece of her. Pero mírala, just look at her. A stunning supermodelo amputee telling the entire pueblo colombiano she won’t be defined by atrocities, she won’t let people tell her who she is. Applause. It’s her usual stunning delivery, happiness is a choice, look at the future forget about the past.

In one of these interviews Natalia gets asked, how can she live with the mystery of her dead mother, how can she possibly live without finding out who pushed her mother? They ask her, was it suicide? They ask her, was it revenge? They ask her, was it an accident? And in front of the entire pueblo colombiano Natalia’s eyes well up, she pushes back the tears, asks for another question, but the interviewer can tell he hit a note and won’t let it go, everyone is tuned in the ratings are high every pair of eyes on this panela land is awaiting Natalia’s response. How does it feel to live without an anchor? How does it feel to be part of someone else’s story and not have your own? And Natalia takes a moment, a small chunk of time in which her face turns, her eyes search for something in her hands. Trying to play the cool supermodel that she is. Valentina feels it. It’s like Natalia’s feelings are rushing through Valentina. The pressure on the chest, the not knowing, the years of gossip, and the tearing of something precious. Natalia politely refuses to answer. She looks up, long nails dabbing at her eyes. Everyone wants to know, the interviewer continues. Natalia asks the camera to be turned off. “Are you depressed?” the interviewer jokes. The camera zooms in on her. Her eyes are not eyes but shiny balls of light. Valentina feels the river swaying inside, it is not hers but Natalia’s, it is Natalia’s river inside Valentina, Natalia’s eyes staring right at her. She feels Natalia’s desolation, the whirl of anger. The camera is so close to Natalia’s face that even in this black-and-white small TV the perfect nose is visible, flaring, Natalia puts her hand over her face, then turns to the interviewer. “Fuck off!” she says, gets up, walks out.

Papi chuckles, shakes his head. “Oh, this girl is ruining her career. Natalia, mami, how can you be so stupid? How can you get caught up in your feelings?” He lights a cigarette and changes the channel.





Sometimes Papi travels to town to sell porcelain angels and buy food. His lumpen shape at the entrance of the finca waving his fingers for a buseta or truck to stop by and give him a ride into the pueblo. Like a dandelion waiting to be blown away.

When Papi returns from the pueblo he is drunk and pulling a señorito dude in tow. There’s something for everyone, is what Tía Mama likes to say and clearly Papi’s plumage metamorphosis is a kink for some of these pueblo boys. Valentina is by the entrance, at La Pili’s smaller house, smoking a cig, eating mango, and listening to Doña Cecilia tell stories about life back in Corosal. Papi hands Valentina the bag with some chicken legs, onions, cigarettes, and beer. “What do you want me to do with this shit?” Valentina pulls out the chicken.

Valentina has lost track of time. Not only of the progression of time but that each day has ended and another begun. Temporality was annihilated and in its place there’s Papi’s slow disappearance. The chocking of the river on her.

Papi pays no attention to her rudeness, which infuriates her more. His eyes are gone, the señorito dude is a descarado worse than Papi with a hand inside the back of Papi’s pants. La Pili stands in front of Valentina: “Mamadora did warn me about you, Ignacio, pero mi Dios, there is no warning for the raggedy-ass shameless son of a bitch you’ve become.”

Valentina wishes she could snap her fingers and disappear. She considers what it will be like to live with Tía Clemencia, imagines rigidness and control, something she doesn’t fully grasp, has little experience in. But what about Tía Mama? If Tía Mama took her in she could relax and be a person. What would that be like? To be returned to Tía Mama and her asphyxiating amor?

Papi wants to fight La Pili but has no real peso en el culo to fight her. Papi is aware that trying to fight La Pili is a dead-end road. “I’ve become what I am and what I am is what I’ve become. You don’t like it? Join the hijueputa club. In the meantime, let’s go.” He chuckles and kisses the señorito dude.

“Go.” La Pili waves both of her hands to shoo them away.

But the señorito dude is an alzado, arrimado, altanero; the señorito dude is what La Perra would call a tight-ass faggot, a woman hater, who talks to Papi while looking at La Pili: “You’re gonna let this faggot in a wig treat you like that? Isn’t this your property?”

La Pili claps and breaks out in laughter. “Oh, I thought I’d seen it all!” La Pili towers over the señorito dude, she pinches the air with two fingers, emphasizing his minisculeness in comparison to her fullness, and cuts a thin line into the señorito dude’s cheek with her long sharp nails, a thin line that the señorito dude doesn’t even realize is bleeding until a few seconds later when Papi scrapes up the blood with his own nail and licks his finger.

Valentina is so beyond herself, she steps in front of the señorito dude pointing her mouth at him. “Who the fuck told you to speak?”

“Valentina,” Papi says, slurring her name.

Doña Cecilia has gone in and out of the house and is now pointing a shotgun at the señorito dude. “Mijito,” Doña Cecilia says unbothered, very casually with a cig in the corner of her mouth, “another word about my daughter and you leave with more holes than you came here with. Now, go get your ass pummeled and leave us women alone.”



The next day the señorito dude is gone and Papi doesn’t remember a thing, is back in his rocking chair throwing bones at the dogs, nursing his hangover with a beer. There’s not a moment that passes without him drunk. There’s no reason why he shouldn’t be. The porcelain angels are best sold when he’s the right level of tipsy to reel people in town. And then there’s nothing else. Nothing else but waiting. The TV in the afternoons. Black coffee, slanted light, cig butts piling up on a nightstand.



Natalia stops appearing on the TV and Valentina doesn’t watch the telenovelas with Papi. Nights go on like this. With a rotating carousel of pueblo men that steal from Papi, that rip Papi in two, that get Doña Cecilia and La Pili to pull out guns and nails.

Valentina takes refuge at the pond. Calling on its underground river. Teasing the frogs, who refrain from showering her with their blinding poison. She practices some of her scripts, attempting to channel the goddess Natalia, but it proves futile. What’s even the point? A pond is not a river but it is still a body of water deep enough to drown in. She spends some time staring down at the murky pond and concludes a river death is way more poetic than dying in viscous water full of poisonous frogs.

While Papi is out selling porcelain angels, Valentina spends an entire day going through all the local channels searching for a glimpse at Natalia. Where do broken supermodels go? Valentina knows what she knows, which is that Natalia and she share an unbreakable bond. She knows Papi is disappearing and she is slipping away too but if she could only see Natalia. Get a bit of her beauty verraca juice. She’d missed her opportunity to catch Natalia live at the book release because of her father’s stupidity, Papi’s lack of courage. Proving Clemencia’s accusations true, that he is an irresponsible man who cheated on Alma and continues to evade responsibility. That as a homosexual he has no moral compass to raise a Catholic girl like Valentina. That he’s been seen at high hours of the night drinking and in the arms of men. That Valentina is not safe with him and custody should be transferred to Clemencia. More importantly: That he stopped wanting to be a father. That Valentina has stopped feeling his love.



Most days, Valentina reclines near the pond’s edge. Watching the still water. Shooting out phlegm like Jesi taught her. The pond is a pond but Valentina imagines the river current beneath the earth, the one Doña Cecilia always mentions, kissing the pond. Mostly she fantasizes about Jesi, imagines being obliterated through her cunt. Jesi who bites her lips, brings her bloody Barbies, Jesi who wants her. When she masturbates, tears pool in the corner of her eyes. She tries to contain them but they refuse to obey and spill over. She remembers the days after Alma died. No, not the days. The feeling. The feeling which has traveled through the timeline of her life from four years ago to zip around her body again. She’s been carrying Alma’s bones since that day, fitting them around herself.

Eventually it all shatters.

It is the week Tía Mama and Jesi are coming to visit but that’s not the reason Papi’s men stop coming. Not the entire reason anyway. Valentina phoned Tía Mama pleading with her not to leave her alone with Papi. Tía Mama said things were rough, Clemencia was searching for Valentina and Papi. That she was using all her contacts in the police. Tía Mama was going to make the trip when she could. A few days later Tía Mama finally called, she was coming, and told Valentina there was an additional surprise, Jesi would be coming with her.

There are days when Papi is all sound, his voice solid, every word a weighted thump to the earth, the whistling of men behind him. Papi wrapped like a regalito in the cacophonies of muchachos from town. Eventually the sounds become a whisper until they die off. A silence caresses Papi, then falls on him. After days of men in and out of the finca, one day he just says to Valentina, uno no es nada, Valentina. We are nothing. Almost choking on his own plumage. But that’s not why the men stopped coming or why eventually Papi transferred himself to his room all day, to the TV blaring and, eventually, to nothing at all.






Ignacio I’m not Like You

Every other night Ignacio sneaked out to be full of Felipe.

Choosing to forget an entire life of teachings. Choosing instead Felipe’s soft welcoming eyes, waiting for him out in the darkness of the potrero. Ignacio was learning a language beyond words, a certain freedom. A feeling. He was finally following his own desire, a path that wasn’t carved by the bleeding Jesucristo and the grieving black tears of his mami.

It was as if, aunque sea por un segundito, he could trick his heart into burying the shame and fear that chased him around that house. That’s what that was: a trick.

Here: Felipe’s bitten-down pink nails cracking open a granadilla.

Here: Thirty inches of synthetic hair swaying with the movements of an angel.

Here: Dainty fingers caressing the night.



At night the boys turned into fireflies. Luminous queer creatures of the dark hiding in forgotten dilapidated structures to suck and kiss and worship each other. When Felipe wore the long wig un no sé qué lit up inside Ignacio because Felipe wearing the long brown wig while he sucked on Ignacio’s cock was like jumping into a bottomless river naked. It was breathing underwater, deep below the surface of the earth. A miracle of the underworld.

Sometimes they went back to Felipe’s house. It was easy. Felipe’s father was never home and Lucrecia turned the other way, ignoring the brewing love between her son and the neighbor. Lucrecia had to have known, she must have, what with the giggling and the moaning and the appearance of our boy Ignacio in mere calzoncillos to eat perico eggs with cafecito cooked by a smirking Felipe in the morning. Lucrecia treated Ignacio like a son. Even when Ignacio asked her shyly to please not mention “this coming and going” to his family, Lucrecia winked at Ignacio then closed her mouth with an invisible key that she flicked away with her perfectly manicured fingers.

There was no map for this mundo.

But he could see Lucrecia’s unconditional love on Felipe. The confidence and exploding sass not clocked by insecurities or doubt. Ignacio wanted a piece of that whenever he fucked Felipe. Riding Felipe’s nalgas, that slim waist of his meneándose on Ignacio’s cock, Ignacio was stealing, soaking up the feminine essence that he couldn’t allow himself. Licking Felipe’s skin, tasting a piece of the divine.



One night Felipe took Ignacio outside of town past the river dam, past the matadero stinking with its buzzing flies and its death smell and into what was known in town as El Culo Del Mundo. They both wore black hoodies and for the first time there wasn’t an ounce of femme in Felipe. Ignacio was scared.



The street teemed with people in rags, men with guns tucked in pants. Ignacio trusted Felipe but unless they were trying to get killed there was no reason for them to be there. Ignacio tugged at Felipe, who whispered for him to be cool, to play nice, they’d be there in no time. “The fuck you’re taking me? You’re getting us both stabbed.” But then Felipe gave Ignacio that smirk, those beautiful uneven teeth and that face that asked Ignacio for all trust and devotion and to which Ignacio had no choice other than to submit.

They were passing dudes puking, heard guns blowing off in the distance. It was beaten-down casucha after beaten-down casita, the only lights dim and coming from inside, where people fought and threw bottles at one another. In the middle of the street a naked dude peed while yelling Yo soy el campeón, marica, el campeón soy yo. Who is the campeón? Me, hijueputa. Yo soy el campeón.

An older woman approached Ignacio and before he knew it she was holding his hand, the roughness of her hands hurting him. “You have the curse of the river in you, death will come shaped as a feather.” The woman’s green eyes spiraled, and Ignacio was hypnotized by her. She repeated it again to him, digging her nails on his skin, “You have the curse of the river in you, death will come shaped as a feather,” until Felipe yanked him, shooed her away. “Stop with the brujería pendejada!” But those glossy green eyes imprinted on Ignacio. The words of the woman would stay with him as they passed the remaining light of El Culo del Mundo into what seemed the leftovers of a construction site overtaken by monte.

“I think you’re ready,” Felipe said in a low voice.

“For what?”

You have the curse of the river in you, death will come shaped as a feather.

Felipe stared into Ignacio’s eyes while grabbing his bulge. “To not be a naive motherfucker.”

Two burly armed dudes stood in front of what looked to Ignacio like a joke of a zinc door. Felipe whispered something to one of the dudes, door opened, and off the boys went down the stairs overgrown with moss, overgrown with vines and spiderwebs and a continuation of the jungle growing off the concrete of an abandoned construction site that never was. The stairs to the criollo underworld. Ahí no más en Ebaguí. Pa’ que te des cuenta.

A puff of white smoke.

A drizzling fog.

Felipe dragged Ignacio through a crowd and onto another set of stairs that opened to a place that reeked like church. The underworld all tacón alto and a grief tugging at Ignacio’s insides. Misty vapor clouded the space, the naked bodies. All of it seen through the end of a dirty beer bottle.

Here in El Culo del Mundo saints disrobed. Sodomites of the underworld clawed their way onto land demanding a piece of what was theirs.

Ignacio was lo que se dice dizzy.

Felipe undressed. All of a sudden Ignacio, too, lost his clothes, and Felipe pulled Ignacio with him into a hole of hot water springing right from the earth. Felipe’s fingers running on Ignacio’s tensed body. At first no sound. At first just a pulse of electrifying terror. As if all the statues of pleading saints at the Santa Isabel de la Caridad church had suddenly lost their clothing, had miraculously come to life and appeared beyond El Culo Del Mundo to be rimmed and entered. A muted choreography of inverted pleasure. A sweaty herd of saints in and out of the hot springs. San Lázaro whipped by an angel in mere cowboy boots. Santo Tomás by the fountain with cocks in both holes. San Francisco de Asís all knees and yearning. Even Jesucristo was there. A sissy with a delicious six pack and long wavy hair thrown back as he got sucked off by a repenting Saint Judas. And look at San Pablo all limp wrists and niña chuckles riding San Pedro. Serpents rising from between legs to be cuddled and worshipped. Flowering from the pitch dark abyss of locura and deseo. Everyone pleading to be loved. You have the curse of the river in you, death will come shaped as a feather. The santos’s eyes scanned him for love. Their eyes arrived at Ignacio’s hardened dick. The orgy of saints. La orgía de los santos.

To be a weird motherfucker in Felipe’s and only Felipe’s arms was one thing but to be a weird motherfucker and be seen, witnessed in his totality, in his own nakedness, his own want, that was out of the motherfucking question.

A cold plunge into the Colombian reality, mi muchacho.

Ignacio saw the men through his father’s eyes. The perversion, the disgust. Ignacio was not there, he couldn’t be. What had he done? This was not him naked, Felipe reaching for the terrified cuchillo between his thighs. This was not him. It had gone too far. In stealing Felipe’s light he’d allowed himself to lose his norte. The searching eyes of all the naked saints on him. He saw it all through his father’s eyes and wanted to weep. The whipping of the saints that wouldn’t stop. Felipe was mistaking Ignacio, Ignacio mistaking Felipe for something real. Felipe was not real, none of this was. Then it hit him: the sound. Skin on skin. The raping of the world and its rules. The guttural moans of all these sodomite animals in heat.

“I can’t.”

Ignacio got out of the water but Felipe stayed.

Right then a circle of bodies crowded around a chubby angel on all fours taking it from behind while sucking another cock. The men took turns on him and the boy’s delight poured from his face.

“I’m not like you,” Ignacio said to Felipe.

It finally broke.

The misty dream.

Out of the water, Felipe’s eyes pura candela whipping at Ignacio’s face. Ignacio saw Felipe’s spit leave his lips and land on his cheek.

“You think you’re better than me?” Felipe laughed at Ignacio. “Lárgate.”

Felipe turned, a firefly strutting right into the middle of the circular orgy, leaving Ignacio all alone.

You have the curse of the river in you, death will come shaped as a feather.






Valentina Pretend You’re Dead and I Carry You

In a corner Valentina is pura pataleta, arms crossed, pink sunglasses on, fuming. The sun shines its infernal Girardot heat on this hotel for this weekend familycation that in Valentina’s memory was nothing but Alma scolding her on what not to do. This is the way she’s chosen to remember or, better, the way she has chosen to forget.

This time it is the two hours Valentina is supposed to wait after lunch before going into the pool to play with the other kids plus the T-shirt she must wear to cover her shoulders from the midday sun. None of the other kids have to wear stupid T-shirts over their bathing suits.

She promises Alma she won’t throw up this time. Valentina makes excuses for all the other times she threw up. She begs. Book in hand Alma doesn’t say a word, lights a cigarette then yells at Papi, who is fully entregado swimming, to come handle Valentina.

Papi now says that Alma suffered from constant migraines. In the rare times Alma is mentioned by Papi. Underneath Papi’s sink there is still a collection of orange bottles with Alma’s name on them, Alma Isabel Juan.

By the time they get into the pool the sun is already going down, the kids are leaving, and Valentina’s disappointment has reached an all-time high. There is no pool or sabrocito heat in Bogotá, no children to play with, and here she is missing her one opportunity. Here she has to play with her father.

Papi lifts her.

Valentina is upset. Raging from the missed opportunity and the unfairness of life.

“Valentina, ven. Relájate, hombre. Feel the water. Let yourself go. A ver, como muertica.”

Papi’s arms underneath her back and legs.

“Pretend you’re dead and I carry you.”

“What did I die from?”

“Dead people don’t talk, Valentina.”

The sun has almost set. The pool is empty except for Papi carrying dead Valentina gently through the chlorine waters.

“Close your eyes,” and Valentina does because back then she still trusts Papi. Papi’s gentle and strong hands carrying her pretend-dead body in its Little Mermaid bathing suit. The cool water against the warmth of her skin calms her down. Her curls balloon, a freshness on her scalp.

“There was a river where I grew up in Ebaguí. A river that holds a very special place in my heart. Whenever things were hard I went there with a friend. We lay in the waters like this and sometimes I pretended I was dead and gone and the water was taking me. And the water took all of it.”

She doesn’t understand Papi’s story. Valentina doesn’t know what “all of it” is but she wants him to keep moving her through the waters, holding her. All she wants is this polo a tierra, this anchoring that is Papi. Like a starfish she opens her arms wide and lets herself go pretending she is dead, pretending the water is taking all of it.





Midafternoon soroche. Faint light. Feathers on limp wrist. Corazón desbordado, corazón ensopado en sangre. Heart soaked in blood, overflowing. Two wishes deferred. Rocking chair. Chicken bones. What does it mean to live through the pain of having a papi like this papi? If your father happens to be this papi, and if this papi is the only papi there is—the only papi you’ve ever known—the papi you were assigned when Diosita herself was up there assigning papis to the peoples and she said, here, Valentina, this your papi, congratulations on winning a papi. Here he is in blood and feathers, in chicken bones and limp wrists, soaked in whisky and depression and smelling like wet bird. Your papi.

“I was afraid to hold you.” Valentina sits on the bed, closer, to get a better look at him. The finca feels muggy. So humid she could lick the air for water. “I couldn’t say it to Alma, of course, she already thought I was that kinda papi. ‘What kind?’ I’d ask and her eyes would water.”

Papi’s eyes two black marbles, a grey plumage of beard flutters like Papi ate a pigeon alive.

Valentina has no desire to bring up the pájaro transformation. For days, Papi laid in bed mumbling Clemente had been right all along, all along that malparido was right! He was a delicado-ass bird and this here was proof of this truth, he couldn’t escape his fate. Pájaro delicado. Papi laughed and yelled at dead Clemente for entire afternoons.

This was a few days after the señorito dude showdown. When Papi still sat on the rocking chair in the afternoons drinking and called Valentina with his fingers. “Mi niña. Come here. Let me tell you a cosita.” Before he completely locked himself inside, closing the blinds and eating nothing but seeds.

Valentina grabs the bottle and pours some in her own drink. Papi makes a disapproving face. “Okay, just a bit. Just for tonight.

“I never imagined I’d be a father. Not a real one. I assumed I had to be a father, I had an idea of a father, but a real one?”

Papi does that thing of patting Valentina’s leg and saying, mi niña, nena, mija over and over again, going around in circles until he is drunk enough to pull the words out, all in disarray, all in a puzzle Valentina has to piece together.

“Pa.”

“Valentina.”

“Pa.”

It’s her way of telling him she isn’t in the damn mood for a story. It is her way of saying I don’t want to know nothing about you anymore.

“Nobody trusted me, Valentina. And how can you have love with no trust? I still don’t understand how everything spiraled, how I lost track. Look at me. A fucking bird. If only my father could see me now, if only mami could see the pájaro this faggot has become. Oh, they would rise and beat me again if they could. Remember your grandmother? Mi mami, may she rest in peace. You would drape her rosaries round your neck and play modelito like her sick bedroom was a runway. Yason said to me one day when he saw you, ‘What kinda shit you teaching this kid to have no respect for our mother no respect for the Lord.’ So I never took you back. They liked your mother all right. But you, you were something.”

“Pa.”

He slurps on the aguapanela, shaking his head and laughing, which Valentina knows is how Papi remembers the Unbelievable when drunk.

“You don’t gotta go anywhere. La Pili is cooking arroz con pollo for lunch. Stay, mija, stay.”

Valentina sighs in defeat and sips on her own aguapanela. Lights a cig, offers one to Papi.

“Unbelievable that you’re this grown now. You had these fingers as a baby, wriggling like worms that you would wrap around mine, tight. You weren’t scared to hold me. Those pale chubby fingers and even now my hand is darker, I look like a whole cooked plátano. A bird plátano. Pero tú, pálida like your mother. Por Dios bendito. I can’t even fully look at you ’cause I see Alma’s judgment right there in those bushy eyebrows and pale skin. Right there I see her saying, you’re nothing but a fucking loser without me. I made you. What a stupid thought this all is. But you need to learn these things, don’t you? Because what really do you know about your father?”

That’s when she notices he is holding a picture. Papi points at her with the picture. There is no time for her to really answer Papi.

“I should have burned it all. I should have taken everything that day with Mamadora, when I burned half of our lives in paper, right after your mother died. I took all of it. I found the photographs she had taken of me. Can you believe Alma had a detective following me around and snapping compromising pictures of me and writing up some god-knows-what story? I found them when she died. You don’t think Clemencia has some of it? I saved a box of pictures. Alma’s. There’s this one with you in a stroller wearing those big ugly bows Alma’s mother sewed for you. Alma dressed you like you were a cake topper, I swear, she paraded you and me both in front of that family like those dogs on TV being checked for their breed. And I got no breed! My family is nothing but Yason’s air force accomplishments. Look at the photo, mija.” Papi offers the photo to Valentina, she holds a corner, Papi holds a corner. “I’m crouched, holding the stroller, wearing that habanito sweater Clemencia—if you can believe it—gifted me and all the husbands that Christmas. The entire line of husbands received the same hijuemadre habanito sweater: V-neck, dark beige with diamond shapes. I hated that sweater. It itched, too loose. But motherfucker did I look like a total padre de familia. You know your Papi had a body. With the sweater, I immediately transformed into a father. And it pleased the wife, pleased my in-laws. I was ‘ay, qué bello’ and Alma’s hand on my chest assured everyone I was hers. I remember the morning of the habanito sweater in this picture because I’d gotten in late that night after visiting the boys and dancing with my Eléctrica sisters. Alma’s crooked teeth grinning in disgust behind the camera, trying to get me to smile. Smile, Ignacio. You won’t even smile with your daughter, qué horror.

“Mamadora screamed every time she saw me coming into Aquario wearing that sweater, Take off that rapist’s uniform! My eyes are burning! Burning! Life with your mom was never easy, but you know that. And what was there to smile about anyway? This during the time Alma found out about my first lover. But you already know this. Eventually, nobody would trust me. Even you, it seems, believe whatever Alma’s family and the María Paula building are gossiping about me. But what could I do? The only way of seeing myself was to hide completely in plain sight. You’ll understand this when you get older, hiding is a means of survival, nena.

“But when you came into this world you wrapped yourself around my fingers like I was never a lie. Like I was always this truth. Like you could see me.”

The dogs come into the room to lay at Papi’s feet, he pauses to pet them. “Get me a beer, mija.” When she’s back with an Aguila he pops it open and continues.

“That night I had sneaked into the apartment, still smelling the boys on me, I went straight to your room. That peacefulness of your sleep calmed me. Everything was going to be okay. My steps woke you, wide-eyed, esos ojos. You giggled. No one in this apartment was ever excited to see me stumbling pasadito de tragos, bien drunk. No one on this side of Bogotá could handle me, pero you did. I was completely alone and yet there you were. Mi niña, I whispered. I could feel the wrath about to be laid on me if Alma woke in the next room, I was so used to it, I usually prepped for it while climbing the stairs to our apartment: the eternal crying and pointing and Alma locking herself with you while I drank the last of the whisky and passed out in the living room. But this time was different. I twirled for you. Qué dices, mi reina, I whispered to you still buzzing from the party, in need of an audience. Valentina, I whispered, my little queen. That night at Aquario Miss BocaGrande had performed Diana Ross in a two-piece red sequin dress and if I closed my eyes I could feel the trembling lights of the disco, the stickiness of the floor, Mamadora passing me a cigarette, kissing this cheek and that, como está our papi de familia tonight? I had nothing. Nothing real, nothing true, but your deep eyes following the tips of my fingers. I caught myself dancing around your crib, whispering the middle of a song from the night’s party. Your little body shaking with excitement. Did you know I was drunk? Did you know I had been searching all my life, searching for the precious love I had lost? What did you really know about me? I picked you up. I was scared of holding you. So small and fragile. So much life in my arms. Alma’s snores louder, bouncing around the room aiming at me, at us. We dodged them in twirls and un pacito tun tun. ¿Y cómo baila la reina? Así, así, así. We danced and danced.

“As I slipped into bed, Alma turning to spoon me. The next day wearing the habanito sweater when Alma asked me to smile for the picture, your fingers reached for my hand, tightly holding me as if to say I see you, papi.”

Papi finishes his story whistling for the dogs to come again. They are by the mango tree finishing up a duck they’d killed earlier in the day. The raw stench of death churns Valentina’s stomach when the dogs return. Papi pets them.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“All I can give you is my story, Valentina. I’m out of luck, out of love, out of hope, and possibly out of words very soon.”

Papi looks impossibly fragile. Skinny with feathers bolting out of every place in his body where there is no clothing. He looks alone, so alone, and small. Sunken eyes. Valentina reaches for his hand, he pats her once, twice.

“One can only take so much hating in life, Valentina. One can turn oneself into what your mami and your grandaddy want for only so long. I married your mother, didn’t I? Only for her to die so soon. And I see you. I see you distrusting me, turning exactly like her. Like all of them.”

Alma’s death had both opened the door for Papi and blown his cover. Papi was a faggot who had married Alma and when Alma died he was only a faggot who married to hide in plain sight and if Alma had been a pawn, a mere move in this chess game of his, then Valentina was too. Valentina was part of his equation of secrets. A river of hate that started way back way back when Papi was just a criaturo who tangled up everyone in his way. She wasn’t a daughter. Papi didn’t even think he’d ever be a father. She was a piece in a larger scheme of Papi’s to deceive, to pass as a papi número uno, a father, a husband, a man. This confession of his is nothing but a shattering for her. Papi exhuming his demons on her skin. And now everything had blown up because Clemencia knew his game, Clemencia wanted revenge on Papi, revenge on his abuse of Alma’s naiveté, but nobody considered what this performance of a nuclear family had done to Valentina, what it had done to the Magdalena River that sat on her chest coiling its waters serving pure nausea, pure pálpitos, pure déjame morir, and what can Valentina do when she hated Papi so much for playing her, for playing Alma, when she hated Papi for revealing himself as the player that he is, for being so bad at playing his own damn game. What can Valentina do but hate herself for adoring him, for loving Papi so much she’d drink his tears.








Part V Feather Bones








Ignacio Dreams

Category is: hunger inside a dimly lit hotel.

Dim as in walls made of brown wood and rusty spiral staircases, mahogany hallways. A labyrinth of sofrito heat inside a zona negra. In every corner of the dark hotel lavish meals: piles of carne asada dripping hogao, floor-to-ceiling pork tamales, a pool of pink chicharrón, a sancocho fountain spitting plátano from its beak, arroz con pollo in teacups. Ignacio pure hunger. Wanting to eat like now. A grumbling stomach. Heaving from hunger pains. From corner número uno, Ignacio reaches for a piece of carne asada quickly transforming into a cockroach dangling from his hand. A battalion of roaches erupts from the pile of carne asada, scurrying over the hogao, the pork tamales. From corner número dos, in a white thong, Carlitos pops from the pool of chicharrón posing like a modelo, the ultimate Chica Águila, giggling and eating chicharrón after chicharrón in girly delight, offering pieces to a starving Ignacio. Ignacio refuses the chicharrón, runs away from Carlitos, and Carlitos explodes in anger. From corner número tres, pieces of Carlitos fall on the sancocho that Felipe in a wig serves with a ladle in the teacups over the arroz con pollo. Clemente takes a cup and sips. Encarnación takes a cup from Felipe’s hand and sips too. The entire town of Ebaguí crams into the hallways sipping from the arroz con pollo + sancocho tea cups, burping loudly. The entire town faces Ignacio, staring him up and down in judgment, laughing at our hungry boy, pointing at him. Felipe leans in and kisses Ignacio, lengüetazo y todo, and the entire town cheers. Ignacio feels sick. He blinks and all of a sudden he is covered in feathers, all of a sudden he is that vestida-cross-dresser exiled to the mountain, metamorphosing.



Months of the same dream. Ignacio woke up puking. In a lagoon of his own juice, depressed and alone. Often he wanted to cry and if the tears were coming Ignacio ran up into the potrero and hid behind the hay where nobody could see him cry como nenita.

Ever since that last time he saw Felipe at El Culo del Mundo he’d been having recurring nightmares. Why was he alive? To answer his mami’s calling and drop the case of Coca-Cola on the other side of town. To jerk off to Mercedes’s titties, which as Mercedes’s new boyfriend and as proof that he wanted her, he did every day. To carry the virgen during pilgrimages and feel the stickiness of belonging, the nodding eyes, the pats on the back, the choking embrace of the town de mierda of Ebaguí. To count the stains on the ceiling above his bed. The stains in the shapes of clouds, ballooning, fattening by the days and the months so that by the end of that year, after months of not seeing Felipe, the stains above his bed are one constellation of mold and grease.

He was a coward.

Tú, mi muchacho, tú eres un muchacho de bien. Repeat after me: you, my boy, you are a good muchacho. A working muchacho. A muchacho raised a punta de aguapanela and Sagrado Corazón. That mariposita motherfucker came for you and tempted you like our savior Jesucristo was tempted. You know the story, at Mount Sinai, you’ve seen the whores around Jesus but did you know the whores looked like Felipe? Ignacio needed to fix himself, make himself anew, baptize himself in the waters of machito-rico in which all the boys swam. Felipe was wrong, so wrong. Felipe manipulated Ignacio with his charm, that’s what it was. Ignacio never wanted any part. It was the alcohol, the weed, the loneliness. And, anyway, Ignacio had always done the fucking, always riding Felipe’s ass. Always the man, always on top.

First, he got an hembrita. The girlfriend problem was fixed in no time, what with the always available niña Mercedes, her aching green eyes, walking hand in hand with our boy at church and cheering him at the futbolito matches.

Second, whenever a memory of Felipe popped into his brain he’d slap himself. A cachetá limpia. As hard as possible, huevón, pa’ que te duela. Por pervertido, por invertido, por anormal. Por dejarte envolver por un putico de mierda. Punishment for days and repenting in front of God at church. If said memory of purple-shorts boy haunted him in public, he’d pinched himself as hard as possible.

Yo veré, mi rey; a olvidar a ese cabrón. Better forget the months in which he’d veered away from being derecho. The months in which he had forgotten about God. About his family. No more dainty finger pendejada in the bathroom, no more swaying of fake wig hair by the river. Enderéceme ese limp wrist. Haven’t you heard? The world is not a kiki with your amigas. Haven’t you heard? That darkness swirling como fuego inside you is de lo más normal. Grow the fuck up and man that tienda. Ironed pants and buttoned shirt with gelled-back hair, cologne and a swag that after a few months had the Rulo Onces Club women winking at him and offering their female offspring, papá, porque tú lo que estás es bueno, Ignacio, papichulo number one.






Valentina Quietica

Things that are scams: Mothers. Fathers. Love. Porcelain angels. Frogs that shoot milk. Black and white TV.

Things that are real: Natalia. The Magdalena River. Gargajos. La Pili’s nails. Jesi’s uva curuba uva lips.

The late afternoon found everyone napping in different corners of the finca. Tía Mama and Jesi had arrived the night before bearing terrible news: The police were looking for Papi.

It wasn’t the police proper looking for Papi. It was the police adjacent. Some private security team with some paid policemen Tía Clemencia hired because the court system wasn’t moving fast enough in their prosecution of Papi’s wrongdoings, so Tía Clemencia and her monies took matters into their own hands.

A lo lejos, a soft vallenato can be heard coming from Doña Cecilia’s small radio. The thick air smells of tierra, of decomposing mangoes.



Jesi and Valentina sit by the tejo board aiming their spit at the triangular pouches filled with gunpowder. When they first saw each other at the front door neither of them moved. Frozen, puro smiles. Valentina wanted to throw herself on Jesi, bite her, smell her, demand to know everything she’d done in her absence.

By the tejo board, big phlegmy gargajos pirouetting in the air, dropping on the sand, never in the center. Jesi claims she once saw a dude’s gargajo blow up a tejo target. “I swear,” she says, definitely lying.

“When?” Valentina asks, defiant.

“A while back.”

“You’re lying.”

“No. I’m not. You can blow it up if you spit with force,” Jesi says, gathering up all the boogers of this life and the next. Valentina watches as Jesi cleans the saliva from the corners of her mouth.

They spit on the tejo board until they have no spit left. That’s when Valentina notices the hickeys on Jesi’s neck, almost faded but still visible. “I’m dry,” Valentina says, looking away. “Let’s steal a beer and go to the pond.”

It is then that Jesi tells her, as Valentina opens the fridge to the clinking of the beer bottles. That she’s been hanging out with the girl from the second floor, Laura, apartment 201, la flaca’s—the flight attendant’s—daughter. Valentina stares at her feet. The wading inside of her too much. The Magdalena, a drowning. Choking her. She coughs and coughs.

Over there the sky turning a deep orange. The sun rays dying, going bye-bye, adiós, nos vemos mañana.

“But you don’t have other friends,” is all Valentina can say, not looking at Jesi. It’s true. Jesi is too weird for everyone. Of course they both hang out with other people from time to time but the real peso pesado friendship is between them, exclusively.

Valentina imagines Jesi and Laura in the parking lot of María Paula kissing while she’s here sitting in anger que pa’ qué te cuento watching Papi grow feathers as bones. The puke comes rushing to her throat.



Me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala.

“I like her,” Jesi responds, swallowing a gulp of beer.

Valentina cannot even look at Jesi right now but she does, she has rage pumping in her like a pressure cooker that’s been left unattended for way too long and is about to blow the house up, so she angles her eyes at Jesi’s searching . . . for what? For Jesi to take every single word back. Apologize. Say it is all a joke.

Jesi returns her gaze with what can only be described as a yeah, Laura is my girl, so what look.

“Bullshit,” Valentina says and takes off running toward the pond.

Jumping over logs, smashing insects with her stumping. Tree branches scratching her arms and legs, pero no le importa. She pushes harder, faster, welcoming the pain while Jesi yells behind her. She gives in to the jungle. Her ankles twist in weird ways, the Magdalena inside wades. A few days ago Natalia appeared on television—on live television—being walked from a building into a car, covering her face with a hoodie, big sunglasses hiding the eyes, the flash flash flash lighting a walking cave of cameras. Natalia a scared fish at the bottom of the ocean. All light, all black. A paparazzo is heard yelling at her, Why are you hiding from the truth? right before she enters the car. Natalia removes her sunglasses, big puffed eyes the color of magma whip at the camera, eyes that are not human, eyes pure as pain, people gasp, nobody can believe she’d remove her sunglasses with eyes like that, so imperfect so pedestrian, but she does, Natalia pauses, gives herself a moment, and then is recorded opening her palm wide, nails glittering in the flashing lights, smacking said paparazzo across the face, then spitting on them before rushing into the black SUV.

Valentina keeps running choking on the river.

Palm tree. Log. Dead frog. Snake.

Jesi yells behind her.

Nothing remains nothing is hers nothing but this river this río that pushes through her, if she stops she’ll drown.



Jesi still behind. “Come on, Río. Stop it! Río!”

A scratch on her arm, the pain rings in her ears. She pukes at the base of a tree. Heaving. Waits for Jesi to catch up and when Jesi is there in front of her with the hickeys on her neck when Jesi is there with all her new life and new girlfriend she kisses in the dark among black butterflies while Valentina fades away with Papi, when Jesi is there having left her, betrayed her, with all the strength left Valentina pushes Jesi, hard, against a tree and when Jesi bounces back she does it again and again. Jesi’s spine hitting the trunk, bouncing back, almost falling. Valentina lifts her arm, is about to slap Jesi, but Jesi is strong and holds her back.

“What the fuck is wrong is you?” Jesi yells, pushing Valentina by her shoulders, softly. Valentina pushes Jesi again.

Jesi readies to punch her.

“Are you upset because I’m hanging out with Laura? You’re like trapped here with your father. You don’t own me, you know.”

They stare at each other in silence, heaving, listening to the buzzing jungle around them. Valentina wants to cry.

Jesi grabs Valentina’s arms, pins them down in a lock. “Ahí quietica,” Jesi whispers. Valentina struggles, tries wriggling out of Jesi’s grip.

“Fuck you,” Valentina says, trying to spit like Jesi had taught her, but the saliva only drips from her mouth like she is drooling. Jesi stares at her in disbelief. Eventually, Jesi lets her go.

If Jesi would only apologize. If Jesi would only take her back.

The pounding of Valentina’s heart now deafening, all sound now traveling to her head.

The sun hitting Jesi’s eyes, those diabolical gorgeous black-and-golden eyes on her. They stand like that for a bit, Jesi searching for something in Valentina’s face.

“What!?” Valentina responds.

“You got a huge booger.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do.”



“No, I don’t.”

“Don’t believe me? Check.”

“Shut up.”

“You’re an asshole.” Jesi takes Valentina’s hand, pulls it, continues walking. “Come on. I can hear Tía Mama calling you.” Valentina feels her ribs cracking, a new way of breaking, and she drops Jesi’s hand and runs back to Tía Mama.






Ignacio Like a Basic Bitch at a Morgue

The rumors first popped at the tienda. Rosa and Martica dropping in brightened with gossip delight, cuchicheando to Encarnación, who after hearing the chisme delicioso crossed herself and shook that head like she did only when the Rulo Onces Club was around. Que cómo es posible, can you imagine? Right on their street . . . there is no respect, no respect. Enjoying the news that someone else was doing worse than them and could be dragged and burned by the barrio’s tongue.

After one of the futbolito matches, with Mercedes coiled around him, Ignacio heard it again, this time from the boys on the team spitting on the floor as they retold the story.

At the Santa Isabel de la Caridad church a daring silence coagulated midair when Lucrecia dared show up for Sunday mass. A battalion of eyes lasered in on her. She waved at Ignacio but he pretended not to see her, staring at Jesus’s red stigmata instead.



On an afternoon as hot as a desert stove, Ignacio stood outside the tienda smoking a cig. The town had slipped inside an oven, was cooking under the infernal wrath of a tropical vengeful God.

The white dress was tight around the slim body. Plucked eyebrows, manicured French nails (who the fuck is doing his nails?), gold hoops reflecting the sun’s impossible infernal violence. Dressed top to bottom like a natural-born woman. In. Plain. Daylight. The biggest sin of them all. Felipe sucked on a lollipop, gently lowered the pink sunglasses so that his eyes met Ignacio’s for a brief second. Panic on a dusty street, mad lips for Felipe, who couldn’t give two fucks about the blank stares of passersby. Felipe’s eyes were all shade and how he rolled them, turned his back to Ignacio and kept on strutting down the street.

“Anormal!” someone yelled from their window.

The white dress appeared everywhere.

Ignacio knew Lucrecia must have hemmed it.

It was at Matilde’s cafeteria near the plaza buying almojábanas as Ignacio played pool with the futbolito boys. The boys all screamed, ayyy look me this niñita mariposa, but Felipe played the unaware starlet and continued sucking on that lollipop.

By now Felipe was the most tremendous puto of the town and the latest escándalo. This town is the size of an asshole, Felipe used to say to Ignacio, you twirl your tongue once and you’ve tasted it all. It smells like one too.

But if you wanna be a puto then you’ll be treated like a puto. People ashed their cigs on his hair, burnt holes in the dress, spat on his face but Felipe was relentless with the putería. Sashaying majestic with an imposing travesti air that boiled the blood of the town. Uy—how the blood boiled. The blood was a simmering sancocho of resentment and fear for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

A blinding travesti sun.

One night when nobody but passed-out Carlitos was at the tienda, Felipe rolled in in a tube top and booty shorts. Panic immediately set inside Ignacio, who busied himself organizing the arepas, gaze down, away from Felipe.



“I’m not here for you,” first thing Felipe muttered, flipping his hand in front of Ignacio.

Not even the girls wore tube tops and booty shorts.

Why did the desire for Felipe come back immediately?

“My mom needs some arepas.” Ignacio wouldn’t say a word, kept staring down slowly stacking the arepas. Felipe rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for the fact that no one on this street wants to sell me food, unless I come dress in men’s clothes. Men’s clothes, like I’m a fucking basic hoe like you or something. What a fucking joke. I need ten arepas, Ignacio, wrap them nicely”—and then in a whisper—“like you like me or something. Like you actually have a heart.”

Ignacio wouldn’t say nothing. He hesitated, still not lifting his eyes to look at Felipe.

“My mom is sick, okay?” Felipe continued, pretending to be annoyed, “I’d prefer to be plucking flowers in my garden but I am forced by the powers that be to walk in here and talk to you because nobody else will sell me some goddamn arepas and, anyway, mami likes yours.” Felipe pointed with the French-manicured nails in the direction of the arepitas con queso behind the counter.

There was nothing to say, it was all feel. The want for Felipe a pull in every inch of Ignacio’s body and the anger that Felipe would dare walk into the tienda.

Ignacio eyed Carlitos, confirming the security peso pesado was asleep so he could take in the immensity of Felipe. The afternoon sun an orange halo framing Felipe. He was not of this world, not made for this world. An apparition. A divine gift. Mosquitos buzzed around the arepas. Carlitos’s snoring drummed away the time. Slowly, Ignacio wrapped the arepas. Ignacio could see the bruises, the black eye covered with foundation.

All the big-boy talk went puff puff out the window when Felipe tapped his rings on the counter and from the black hole of Ignacio’s heart came an urge to care for Felipe’s wounds, to grab his face, kiss him. To be near him, Felipe’s head resting on his chest.



“Again with your motherfucking staring, Ignacio. I ain’t coming here for you.”

“You shouldn’t be dressed like that.”

“Gracias, tía, but I don’t need your sermon today.”

“What’s with the black eye?”

“God, you are a naive motherfucker.”

“You gonna get your ass killed,” Ignacio said quietly. “You gonna end up in a fucking ditch unidentifiable.”

“Wouldn’t you like that?”

“Felipe.”

“Don’t Felipe me. The fuck you care anyway? This is none of your business.”

“What about your mom? Don’t you care about what this is doing to her? And you’re making it my business by walking in here.”

“Why are you talking to me? You’re not like me, remember?”

“. . .”

“. . .”

“Felipe.”

“Don’t try to pull those ojitos with me, asshole. I am not falling for it. Where are my arepas? I didn’t come here to be dragged into your bullshit.”

“Then why are you here?”

“. . .”

“. . .”

“Está bien. I’m giving you ten seconds.”

“For what?”

“I am giving you ten seconds to walk with me down the street. You care about me ending horizontal and pale like a basic bitch at a morgue? Walk me to my house.”

“. . .”

“. . .”

“That’s ten seconds. You got no weight in that culo, Ignacio. Adiós.”






Valentina Paloma Negra

A hole in the earth carved with fingernails with hands with blood a hole carved underwater right at Bocas de Ceniza the Magdalena dying off into the ocean bye-bye river bye-bye heart teeth gnawing on sixty-million-year-old volcanic ash a hole dug by that bachata song at five in the morning that bachata song that asks the moon for love and redemption that bachata song carrying the dead in her arms gifts for the Caribbean Sea to swallow glu glu glu maybe it is better to be one of the passengers in the river better to choke on salt and sunshine put bloody fingers in ears to stop the world from falling inside better to transform be fish learn to breathe underwater be accidentally eaten by a boa constrictor be a boa constrictor with no mother no father no memory whip a tail of scales on the earth until it drums another bachata bum bum 1,540 kilometers of song maybe it is better to be a dying thing underwater pluck tooth by tooth with pliers smeared them with ketchup the ketchup reserved only for Natalia serve the ketchup teeth like popcorn one by one eating itself a lo mejor it’s better to recline the head during a nosebleed be the lung that fills up with blood be the Monchy and Alexandra lung singing se me ahoga la vida se me ahoga la vida a lo mejor it’s better to drown the life serve it to Jesi serve it to Papi serve it to Tía Mama serve the life that drowns la vida que se ahoga as a side dish with the sancocho next to the fried plantains and top it off with juguito’e lulo.



It happens the day Papi coughs up so many feathers the tile floor of his room is covered in plumage. The day Papi stops speaking.

For weeks now the change in his body has been dramatic. Valentina has slept on the rocking chair inside Papi’s room just in case the real Papi comes back. Instead, every day she’s woken up to find this bird body more defined: wings instead of arms, claws instead of legs, and eventually a hardened beak.

The last thing he’d said was some gibberish about Natalia, then he asked for whisky. Valentina brought him water, which he spat out.

Valentina got on the bed and has learned to sleep curled next to this bird body, the television on.

On one of these nights Papi flapped his wings but he couldn’t lift up, couldn’t really fly, gave up too quickly, fell back down on the bed defeated, next to her.

Right before Papi’s arms completely transformed into wings, on an unusual hot humid night, she felt Papi reaching for her hand. It may have been a dream—those weeks are nothing but one long night—but she remembers squeezing it back. Squeezing his hand hard. Falling asleep holding Papi’s fingers.

An image came rushing to her: the Parque Nacional during December lit up full of Christmas lighting. Smell of braised corn, canelazo. Distorted lights illuminating every which way. Child Valentina walked holding Papi’s hand, mesmerized by the lights, the street vendors. This during the high time of nosebleeds. This during the time right after Alma’s death, when Papi had returned and picked her up from Tía Mama’s. Blood tickled the back of her throat, she tilted her head back out of instinct and then remembered that, according to Papi, she could die right then and there if a drop of blood got into her lungs. She didn’t want to die, she didn’t want to leave Papi. It was just the two of them now. Valentina tilted her head forward. Tugged at Papi. Papi looked down but didn’t notice the thin red river leaving her nostrils. She tugged again, he barely noticed, told her to look at the lights. Look, nena, pay attention. Papi scanned the park, drank a canelazo. She tugged one last time, but Papi paid no attention. Blood flowed out of her nostrils onto her white turtleneck, but she made no effort to clean herself up. She wondered how long it was going to take before Papi noticed what was happening to her. People walked around them, glared at her, a señora even pointed at Valentina. Valentina showed the señora her bloody teeth like a dog. Valentina didn’t want to leave Papi, she would have done anything to stay close to him, even leaning her head forward as a delicate river of blood flowed from her body. Time passed, Papi finished his canelazo. Valentina realized Papi had been searching for someone, something, this entire time. That Papi had been paying no attention to her, that this holding of hands was nothing other than a symbolic gesture. The blood covered her entire chest before a shocked señora rushed to Papi covering her señora mouth, pointing at Valentina. When Papi’s eyes popped open, Valentina revealed the same teeth she showed the señora.



Valentina has seen Papi’s chest by now: diagonal slits growing thick calluses. Chunky roots on Papi’s thorax, bloody at the base so that he looks tragically pierced by plastic swords. It reminds Valentina of Jesucristo on the cross. If Papi were a telenovela right now he’d be titled Paloma Negra. If Papi were on TV he’d be cast as Paloma Negra. A love that flies away and leaves nothing but destruction on its path. Pero Papi would never be in a telenovela because he has lost all his Papi swag, his Papi moves, his tolimense tumbao. It happens when Tía Mama sits next to Papi on the bed, pulling at the cord of the phone, a pile of paperwork next to her. Tía Mama has said this is very normal, this paloma negra transformation of Papi. She knows of a travesti down in Argentina who suffered a similar fate.

“It is a known fact that some people grow to be old, others become birds or panthers or beasts,” she says. “Some people even become rivers. I’ve seen it with my very eyes, mi cielo.” As if Tía Mama is trying to convince Valentina of something, the normality of the situation. No, Valentina doesn’t care so much that Papi is a bird as much as she cares about him leaving her.

When Tía Mama gets up from the bed to use the bathroom Valentina slides into Papi’s room, she removes the siete-tigres blanket from his chest. Papi can’t fight her.

How dare Papi leave her.

How dare Papi transform while she stays the same.

How dare he play chess with her life and get a way out. As a bird nonetheless.

She’s checked her chest every night for signs of openings, bumps that signal she too will transform, join Papi in his escape, running her fingers alongside her cheeks, her chest, her belly. It is not fair.

Encabroná. Emputá. Enverracá.

She chokes back the tears and starts plucking the feathers from Papi’s belly. They don’t give easy. She has to push down his chest with one hand and pull with the other. Like yanking a tree from its roots. Papi turns and groans in pain but Valentina doesn’t stop. She tugs and Papi’s feathered body twists. For the first time in who knows how long she senses Papi crying, Papi with his black bird eyes crying real tears lágrimas, sliding down eyes with no eyelids, marbled-black eyes of the paloma negra that is Papi. Bird tears. Lágrimas de pájaro, de pajarito. She keeps yanking the feathers. She doesn’t stop. Even when Papi’s tears roll onto the bed, wetting the blanket around him, she continues to yank feather after feather leaving a trail of blood on his chest. It is not soft skin she finds. It is not Papi. And yet through the plucked holes she can see the inside of Papi, the black hole that holds all of him and therefore all of her and she wants to dive into this hole on Papi’s chest, refuse to let him have this moment, refuse to let him go. Me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala. The Magdalena River uncoils, spills out of the chest that’s been holding it together. When the Magdalena is too full of rain it floods because the excess water has nowhere else to go, so it spills over into the surrounding area. The severity of the flooding depends on several factors, including duration of rainfall, the terrain, and slope. Many people consider it a curse, the way water runs in and out of the Magdalena. Tía Mama, especially, has mentioned this many times.

When Tía Mama returns she screams at the pool of blood. Valentina panics. Floodwaters of the Magdalena can be fast-moving, unpredictable, violent. Sometimes a threat to human safety. Sometimes people evacuate to higher altitudes to evade the wrath of the overflowing Magdalena. Sometimes people throw ofrendas, offerings to the river to evade its curse.

Me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala.

Valentina runs out of the room still holding a bouquet of Papi’s feathers, Tía Mama yells after her but she keeps running, running past the dogs sleeping outside past the mango tree with its spoiled fruit as an offering to the earth she runs past the David criollo spilling green water from his dick past Jesi and La Pili who wave at her and don’t try to stop her nobody tries to stop her she runs out of the finca and into the unpaved road the afternoon buzz of mosquitos bullet themselves into the back of her throat she runs into the maze of bushes scratching her legs and face she swallows the mosquitos the mosquitos alive buzzing inside her the echo of the buzz like a song a Chavela Vargas song “Paloma Negra” hums inside her orchestrated by the mosquitos as she runs hitting bush after bush it is “Paloma Negra,” Alma’s favorite song, blaring in her chest the one thing she remembers about her mother and now here it is fully alive while her feet don’t dare stop ya me canso de llorar y no amanece and it is Papi’s lagrimosos bird eyes that appear in front of her ya no sé si maldecirte o por ti rezar it is the curtain of grief and darkness that fuels the run everything that she can’t evade anymore because it is inside her it is of her it is her what is she if not a piece of Papi what is she but a root holding all that is Papi all that Papi has done every heartbreak of Papi’s every hurt enacted by him every pain of Papi’s every way he’s loved is deep in her bones so deep she can’t tell what’s what but she feels it the past the present the future it is all alive running wild inside her and like the Chavela Vargas song her eyes cry in silence a muted weep as the sun dies for the day Valentina runs for the entire song for the entire flooding she runs not feeling her feet anymore drifting pulled by the waters in her chest that suffocate her, drown her, air becomes difficult to breathe she can’t get enough air into her lungs there’s not enough oxygen in all of Colombia for her lungs me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala, me estoy poniendo mala, in the Magdalena nobody comes out alive unless you develop gills unless you learn to breathe underwater unless you surrender to the river let go become one with the waters of ancestral grief the waters holding so much death que pa’ qué te cuento she runs and runs the sun asphyxiated by clouds so the light is faint a sunset that is not a sunset but an obstruction of the sun by clouds intentionally dimming the light of their sun-sister on purpose, pa’ estar en algo, and now the bushes drop Valentina on the other side at the main road of the pueblo where people glare at her shaking their heads then going about their business selling mazorca and cheese but our girl is feral she is the daughter of Alma Juan and Ignacio Rodríguez she is the child of the river the largest river in Colombia and she cannot breathe.

The sun is almost gone.

The lampposts light up as she stumbles around the plaza covered in sweat and mocos and heaving like a dying animal. The lungs are screaming are pounding on her ribs wanting to be let out. There’s a cry trapped inside her that won’t let her breathe. Dotted blurred lights. A faint roar that she can’t quite point to. There’s so much sound, an eternal ringing. A memory that’s not hers: Papi as a teenager in a long black wig strutting along a river, holding another boy’s hand. Papi crying. Papi floating on a river. Valentina feels people reaching for her but she doesn’t understand what is happening. Sometimes when the Magdalena overflows bodies appear, memories flare up from the disappeared people tangled in the palm trees. The river vomits its dead onto the land. Bodies that never make it out to the Caribbean but are stuck in purgatory between land and water.

A hand lands on her shoulders.

Someone setting her on a plastic chair.

Voices of men yelling.

Someone asks her a question.

She’s still trying to breathe.

A señora in an apron pushes her way through the circle of people, pours water on Valentina’s face. The señora’s hands smell of smoke and garlic as they rub water on Valentina’s face. The señora places a hand on Valentina’s chest whispering, “Slow slow breathe slow count to ten breathe slow suavecito, mi niña, despacito.”

There’s a lot Valentina won’t get to tell Papi: how he is the first thing she thinks of every day in the morning when she wakes up. How nobody makes chicken drumsticks in tomato sauce and arepas like him. How she always wanted to be like him inherit some of his tumbao his easiness his ways with people. How Papi is what tethers her to the earth and without him she has nothing. How the safest she’s ever felt is with her head on his chest listening to his heart beating watching reruns of Café con aroma de mujer.

Valentina inhales deeply. Finally, oxygen. Finally, something opening in her, and the señora smiles. A circle of people surround her.

The señora disappears.

A bunch of people glare at her. From a place in her guts Valentina’s survival skills kick in and she sees all the papaya she is giving. All the vulnerability she’s serving, risking life like it’s nothing. Papaya to be robbed, kidnapped. She gets up and walks quickly toward the church in the middle of the plaza.



In a pew Valentina breathes, inhaling air like she just learned how.

She breathes in again. And again, breathes.

Now that she’s settled inside this church, the throbbing from her body comes up all at once. The pain in her feet, the scratches on her arms and legs from the violence of the bushes. There’s almost no one here. One or two ladies up front, pashminas on bowed heads, someone lighting a candle to the Virgen. It’s a quiet, small church with large porcelain saints and angels. The same saints and angels Papi sells in miniature with the added Papi couture.

Next to Valentina a girl her age, maybe a few years older, slides in and sits. Valentina eyes her with distrust, scans the church to see if anyone else followed her but it is just this girl. The girl shows her a bottle of aguardiente, nods with her head.

“What do you want?” Valentina whispers, defiant.

The girl doesn’t respond. She looks like Jesi with her head shaved, nails bitten down and black eyeliner.

“I saw you outside. You look like you need company and you look like you need a drink.” The girl takes a swig of the aguardiente then passes it to Valentina. Valentina takes the bottle, sniffs it, takes a swig. The liquid burns her throat but her whole body welcomes it. She drinks more.

The angels stare from above with a pitying ay pobrecita look, porcelain hands clasping their angel hearts. Life-size wings.

“I don’t have anything to steal,” Valentina whispers, looking straight at Saint Gabriel Archangel. Papi’s favorite.



“I’m offended.”

“I see no other reason why you’re here trying to get me drunk.” Valentina takes another gulp.

“I can smell my people,” the girl says, moving closer to her. “You’re like me.”

“How?”

“All lost, looking for a piece of mundo that’s yours.”

Valentina is spent. But if she’s going to get knifed at least let it be by a cute girl at church. She gives up. She’s so exhausted, so tired of fighting what’s happening, trying to understand, trying to hold on to Papi. She wants someone to take all of it from her. She wants to pass the bones, the river, the paloma negra of Papi all wrapped in bubble wrap on to the next person. She wants it all gone.

For a while they sit like that in silence: two girls passing the aguardiente bottle in the back pew. The cool air of the church. The lights are dimmed, candles lit all along the walls and up in the altar. A few women come and go lighting more candles but for the most part the church is reserved only for them.

Magdalena is the name of the girl. Valentina chuckles when she hears it. A runaway girl from Barranquilla who lives here in Girardot with a santera travesti godmother by the name of Leticia Rosales, also known as La Divi, who took her in when she wandered the streets looking for work.

“So you got no mother?”

“No.”

“And your name is Magdalena?”

Magdalena nods.

“Have you been to the river?”

“Who hasn’t?”

By now she’s slightly drunk and full of defiance. Valentina studies Magdalena, making a mock camera with her hands. Who is this girl, why is she here. Magdalena leans closer.



Valentina reaches for Magdalena’s hand, feeling the fingers that have touched the waters of the river.

Magdalena meet Magdalena.

The river is alive inside her but she’s only seen it on TV and in school books. It seems impossible that this cute boy-looking girl with the sacred name is next to her. A girl from the land of Bocas de Ceniza, the very end of the river. If Magdalena touched the river, bathed in the river, if Magdalena’s hands carry the river then surely they carry a piece of Alma, a piece of Natalia, a piece of death, a piece of ven-a-mis-brazos.

An immediate sense of intimacy, like they have done this before, the two of them. It’s so easy, this closeness. The angels are pitiful and ridiculous in this light, blurred with every gulp of aguardiente.

“What is it?” Magdalena asks.

Valentina reclines her head on Magdalena’s shoulder, lets the silence do the talking.

They finish the bottle. Valentina is drunk and fearless and eventually all of it comes rushing out of her mouth: Alma. Papi. Arteria. María Paula. Tía Mama. Clemencia. Jesi. Heartbreak número uno, heartbreak número dos, número tres, número cuatro. Finally, Valentina blurts out the embarrassing paloma negra truth that is Papi. How he too is leaving her, everyone is.

Magdalena’s arm wraps around Valentina. Valentina giggles a drunk laugh staring into Magdalena’s brown eyes. The nose piercing. If Magdalena were a song she’d be “Boys Don’t Cry” by the Cure, the song Jesi butchers in English pretending she is a boy who doesn’t cry in the afternoons when they split cigs and spit phlegms pero ni pensar en Jesi, Jesi the traitor, Jesi exchanging Valentina for a dumb girl from the second floor, but Magdalena, Magdalena seems like a boy the swag of a boy with eyeliner, a boy with the face of night the fingers of a river a boy who carries too much but somehow is calm somehow knows how to hold the weight of the world inside her.

Valentina can’t locate where it comes from. This force. This yearning on her lips so intense. She’s never done it before, not like this. Valentina leans in and kisses Magdalena. Softly at first, timidly, until Magdalena pulls her in.






Ignacio A Forgotten Room Somewhere

When Yason approached the pueblo the tectonic plates under Ebaguí jerked. The tierra convulsed from the frigid presence of his brother sauntering about town like Pedro por su casa in aviator glasses and an updated air force suit that featured colorful banderillas and two iron pecs del diablo.

By now Yason had undergone a name change, a military name change that is. At the welcoming party the whole pueblo—sans Clemente, sobra decir—clamored the improved named: ¡Mi Comandante! ¡Mi Comandante! ¡Mi Comandante! Salute! Salute! Salute! There is no pride more potent than to salute you, my commander. Usté si es un verraco. The entirety of Ebaguí under his fingers. Eternal landlord of all other souls of the pueblo, air force bro now flew the planes of the presidente so the local police, the local military stationed at the highway saluted him like the mismísimo king returned.



For the brief time Yason spent in Ebaguí God lost the crown. An entourage of additional air force compadres in equal banderilla drag but somehow less somber and deadly looking followed him—how did his bro transform into pure brutal gestapo realness? Even compared to his air force compadres, Yason truly seemed licked by the mismísima death.

Mothers gifted the Comandante piles of food and sometimes a daughter or two. A dream come true for this pueblo de nadie. If one could make it so could all.

Pero, espérate.

Who is the skinny-to-the-bones teary madre, rosaries galore round the neck, with a pecho of pride and excitement blessing the Comandante in the name of the father, mijo, and the son, mijo, and the holy spirit, mijito? Looking around at all the vecinas, staring más bien, nodding, so that every single woman a la redonda understood that this one right here, this pure peso pesado dripping money ventiao and status, came straight out of her vagina. Usté como hizo, Encarnación. Tell us the secret to raising a boy like that, mija. The trembling hands that reached for the head of the Comandante aiming a kiss but were turned down brusquely, quickly, in front of everyone, and not even an apology, but nada is going to ruin this moment. Encarnación shone her remaining light parading herself next to her one and only Comandante son.

No hizo sino llover. It was rain in the morning rain in the afternoon and rain at night from the moment Yason stepped into the pueblo and stayed at the casa of one of his friends, not too far from the family’s house, so that Clemente paced the floor of the tienda up and down pointing to the drenched street, I can smell that hijueputa from here.

After the rain, the smell of rubbed tierra. A menthol balm on the lungs of the town. Ignacio tried real hard to keep a low profile. Real hard to not set off his father’s or Yason’s anger. But inevitably, lo jodieron. He became Encarnación’s mensajero, the unofficial official subterranean messenger between Yason and Encarnación. Trading letters and whispers from one side of the barrio to the other. Ignacio didn’t want to know what they talked about because if he knew their secrets that meant he was complicit in the leaving of his daddy in a downward spiral with the chickens and chicharrón all to himself.

Down the street, past Don Jacinto’s, Yason sat surrounded by his buddies, always welcoming Ignacio pointing a cigarette pack toward him, scanning his insecure ass. The brown hand-me-down pants from Yason, white button-up, and gelled-back curls Ignacio spent fifteen minutes on that morning. A drop of coagulated blood from the clumsy shaving of the faint mustache. Yason clocking Ignacio’s every movement. Subtitles blared below Yason’s eyes, you skinny fucker, you little wimp. You are a nobody, will never amount to shit.

Ignacio purposefully sat wide legged, tuning into the deep voice slowly making its way through teenageland into his throat. Mira, mi brother, I got that niña Mercedes así y así. Mira, mi brother, me right here, the motherfucker futbolito star of last tournament. These legs, mi brother, this chest. I am más teso que el diablo. I got mad big plans for that tienda.

You think you’re a teso? Imagine what your brother has seen, imagine what that uniform has done. Ignacio tensed, feeling like a million culona ants crawling all over his body. Ni una palabra tenía que musitar el Yason. It was all in the way he looked at Ignacio. A stare that pulled Ignacio apart. It made Ignacio feel boiled alive.

Eventually, Clemente left on Don Jacinto’s truck with a bag of arepas, a hen in the other hand, off to see his other familia. Sobra decir, Yason didn’t show up at the house when Clemente was still there because Encarnación had begged on her very knees with three rosaries wrapped in pleading hands that she could not take another dead son and, although Yason chuckled at Encarnación’s assumption that the dead one would be him, if there was anything a man like Yason still kinda respected, it was his mother.

There is no easy way to describe Ignacio’s last days in Ebaguí.

The clouds never opened even though the sun tried.



Yason was trained air force. As trained air force Yason was a loyal dog. A loyal dog sniffs your balls and finds your fear.

The night Yason’s rooster lost the cockfight at Fabian’s down by the cafetería, a scourge of mosquitos had overtaken the streets. Yason only drank when there was a fight. A cockfight was a good fight. Yason was lo que se dice llevado por el drunks. The night a black lung. Warm and despiadada.

At the cafetería Mercedes draped over Ignacio twirling the tip of her tongue inside his ear as Yason stumbled in llevado por el aguardiente with his friends. It was not only Ignacio who tensed, but all the other boys there. All the boys got a slap on the head and a round of beer for all these maricas, Doña Carmen, hágame el favor. Ignacio got a half hug from Yason, who stank of grass and ass and boiled meat.

Ignacio could already feel that something horrible was about to happen because Yason’s drunk savage energy was making a comeback. Center stage, full spectacle.

Category is: testosterone gone wrong.

It was Yason’s cold blood bumping one vallenato at the time. Demanding the music louder, the food hotter, the aguardiente pico botella. Ignacio clocked the licking of teeth, the searching red eyes waiting for some target to pounce on and show off to his friends. The playing with the cadenita of the cross round his neck. What was it really about, the silent ruthlessness of his brother? It was knowing Yason had no limits. Yason in the company of his friends, a herd of predators.

The bats swooping inside the cafeteria were lost in the light. A black cloud flapping, their cries like agonized children’s.

Using Mercedes as an excuse, as in, Mercedes has to go home now, Ignacio tried leaving. Half joking, half demanding, Yason sat Ignacio back down.

Doña Carmen lit a piece of newspaper to smoke out the ants and mosquitos fanning the doorway of the cafetería. “Choo, choo, malparidos, choo, choo, mosquitos de mierda, me cago en su madre.”



From inside the smoke the apparition popped like it was her quinceañera day.

And it could have been her quinces, from the dark sunglasses she wore in plain night and the rolls of fake gold bracelets clacking with each kitten-heeled step. The attitude was what mesmerized the crowd. Babygirl sashayed in like she owned this damn place, not only the cafetería but this street, this whole jungle plateau that is Ebaguí. She cracked open the night with her luminous glow, her white cotton dress.

A fist on his forehead was what Ignacio felt. An invisible punch so fierce he touched his head to make sure there was no blood.

The thickness of the air in the cafetería couldn’t be cut with a machete.

Every mouth twisted in awe, disgust, and only the bolero in the back eres mi niña bonita lulling the brewing anger.

The dainty fingers wanted a pack of cigs for her and her friend and two tintos ’cause she needed all the caffeine and wouldn’t Doña Carmen want to invest in better lighting? “Mi amiga,” as Felipe called the chubby flaming papi of no more than fourteen in bell-bottoms following her to the counter as Felipe searched with his manicured nails for the money to pay Doña Carmen.

The million culona ants now devoured Ignacio’s stomach, his intestines.

Felipe’s curled eyelashes caught Ignacio’s. Ignacio’s minuscule eyelashes—a true joke from God, Felipe’s words as he licked them, many moons ago, it seems, a whole life between them—lowered and focused on the dirty tiles, the relentless ants carrying mini-pieces of green leaf.

In his fantasy Ignacio carried Felipe out safely to the river. Inside his chest, in the cavity above his heart, Ignacio projected all that he is not: a hand walking Felipe out of here. A body that would love and protect this queen of his heart. A bite to Felipe’s lip because she looked damn good.

Doña Carmen, a true alma de Dios, admired Felipe’s hands: que tan beautiful, que tan soft, que how does he get the white of the French manicure to stay for weeks? Doña Carmen laughed at Felipe’s insistence on lighting that doesn’t cut a face in two with its bruteness and shadows. An “ageless” lighting. And off were Doña Carmen and Felipe chatting it up like comadres as Felipe caught her radiant self in the mirror to her right and it was in this mirror that Ignacio’s eyes pleaded with Felipe’s.

Yason, the bro who didn’t have one slow neuron but had all the cells of his brain injected with a volador del diablo, noticed Felipe noticing Ignacio. Noticed Ignacio’s head recoiling, lowered. Noticed our boy Ignacio getting up, saying goodbye to his amigos, holding Mercedes’s hand for dear life. Mercedes pointed to Felipe and said, loud enough for Yason to turn his head and sit Ignacio back down again, “That’s your neighbor, amor.”

Échele leña al fuego, mamita.

Y fue aquí that Ignacio remembered his mother’s words: With all the good people dying every day and God doesn’t finish taking my life.

On the wall behind Felipe’s head, a blue calendar of La Virgen del Carmen nailed in all her holy poses.

It was April, the calendar said, but the night whispered it couldn’t be April. The night bleeding its scars cried it wasn’t April. Yason following Felipe’s strut out of the cafetería and whistling to his friends to join in the hunt told everyone it wasn’t April, it couldn’t be. April was Felipe swaying Lucrecia’s wig in the sun framed by the fluorescent foam of the river. April the time of the guayabas. Sweet guayaba smell mixed with weed from the joint Felipe brought to Ignacio’s potrero duty, the wetness of the joint from Felipe’s saliva as Ignacio brought it to his lips. April was all love even though Felipe and Ignacio were not friends who loved each other, friends who held hands, Felipe and Ignacio were not friends at all. April was Ignacio’s limp wrists saluting the sun one girly finger at a time inhaling every part of Felipe.

So it was impossible that tonight the Virgen del Carmen declared it April, again. Impossible that April was a night when Ignacio was dragged by Yason’s drunkenness to clean this town of weird motherfucker raritos hijueputas that you seem to know so well. It couldn’t be that all Felipe did was laugh, hard, in Ignacio’s face while Ignacio swallowed ten million liters of cement as Yason demanded Ignacio punch the motherfucker sissy, while Felipe clapped those French nails because hadn’t they been here already? Didn’t Ignacio get his ass whopped by a faggot already? Pero vente, papito, fuck me up I deserve it. You’re not like me, right? With the help of his friends, Yason held Felipe. Yason was a pull and Felipe was a pull and there was no in between. You either kept running away or join the men, the men, the men, you either became them or there was no escape from the men, the men, the men. What Ignacio knew was Felipe’s screams, broken Felipe, Felipe’s bloody kisses on his fists were stored, hidden away, a sarcophagus inside a cuartito, a forgotten room buried in his bones.






Valentina Prométeme Que No Te Irás

To La Divi’s house they stumble, arms wrapped around shoulders, the warm evening shooting darts of light. A short walk but Magdalena can’t leave Valentina alone in her state. She promises she’s fine she can handle herself, but Magdalena sees the fragility of a sheltered kid from Bogotá and cannot take no for an answer.

La Divi’s house is small and impeccably clean, with colorful paintings of big-breasted women lining the hallways painted by La Divi herself.

La Divi meets Magdalena from behind a cloud of cigarette smoke, chopping garlic, and pointing at Valentina with the lit cig she says, “Mi niña, you have the curse of the river in you.”

There’s no protocol to having your soul read by a travesti you’ve just met.

How at once the words speak to the cry trapped inside. Someone speaking truth would do that, yank the ancestral pain and pour it down the back like lava.

“Don’t pay attention to her.” Magdalena pulls Valentina by the hand to the back room. “She’s drunk.” Magdalena stares at La Divi sending a kiss. “Watch your mouth,” La Divi yells down the hallway. “Tú también estás llevada por el putas.”

Once again, everything feels so easy, so commonplace.

Magdalena undresses first and Valentina follows. She’s still drunk, very drunk, and exhausted. They sleep naked hugging each other. A sleep with no dreams no calls a sleep that’s more of a death. Giving up everything to meet God, the God of the river, the boy-looking girl with a piece of the river in her. Surrendering to the current of the Magdalena. Valentina wonders if this surrendering is what Papi does each day, submitting to this other side, a dream place where life is rearranged, where the past hurts differently.

Valentina spends a few days in the house. Eating La Divi’s iconic arroz con pollo, sipping on her aguapanela, lost in the embrace of Magdalena. The kiss is not repeated. It is all an embrace. It is puro warmness puro rawness puro ven a mis brazos.

On a day when Magdalena is off buying cigarettes, La Divi and Valentina sit in the back garden. La Divi in a rickety rocking chair, pink chanclas, hair up in a moño. Valentina with a huge soccer jersey from Magdalena. La Divi tells her, “You need a rezo, mi niña. Uy, you need a prayer like this country needs forgiveness.”

Valentina looks over at La Divi pleading with her eyes.

“I don’t work for free,” La Divi says, taking a drag from her cig, “but Magdalena has taken a liking to you for some reason and God knows that girl doesn’t like anyone.” La Divi peels a mandarin, spits the seeds onto the garden. “Here, let me give you this.” From the kitchen La Divi brings a plastic bottle of water with crumbs floating in it. “Made it myself with herbs grown in this garden, water from the river. Drink it and pray. Offer some to the earth straight from your mouth, okay? Do it soon. Your heart is a walking time bomb.”

The next day when Valentina wakes up and steps into the patio a flock of black birds bursts from the lemon tree, their fluttering a deafening tornado of pure aleteo. Papi. She remembers why she’s there how she got there in the first place. What will she do now? What will happen when he flies away?

Before she heads back toward the finca, Valentina washes her face in the bathroom, the girl in front of the mirror stuns her, who is she?



When Valentina arrives at the finca Tía Mama towers over her in silence. Nada compares to Tía Mama’s silence, a silence loud enough to break your corazoncito. Tía Mama is puro side-eye puro whipping eyelashes puro anger and disappointment in one glare.

Jesi catches Valentina walking in, Valentina evades Jesi’s eyes. Jesi runs toward her. “The fuck you were, dude? Tía Mama has been going crazy looking for you. She thought someone had taken you.” Then Jesi whispers, “The police are coming. Your Tía Clemencia sent them.” Valentina just stares at Jesi and wonders if Jesi can see Magdalena on her.

“You’re late. You’re too late,” Tía Mama says matter-of-factly, “I should slap shut that mouth of yours right this second but I do not have the energy anymore. Now get out of my sight.” Before Valentina can respond Tía Mama turns around, walks toward La Pili’s house. La Pili pours shots of aguardiente for them both. Tía Mama is a hole of grief like Valentina’s never seen. Tía Mama leans in and La Pili wraps her in her arms.

Something bad has happened. Something real bad. Tía Mama in her big sunglasses and an air of sorrow.

Inside the casona, in the darkness of Papi’s room, there lays the paloma. Papi is a half-dead bird on the siete-tigres blanket. An unusual sight, a bird on a bed. Papi no more than the length of her arm, marbled black eyes open as if waiting for her. The tile floor covered in droppings and feathers, the smell of old house. A full paloma negra with half a bloody wing hanging off the side and a missing paloma leg.

Nobody needs to tell Valentina what happened, nobody needs to narrate the dogs attacking Papi, how La Pili kicked the dogs before they could finish the paloma negra of Papi, how Papi tried flying away out of the casona, out of the finca, out of his life, but didn’t know how. Tía Mama’s tears drenched Papi trying to bring him back. A bird that doesn’t know how to fly, that never learned how to fly, is not a bird. Nadie se lo tiene que decir, she already knows, already feels Papi’s bird heart beating slower.

Valentina can barely look, she crouches on the floor for a while, her knees giving out. Turns on the television. Looking away from the bed. Wanting something, anything else but this moment. Natalia is back, black and white, covered in rhinestones. She wears a white one-piece jumper that shines under the light, this time she is not wearing her prosthesis. Valentina can hear Papi say, look at her, nena! What a beautiful divine, what a verraca.

“Why do I have to hide?” Natalia is saying. Applause. More questions. “Mira, when everyone is gone. That kind of loneliness? That kind of loneliness eats you up, tears you down.” Applause.

There’s more to Natalia’s speech but sound can’t seem to reach Valentina, she is swallowed by the stark shadows, the musky smell of this place, realizing now she’s been sitting on a floor full of bird droppings for hours.

In the bathroom she washes her hands, her face again. That kind of loneliness. She can’t go there. She must get Papi, be with him.

Valentina sees the spot on Papi’s bird chest where she yanked the feathers, grabbing a piece of him. She kisses two of her fingers then places them on the hole she can’t climb into.

From the window, she catches Tía Mama speaking with the police. Valentina sees the four policemen coming to get Papi, to drag her to the past and into Tía Clemencia’s house.



Carefully Valentina wraps Papi in the siete-tigres blanket.

Outside the sun is merciless shooting straight at her head, darting its heat like laser beams. With Papi in her arms she walks to the pond, La Divi’s bottled water in her back pocket.

Valentina lays the blanket down next to the water then hunkers down next to Papi.

The only prayer she knows is song the only way she knows how to pray is singing so singing she prays humming Papi’s favorite songs.

Papi más allá que acá.

There’s a radiance exhuming from Papi. Even in his last breath Papi shines.

The torn sky, a fissure in the ceiling of the earth. Sitting up she drinks La Divi’s water, like swallowing dirt like running her tongue on tierra. From her mouth, she drips water onto Papi and water onto the earth. The pond is calm. She lays down again after drinking the water and shuts her eyes, Papi in her arms. Agua was Valentina’s first word. She keeps humming to Papi, singing as the water spills from her mouth onto the soil and breaks open the earth. In Quechua, the Magdalena is called Guaca-hayo, the river of tombs. The underground currents of the river are said to reach kilometers beyond the river’s main artery. Valentina spits La Divi’s water again slowly into the tierra, over and over, until the earth gives from underneath fracturing the soil, breaking away from the land, turning into liquid an alchemy of waters guided by travesti prayer travesti magic the pond overflowing becoming one long snake of water, one coiling river of tombs.

Calm is all she feels. With Papi next to her radiating on the siete-tigres blanket they wade through the river, one with the water, and for the first time in her life Valentina feels the water inside her emptying out, blending with the currents. On a raft of siete-tigres, a blanket belonging to Alma, Papi breathes his last breath and Valentina braces herself to be ended to reach Bocas de Ceniza to be made one with the Magdalena.






Ignacio ¿Cómo Te Rompo El Corazón, Papi?

It was as if nothing else existed. The river waving its timid current against the rocks and Felipe prancing naked, fist as microphone, with the thirty inches of hair swaying in the sun. On one of those days before Ignacio was overtaken by la angustia del mundo before his grief calcified turned to puro abandono in the bones. One of those afternoons when sun meets river meets Felipe’s head resting on Ignacio’s chest meets impossible pull to the earth. Away from time, away from the father and the son and the Sagrado Corazón, a love etched onto the tierra.

As always, Felipe lit a joint. They passed it back and forth until Ignacio could feel every hair on his body melting with Felipe’s skin.

“That cloud over there is you with long hair,” Felipe said, looking up at him with honey eyes. Ignacio cracked up laughing, pulled him closer, kissed the top of Felipe’s head.



It was Felipe’s fingers he remembered the most. The soft bony brown fingers, nails neon pink pointing at the passing clouds. The neon pink on his chest, neon pink on his thighs. The gentle neon pink fingers dancing in the wind.

Ignacio saw himself in Felipe and found a garden there.

The sun soft, beating above them. Felipe, mi sol, Felipe, my heart. For a second two suns that day, for a second a song.

An explosion of black birds in the sky. Felipe curled inside Ignacio. Ignacio held on to this moment, he tucked the sun the river the fingers in his corazoncito for when dawn broke with its unforgiving violence. But in that moment, wrapped in a small gift from God, Ignacio was sure the river would carry them both away, would suddenly erupt and rush this piece of land, this small piece of cielo and want, out into the ocean and away from here.
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