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. ) . ABSTRACT
Rooms of Exile

Angela Monserrate Bourdages °

Y ~

Rooms of Exile, a short novel narrated in the.first

person, dramatizes different forms of aiienation within«the
island of Puerto Rico. This theme of alienation is expﬁored
at the social, fami]ial professiona] and personal Jevels.

The novel follows the efforts of a young psychologist .

working in a public psychiatric hospita] to understand and

come to terms with the distressing social biases in her

background which suddenly manifest themselves through a’

haunting obsession with the mémory of an exiled great-uncle.

——

This inner search gives her the courage to herself become an

patient The action throughout the novef is sparked and fed

exile in order to offer refuge to an_abandoned psychiatric

by the psycho]ogist s reiationship with her great- uncie,

whose strange influence over her continues after his death.
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Tio Manuel's ghost,inchedﬁ%pen the door to’my*office/
with awkward pecks of the hond then shuffled back tO'Tet me
enter. My eyes were drawn as usual to its four- fingereo hand .
still poised against the door. The missing index fingér
. created an oddly noble. unconquerable gap between thé thumb

and the other fingers arched on the opposite side of the

white, egenelled scar. I thought thg intricate p7thways of
veins webbing the\skin seemed 'more swollen than/1ast visit,

) As though a tide were rising within. ’ // . &

i walked into the office and nodded my thanks tos the v

ghost. I remembered that first disolay, 1n;{ront of the
Director's office, when the ghost had casneIIy risen ou\ of
the drinking fountain to press the bgtton for me then . »
lifted my hair ever so gently. so it wou1dn t get wet while I
drank. I had chokeo on the water The/memory made ;e\;ﬁTTe :
the ghost didn't smile back. I watched its translucent
fingertips rub up and doun as Af ;6 feel the three drops of
varnish that slid like solid rain along the surface of the ‘

door. Or perhaps 1t was a gesture of greeting, or farew%ll .
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#sheepish, startled expression of someone caught in the act

1 searched the ghost's facd for an answer® It.wore/that

of waking up: an !n-between-tw?-worlds look. But then, T{o
Manuel had often greeted my mother and me 1ike fﬁpt. As in
1ife, the gﬁost's ejes wefe i'ts most arrestjng'features: two
watery brown pupils flecked with sun splinters and shrouded
in pale blue age rings, as distant as planets enveloped in
private sk1esl They told mg nothing. I studied the ghost's
c1othes.‘Thg white short-sleeye shirf“had the same s1ept-1n
a;pearance of T{o Manuel's shirts when he was'a1ive. The‘ .
gaggy kﬁaki pants had the. same Just~about~to-fa11'1ook which

.
)

a1wa§s made me suspect the} were conducting a private -

" compromise with gravity. The fingers against the door

twitched once more.‘Ifo'Mahue1's face developed fgg.
abstracted air of someone trying to -remember if he'd fed the

dog that morning.. The ghost faded, then vanished. Only the ~ - |

‘ . A : : -
space created by the half-open door remained of its visit.

And that was preciﬁg]y the ﬁost‘exésperating thing-
about T{o Manuel's ghost: that it pro§ed to be as artlessly
edigmatic,'as'osteﬁtatioysli 1ﬁeffectua1, as Tfo Manuel |
himself. For just over a ygar'it\puésued me, flustered and
vague' along the dim-labyrinthine corridors of the Hospital

Publico Central de Psiquiatria where I worked. Once it ) -

i1tsel,f. Another time it materialized spectacularly -- arctic

shimmered through a metal door to offer me a crumb]y almond

cookie then, without waiting, shrugged and age the cookie

Iights,.rainbows{ the works - out of én.intense, gossiping -
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huddle .of Social workers G}'the1r coffe:/ﬂ}edﬁ, then’hobbled

diffidentﬁV by me with eyes averted to fhe ceiling, as 1f

hoping I hadn't noticed. Sometimes it would trip out with no »

wafning through pieces of furniture, as though pushed from
the other side. ' T W . \
Another'vexing fhing about T{o Manuel's ghost in fﬁs
early days was its hiecemea1 assemb]aée: a loneﬁbony
freckled arm here, a disembodied, pointy satyr's ear there.
1 bot the impression each part of 1ts“anatomy hgd begn k
stored separately for the eight.years since its degth and
was reluctant to meet the rest, or perhaps didn't know how
to. There wod{d be a suddensagitafion in the humid hospital
air, an almost audible-rustle of Tight just before each
fragment apbeafed, This bi]loﬁing qf a1f and—lfght made me
think of chi]dren in a school play fidgeting anq wrestling,
‘behind a make;hift curtain. A few.séconds Tater a blunt nose
ételTaréd with purple vein-ruﬁiures or a narrow foot ending
in startlingly crooked, kpobbéd toes would 1lurch forward:
Sometimes the ghbstly fragment dragged aléng wt}hﬁit some’
item from past surroﬁndings as if for ba?ance or courage: a
dog-chewed carﬁboard siipper, a furleé umbrella with a .
defifant metal‘elbow jabbing out of one side. |
T{o M;nuel was.my maternal gran?mother's oldest

brother; broth?r'also to the Three Undauntable Virgins (as
my father calls them behind my mother's b;ck): T{a
E&carhacibn, Tfa,Coﬁcépcién and Titf Felicia. For_ois,a} _ '

those secret reasons which orbit invisibly around fimily
L&
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conversations, .he had fallen from the‘cpllectiie grace of

his fifteen brotﬁérs and sisters and had lived ignored by

thém for many years in New York bityl There he had somehow
lost the index fiﬁger of his righf“hand and the use of his !
right leg. Mangled and 1mpove;ished he had plunged‘into my
tidy universe of maids. péts and crayon d?awing} when ‘I was
six. He was then seventy-nine. ‘

Perhaps if T{o Manuel had been- a family legend, even a.
sdiled:and discarded one like Tjo Tuto (who disappeared when ,
he was eighteen with five of my g}andmother's gold chains
fot hanging fans around Her neck, then made -a fortune ,
selling trays of frozen food to an airline in Bogoti), there
would have been a place resgrved 1nttﬁe structure of my smug
and gaudy kindergarten wor]d for him, a shelf with his name
_.underneath Teft empty for him to comfortably clamber up op-
when he returned to Puerto Rico. As it was, I didn't know
where to put him. T@ét ?9? so-far mythigal\world beyond the
ocean‘éou1q\§p€j/9ut/g; unsuspected legitimate relative: like
that seemed to me far more strange and ;ugggstive of the
my§ter1és of creation tﬁan if 1'd had an apparitdion o¥ the
Girgin Mother anaemica{lx offering me roses from her -
cotton-candy cloud. The‘Vfrgin had been showing herself off
to dozéns of saints and children for years. She had her
shelf. Tfo Manuel was my' own private miracle. I had no other
cousfns on that side of the family old enough yet to shar; —

him with. Due to one of those spectacular retributive tricks o

of fate, all but two of my great-grandfather's

b



2

-5- -

sixteen legitimate ch11;>2h\were barren,

. And now here was Tio ﬂauue] agajé,\ﬁﬁoreographing
another explosive entrance-from beyond another ‘mythical
darkness. .

This cautious recital qf ghost1y bits and pieces was
performed during the ear]y,m;nths of my job at the
hospital. One‘anda% morning, zig-zagging my rust-colored

Volks bug to work through a snarl of traffic down Avenida

Fernandez Juncos, [ noticed a curious rippling over the

stéeriﬁg wheel, as if it had sudden]y been plunged into
fast-moving water. Out of the.ripples poked Tfo Manuel's
four-fingered hand. It was reaching for a crushed paper’bag
ofvpastries coyly held back in my mother's also disembodied

hand. Next to Tio Manuel's, my mother's flawless hand with'

‘|its five incurving fingers struck me as obsceneTy cluttered.

ikach detail -of the reachfng and withholding attained a
brilliant flash of eerie .précision - every pleat on T{o
Manuel's swollen knuckles alive with spidery freqkTes. every
wine-jade facet of my mother's alexandrite ring, every
greasy stain,én the white p;ﬁer bag - then began to fade.,I&
was as though a light inside each hand were being slowly
ektiqguished;l

The waning bf'the hands returned me to a concert of
"ecstatfc car forns and th;eatening voices. A small
newspaper Boy in a painter's smeared cap was pounding a

)

compassionate fist on the hoo® of my car. "The green,

- >
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missi! The green!"‘Tfo,Manuel's reaching hand was almost
transparent by then. It overlapped the boundaries of_and
contained within it tae newspaper boy's chumm],‘pumme111ng
fist. Then the afr-curtain billowed once again and .both my
mother's and Tio Manuel's hands pulled back into the
newly-perceived folds of space.

Next afternoon I was wading back to my bug througﬁ the'
qhqins of red mud puddles that choke the hospital's parking
piace when I suddenly felt the scrape of an unshaven chin: a
rum-scented kiss was being planted on my cheek. My skin
experienced once again how the kiss matched the gruffﬁess
and hoarseness of T{o Manuel's J%?ce asking, "A little B
cookie? Ay..." then trailed off. The billowing of air and
lighf settlied down. 1 was left sfaring at a wet litter of
kittens huddled under a rusty pick-up truck y1th.no licence
plate. On Wednesday, the four-fingered hand again - this
time cofled into an accbmplished and curiously ‘
complete-looking fist. Thursday{ the first of those
e1abordie1y embroidered handkerchiefs Tio Manuel always sent
me for my Saint's Day. Friday: a sardonically rueful ;ﬁrug:
of the ;houlders. Saturday and Suﬁday: noghing. |

Each apparition wSQ so vivid that in a patient I would
have called it a hallucination. Afterwards I might find
myself stumbling into a trolley full of sheets and towels[
taking a sip of someone else's coffee, or glowering with
1ncomprehensfon'at a nail file in my hand during an

all-s;aff conference.;} developed a fortunate reputation for

3
3
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absent-mindedness. In timé, T{o Manuel's anatomical

fragments overcame their suspicion of one another. Or

perhaps %hey simply discovered each other. By my fourth

month 1;(the hospita1f the ghost was fully‘assemb1ed and - . :«
ready for business. But ne&er.once during the following year

"did it set foot outside the hospital grounds. I noticed it B _

began to flicker and pale when we approached the periphery
of the parking area, as though its source of power were
centered somewhere {n the hospital and had'a limited
éxtension. The. apparition of both hénds in my car was to be
the'onI} exception.

Somehow, it séemed reasonable to expect that the.’
exﬂzrience of death, or at least the no;ei one of haunting,
should have added to or substracted something from T{o . )
Manuel. But apart from the histrionic, mechanical ghost
tricks which appear?d to disconcert the bha&tog/as wuch as
me, I coul? detect nothing different in 1ook§, mannerisms or
personality. The ghoust seemed as defiantly apologetic,
gleefully q1;enchanted and inexplicably 5;11c1tous as did ?
Tfo Manuel when he suddenly plummeted into my 1ife the
summer of 1952.

And yet, surely, people just couldn't wander in and out

of time unchanged. » >

The space created by the half-open door to my office
had }hrough some alchemy become an.extension of the ghost's

visit. 1 sensed it as fuller than ordinary air. As thbugh all
v S | - .

‘-
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the shadows beoind T{o Manuel's past words and gestures, .all
secrets orbiting around everyday family conversations were .

:::3 sealfd into oﬁat'rectang1e of space the size and shape of a
‘coffin. behind this vibeangAtransparency, Eoe kh?ﬁ?\yal1 of N
the_hospitol corriQpr‘outside my office acquired’ the remote

P 'familiarity of an ‘enlarged snapshoi. Standing, squatting,

lying down, the usual blue or pink-clad patients waited

pressed against the wall for Chucho Medina next door to wave

A

T " his magic qud.
It'was already eleven minutes to twelve. The monthly
- staff conference —"Pemorable only for the fact that the

Director's eternally active pea-green swatter finally
A . ) » -

K felled a fly - had made me conce] my lhit morning

3 . appointment. I iooked through the coffih of space again. The

| hands of the round electric clock on the h%]]way wall ,; g

e s '

pointed with their air. of innocent mockery to three , ’ -
nineteen. As if to protect tﬁis_feat of paralyzed time, the

clock Qorg a hetgﬁ mesh mask not unlike a baseball .
catcher's. But ‘the.clock's insistent hands no longer _- ®.
t . .

irritated me as they had during those first few months at
‘the hospital. Perhaps I had become too well- traineg against
-dse1ess gestures. .l no longer ached to throw the balled-up

: A
- o paper wrappings from my lunches at the ¢clock, or rehearsed

< s a
metapbofs about caging‘%ime iqsfde an insane asy1um to 1ace ¢
through my conversations with Pedrito 'Gandfa. ,

-Thinking of Pedrito's stantied,(]opsided grin made me

- forgef ebout T{o Manuel's‘ghost. I began to olear the desk

k| . N N
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" of my last patient’s traces: 'scribbled Rorschach scores, TAT

-

cards, a soggy Dixie paper cup‘wjthna silvery skin of watee
on the bottom. I'walked my fingers over.the tops of the ,
files in my cabinetfuntif'I found the one for Carlos Beigque
Rivera, my first afternqon patient. I tossed his, file on the
corner of my desk then sat gingerly in the 'whimsical yooden
swivel chair (sometimes squeaky-sti?f; other times given to
liceﬁtious floundering) aﬁd réescued my iunch bag out of the
anarchuc c]utter of the bottom drawer

"Th1s afternoon. Return th1s afternoon without fail,
Chucho Medina's voice boomed sudden]y over the .coughing and
hissing of h;;’persona1 air cenditioner. The blue and pink
shapes in the h%Y]way §tiffened to attention. The ones qﬁ

the floor .rose or were helped up. A thick bundle of files

hugged 4o Qis chest, Medina strutted bast my door engulfed

“in a clutch of -patients. Three seconds later he was framed

in the space‘of my doorway“aga1n his red puffy face coaxed

into that utter]y stunned &\41e he reserved for me, as

W

course charming) presence in the Hospita] Publico Central.

though he never ceased to ma I at my unaccountab]e'(but of

"Senorita Molina de Soto,' he announced, ‘although in
private he always called me Ines Marisa, "I am expectie; a
‘telephonic communication of‘extreme importance. Long
d1stance. An affair of 1mmense complexity and de%fcacy. Be -
an angel &nd do me the great favor of taking a message.™
Then his tone anuc vace became avuncularly roguish, "If, qf

course, it should not interrupt any plans with our

J
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distinguished, 1l1lustriods Pedrito." Without waitknq fbr aﬁf
answer h; was gonel followed by his retinue of pink and blue
blurs calling "g1@te1, mihtel, doctol" after him. ’
The corridor gr;; quiet. That sort of nobodj's—here

quiet which sometimes wakes ohe in the middlie of the night

and one can't remember one's name. Gradually, I became aware *

of a suffocated, distant howling; a low, gray, solitary wave
of‘sound slowfy arching, twisting, descendiﬁg. In some
absurd way, the sound seehed to grow directly from the
silence. ' | E

My office is exiled at the end of Pavilion E. The
constant barrage of clanging bars,‘shouts and moans rising

from the solitary cpﬁfinement cells in the basement of

Jéav11ion D is usually attenuated by the fntervenfnj‘wa1ls J

.into a mere pulsation of anger, a rumble of panic which

breathes in and out of the other hospital sounds: the
shuff\ing of patients' feet, the squeal of medicine trolley

wheels, the peremptory banging of metal doors, the murmured -

" conversations punctured by sudden errant shouts. But

sometimes, while writing a report, I 1ift my head and. allow
my mind to drift in search of the‘right word to Qgscribe a
f1eetipg 1mpressi%n left by a batient'S‘gesture, and at fhat
mgmentkit is as if a hundredllfttle doors were pushed open.
Then the sounds from the solitary confinement cells seep
uncontaminated through the pores of. my office walls anq '
collect 1ike an urgent sediment on the f\oér. Those are the

moments which help me understand why the hospité] staff

g e e
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a]ways\take their brga&s-in noisy twos and threes, why one

" never 3ees a nurse or social worker on his or her: own

lTooking-out of a window or smoking a solitary cigarette 1in
the staff rooﬁ. That day, in the‘deep noon hush;after -
Medina's departure, it was 1ike listening to those sounds
without the muffling-effect of the walls. The low, gray ,, .
voice rose, spun and fell, howling and whipping, g]iding

th}ough pain as if pain were'an element with no‘beginn1ng

and no end. The voice would diminish into a whimper, a]mbst
t;ansparent, more a shadow of a souad than a ;ound Jtself, ' l
dn]y to whip into a.fufy‘qpce again: The sound was nefther
maie nor fema]el It made me thinkiof a hurricane wind trying
to penetrate a barricaded winaow. Thé majesty of this
yindivo}ce was punctuated by the impertinent clatter of tin -
banging on metal. Behind the uneasy counterpoint of both
sounds bounced the echo of an amused, strangely familiar
chuckle. . | ‘ ‘
I juﬁped when the telephone rang in Medina's office.. .

The swivel chair went into moderate hysterifs then jammed.
Without making a conscious decision, I let the phone ring
itself out. Aftérwards, the quiet was not the same. ‘

I looked around my office as if I'd Tost something. The
space created by the open door seemed to stare back. It
reminded me of that between-two-worlds look in the eyes of

T{io Manuel's ghost. I began to rise out of the swivel chair.

.

The chair stuck, tittered and reversed, plopping me back

with it. I didn't feel like fighting my way out of it merely

i
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P
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the chair ninety degrees and furned my back to the doorway

’1nstead It's always ;wesome after the event to identify the

not seem to exist. Yet for me, Tio Manuel's first advent was

-12-
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to close a door. But I also lacked the courage to face that

full-empty spa%eﬁ It was as heady as looking down the edge

of a tall precipice. With a shrug of. the shoulders, I spun

exact, insignificant action which had the power ;%

drastically change our lives. _— . S v _ //

\
L 3

In all my dedicated“six years as a professional anop7—+*f—f

"had never heard anyone in our family speak. about Tio Manuel

bgfore his return to the island. Not even in those . Aff'

Herturbing, exﬁilarating front-porch conversations after my,
bedtime I wasnft supposed td_have heard. His resurrection in
1952 was handled with thé same phlegmatic decorum as the

mystery of his missing finger: even its non-existence did

tantamount to a meteorite suddenly crashing into.my father's

rose garden, The qnanimohs disavdha1 of the event oﬁ]y added

to its momentousness’. Somehow T{o Manuel had manqged to

“plunge back to Puerto Rico in a curiously transparent state.

His history, or'non-ﬂistoky. cha11eﬁged all my notions about
the possible shapes, fe;tures and ingredients of people's _
lives. How cou]d ;omebody merely exist, un?ttached to
events, uncluttered by genea1ogy?

That summer. I collected facts and impressions about him

with the avidity of a geologist confronted with an errant

3



—

-13-

A

chunk of outer space. But apart from one short visit to him,
and my mother's sporadic, cryptic comments’, this collusion
of silence was broken only once that I can ;jyember.

It was during Handjta's twins' christeffiing party soon

. after Tio Manuel's return. Between the cake and the coffee,

a rowdy argument about chaperoning broke out. The older male
and female cousins championed the cause of no daytime

chaperoning: after a certain age. "tlse how is one going to

'gnab‘a husband? Saintly Virgin of the Providence! A girl

\

needs every pogsible help after twenty-one!" But the older
Qunts and unfles 1nsisteq\thaf-yithout a "decent reputation"
a girl, no matter what agé, stoéd no chance of marrying a
man of “good family" no matter. how rich the girl. fﬁ;,
argument revolved- around Titi 61ar1ta‘s reckless tnteﬁtion
of going with Lui§ Felipe, her fiancé for eleven years, to
an afternoon circus performance - unchaperon;d. T1t} Clarita
was thﬁr£y-one, Luis Felipe thirty-nine. "ﬁanolfn co 1dn't‘
haye also lost his mind;" Tit{ Felicia had suddenly /snorted
in héx\resonanﬁ,,rusty c;qropenet voice, "he'd already los't
that before he~1§ft.“ Except for the immediate abeyance of

Tit{ Felicia was instantly declared “drunk™ an
in tears by three fussing middle~aged nieces

siestecita. . - /

t
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. This mystery surrounding.T{o Manue1 wasfdeepened by his\

\

habit of sending me an embroidered, laceﬂedged handkerchief
every year for my Saint's Day Though supposed]y penn11essﬁﬁq
he did this for ten years. 1 was painfully aware no othér
cousin ®r aunt received one. Tpe handkerchiefs were made of
fine white 1inen, qel1cate1y starched, almost transparent.
Taking them out of eheir fHat white boxes made of somethimg
that~fe1t—1ike crocodile skin, 1 was'aiways-imereséed by the

freshness of their world, as though each cloud and snail in

. them had just been created by the very action of my opening

the box. Faint pencil marks wouid still be visible around

the edges of swooping sapphire birds, their viFlet-tipped
angs tilting with the unmistakable euphoria of a first
f11ght. Wistful ivory daisies q1scovered'the sky from v
cushions of almost prehensile .sepals.

The memory of one handkerchief haunted me so

persistently during those early months, at-the hospital, I

'3

suspectéd for a time Tio Manuel's ghost was only a messenger
and the real meaning of the haunting was to be found within
the handkerchief 1tse1f.,f¥ was the last one he sent .me,

peop{ed with miniature Chinese couples promenading under

‘flamboyant1y colored umbrellas. The umbrellas.sprouted open

from the ends of tilted handles resting over tge girl's

'shoulders and were cunningly striped, crdssed and knotted

with gold -and silver threads. The stro11ers arms stuck out

from their bodies with stiff but gracious dignity, their

. shell- pink scarecrow faces 1nc11ned at judicious angles. I

- o ‘ o
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imagihed/ﬁheir conversations to be ieisure]y lectures on
archai;; mystical styles of playing the bamboo f]ute‘or of
painting flreflies. Each couple was aimed at one of the five

or six pagodas bursting out from between d§<:ty grass

stitches. A11 dround the couples cherry trees exploded in an

~ecstasis of bloom. On the surface of every leaf floated

¥
three dark green veins, as delicately arched as eyelashes.

Clutches of three gray stones littered meandering footpaths

at fixed intervals with a naive artificiality I found

_strangely endearing. Here and there among the gray %riads of

-

§tones, three bedi]dered‘amagola flowers marked the places
where their creator might ‘have momentarily abandoned China
and dozed off into another handkerchief.

Inspecting this gift one last time before burying it in
the back of my sock drawer along with the nine previous
handkerchiefs, 1'd had\a"strong impression of the numberi
three as an enti;y in itself, an integral part of the

Tandscape. 0n1y‘then did I notice how some of ghe frees'

‘gnarled roots snaked alarmingly across the footpdths. This

created an element of future danger for the strolling
couples, offered a‘sénse of time beyond the frozen present.
Perhaps it was something as'simﬁle Ss that, a thread-root
snaking across a 1inen pathway, which was responsible for

that sense of exﬁectanﬁyol was discovering in these

'memories of Tio Manuel's handkerchjgfs eight years after his

death. But no. That detatl would not have swelled with

. subtle implications of a future time then {f something e1se

+ 4
o
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in our relationship had not hinted at. a coﬁspiracy of some

- B ¢ -~
sort, a stubborn sense of kinship which could not be

exp1a1neﬁ'away by our tenuous family .ties. Whatever it was),

that 1ast handkerchief seemed even “then to provide an
alternate time and place for us. As thaugh Tio Manue1 and I
were one of the leisurely strolling couples heading
inevitably towards a prominent root.

‘* These handkerchiefs had been a great source of joy and
pain to me as I was growing up. Joy, because tgey were 50
beautiful.'ﬁain, because they were so useless. Surely.their
unflinching loyalty deserved a better fate than a young
girl's snive]Ting nose. Better than the dank interior of' —_
that same girl's purse on Three King 5 ;Ly, accompanied by a
melting candy lipstick or two mossy stones found under T{o "
Fe11pfn's he%agona] aviary. But itiwasn't only their obvious
beauty and uselessness which accounted for the joy and the

pain. I was uncomfortab1y aware that coming from any other

Yuncle the gesture.of the handkerchiefs would have been

~ .
buried under the ava]anche of both my families' stupendous

generosity. Coming from Tio Quique for example, the Superior

" Court Jjudge with his fat scaly fingers always looped around -

an unltt green cigar (the same One/fU{ the past fifteen
years according to my cousins). Or com1n§ from my godfather

T{o Danilo, the electrical engineer who owns a chain of

bowling a11eys and button stores but after whom, inexplicably,

R L
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fknd horse he gave me when I was nine, which won three first
— ™~ . ,

T~

prizes in a row, should have alone ob]iterh}gd the mémor} of

‘yhe handkercﬁiefs. Yet I have to think a while before 1

rememher its name.
P

For a1ﬁb§t a decade Qefore His death T{o Manuel Tived,

not quite forgotten and not quite forgiven, in humble rented
rooms in part; of San‘Juan and Rio Piedrag,l had never known
existed. - {. —

‘ You couldn't get there by car. You had to enter through -
an alley or behind a vac&nt lot enérusted with, rusting car

doors and refrigsrator parts.-Then came a maze of narrow,
Jopsidgd footpaths sme1lin§ of rum and urine, strewn wifh
sodden-garbage and with shards of broken bottles. There were “ ‘
thick foamy puddles even in dry weather, as 1f the earth
were festering from inside. Along the edges of the footpaths '
lay the bodies of dead or dying animals and the crumpled |
forms of steeping atdmicos. The atomicos bore a greater
resemblance to piles of abandoned clothes fhan to terminally
drunk human beings, their unshaven sun-b]istereddfaces\
4nsqcure1y attaéhed at one end 1ike irrelevant after-

thoughts. And yet, perh;ps because of thefr néme. thé 1imp,
emétying shaPes helﬁ the dark menace of bombs. Somet{mes; .

2 barefoot woman with sweat-shiny Qkin and greasy strands of
haicﬁclégging her eyes would apggar at theojagged doorless

opening in the wall of a tin hovel. From there she'd swing

5
%
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out ‘the conté;ts of a pail of sudsy lauﬁdry water or of
pumpkin rihds and fish-bones into the middfe of the
fdbtpaths. Naked boys with knobby knees and elbows would
3 straddle the puddles and arch their pee ;s high in the air
as they could. Laughing, they'waiched their jets travel -
through the sunlit air diffusing rainbows in all
directions.
Perﬂaps because of‘the.great distance tﬁese ﬁaths to
R his rooms seemed to cover, I was not surprised that Tfo

Manuel's handkerchiefs a1yays arﬁfzgd a few weeks 1até.

Sometimes well over a month aftér my Saint's Day in

mid-April. They\wére handed down through a 1engthy'cha1n of

1‘\> - older relatives, only a few of whose némes recalled faces to 0

iy my mind until nudged by my mother's vivid, often brutal, ’

- tdeptifying phra?;s~as she reliéious]y fécited each name. . 'j
"Tfa Pepina: wiggly.wart between breasts. Mama.Concﬁa:

- elephant legs, piny mguse s'ceps.'-l Milagritos always seemeg y
the f1r§t 1ink in fhe chain - and the last. th\she never .
brougﬁt,the handkerchiefs straight from T{fo Manuel's many
rooms of exile to me and instead left them to fioat for
weeks f}om hand to hand,.vistt to visit, collecting names
and créases, was never questioned by anyone, least of all
me; The handkz}chiefs merely foflowed the naturai
c1rcu1tuou§ flow of energy of my methgr's predom{nant]y
unmarried,female family where any dinecf ac;ion guided by

. expediency - such as writing out a shoppigg‘list or -using

~

the phone to extend a dinner invitation - was considered

' . -
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wantonly crass. - .
Although Milagritos is close to ninety now: &e still

call her’ by the diminutive‘i Little Miracles - and fiitingly
| so. Deafened by a pierced eardrd;«and crippled by arthritis.
she still mothers with humble devotion my three formidable
great-aunts: the misanthropic and -gluttonoussTfa Concepcion -

who raises the most impertinent and spiteful chihuahuas 1

have ever met; the simpering and hypochondriac

9 " S

Encarnacidén - who still crochets mile after m11‘ of knobby,.
lopsided lace to decorate all my yoqn@er.cousins“ party
dresses (to their unbounded mortificatipn as 1t was to mine
when it was my ;urn); and the mustachioed, unexpectedly
funny Titi Felicia,.the ex-nun. T{o Fe1ipr,‘who betongs to
my father's side of the family, mei them the time my |
mother's and father's relatives got together one New Year's
day. He's always said that if a film were made of that
historic fiasco, those sisters could have only been played‘

/

-By three Marx brothers in Hrag. .
4 Mi}agrixos is my mother's family's of%icial messenger.

Sh&«fs the oniy‘one of my great-grandfather's réputed .
platoon of illegitimate children actually known to me. This
great-q?andfatﬁer was a‘Spanish tobacco dealer from the @
Azores Islands who settled in Havana at seventeen to collect
gambling ‘debts and mistresses. ﬁe evéntually immigrated to

San Juan for more of the same ‘and manaéed somewhat -

1nadvertent1y I've always thought to also acquire Pne wife

4

from a r1ch land-owning fami]y and raise sixteen 1egit1mate _
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children. Other illegitimate relatives surfaced once in a
while 1in our old Condado house but remained at a distance:
dark-skinned, faces blurred, nameless. A gardener in a gray
floppy felt hat showed up one day when I was thirteen to dig
arounq.my father's rose bushes and throw little white
pellets around their roots. He left with a restless load of
coconuts }rom our palm trees hugged aikwardly in his arms
and an overlarge pair of my father's mocassins slapping the
pavement behind him. That evening I overheard my mother say
he was the son of Milagritos's twin sister., Until then 1 had
no idea Milagritos had a twin sister. No one remarked that
the gardener was my mother's second cousin and my uncle
once-rémoved.

Another time, when I Qas ten, a tiny bald baby with a

black mole the .shape of the island of Culebra on his skull

cried for half a.morning on our back porch because his penis
was-swollen to the size of a milk bottle. It dribbled ;
greenish pus. The baby's legs were as thin and nervous as
twigs twitchiné in the wind. After my parents-drgve him to

the Hospital Presbiteriano, I discovered he w§s one df

Milaﬁrito's godsons, ‘a grand-nephew, thus my cousin three
times removed. But again the link was not acknowledged My
mother visited him every day for a week. I was aware my
par&gts paid ng} only for that but for subsequent
operations. Yet even after the baby died s1x months later,
his name was never spoken 1in ﬁy presence. I was not taken to

-t

his funeral. I never asked why. Children always know - by

*
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the unnatural hush in the air, by the begging restraint in
all the adults' gestures - when they are in the presence of
something extremely breakable. Fo} years the thought of that
bald baby was mysteriously associated in my mind with a
‘ particularly fragile. antique glass bowl of %y mother's which
had the color and transparency of a red grape peel held up
to the lighF: The ex@erior was rainbow-glazed; clusters of
gossamer straﬁberries tumbled along the sides. In its
presence I could only hold my breath until thg bowl was
safely locked again, in triplicate, snside the trapezoid
mirrored stage of the china cabinet. Perhaps my parents were
afraidguftering the baby's name might have shpttered a
carefully wrought and tended illusion of distance 1ike a
piercing scream is said to shatter glass.

In the words of Tia Encarnacién, Milagritos "is

'

consiaéred." Translated into actions this means Milagritos

is allowed to enter our}&Pmes Gyjthe front door and takes
coffee with us in the fr%nt porgh but, if fed, eats in 'the
kitchen with the maids. She is particularly small, even for
our family. Her kisses are 1ike an accidental grazing of her
cheek to oués, as if a moth had winged by. They leave a .
sour, soapy smell. Her dresses are made of ‘1imp cotton

prints in all imaginable combinations of mourning colors:

! - b ’ ¥ )
small white raindrops falling against lavender and purplé- ’
striped hi]ls{ steei-gray four;]eaved clovers peering out of -
Beds of black and white forget-mé-nqts; tiny black apples,

each topped by two mauve leaves and 1ngenipusly piled into

IR )
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N q . 4
tiny white baskets stored against some coming famiﬁe in a
pale gray froien 1‘nd Beyond that I can't remember if her
ski$\1s dark or fair, her eyes large ar small. Apart from
her dresses. I can 1\descr1be M1lagr1tos.any better.
Somehow, the hebit of looking delicately away froT her
person‘was inculcated so eaﬁly,an& ie}évocabﬁy in me, only
my sense pf smell has keptbe clear imprint of her.,Hers/is
not the sour smell of rancid grease I'aésociate‘y{thjﬁast
Boor people. It is.the uncomplicated smell of unpowdered and
unperfdmed feme]e flesh ;ecayingY We must ﬁave'ali been very
subtly traimed t?’]ook ?wayjhecaﬁse_she is neither faﬁi]y
Bor servant. SherWE like some disturbing grip£1ed presence:
an amputated 1imb, a headless Qoll, So well-trained she is
too, I am sure tf by chance I would new look-into ﬁer eyes,
or watch her lips as she de11vers a message from a
great-aunt, which cou]d‘have easily been phoned, or studied
the hands with’ which she offers me a box of guava paste she
%;es made Specially for my father, Mi]agritos would reJect
the cup of coffee my mother would SO grac1ously be stirring
for her, and fle%.'Exiled from her person, my eyes have
through the years taken refuge in that tidy repetitive
mourning world of her prints. Hhi}e raindrops and tiny black
apples have subst!tuted whatever characteristic gestures
others might know her by. Compared fe our maieslf usually
1ntense, vociferous creatures, always warniné me to ]owe{
the hems of my skirts ("What will your novio's mother thirk,

anh?"); capable of caP]lpg down wild imprecations on my
t : , . x

-
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fathér;s head for leaving a mess 15 his study just before a
party, and much given to pulling the skin under my mother'g
upper arms while wailing, "But look how rickety this hide,
Dona. What man is going to want this chicken scalp?’ to
prove how recklessly emaciated they think her - compared to
lthem, Mitlagritos is invisible. What's more, she had been :
the accomplice to her invisibility for so long, toat by the
time ‘I met her she protected her right to it with t1m1d but
undeniable fervor .

Such was the first and last link in the chain between

Tio Manuel. and me. - ; BN

My f1ngers flicked paper clips back and forth over the
scarred topography of my wooden desk. Agaﬁn Medina's phone
rang and again I ignored it. 1 was a11%too'fam151ar with his
“important affairs of immense complexity and delicacy." 1
twiried a yelfow pencil on its blunt point a8 if it were a
top and tumbled the stapler on its side; 1 recognfzed the
symptoms: I was spoi]ino_for one of my lunchtime rituals f{n '
search of Tio Manuel. The oray howling of the wind-voice and
the hauntingly familiar chuckle seemed to be extending an
urgent 1;$3tation. But I had. that early afternoon
appointment. .

I decided I was hungry. Tata Nina had made me a white
country cheese and tomatoisandwioh. The Jjuice from the three

" pickles rolled in silver %011 had run‘tHrough the veil of-

‘ B
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Lax'q&per yrapping the sandwich and now made 11ft1e
'yellow—green rivers along -the créaﬁeé. In her incessant
crusade to "put a little meat on my bones"” she had tﬁc1uded‘
an indecently fat slab of the 1atést‘guava paste made by
“ Milagritos, three home made merengués, &11 crumbs by now,
and a plastic hemisphere full of rice and béan§ She knew
qul well would return to her kitchen untouched. I |
_remembered the alarmed look on her round face that morning
‘wﬁen I'd teased her that just cérrying her lunches was
enough to burn off thé ca1onie§-from her cunningly sumptudhs
breakfasts. . ) |
"Look that you)are going to'tﬁrn yourself into f ghost
-if you don't have care. Ard then wh;%. what. thing is your
_pretty little sena;or going to grab, anh?" Tata Mina'had
countered, rouéhly slapping a Sa11 o#‘dough from.the palm of
qne(hand to the other. She was the only person notvimpreése¢
with‘Pearito's recent s%ccésg. She had s§i11 not forgiven
his eﬁgégemeﬁt ring to me: a black'oval baroque.pearl’which\
,"\had been in his family for over(three hundred years. ("Two

Al

Mercedes and he can't afford one 1ittle diamond? A wrinkled
?

black pearl! That's not Christian," she had complained at
the time, as affronied as if he'd pushed away a plate of her
famous cannelloni.) ’

- "Tata Nina, ;6ur sister is a sPiritist. Ydu‘must know
abqut\these things," ‘I sventured on the spur of tqe moment,
then checked that neither @y'mother nor my father were
nearby in the courtyard. "Have you ever seen a ghost? Do you

.
1 * <
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be11eve in them?“

Tata Nina dropped the dough. a flat ova1 by then, on
the kitchen counter and crossed herself, bestowing allittle

star of white flour onfher forehead and another on her’

"shoulder. "Me, 1 don't believe in ghosts," she tossed her‘
head‘of electric hair - like a rowdy h1acﬁ sun - and.yanked
open the refrigerator door. She returned with a huge fresh
salmon cradled in her arms and slapped it on a cutting - .
-board.”"But that they exist, they_exist." Two of my mother's
Siamese cats materialized from nowhere and pounced, fiercely”
graceful, on the fish. Tata Nina had run for the broom.

A sudden burst of emphatic clanging from the solftary
confinement cells seemed to mock the music of the church
bells ringing-noon in the distance. I stared without oo
enthusiasm at the soggy triéng]es of bread.on my desk. The
problem with Tfo Manuel's ghost, I'd Jusy diagnbsed, was
that it d1d not behave at all like a ghost. It seemed to
harbor no message for anyone. displayed no penchant for
scaring, required nothing. It didn't seem to be suffering
nor did it seem particularly happy Its presence was as
frustrating as receiving a properly addressed envelope with
no letter’insfde. ) ;///ﬂ ' e

1 flicked the last paper clip off‘the Zoge of my desk _
and considered the walls of my office. The imprisoned ‘

humidity of the hurrjcane season” had condensed as sweat,

giving them a live, worried look. Like all other walls in *

/
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' the hospital, mine are slashed by a monotonous horizon.

Above it they are pafntéd green. Not the pale.mint green
L J .

~that is considered "soothing" for sickrooms and ciassrooms

but a vigorous, shiny, utilitarian green, easy to clean but
hard to dismiss. Below the horizon the:walls are'painted a
sickly brown: the color of slime underneath a pond. From the
first day I felt like I was working jnside an aquarium.
Often'I feared I was drewning. Leaving'the office was like
surfacing. The stratum of‘§1jme rises three feet,from‘the
tiled flopr and manages to almost caﬁouf1age one day's
collection of footprints from our nation's classical male
pose: leaning against a wall with one foot propped against
it. There is no space to waste on waiting rooms here. B;

Friday afternoon the halls in the hospital 1ook 1ike an army

has magically mgterialized out of the walls' horizons and

- marched mercilessly down leaving a ragtag of dusty tracks,

most of them headed by a semi-circle ®f toe-prints. The
smaltl, barred window high on the wall to the left of my desk
is blurred with the fossflized trajectories of years of

raindrops through years of dust. It refuses to open. In the

‘splotchy sunlight that filters~ through the air appears =

4 "t

dingy and moth- -eaten, as if microscopic organisms were busy

decomposing_patches of it“¥rom my desk I am regaled by a

y

view of eternity trapped in the moonface of the paralyzed

'clock.

]
It was that noon, a Monday qpout’six‘months ago, when

I began to'suspect it was perhaps because of this and all



A ' A
\ - ‘ | \\
v l27- \

"other arrested clocks in the hospital that T{o Manuel's

ate W

ghost was able to haunt msrgé efficientfy as it did. By
efght-thirty whéq I.aprived at my desk; I had passed at

least a dozen other masked clocks, their hands all
authorigative1y pofnting in different directions. fhfs
pfficia] thumbing of nbse at the conventional passage of ;
time must have gradually conditioned mer{as well as the
pati;nts) to accept the world inside the hospital as
existing in some detached, dateléss limbo. Past, present and
. future bec;me three more psychotic inmates constantly
| switching identities. ’

Furthermore, the afr inside the hospital seemed. somehow .
a continqation of the one trapped inside T{o Manuel's many
rooms. It had the same stale, smudéed d;a11ty of the .air 4 QI
inside cramped quarters where people cook and's1eep’1n one
place. The Ziﬁ Gn the crowded hospital lobby, where whole

&

families from remote villages wéit for &ays sustained by
homecooked snacks solamby hawkers, might have been flecked
“with the same tiny wheeis of oil sgréyep from Tio Manuel's
sizifing tostones; might have been djmmed by the same steam
rising from the same pots of re-heated milk-coffees.
Hurrying into the lobby late one morning, I heard a
raspy éhice rumbl}ng from one of the knots of families
"waiting frozen-eyed in front of the Director's office. The
vo1ce§sounded pleased ang éurprised. 'Céme in. Sit your-

selves. Ayf.." In the middle of the grgup, 1 saw a rubbery
~lumpish claw of a hand energetically swiping things off an

{
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‘aluminum tube chair to the floor: three bTacfjribbed socks
gtitty with ;and. a green and yellow flowered umbrélla,
‘jagged bread-crust crumbs stained with l?tchup. "Here!
.‘ay..." and four iMpérious claw-tips rapped égainst the‘
‘plastic brocade seat 6f a chair where 1ittle entrails of
stuffing burst out of a large triangular tear. That "Ay.ji"‘
of his, slowly exhaled, punctuate¥ everything ‘e said. It
was'like a dafk hole full of unspoken old-man things I

L]

couldn't see into. "Aqui. Come. Ayy...!”" I almost obeyed. In
mid-step towardsjthe voice I watched the claw, the chatr‘s
entrails and all the objects swiped to the floor fade and
disappear as if sucked into the b]aék hole p; T{o Manuel's
ay..." The smudged hospital air clamped a 1id on it. The
" knot of frozen-eygd faces wa1tingufor the Director returned.
Youn§ and‘bld, each was stamped with the same family
features in a way wﬁich both compressed and defeated time.
That day the four-fingered hand must have §orrowed fragments
from one of our earlier visits to Tio Maﬂue1. In later yearg
lre turned sullen and angry agJinst my moiher though he
a]way§ remained unaccount g&y gentle with me, as if he
suspected 1 were suffen#ﬁz from some incurable disease.
Another d;y, Just as i reached the heavy metal door to
the coqrtyard 6f Pavilion E, three ordgrly-guards
suddenly flung it wide open from the other side. I.jumped.

back. The door slammed vengefully into the wall, loosening a_

storm of plaster flakes. As if called up by the impact,
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Tio Manuel's ghost hobbled out of the door: secretive Mona

> .

Lisa smile, outstretched freckled ;?ﬁ'offering me the small

pa]e golden disk in its hagd. "Toma, take it. Toma. Ay..." . ‘
the ghost uréed, arm bouncing encouragingly, then seemed to
remembe} something which’deepened its smile. It shrugged and
ook the disc into its own mguth instead. Gravely ﬁunéhing;
it dfsappeared back into the closing door. A1l the chains,
bolts and safet} catches of ‘the door continued to rattle and
clang long after.it c1i£ked-shut kehind me. 1 stepped into
the courtyard of Pavilion E. With a shivering lurch in my
sfomach I suddenly iden?ified the pale golden disk in the '
ghost®s hand.
_ 1 remembered standing with my mother in the large
shabby lobby of a hotel for old men in Calle @a]ezé in 01d
San Juan. Three towering carved doors with broken glass
'panes opened %ver the b;y with it$ white ships and blue-gray
smoke columns rising from the chimney stacks of Catano
factories on the other side. 01d men in pyjama pants ana
cardboard slippers read newspapers or dozed open-mouthed 1in
tilted-back cane chairs. Ragged ;trips of torn straw poked
out of the chair's botfoms. Then my pbther and I were caught
inside an elevator, shivering-clanging up to the impessibly
'}high, f]y-sbecked ceiling. It was an ancient, wrought-iron :
cage installed in the center of the lobby, its entire
mechanism apparent. We céu]d see out of all four sides
through a rai]iné made of black diamond mgsh. As we rose, a

ring of pink uptilted faces stared at us from the tops‘

/ .
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of open newspapers with the unsmiling, unswerving curiosity
-fsg/intenEQ 1; seems almost indifference - achieved only by
.the very old or very young. UB’we went, past gliding ropes
and spinning pulleys and s?abs of metal weights stacked over
each other. The cage clankeg and shuddered to a stop at the
second fioor. The operaforawas an old crotchety man
shrivelled inside a bright X of purple suspenders. His face,
-furrowed and acid, might have been pickled in vinega}}
lWordIessly he trundled off with a letter in his hang and
left us‘swayjng - clanging first against one then against
the opposite side of the opening. More pink faces stared at
us over the top; of open newspapers from more back-tilted
lcéne chairs all along the éorridor. It smelled of rotting
wood and urine. The operator ambled back, still clutching
the letter. Suddenly, he dropped the elevator hqlf-way dowq
into the lobby, remembered where we were going, and yanked
an enormous iron tever. that seemed to belong more in a train
than in an elevator. This sqt*ug rocking ¥ad heaving in
mid-air like an unhinged ride in a carnival. The audience of
uptilted faces swinging beneatﬁ us stared up with a
breathless anticipation that made!thei; eyes dance. Then oh"~
so stowly the elevator began to climb, past whining ropes
and pulleys, in one unbroken dignified ascent with me
holding on to my stomach all the way up to the seventh
floor. . | ¥
’qu'Manue1 was w§iting for us in- front of his room..
"You want a-1ittle cookie? Here, take it. Ay..." He broudly

- &
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offered me .a huge almond Eé]vorén with tiny -multicolored
candies pressed into the thumbprint in the center. 1 threw

up all over his bed. My mother washed me at a sink in the

corner of his room. There was another old man lying on the .5
floor with his head under the sink and his eyes rolled back
so you could only see the whites all criss-crossed with
pathyays of l1ittle red veins. His hands were folded over his
cﬁesf 1ike someone pretehding to be dead. But with his thin
wh1§t1y breath that threatened to choke him each time, he
seemed to be doing’ just the opposite. He didn't move when my
mpther washedgmy'face and hands.‘we both stood with one foot
on either side of his body and even when some water dripped
down his cheeks and over a wrinkled hairy mole on the side
of his neck (at first I'd thought 1t was a wad of chewing
gum pulled out of someone's hatr), he didn t f]inch
- That hotel suﬂ?ived mainly on contributions from rich
Spanish immigrants. My motﬁér was furious when T{o Manuel
walked out one day 1e§ving no foQarding address. It had'
taken her almost a yea§ of research to'prgve he was of ﬁu}e -
Spanish descent on both sides and. therefore elig1b1e’td be a
‘resident. It had also been thé oniy one of his rooms she had
‘fdund;Kgnd the on1y~add§ess'we could actually drive to; "
‘Appa;ently T{o Manuel objected to sféning the register every - -
timenhe went in and out. "Like 1in-a blast;d prisoﬁ. Ayy;.."
my mother cross]y 1m1tated his voice later at Oscarcito s
firat communion party, the kind of mockery she’ would have
disdained in another under norma1 circumstances. But,q R

o
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heafing ;his, T{fa Encarnacion cackled, "The very t{tere.
won'f stai‘anylp1ace unless there's a skirt!" My mPthgr had -
not mentjﬁ;ed‘T{o Manuel's name. ' | “

By my sixth month at the hospital, I was spefding many

'lunch hours pursuing the vivid memories which always..

-followed in the wake of the ghost. Once resuscitated, I

ransacked them for a clue to Tfo Manuel's haunting. With its _
wet green Qa]ls and slimy horizon my office became a sort of
underrater laboratory where I sliced and.analysed sample; of
T{o Manuel. I spent hours comparing the different styles of
his two advents into my l1ife. I could not avﬁidﬂghe

conc]us}on that perhaps I was doubly haunted. Not just by

the ghost, but by the process of its haunting, fascinated py
the recurring patterns and ironies in it. I found this g
strangé1& amusing. And, I sensed that this amusement was

»

being shared - somehow, somewhere, by the ghost itself. | N

between two thoughts, the écho of something 1 cdu1d-6n1&

describe as a cosmic chuckle: eerie and,distant,\xet as if o
originating in some dark familiar p1aceldeep wifhin mysé]f;‘

I assumed it was‘only the influence of those eternal shriek;

: - ]
of laughter, curses and c¢langing sounds emanating from.the

solitary "confinement cq]l;. Those muff]eJ eruptions which |

act like underwater-pulsaitons: tinj, barely perceptible

pressures affecting the rhythm of everything here in the | ‘-
hospital. Sometimes whep one is tired, fragments of our

different worlds can collide into fleeting and misleading

-

rd - -~
.
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gpnfigurations.
. After all, amusemént of any kind would have been the
very last quality 1' d have assocfated with Tfo Manuel or

with our very few" meet1ngs.

The bodies of the dogs littering the footpaths to T{o

‘Manuel's rooms had caved-in bellies and pink furléss skin

mapped with huge continents of stiff scabs. Sometimes 1t was-

hard to distinguish theé dying from the dead. Pearls of blood

~and pus burst from the crapis that travelled through the

scabs 1ike earthquake fhﬁlts. From far, their lolTind
A

tongues were black masses 1it with sudden ffashes‘of'
1rcfdescent green. Up close, the tongues were alive with the

frenzy .of scavenging flies. My mother always walked slightly

ahead of me, zig-zégging raggedly from one side of the paths.

to tﬁg other like someone crossing a familiar miné‘f1e1d:
Her greatest fear was that I' d catch some disease from these
animals or, worse, wou1d again 1nsist on taking one home as
I had that first time we tried to visit T{o+Manuel. |

We had been picking our way through a-maze of buddlés
and tirpaper shacks for aboutften minutes. The puppyfs
red-rimmed'éyes were st}11 haunted:wi;h trust, 1ts1;k1n .

still flaunted some healthy patches of bristly white hair.

if%he puppy had'been recently gutted by a car, then efther

" crawled into or'was abandoned by someone inside a ditch

wu
.

-




&)
!

Eay L
(A
v, T A
S .
-l
I
- .
»

-34-

) fulﬁ of wgt, lopsided cartons with torn flaps. Wordlessly 1
siipped &own the ditch, placed the puppy inside -the

sﬁaszft, driest box and continued to skirt the pudd1es'
behind my mother. I hugged the box to my chest. The puppy
squirmed and scrabbled until® it managed to poke its head and -
one paw over the edge of the box. it began-to whine. My‘ -
mother whirled ﬁround and was immediately paéa]yzed: her

b 10wer Jaw dropped as - if to receive communion, both her
elbows froze jutting out .of her body like fledgling's wings.
I realize now that her particular. brand of enlightened
Pumanism and outspoken social activism wag\?eing sorely
tested. She had studied at a time when no black Puerto Rican
was allowed entrance to our University and came from a
family whose women were religiously trained to cross the
street to thg opposite sidewalk whenever they saw a very
~dqu-sg1nhed(man approaching. (I he1jeve the safety maréin
was considered to be about fifteen feet). Their idea of 7
Christian charity was to once a year djé}atch the rEMaiﬁs df
their Christmas dinner ‘to £hg nearest poor: By comparison,

my mbther's sense of social Justice, which- 1ed her to devote

’ halthEr tiﬁe to 'defending poor clients for free, was-just
short of miraculous. That she dared visit.T{o Manuel's rooms
alone and was courageous enough to take me with her was ‘

/truly.revoluttonary. It lay her wide open, I 1ater learned,

’to her family's ambivalent mixture of.critical gratitude and

—~

“\ thinly-veiled scorn.
1 know that now. ' When I was six however, I accépted the

J
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‘generous offerings of her crippled soul at face value. Her

reaction to my picking up a sick mongrel puppy'shocked me.
Bur§t1ng out of her ;aralysis. my mother wrenched the box
from my arms and began to trot in that unpredictable,
zig-zagg?nd fashion, as if eluding1eneﬁies only she could
see, back to the car. A1l the time spe’sque91éd.orders at me

H

over her shoulder. "Car2ful with that 'English glass'" - her

.euphemism for dog shit, “Don't step on that vomit!" Soggy

and tearing down one corner, the box wgbeed at the tips of
her stiff, outstretched arms. The puppy's balding head and
one paw thumped bonelessly over the edge'as if made of rags.

Once at the car, a-.cream and turquoise-1952 Thunderbird

‘she'd chrjstenedt"Pumba? after a Walt Disney cartoon, shée

i
¥

heaved thé box into the trunk and tied the 1id with a string
so it would stay open a few inches. Shé drove home at such a

fur{ous, reckless pace two.taxi-drivers shcoi their fists

and screeched~"Vaguéra!" after her. At a red 1ight, a man

stuck.hisfhead and stretched his arms out of his ¢ar window
to illustrate a.comment so-colorfully gross about her style
of”drivihg"("Doﬁa, your balls are this-size! One is purple

the other blue!"), I,did not understand it for years. At

k home she tore off my dress, three layéns of stiff ruffled

petticoats, underpants ahd socks,,ddmpeq me-in the bathtub

and. scrubbed me from head to toe with an abrasive solution

" of vinegar, starch, Alcohélado 70 and hot water. Her hands

scoured with manfacal force. I wasn't sure 1f she was K

disinfecting me or warning me. Then, forearms stil)

o &
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. dripping from her efforts, she left a fr1ghteneod>ata Nina
armed with talcum powder and cologne-water to dress me.
From the bathroom we heard the tires gquea]{ng as m} mother
shot down the?ariveway with the puppy still whining in thel

-trunk. ghe returned about an hour later, breathless, raking
her fingers through her hair. §ne‘tore'off her own clothes
and announced that the puppy was safe in a veterinary ;,%’
hospﬁtal Then: she scrubbed our three miniature silver
poodles in the deep laundry room sink and hosed down J&e \
trunk of her car - two things she'd never done before. waveé}

| of eanperated m@rtyrdom exp1oded from her every move.
‘ '1 spent all afternooh alone balancing on the highest
branch of our mango tree in the back garden trying very hard
to bel1eve the-puppy was in an animal hosoita]. That evening
| ote my dinner alone in 'my room - I can 't remember 1f by
.choice or by command. The‘navy blue dotted-swiss dress 1 had
worn that day, with the two-'rows of red cherries embroidered

down the front, disappeared. The next time we went to visit

T{o Manuel, my -mothér spied on my every move as if I were.a

.., creature from an alien land. But strangely enoughI.

understood the nature'of my crime: 1 nad trespassed'over an
elusive, sacred Frontier whose boundaries could not be
1earned by words alone. (At Jeest not words the siubborn
ﬁuménifarian in my mother'bould bring herself to utter.) The\
angry, atavistic scouring had nothi;g to do with my health.

[

And, basically, nothing to do with dogs.
' b ’ 4

From that day on, whenever confronted with a stray

Sk

v

A

»

,e
T, Ay ’
to. s
AL P TR T ¥



&

-37- -

healthy enough to struggle approximately upright, my mother

‘would drag me to the nearest dry ground and stamp the éoﬁth'

&

with one foet. If the dog merely cocked an intrigued 'head,

my mother would stoop for a rock. Not that she'd actualtly’

pick one dp with her white gloves on. The simple motion o0 a
human reaching _for a rock was. enough to hurl the bravest

ereature whining and scompering crab-]ike into the tall

feathery weeds that edged the footpaths.

The eyes of the sick dogs a1ong the footpaths were

usually ro]]ed back so you could only see the sur'ounding

*

_sclera: filmy yellow hemispheres crisscrossed with

purplish-red veins. These globes reminded me of a picture of
a fertilized yolk in a chf]dren's science book at home

written by one of my parents' friends. The caption

. underneath the picture read: Baby Chicken, twelve hours old.

5,
\

But all I could see in the photo was a thriving‘network of
shiny red pathways all stemming from an .invisible center.
No matter how hard I tried, 1 couldn't imagine something

throbbing and alive in that tiny, white pin-space the arrow

. in the photo was so he]pfulf& pointing to. It was just as

hard to imaginer something throbbing“and alive in these

half-closed yolks of éyes - until a paw twitched or a spurt

‘of-saljva dribbled down a black tongue causing a sudden_

.cloud of flies to buzz indignantly over a hairless skull.

“Don't look, querida." Too late, my mother's gloved
hand would yant::jafaster along the footpaths. Without a
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downward glance, with ihe sole aid of that internal radar
' ?

system of hers I'd noticed before, she would regally
navigate us around the puddles where rotten mango skins -
fermented with chicken shit in the boiling sun. Here and<

there among the tall :i;?é at the edges bloomed small

c1usters of bewildere ue or.yellow wild flowers, as if to

m;rk the p]aces where their creator had momenjarj]y ddzed
off into the footpaths of another country. )

Back at home after these infrequent visits to Tio
Manué‘knw -mother wouId come sit.beside me on my bed where
I'd ex11ed myself and take my hands  in her now gloveless
ones. She would still be wef11ng one of her two -piece linen
dresses reserved for working in her law office, shopping 1n'
01d San Juan, and visiting older relatives. This ﬁncluded

~T{o Manuel, slum o?Jno stum. The dressestconsisted of ;hori,
slgeve]ess tops with matchfng stra*ght or A-line skirts.

‘Bq}h pieces were tined with some slinky sgxiny'material that
hummed, when rubbed, 1ike a breeze squeezing through the ,
branches'of a tzseﬁ—All_inxeéior seams were finished wfth a

iltrimming of lacg. One.of my mother's basic tenéts ?f \ife is
that every -dress should'ge'wea}able inside-out. (Not that
she ever 'wouPd.) The only variable in her uniforms was the
color. Not just pink or green oF orange but, she insisted,
“1nteres£1ng“ shades such as coraf. jade, salmon. Sometimes
a distinctixﬂ deta11 over which:she and a seamstress.labored

hours in conference was added: a delicately sci’loped rim at

the bottom of one 51ouse, a piping of a s1197t1y lighter

<
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shade éround the sieeves an& heck of another. There were Y
similar dresses in black, gray and violet for her different _
moukning needs’. Hﬁtﬁ these official outfits‘yent a single
strinq of peafls; a gold pin near one ;houlde;, a pair of

. short white cotton gloves (usually worn 6vér bothvhand§ but

,//;ometimes merely clutched in one hand 1ike a passport), a

mother-of-pear]l folding fan.W1th a gory hand<=painted

) bu]lfight scene on either sidf,\and a pair of aggressively
polished white pumps.'jﬁis‘was Puerto Rico in the fiftieﬁ,
‘when seeing a flock of danishﬂy sunburned tourists in ¢
-Eermuda shorts and preposterous straw hats parading through
the Un1veristy campus was an amusing novelty to be talked of
for weeks. The days before air conditioning, wall-to-wall T
carpets and iron bars over every. window. I think :;15

'metichous memory of my,mother's mode of dressing is so
insisteﬁt-bec%use no familiar detail quite symbolized for me
\;he.radical change iﬁ Puerto Rico as when a few years later,
in the early sixties, my mother‘put away her white cotton .
g16ves for gbod. I rememper clearly, still with a sense of
shock, that she did th wear them to Tfo Manuel's funeral.

- “1 }now it's difficu1£ for you, mi amor," my mother
Qould console after each visit. She spoke in a Toud,
pracéiced whisper to be heard above tﬁi indolent drone of
the fan suspended from the ceiling 1ike a huge moth. "But
‘you're his oldest grand-niece. And he never forgets your

Saint's Day. He always asks about you. Besides, he's

3
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very sick. He can't last 1ong,“ she confidently assured me
for ten years.
"It's not that." I had to explain each time. And each
time she sighed and released my hands. With the side of one

thumb-nail she'd press back and forth over a wrinkle on her

old-rose or ripe-olive 11nen'9ﬁiri. It was time for her

clinching story.

"You know, before you were born, your father and I were
asked to show 01d San Juan to a group of social workers from

New York. This new government - you know T{io Felipin is a

‘good friend of the Governor - had fnvited them here to help

organize our health services. His daughter called us - you
rémEmber Pepita, she married Irizarri, the artist who just -
—

sold that sculpture of the hummingbirds to the New York

Museum of Modern Art. We gave a party for him last month.

Bueno. The government functionary schedu1ed for that tour

was sick'and,she thought, Pepita, we cou1d help out. Answer
historical questions and gi&e'the social workers a little

insight on fhe new laws, take them to some art galleries and
the_new ceramics factory. You remember Mal - the American ' '
who owns a Cessna 1ike T{o Ou{qaé's and was once engagéd to

your cousin Mari-Nel.who finally dumped him for that plastic

_surgeon with the nervous tick in one eye. Pues, you know Mal-

is manager of that factory."
Both my motngr and father are incapable of talking to C

me gbout anyone without adding some graphic morsel‘of

information about Ehem. I always supposed it was a natural

¥ 4 >
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*":
offshoot of their légal minds trained to identify Party A,
the undersigned, by virtue of his/her domicile, age and
occupation. I often wondered by virtue, or sin, of what

* . .
efther of them would have described T{o Manuel to a ..

vstranger. “Everything was going really well. ;e had just
shown them thiat seventeenth century house Timoteo ;as
renovating - you remember Timoteo, the Venezuelan architect '
who gave me ,the turquoise and silvér watch which had

belonged to his, mother, the celebrated singer from Vienna.

Bueno. We had just crossed Bulevar del Valle to walk on the

old'éity walls and were looking down at that slum La Perla -
I told your father not to tﬁke‘them there, these Americans

never understand - when one of the social workers - a young
girl from New Jersey who wore orange shorts and a blouse the
moét atrociouds shade of chartreuse green, imagine! Jjust 1ike

a pumpkin, and who was all covered with mosquito bites, you

know how they always like American blood better for some

reason, tired of ours I suppose, practically scratching her

N skin’off she was."

‘As she talked my mother rocked herself back and forth,:-
imposing the soothing rhyfhm of a rocking chair to the
immobility of my bed. As part of his ceaseless campaign
against our people's "laziness,” my father had steadfastly
refused to allow rocking chairs in our home, including the
maids' quarters, on the grounds thatlthéy\were “only for old
pedple rocking on porches waiting to die." But I noficed

that in moments of grief or copfusibn the swaying
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patte%n of comfort internalized as a child from inside the
cocoon of lap, chest and arms made by my rocking grandmother
would unknowingly overtake my mother. “Bueno. This girl
suddenly grabbed my elbow ;nd’screeched at me - really' mad,¢
really mad at me, as if it were.my fault - 'Oh, why don't
you 40 somefhing about all these sick dying dogs?' Sheé was.
crying, you know, hysterical. And slapping at her peck and
arms where the mosquitoes were buzzing. She kept raigfng her
{egs one at a time to scratch them and loéing her balance
and hanging on to me. Imagfnate! The other social.workers
had turned. to us. They were waiting for my answer. They were
all people from the States. What do. they know? How can they?
What we've been through. When I was a child. So I said, loud
as 1 could, to the whole street, 'We must first take care of
our sick a;d dying people. Then we can think about the
animals!'"” ' ' . | A

My mother was prqud of that story. She believed that _
a1l we needed in the island was time to correct old 111s% My
father would repeat the story, deleting her personal labels
and substituting his own (the pumpkin from New Jersey, ;;r
example, transformed into a striking blond, Marilyn Monroe's
twin if not for her unfortunate spaghetti legs) every time a
visiting American lawyer complained about the skeletal
kittens staggering through the market places and the
three-legged, one-eyed moﬁgreis prowling through 1uxur&

hotel lobbies, delivering puppies in restaurant washrooms.

“But until then, mi cielo," the enﬂing always went,
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"You have to learn not to look. It's a habit. After a while

it won't be so hard. 1 know." A sort of exile of the eyes.
My mother was offering me a temporary peace settlement with
an indefinite time clause. (I wonder if at hér office she
would have allowed a client to sign such a document.) But
she seemed s; certain, sitting there on my bed, ironing
wrinkles out of her tangerine or egg-she11 skirt with the
side of her .thumb-nail. "Just wait until the people receive
education," she'd say, as if "education" was a finite
substance which, efficiently fo1ded; awkward corners geat1y
tucked, could be wrapp;d intola package and majled to e
spegific address. "Just wait." Her priorities sounded so
fair. 1 never bothered to explain again,."lt's not that. At
lTeast, .not only that." Perhaps because she might have asked,
"“Then what?" And I wouldn't have known how to answer,

So I nodded to her story and developed an avers1on to

'eggs instead. ™\

In the beginning the aversion was only to eggi with a
clearly defined yolk. 1 was to;;ﬁred by the suspicion that
somewhere in that filmy yellow hemisphere an undetected, *
1nvisib1e foetus was pulsating. I would‘eet the.rest of the
food eerved on the plate and leavelthe egg untouched. Only
Tata Nina noticed. Soon the aversion spread to include
scrambled eggs and omelettes. I could no longer eat any food

that shared the same plate with an egg. My parents began ;o
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' notice. In time the aversion became an active repugnance and
extended to include dead chickens, live chickens and chicken -
fe;thers. My cousins invented mocking ditties about it. My
teachér; were; warned not to make.%e draw hens. .I.wouldn't go’
to Easter parties.\One doc.tor patiently drew one hundred and.'

o seventeen perfectﬁj equidistant blue dots along both my arms
and‘app11ed one hundred and seventeen solutions, one per
dot, to discov?r I was dnly .mildly allergic to dust and
rabbit hair. He introduced the word“‘phobia." My parents

..\ ignored it. The doctor kept sneaking it more and more into

his coﬁversations. We stopped going to that doctor. A phobia
would have needed an explanation. An a11efgy played a
legitimate role in God's mysterious design. FinéI]y, the
"repugnance turned to panic at the sight of all poultry, hats
with any kind of feathers in fhém and to feather pi]léws,i
then to all_pillows. ‘

By the time I was twelve I slept with a folded blanket
under rny head. The sight of an egg or a feather made‘Mé
vomit. The accidental touch of either made my skin erupt
into red, bdrning welts on my neck, across my chest and down
my legs. My eyelids became so swollen I could not see. I
scratched and scratched until the skin tore open and my
mother was forced to tie my hands behind my back. Again and

‘again she patted on a cold pink lotion sme113ng oé alcohol
an*\péppermint all over my body. It stung like hell. I cried
and kicked my legs and flung my body around the bed until I

finally fell asTeep with my hair wet and plastered across my

o oo
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" Next day 1 woke up to a brand new wor1d Raindrops on
the grass would be brighter and bigger than 1 remembered,

filled with radiant, pfovocative slices of reflected garden.

Chains of gold and Ffuschia clouds ovér the reighbors'’
rooftops were fiery cafhvans from a far-off desert Tand come
" to visit me. I was free. I felt like I always éxpecfed to
feel after cbnfession and communion but never did. Somehow,
* the pain of the day before had been a forgiveness No% L.
could enjoy the: bright new world. Until the next touch of a
feather. - ' :

4 Sometimes I even found @ysg]f sneaking into the
kitchen when Tata Nina was out in the laundry room. I'd open
the refrigerator door and dare myseI} to touch an égg, to .
-touch off that chéin of agony, screaming ard release that ‘
would dgliver’the bright neQ morning where f could p;ay ' ‘
without fear of tgrning a corner and, finding ... of seeing ...
what? I had Fina1ly forgotten. I was 7n control. In control,
if not of the cause, at least of the effect.

By the time I was twelve I had learned to navigete the

maze of puddied foot-paths to Tio Ménuel‘s rooms safely
behind my mother's whité-g]ovea'hand; . . - :

The corpses had become-as invisible as Milagritos. ‘

@ er N »4 / ;
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.The wind—voicé from the solitary confinement cells

howled unhampered. through its endless space of pain. LiKe o
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the voice, the memory of Tfo Manuel's bhost seemed no longer
Timited by boundaries but composed out of every ordinary
detail of 1ife. The sweaty, horizoned walls of my office

cohld have been one of the ghost's arms. The three hundred

dears‘behinﬂ Pedrjto's engagement ring could have been the

other. That noon, swiveled deffantly away from the

articu1ate%:’psfs§ent challenge of the open-door, I had the

fmpression 1 paths led to and came out of the very center

of the ghost's ‘existence. Efther everything would explain
»

it; or nothing would. Like my mother, I assumed all I needed

"was time. : '

I closed my eyes and again saw the hand, four

.fingertips rubbing up and &own over the door 1nhgreetjn§ or

farewell. L .

1
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A11 the ihmates .at—the Hospital Piblico Central de

CPsiﬁuiatrfa wear uniforms: pink shapeless cotton goﬁns'that

“uncertainly”and onme's footsteps arp'alwayé a little bit '

its five irregularly-shaped buildings, randomly ‘scattered,

come down well be]ow the knees for the women and loose pale ;/Aﬂ\\
blue cotton pyjamas with most of the shirt, buttons missing < A
for the men. That first day. sixteqn}months ago when I.set
off alone to find my office through an intricate tangle of
dim windowless corridors and fenced e;¥ernal‘pass§geway§.
the uniforms made me think of those maternity nursévies
where the sex of .the new-born.bab1e§, the only .
diffé?entiéting trait in'their 1ives so far, is annéunced’by

the color of their blanketss

)

I don't know when I began to consider the hospital

itself as a main character in my story with T{o Manuel's’

"ghost. Those cave-1ike hallways where vofices boomerang

ahead or a little bit behind one. The rat-maze quality of '
unidentified, haphazardly unfited by narrow covered> o
passagéways. Those graséles§vcourtyards between Pavilfons.

bisected by the walkways into two large fenced-in cages: oqg




for the men, one for the women. Those efg t‘foot tall walls

of Cyclone fencing perpetually darkened b ‘pressing bodies

and dfi'storted faces, intertwined with pat&ents\ coiling and

unéoiling fingers: 1iwve, seething murals of=anatom1ca1
fregments. The rain which collects on the!f]at roofs of the
PavilTions and spills 0ver 11ke a cataract well after a storm
ifs over. The way we are all virtually tradped inside a -
waterfall during hurricane season and even our thoughts
adopt the liquid thudding rhythms of the surrounding’wa1\§-
of water. - o : . '

" Other buildines provﬁde a setting for Action. This
hospital seems somehow to 1nsinuate itself 1nto the

foreground of the action. g

I may have already begun to perceive this on that
first day. After a short 1nterview during which thé Director
mainly inquired about T{a Concepcién (he owns a champion

chihuahua she had. bred) he excused himself for not:being

- able to show me to my office» As an afterthought-he had

ga11ant1y provided a penc11 sketch executed with lavish
detail on the back of an advertisement for a 3-D movie: The

Monster from the B1ack‘fagoon plus spectacular second “

feature at midnight on]y The Thousand and One ‘Wives of

Aladdin. From the corner of my eye as I Teft his office, 1

A,
for action. I'had‘not noticed ‘any flies.

saw him rafge a pea~-green fly swatter from his desk, poised

-~ . b .
In spite of'the‘generous sketch, I got royally lost. °

.The hallway clocks disoriénted me. In the first half of




.y
- .
o

~

Pavilion A it was ten f%fteen; in the center of’Pavi]ion’B.‘

four thirty- three, Just-argund the corner either noon or

’midnight. I Hﬁd -to - stop every few feet along the a1most

deserted hallways to. try to dis1odge two gluey wads of
chewing §um with the edge of a quarter :from the sole of my

right shoe. Fresh speckled\mop-traiIs meandered through

Tayers of older faded hop -rails. Havfng nothing else to 5

‘lead me, I followed first one then another m0patra11

At times, shrill drawn-out .screeches or 1ow, ?rowldng
howls accompanfed'by a chorus of bang1n§ metal notses meda
me stop ang look around. The cries sounded. subterranean.and
oddié per§ona13ves though directed specifically at me. ,They
were a1most deafening in one of the Pavt{ions and hardly, .

o

audibhe in others. From behind closed, unmarked doors I

didn't dare knock on came the drone of secretive, sometimes \

-angry voices or the confident clatter of typewriters. The

details of the Director's sketch seemed irrelevant to the
puzzle of corridors and passegeways. Inside the-courtyard

cages I watcHed ddsty blue or pink-clad oatients playtng

‘dominoes on overturned.Coca-Cola cfetes, trying to bat

cinammon-colored rubber balls with wooden rulers, and
ruhbing their breasts or testicles with the absorbed
absentmindedness of ritual. As I 'walked between the cages, I

noticed their walls -had originally been painted ironic

a nursery colors: sugary orchid, teddy -bear blue baby aspirin

L]

orange, but the star-shaped sp!atterings of red mud thrown

3
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‘up by the rains and the rivo]ets of rust fanpning from the
.metol bars obstructing,a[l windows had a]ﬁog?\bb1iteratedn
the co1ore. ' ‘ | i
Accordfng to my calculations I should have reached .
' L ,’ Pav111on Z and we11 beyond 1 longed,to take off one shoe.
i Pqtting my weight on the outside‘of my right foot ;s I
walked to avoid the active centres of the two wads of
chewing guﬁ sfijl c11oging to thergole of my shoe was making
the edge of a buckle dig into my énk)e‘bone. Followfngua
" familiar mop-trail down a corridor:'l reoognized a small .
‘1nv}o1able‘visitors' room I musﬁ have passed half ; dozeéen
~ - times. The door was-open.‘it was the only one.with a sign on
. it. I walked -in to be greeted by an ‘army of cigarette~- o 1
. Qcarred plastie armchairs the color of bile. A low coffee -
{ab1e protected by a shield ofrchortreuse marble. arborite
:oonfronted(thg chairs and offered, in doubtful promise of ' .
. . : peace, three ye11ow mould-flecked paper glad1011 out of a | '
’ ; dented plastic vase. The. g1ad1o1i struck me as having a

' ‘ temporary and aggrieved air - as though someone had %rought

. ‘them there under fa]se pretenses and they were still waiting
‘ \ : to be taken‘to their rightfu} place. A gray-haired male . - 4‘
“” patient with no shirt on stood in.a c@rfler, his back to the

rooi. He seemed to wait with the same impatient unbelieving

air as the ?lowers: as 1f expecting the walls to suddenfy -

disengage and. let him through. There was no one else in’ the -
!

room. The flabby. laps of the chairs l1ooked movre cha11enging

I
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= ' than inviting. But ironically, I saw it was this quality of - -

o . / ' N T, [ 4
. . . ‘
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adamant, p]astic unbreakability which gave the visitinq room

its sad, vu]nerable air. It-was a survivor. A refugee rather

,
o
Y
:

:

than a refuge. The patient's. back suddenly arched, 1 watched

each vertebra protrude in a gracefu1 rippling motion through

o

W hts skﬁn. H1s arms contracted and flew up to,his face as if
" to ward ofb;a blow from the walls. Quickly, I tore a strip =«
~off a Kleenex out of afpack in n9 purse, folded it and
tucked it under the offending buckle. I walked‘ouﬁaof ‘the L
room. Now I avoid it whenever possible. - ’
But somehqw<the visitors' room filled me with‘a
reckless strength. Acrbdss from the- room was a heavy metal
door which I had tried opening twice before and had fina]ly
assumed to be locked. This time I managed to push {t open. )
I stepped -down 1nFo a different courtyand. Later I:]earned ?f’
it belonoed to ﬁ%vilion D. Instead of the usual Cyclone ) !
.fence, tnese cages%were enclosed by tenyfoot.ta]1 iron bars'
with sharp triengu]ar_spikes-on top. The cacophony of
. screeches and lamentations was loudest and most comgell{ng
here,.But somehow, released into the open air, the cries
\were no 1on§er missiles aimed at me. Th? nav} blue
uniformed orderly-guards did not patrol this passabeway as
they did the others. Here the guards clustered inside the .
i-ceges in watchful knots of threes eround the doors to:;he
.wards. 1 was immedfate]y awed bylthe serene absence of ’
litter. The other courtyards were virtual gardens: exuberant —
flower bedéaof crumpled wrappers and banana peels set 1in

-———" deep, rich Tawns of flattened cigarette butts. Here, there"

L
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" was only a thin red layer of dust-occasionally dented by an

‘opaque mud pudd)e.,l remembered the Directo;ﬂiaying that the
most deterioratéd patients were not a11owed'games, magazines
or snacks. About a dozen women sunned themselves in the cage .
to the left of the covered walkway where I scraped along,
still ‘trying to free the 501e of my fiéht shoe. Two women
lay co{led on their sides facing one of the mud-splattered
‘ward falls;@barg~feet'tucked under thigh;, uniforms bunched
.ifnto pink flaccid fole shrouding their bodies. The& made me
think of sacks-which had béen violently thrown againét a ;
wall, had burst, agd were now slowly ehptyjng of their
contents. Soon, I thought, berhaps when 1 walked back t6 the

Director's office in Paviljon A for my first staff
conference, they would be tota11j deflated: two pink rags at

the foot of a wall. Other womén pacedgwoodeﬁIy, or sat
Blihking ;ﬁ the sun, or‘wigg1ed urgently as if huge spiders
were crawl@ng up- and down Eheir‘backé. Thg women were all
barefoot. In the 'middle of the cage, a chuqﬁy gifl of about
fifteen stooﬁ/sin§1n§ with her eyes closed ana her head ‘
f;;;g back. The skin on her,;ound, sun-glowing face caught
my attention. It had the blurred texture of wood coated by a
scratched Yayer of varnish. The gown had slipped off one
shoulder. to revea1'a map of interconnecting bruises ranging

1n color from the green of new leaves to night-time hues of

“purple. A11 the shades melted into each other 1ike those of

LA water-color painting left out ip the rain. Her dark-browﬁ
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hair, raggediy short, stood up.around her head in petaloid

— ?
tufts. With her face swiveled sightlessly up_to the sky she g
resembled a grotesque, unwilling Sunflower: so readily o
unfurled to, ypt so deliberately cut off from, the light. As e

I walked past her, careful to keep out of arm's reach as 1'd
been warned by the Director, I recognized the song shg yas
singing. A lullaby. “A 1a nanita nana, nanita nana, nanfta
, é-a.,." |
w ' A
- Tata Nina always used to siqg me to sleep.with that . »
~song. I hadn't heard it for years. I smiled and - '
automatically pegan to yawn. A11 of a sudden, two hands ,
grabbed my right arm from behind and.jerked me back against
ﬁoon-hotlmeta] bars. 1 was pinned against the other fence‘
‘the oﬁe caging the men's half of the courtyard. So .intent on .
keeping my distance from one, I had walked too close to the
- other. |
weo
"You! Who are you? I know who you are,™ a toothless
‘'voice wet with saliva accused, pushing the challenging
familair "tu" hot and dark into the back of my neck. Without
turning, I pulled and tried to wriggle away. Two other hands
caught my lefé arm. “A‘cigarette, missi," a néew voice
‘deménded, a small shrill voice, sharp with contempt. Othér
voices, male. and female; took'dp the chant. "A cigarette. A
cigarette." They reminded me of school children repe%}1ng a

tesson: some wheedling, some querulous, others vacantly. The

A , .
A .

hot dark breath continued pressing'into my neck. g

I wa§ both terrified and embarrassed. gach stage,

¥
A
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Father than-invalid¥ting the other, intensified it. I
reméabered nightmares 1'd had as a child in which 1 was
being httacked.by cannibals. My knees buckled under me and
my stomach churned. Only getting away mattered. At the same
fime, an 1m;ge instantly produced itée]f in my mind: a vivid

‘1ncongruous picture of myself, Inés Marisa Molina de Soto,

| M.A., meticulously groomed for her first day at work.in a (

sky-blue 1inen two-piece dress with white piping around the
pockets'and go]h charm-bracelets inanely chiming from both
wrists,ipinned to the bars of a cage by a band.of, (in my
imagination) wild-eyed drooling pgtients. And this spectacle
created a more insiduous grown-up terrSr: that of being
1adqﬂza at. Which I supp%se is another farm qf cannjbalism,
its accepted civilized counterpart: the eating away of
another'; self-confidence, a peculiarly Puerto-Rican and
htghly pélished\art form. Suddenly, there were three loud
bangs against ‘the iron bars. The hajds let go.

- "Ey! You two thieves, Teave ﬁér quiet! Shooo! Get awayf;

The Arderly-guard hurrying down the passage from

Pavilion D had unlooped the wooden club from his belt and
swung it menacingly in the air;_bug his face femained ﬁlacid

and amused. -It wa§ a very flat squaré\face, Jjutting out at

right angles over his temples and again)junder his cheeks,
almost as if one side of.a child's Jarga building block had
been used to sculpt a man's face. The reverbérations'from-

the struck bars died away slowly. By then most of the
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women had crushed their bodies against the fence and thrust

their arms into the passage. The arms waved and crisscrossed

in threateniﬁg confusion. They made me think of tentacles of

¢

sea creatures caught in the midst of opposing currents.

7, "Nueva, nuevita, hueva, huevita,*nuevecita, huevecita."

- !

New, little new, little egg, small new, small egg, a raspfng

female voice rhymed, ¢enselessly and tonelessly above the
harangue of male and female voices reciting, "One cigarefte.

*#  missi. One little cigarette. Ahn?"

]
\
Y
"

The guard'banged his stick against the men's bar%rthreeh
more times. then tucked it under one arm. “"Look. You. Get
\going!" He flapped his hands like a farmer clearing his
porch of unwanted chickens. He turned and banged on thé
women's bars. The women jumped back then scrambled.over each
other to crush their bodfgs and thrust out their arms
further up the .fence. ’

“"Ey! And who told her to walk ;; close? Ey? The demon. .
sends his women and his grapes to create new curvatures of
space between the stars!" The wet.;oothless voice defended
jtself with me;sianic fervor above the metallic ringfﬁﬁffft
belonged, I saw then, to a wildly gesticu1at{ng‘m1dge§ of a
man with only two teeth, both solid gold, in the lower gum
of a cavernous mouth. His patchy murky skin seemed actually
* " colored by his 1ndihnat16n. as if the blood in his veins had ~ é

% .turned black. Bofh of ﬁi} arms pumped.quickly, Jerkily up

. ' and down in rhythmic ctontradiction to the sweéping majestic

L)
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A cadence of his words. I had the impression the pumping arms .
belonged to.someone else, to a mindless body-bu{?der 1ifting
ye1ghts in reponse to a chrgnometer while a raging poet °
elseyhere discoursed with leisurel} gusto on_interplanetary
curvatures of SpQLe. On his feet he wore'1ace-1ess, ankle-
high black and white sneakers. Both their tonéues curled
rakishly, arkicu1ate1y out over the toes in what seemed to
me at that moment a perfect pantomimé of freedom. Other
voices, male and female, took up his harangue, each one
distorting the original words, making them go in different

.directions I couldn't follow, stretching and looping them as
children do with strips of hot tqf?ee My knees had -stopped .
buck11ng but my stomach ‘hadn't stOpped churning. I stood
very clos& to the guard. ' . a

"Give them a few 11tt1e cigarettes this time, miss. To
calm them;ﬁ the orderly advised. "It's not re ularly
permitted but..." He tapped his club absently hgainst the , '
. ~ bars of the women's cage. Behind his shoulder’I noticed that'
‘ ‘ the .chunky girl with the blurred face had stopped singing
the lullaby and had opened her eyes. “"They'l1l be at ydu @
- . every day anyway for a while." He shrugged encouragingly. . g
\\\ "But a bit less each time." 1 fJﬁbled through my purse and
| . took out an almost full pack of filt!red Lucky Strikes.
"Make sure you tell them it's the last time ehn," the
( ordef1y-guard chutiéned me and it struck me he had the calm,

polished bedside manner of a doctor handling a distraught

v mother with her first sick child. ' »
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But I was not quick enough, or far away enough, again.
The pack of cigarettes was grabbed from my hand and swiftly
disappeared into a whirlpool of waving arms and blue
pyJjamas. I carefully centered my¢elf back' in the middle of o
the passage and Fansacked my purse for an unopened pack,.my
last. This time 1 gave it to the guard who stil} hovered
over me with his professiona1 soothing air. He made the ~
interested mgle patients Tine up elong the bars and began to
gend out cigarettes one at a time, slapping away with
friendly expertise the hands that made a second or thivd
appearance. About_half the ﬁen in the courtyard 1gnored\us
and continued to pace their own private or&itsf'ReIuctant to
continue my trip alone, I turned to Took at the women.

The grotesque-sunflower girl was searching vd&uely S —
around_the courtyard:}%s if krying to find hér unfinished ‘
\ song. She felt my gaze and, §ﬂaden1y furious, turnedrﬁ
bbreptly to me. Fascinated by the unexpected change 1in hér,
I could not Took away. Her b1ack eyes ignited the air ;
between us with her anger. Perhaps\she blamed me for loosing ‘( ’
her song. Gone was herjtender love affair with the sun, a
sort of human photosynthesis. Now she pawed the_ground wfth
enraged muddy feet, as calloused as hooves. '

Then all of 3 sudden she charged in my direction. She
ran ﬁeedlessly gaiﬁjng speed until she crashed aginst the
fron bars of the fence. It was as {f she had not seen them

at all: a wild animal duped by a transparent window-pane.

She was momentarily stunned. She stared at the fence in

’ ' . '
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" ywords together to make one. The wails. had the effect of

-58-
disbelief. Then her anger transferred itself from‘me to it.
She climbed fou™ feet up on the bars and began to shake them
as {if to wrench them loose from their cement base. She‘held
on with striangling fists, knees pressed inwards against two
bars, flexed toes pressed outwards against the bar on either
side. As she rattled the bars she bellowed curses 1nl ,
disjoinfed. ululating syllables. Sometimes she sliced ong

word 1nto two or three. Other times she linked the e g of

one word to the beginning of the next. Or as many as five

i

incantations in a foreign yet strangely familifr language.
The jagged sounds seeméd to rip out of her stomach walls and
emerge bleéding to rise over the top of the fence and spear
into the pale belly of the sky. As she be]ﬁbwe&, she tried
to devour one of the iron bars. Her teeth were clamped r
around it. Her jaw muscles rippled. The siin over them stood
out crisply white in heﬁvstrangely blurred bronze facew Her .
stubby teeth rasped coqtinual1y up and down the bar sétting (
my own teeth on edge. I raised one hand and bit on a
knuckle. Soon her tongue turned black with flakes of rusty
paint. When I swallowed, my own tongue felt gritty.
Behind her, near the dented metal “door 'to the ;omen's
ward, three orderly-guards held an animated discussion among
themselves. Each had one foot propped against the wall and
hi; arms folded across his chest. Once in a while, one or
the other gesticulatea wiﬁp his wooden club in our directioﬁ

as if to demonstrate a point. My orderly-gquard finished

. ° ~
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handing out cigarettes to the men and began with the women
crushed ggainst their fence, tentacle-arms waving. I
seqrched though my purse again for something glse I might be
allowed to_give fhem. I'was irritated by its useless
clutter. A gold fountain pen with my name engraved on it .
which had seemed earlier that morning an absolute necess%{y
\rol]ed annoyingly from side to side cJanging against my %an'
and car keys. I snapped the1purse shut and looked at the
men's caée. ’ ,

Three male patients we§e also trying to wrench their
bars in sympathy with'thevgirl on the fence. One of them wass%
1aughing, another was sobbing. The last was barking like a
dog. Behind them, a little to one side, stood an emaciated
old man with wgf flabby 1ips and a few stubbly patches of
white hair on his shiny pink head. On the side of his skull
‘near one temple, wa; a large U-shaped scar with onenlég
51ight1y,shorter than the other. It made me think of the
imprint of a horse-shoe left behind on a thick mud puddie.
The'o1d man imitated to perfection the girl's contortions, *
the angle of her-head, her biting, bellowing motions. But

although just a foot away from the real bérs, he had chosen

to shake and devour imaginary ones. Not a sound came out of

“his mouth ‘as he wrestled with a fence only he could see. The

simple eloquence of his silence firightened me more than all
the screeching and barking around him. I was afraid that in
one second I would begin to hear the sound]ess 1ncantgtions

which_emanated like h%at waves from his skeletqn. afraid I
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would éee his bars. 1 lowered my eyes and pulled open my
parse. I fina11y bﬁ;se two half-used books of matches from
Pedrito's and my favorite night-club where instead of"

bar ;toois they had swings, and hurried after the guarq. He
waved the matches away.

%he

"They're not allowed to smoke." He turned back to
women with the last three cigaretteg in his hand, but not
before 'l saw the beginning of a grin on his building block
face: I couldn't tell if the grin was mockingxme or not.

Then 1 hoticed onevexceedingly tall male patignt with a

giraffe neck and shaved head give me a dignified wink4and

" solemnly stuff a cigarette into his mouth. He chewed it with

the unhurried celebration of adéow - or a Bﬁddhist monk. Two

"other patients next to him followed his initiative and with

much less solemnity kept winking at me as they chewed. I was

_determiﬁed not to be surprised at anything anymore. I had

trained for this, though at university we had called them

case A and case B and tested them only in two-way mirror

rooms. with professors ancharing us to -sanity on the other

side. I felt certain that if 1 were to know all the
patients' h1§tor(es and their projective and intelligence
test results, after a few interviews I'd be able to plot
feasible diagnoses and outline tentative therapeutic
programs for them. Probably this ;fgarette-eating was the
only safe luxury allowed them. Not so long ago their parents

and grandparents had been chewing tobacco.

-
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“6h. They eat them," I observe& as nonchalantly as 1
could to the guard's ﬁavy blue back.

"I don't think so, miss.” The guard sounded surprised.
This time his response wés unmistakable. His shoulders shook
with silent 1aughter..1 look;; back at my dignified monk. He
winked solemnly at me again, unbutfoned the fly of his
pyjama pants, and began to masturbate;

"By then my ‘guard had run;bui of cigarettes and was .
shouting something about a movie he had seen to tﬁe three
guards still in animated discuséion near the women's ward
entrance. Mbst of the women continued to'wave their arms
through the bars. I rdmmaged ipsjde my purse again. I
gonsidered by turns my comb, an almost %ew book of airmail
stamps aﬁd a rosary made of tamarind seeds. My guard waved
his hands at the Qomén, crossing them repeatedly in front of
his face, "No more. finjshed." One thwarted woman kicked the
fence with her bare foot and winced. The girl still
ululating curses on the fence seemed to resent this attack
on her own private enemy. She dropped to tﬁbpéfound and
begap‘to paw the dust again with enfaged feet at her new
foe. The three orderly-qguards detached themseltii/féoﬁ the
ward wall and ran to the girl. They caught her qnde}‘the
armpits and began tohdrag hér,away. She tried to bite their
hands but one guard jammed his club under her chin and f
forced hér head so far back I _could on]} Eee the tip:of.her
nose. The. dry dust rose around their feet and blurred their legs.

"Come miss, follow me." My guard was walking away. I

—t
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slipped my‘crushed, half-empty pack of Kleenex to the woman

who had kicked the fgnce and sti11 had her arm outstretched

through the bars. Other hands made a grab fo; it. As we

- entered the dark main hallway of Pavil1on_D,~Illooked back.

The pack of -Kleenex had dropped in the m1dd1e of the passage
v 'betWeen the two fences, unreachable from both sides. The two

_,/~\,\;/;“//quen resembling burst sacks at the foot of the wa]l had

_ remained immobile throughout. I fancied they l1ooked a little
Jmptier. Seen froem this new perspective the staff passagewa}
between ;he two cages had the appearancezof a third cage, a
longer narrower one.

- " "It's Tike a sport,‘miss. They have nothing else to
do," my guard explained, unasked, as we walked along the
khokf corridor with its painted brown horizon. The corridor
was lined with ohe o1osed doors of doctors' offices and
‘crowded with the’shadowy shapes of waiting patientf/fj
standing, squatting, or lying down - on either sidé. "They

- trade the cigdrettes Qith éh} less severe patients who are

a11owed to smoke. The ones you see walking free around the
‘halls and yards. For pennies, or candies, or sometimes, 1

they're so..." my guard sought delicately for a word, "you
know, gone, they'11 trade them for pebbles or sticks." “f

ﬁcame to the end of the corridor, pushed open a heavy metal

. door qnd stepped into the blinding sunlight. ’ /
E "Better ignore them this time, miss," my guard adwﬁsed : 3
h - - .as,we prepared to walk between the cages of Pavilion E. He -

- was the perfeéct physician steering a distrauqﬁt mother/ again.

’ . . ‘%
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There was Just the right amount of pleading in his vodce. , "%
fused with a very real compassion. "Act like they don t
exist. That's the best. u'll get used to it." He{ﬁfdn t , ‘é
bother to lower his voicei_l walked c1ose behind him, at ' .
that perféctly ca1cu1ated distance to be just out of arm's

reach from both sddes. As1my eyes adjusted to the sunlignt.

I oecame“aware of unfocused blue and pint blobs swarming at N
the edges of my vision. I lowered my head and glued my eyes
to the guard's wooden cluo swinging from his hand with the .

»

measured, ' inevitable rh}thm of a pendulum.

At lunch that day I was unable to swallon more (than one_
bite of my egg-salad sandwich. By’ two 0 clock when 1 called
my mother to come drive me home, T could barely see the
nunerals on the dial disk through my swollen eyelids. The
allergy-monster which I had .assumed forever vanquished
during my five years of unlversity in North Caro1ina had
craw]ed back out of its 1a1r. Lfke my parents, I also
1gvented names to avoid-calling it a phooia.

In time I learned to walk effortlessly through thé
vague pink and blue blurs in the hospital I learned again = -
to avoid chickens, fe&thers and eggs. 1 developed a perfect
intePnal radar-system which allowed me, without tooking, to
navigate safely between the gray jumps of discarded chewing
gum that mushroom like cancerous growths along ‘the hospita[e

corridors and passageways. But though I never consciously

}

saw them again, I remembered the sunflower girl ‘and that old

man with the horse-shoe lobotomy scar branded on his skyll

’
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" noticed that the Director's gallant pencil sketch on the

c-mjs]eading. In it, Pavilion E was placed parallel to

\
.gave the sketch that initia11y 1mpressive, thoughtful

the adult application of the Goodenough Draw-a-Person test
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more clear]ytthan any of the patients I examined sfince. s

Often durfng the next few months q struggled with a detailed
“*

y1ns1stent ﬁemory of the old man's arched back and 1imb

contortions, of his oh so silent bellowing and biting o~
motions trying to wrench and devour those bars onlyrhe/gauad

see.

After all, 1f we could turn the visible into invisible,

why shouldn t they do the reverse?

]
It wasn 't until 1° d been working at the hospital for -

four months, while cleaning out my desk drawers, that 1

‘back of the advertisement for a 3-D movie was quite ' ’

Pavt]iqh C yhi]e it is rea]ly‘onothe'other side,
perpendicu1ar to D. There were elso twe hairs of hoid.iinesi
1nd1cat1ng two non-existent walk ways _one between  C and E
and anoﬁb‘ﬁ»between A and D 1 tapped my index finger a few
Times on the dqsplaced Pevt]ionvthen, on a hunch, took the

- sketch to Chucho Medina, my office neighbor’and immediate

superior.

Medina (not one of the Medinas from Mayagﬁez according

. to my mother) leaned far back on his swivelr armchair ‘and

consideration he ‘gives everything from a new pilot study on

-
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to a fly posed on the rim of his coffee cup. It is the

watchful concentration of a fraud gho is constantly‘on his
guard against exposure'and which sométimes succee&s in ' .
passing for 1ntél]igence and s[rength of character. But twp
things give Medina away: those fussy, almost il1literate
curlicues at the beginning and end of his twos, threes and
fives, and those bizarre, meén1ngl§ss conclusions - in some of
his recomen&qtions. “This bus driver is suffering from a

a

constipation of his mathematical poweré,“ I once read of a

manic-depressive who on several occasions had abandoned a

"bus-load of passengers on the Condado bridge and disappeared

wiﬁhout'a word for five or six months. Andi%nother time, of
& fifty-seven year oid widow who had just trigd to drown
h;;ég;f and her youngest grandchild &qring a family picnic
Pt Luquillo, "The Thematic Appercebtion Test results é1ear1y ’
indicate a.positive anemia of her sex drive.“‘Meq1na's wavy
mane of hair is a suspiciously uniform and distinctive
rustngray - thmé shade of nicotiée-stained gray which
chain-smokers' moustaches and beards often acquire. He has

been working at the hospital for twenty-two years, since

before even Bachelor degrees were required of psychotogists

_here, and was trained on the job. He is always expansively

paternalistic with me, often {;sult1n91y so. I assume he
resents me because 1 was chosen over his youngest san, a
recent h13h-schgq1 graduate whom he had hopeg to also train
on the job. . ' —

To the rest of the staff Medina s a cross patween a

|
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Joke and a nanny. To the patients he is a cross between a

magician aﬁd God. On their first 1nterv1éw after admission

-

., he always clapi_;he men on the back or passes an

affectionate arm around the Qomen's shoulders promising,
”ﬁow dan't worry yourself. ﬁe'l1 have you out of here in no
time." And such is his outrageou§ confidence, no patient
even beérudges‘him the fact Qf being still, years later,
committed to the Hospital Pdblico Central. An important

paper has been mislaid by a new secretary, someone higher up
has still to sign another petitibn, the social worker who is
a "spécial friend" of Medina's (thbse two words a{wéys
accgmpanied by an insinuating wink even the patients copy '
when retelling the story) 1s on holiday, etc. "...But don't °
worry yourself. I1'1] get you out OfKﬁi:i:/tFQSt‘me&" And
they dq. The diagnostic tests he must administer are . R
dismissed by both him and his patients as trivial
bufeaugratic red tape. The patients come to h?m if they
mistrust the color of‘the medicine a nurse has swabbed on 2
cut, if they are afrajd of having chest X-rays taken because
the evil spirit of a dead aunt inhabits the machine, or if
fhey suspect an orderlffaag;afggihavi g an affair with their
wife who, has suddenly begpq to visit|them three times a 9
week. |

From my office I can hear hiﬁ forever on the phone
shouting over the chronic coughs and hiccups of his

consumptive air conditioner. He pleads causes with the

dietitian, ("...but baked chayote gives her diarrheal!"),




referees arguments, ("...but he only hit you once this time,

you didn't need a single stitch..."), or shamelessly pulls

sgrings. ("Do it.for me. You owe me one. Remember‘the‘car
'battgry..;"). He is not above a little blackmail. I think
the patients }elaye to him - better bhan‘to some of us -
because hé is the reincarnation of a familair type .ot island
authority; that of a small-town mayor personally known to
a“al], a purveyor of enough unessential favo;s to m&ke
,everyone forget his initial unkept promises. In short, all
the patients worship Medina and he 1p turn basks
parasitically in the importance created by the hurly—bur1y.
' of his\manipulationsdon their behalf. Hhe&emer I complatin -
about. him at home, my mother blames ft on his not being one

of Eﬁg_nayagﬁé;?nedinas. “Poor 1ittle man. What can you

expéct? No one has taught him any’better." As 1f it was all

a lapse of good manners. My ﬁother finds no contradiction 1in

being simultaneous1y~; passigna;e believer in democracy and

a passionate §nob. Med%na maﬁes me both despair and laugﬁi

-But for a cerfain kind of information he 1is unbeataple. That

day he studied the Director's sketch as if it-were-a—work of

art-of doubtful provenance whfcﬁ he must either authenticate *.
or disprove. Then he fossed the paper }n his desk with a
dramatic flourish of the wrist, sank further back into his

swivel armchafr, and transferred his unwavering thoughtful -«

consideration to my face.

-

"I bet he was too busy to show you to your office. And

his secretary was on holiday. And his assistant on an errand.

. ~_ )
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True?" He gave an uncharacteristic bark.of laughter.

k4

"Let me §ee. He said he had to go to the dentist soon.

And that his ‘assistant had sprained someth1n§ - an ankle.

And the chief psychologist had been called on- an
émergency.“

Nodding, Medina slipped out a pencil from.the top of

one ear, held it ominously still by the.ffngertips of both

hands for a moment then began to twirl it methodically like
a roasting rod over an open fire. "The very shameless one!"
He suddenly laughed again with grudging respect, then
shrugged. "It is his way." He eased his chair down and
pushed the sketch over to me as if expecting app1ause.

Authenticity had been du1y estab1ished With an attack of

',fanatical absorption Medina bent his rusty gray mane o{er a

stack of uncorrected Stanfordwpinets which had*been on!his

deék‘sfnce my arrival and were to remain there for at least
four more months. Behind him on the hfgh windowsill, crammed
between two iron bars, I noticed a tin can with a single '
struggling branch of in. The stem wasfmanac1ed by three
rings of string to an upsidedown yellow pencil stuck in the
garth. The plant's spindly top half had grown beyond tqe
attaching string and qol1apsed over double, as if trying to
burrow back into the earth, back into non-existence.
"Don't worry." Medina looked up-unexpectedly "You n

get used ot it," he said with a sincere simplicity which

"surprised and shamed me. Back in my office I speculated on

what Medina -had meant by it: the suicidal plant, the
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director's artful duplicity, Puerto Rico itself? With a jolt
I wondered if he could possibly know about the ghost.

I noticed however,,that‘the experience of having been
pinned against the bars by the patients on my first day
brought me acceptance from the rest of tﬁe staff 1gsteid of
scorn. A subtly mocking acceptance to be sure, but
acceptance. I was one of them now. Once I began to talk .

i

about 1t, 1 found they'd all gone through variations of the

‘sahe initiation rite. And worse. One _young radiologist had

been complete1y‘undressed and almost raped by five female
patients last July. NO'wonggr_my orderly-guard had seemed SO
practiced and amused. Unknowingly, he was member of an elite
elusive substructure: a conspiratorial scheme between the
old staff and the patients to train the new staff. I began
to sée the sport of the cigarettes as a form of inverted

shock therapy. Began to guess why a lullaby-singing

sunflower would transform into a mad bull,

That was around the time Tfo Manuel's ghost finally

integrated all its recalcitrant members and snuck out in one

piece through theﬁbi1lowy folds of the drinking fountain,
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% ) A Room With No Doors C o
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Out in the khaki hallway where a new shift of pink: and
blue blurs had convehedxﬁnd wafited for Medina to kiss their \
sores and make them well, it was still, and probabiy always
would- be, three nineteen. In my underwater.1aboratory it was
eight minutes past twelve. 1 stared with fierce distaste' at
the two triangles of cheese and tomato sandwich on my dgsk,
immaculate on their sheet of wax paper. cOntempT%Ting fhé
ghost's chronic unghostly beha;ior always killed my N
appetite. ) o

| That first shock at seeing.the fully assembled ghost
rise out of the water fountain was followed by a zealous
anxiety which did not abate for weeks. I.thou;;t about it
constantly with a physical sensation of being stretched _
beyond téleraﬁce: my bra1n 1iterally buzzed fn complaint. X
The possibility that I might be gofing crazy 1 1n1t1a1fg9'
accepted almost gratefully, then discounted. Obsérving
ﬁyse1f with the frigid &et;chment born of panic, I'dgfectéd
no other symptoms. No matter how I twisted the facts, I was
Teft with the baffling, translucent presence of a ghost:with

unfocused eyes 1p ddnger of losing its pants at any
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moment. Its isolated bits and pieces by themselves had been

fascinating phenoﬁenologfcal disturbances of minor

- tmportance which I assumed would soon disappear when I

settled into the hospital routine. The anxiety'over the
appearance of the fulﬁy realized.ghost. however, was ’
surprisingly followed by a sense of growing expectation as
exciting and disturbing as fai]ing in love. I could hardly
wait. for the ghost's next visit. I'despaired when I thought

it might never return. As when I had fallen in love with

Pedrito three years ago, all triflipg details of dafly life
developed an overwhelming sensual ciarity pregnant with
significance: the sounds of running footsteps 1n°the night
ringing on the cobblestones in front of our house.in 01d San

Juan; the tickling-shining of the shower water cascading

down my bare arms. ) .

Lately, I had been waking up in the middle of the night

.to a sense of embracing and being embraced by limitless

star;filled space, combined with that {incomparable moment as
a child when one discovers a tiny tiny yellow wild flower no
one else has seen under a.bush. It was as if an immense

balloon of air had suddenly collapsed and there was no

—

'lonéer any separation between its opposite sides. The tiny

yellow wild flower was the boundless heavens. For one

second-adon of .time there were no unanswered qugstions,
nothing more needed be done. I would wakento this miracle in
the darkness. and not dare take a breath. But s]ov]y,'the

balloon would start filling up. The skies crept away from

e
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the petals. I recognized the walls of my room. I could't
tell if this experience was associated with my love for
Pedrito or with this new relationship with the ghost. Thefe
was the same combination of innocence and passion in my
feelings‘for both. The same promise of conquering the
unconquerable.

Going for‘a walk on a deserted beach with Pedrito,
rolling up the cuffs of our pants,—pickingmup a discarded
blue candle, a child's hollow bowling ball, a beautifully
preserved crab's ctaw, watching the sunset from a blanket of
pine needles, sheltering the 1it candle between our cupped
hands until 1} burnt out_and the night became our light. A
day with Pedrito had something ofrthat m;rac1e of sky and
flower united but, as with Tio Manuel, marred by the J
constant fear of loss. And since I could do nothing about

the ghost's appearances and disappearances, 1 sought Pedrito

o~

- more and more, as -if his presence were somehow a 1ink with

T{o Manuel's ghost. We moved up our wedding date from
November to July. Tata Nina be;an to forgive Pedrito his
engagement ring ("Perhaps the senator will be amiable enough -
to permit you to marry in a white dress, ahn?"). Soon the
ghost's mission would be manifest. Thgn, perhaps, I could
share 1t with Pedrito. Llife was a glorious, glowing waiting
I had been cﬁosen by It. Nothing wou[d ever be the-same.\

But after a few months of It leaning against the

cafeteria table next to mine, munching vacantly at the skin

around a thumbnail, p1énet eyes lost in a nurses' plate of

)
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rice and beans, or of It shuffling out of ; neurologist's

bookcase to nod'distantly at me as if to a.slight

acquaintance, 1 experienced instead a mounting ‘anger. The

more vaguely affab]e'Tfo Manuel's ghost Became, the more

specifically furious 1 became. The‘cretin. The insufferable

monster. It had 1ed me to hope... - T
"You are a boring sort of ghost, Qou know," I'd o

ventured with the vindictijveness of a jilted bride once when

Tio Manuel's gﬁost;had been sitting crosslegged on my desk

for five minutes earnestly watching me eat some potato

salad. "Are you hungry? Here, take it. Anda. Ay..." I’

. mimicked and to my horror saw the planet eyes cloud with

tears. There is something so vulnerable about red-r1mmed
eyes with no lashes: two open wounds. l

Actuaf1y, I weg beginning to feel_guilty. T{o Manuel's
ghost was going througﬁ all this trouble for‘me, but 1f it '

was trying to make a point, I was too dense to fathom it.

" The same trouble T{o Manuel had taken over .those equally

impressive but useless handkerchiefs. 1 wondered if the
ghost had been also haunting others. My mother? T{a )
Concepcidon? Surely they'd have made a production of it by

now: Psychiatrists. Priests. Mediums. Or perﬁaps this was

the ghost's dress rehearsal for larger, better hauntings to

come. I noticed a perverse irony in the way it meand;Fed in \

and out Bf‘my life as' whimsically as my mother and I had .
paid our visits to T{fo Manuel. I became coqjinced the key to

T{fo Manuel's haunting would only be found by reliving these




visits.

In the six months that followed, I developed an

élaborate and fanciful ritual for stimulating my memory. It

was not unlike an unwitting parody of a séance. Now, as 1
stared at the untasted triangles in their bed of crumbs on
my desk, I s]ow{y unfocused my eyes. There was no conscious
decision. For the first.time it simply happened of its own.
S]owly, the triangles began to fade into fhe whorled grain
bf the wood. The whorls suggested the dunes and ripples of a
desert. The unexplained meteorite of Tfo Manuel began to
materialize. Eyes still unfocused, I watched pagt and
present travel towards each other: the sandwich and its
star-shaped crumbs sinking into the wooden swirls of the
desk while the meteorite emerged from the same depths. They
locked together for one perfection, then releésed to travel

away from one another once again. I saw a particle breaking
off the meteorité. At first it was only an ashy smudge.
I.could not]appreciatéﬂfﬁe\comic, ludicrous aspect of

this ritual at the time. I lost myself within the magic

crumbs with solemn superstition. The triangles may have been

unlikely substitutes for a crystal ball but they had the
advantage of not having tb be explained away shauld someone

walk in. Thé.process however, was unpredictable. Often,

- remembered rooms and pathways remained. hazy, as if

"fog-bound; voices -sounded-muffled, as if trapped behind

walls, That day I was lucky. The speck of dead worid began
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Tio Manuel was 1iving then in a soon-to-be-fashionable

‘part of oid San Juan. I counted twelve steps down from the

Cathedral parking p1ace into a winding narrow alley then
three left turns up narrower; smellier crooked lanes before
losing all sense of direction. My mother stOpped‘often to

check instructions on the back of a folded envelope.

Suddenly, one house at the intersection of two alleys qaught
her attention. It haq been recently reconstructed to its
ancient Spani?ﬁ‘glor;. In the August noon sun the g15re of
its uncompromising'white‘walls made us squint. All details
acquired the blﬁrred contours of a dream imperfectlyu_;_w_

recalled next day. Tiny wrought iron balconies where only

one person could stand cupped the tall and narrow shuttered

ﬁwfndows. Hyphens of red-tiled eaves slashed the th]s but

gave no shade. Over each of the four ground-floor doors

curved splendid transoms filled with different colored glass
triang1e5° b1he, green, ochre, red. Only one triangle was ’
broken, a pale blue one. Its remains lay on the much darker
iron-blue cobblestones of the alley 1ike slivers of fallen .
sky..CIQSe by, one little girl in an apricot dress with coy,
unexpected puffed sleeves and a~gap1n§ broken zipper under

one arm played with two 1ittle boys wearing nothing but 3
mud-coated undershirts. They fook turns throwing cans of 4

water scooped from a nearby puddle over a litter of kittens
. -
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‘that mfaowed and crawle? among the shards ofispyGntered sky.
The Cathedral bells rang the noon hour. i
) *Twenty-seven fémilfps in. that one. The Fi@éroa's. The
couple from Coamo - fou ;emember,“the father stutters. Took
them three years to get all those people out.” In that one
year of house-hunting my mother'had become'an:expert in
every phase of -this bo1d(séhgu1ne conve?sionffrom
contemporary Puerto Rico (noisy, cluttered, sme]ly,‘grusby)
to 01d Spain (heraldic, affluent, ,cultured, romantic). A wet
kitten with pai} stuck together>into spikes:scrambled near
my mother's white pump. withsut looking sﬁe[took a few steps .
back and switched to English. "As sodn as Bambi Figeroa -
the one who went to law school with your fﬁther, threw
herself at him - no‘sﬁame, poor girl - fo?nd space in a Pew
housing development for one'family and i?fwas Tegally
evicted, another family - you know: nine children, two
great-grandmothers, a few second-removed: in-laws, the works
- would sneak in in the night and take fhe old famil}'s
place. Al1 those people in ane room. Imégine!ﬂ Don't look,
but imagine! ’ 2

"“Bambi - she.was always a deéermt%ed one, you should
h;ve seen her go after your Tfo Alfredo when your father
marnjed.mg - finally she had to rent/é truck and practically

move every family out herself, childey child, goat by goat, -

. then had metal doors built to seal up each room until they

could begin the renovations." My mother équinfed wistfully

up at the tiny wrought iron balconies. They were less

,
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billed by my mother as a budding poet and musica] prodigy,
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blurred now, but whether because my eyes had become used to’
the fief}ogﬁn}ight leaping off the walls or because knowing . ‘:

someone who had actua11§\bgen able 'to rescue one of tbosef \ - “ -
ancient housesLffog\thgft_present colorful squaior"ﬁrouqht o %
my mother's dream closer, I couldn't tell. "They discovered

a sea?edz dome—ceiltnéed alﬁbve full of old maps and S

sevenféenth;centdgy swords off the master bedroom. And a

“huge wine cellar which connects with a secret underground

passage from the Cathedral. For a bishop's mistress
probab1y.“vMy mother's eyes dropped to the freshly-painted e
spaces betweeq the four equidistant, noble doors on the’

ground floor. Every inch-had already'peen conquered by.

-strident rococo swirls of graffittiﬂand by flapping remains .

of torn pdsteré madg all the more urgent by the ragged
incoherence of their ampﬁtated siogans. ELE NA! fntr ULA NO
Puer, I read outloud and waitep, as«thougﬁkfor‘a '
translation%,“But even Bambi Figeroa doesn't dare live here
yet." - . " \

As we’walfed on looking for/the house we Hoped Tfo
Manuel would stilf be living in, I remembe;ed the Figeropé;
two chiltdren. They had been brought 4n for lunch one Sunday

about five years ago for my inspection. From my mother's

. anxious hemorrhage of labels before they arrived, I knew .

she very much wanted me to l1ike them and just as much
suspected I wouldn't. (I later discovered Dr. Figeroa was my

mother's psychiatrist.) The girl, nine then like‘me and

’ 3
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ternoon arounq our .music room with an

1nfgriat1ng air of detached silence, élhtching to-her face a

Tump of peffq\:d white wax deep with1n a lace handkerchief -

and sﬁ%arihg e lump rﬁythmica11w and -emphatically over and

around her }ips. As. she sadntered by my father's piano she'q'

—

strfke ‘one sfngle key, a diff ?ent one each time. For a

. wnilé I wondered if L was' s pposed to guess -what tune she

~might be eking out in this miserly fashion, but I became too .

-3

‘ ;bgvéd, or too afraid of guessihg wrong, to bother 1inking

= the solftary notes together into meaningful phrases;

The boy, eleven and juét as unyielding, spent an hour
: in.fhé back gqrhen\mutely trépp1h§ cogufes in an empty‘can
of P]intgr“ﬁ peandts. At dinner he had suddenly burst into
+ hiccuping.tears over Tata Nina*slasagna (eating.Tata Ninq's
'tlhsagﬁﬁ i;:; ;e1{gioys ekperience that ‘takes people in .
?unexpected ways) bgcéhse his MOéhen.had, again, refused to
buy him a gun for hi; birph&hy. With a flirtat%ous jangle of
gdldlgharm~h;ace1e;§ Bamb i Figérbavhaﬂ plucked h pomegranate
from my mother's Earefu11y baladced’cbnter‘piece and a
explhihed she dep1ohéd violeh;e. hy mothgr managed to catch
a-few grapes and one mdngo before they rol]ed'off her side
of the table and smfnked supercilious]y at my fathet. Dr.

Figeroa never said anything and I missed hear1ng him

~stutter. 1 later found out 'the gir] had been ;ufferinq from

an allergy attack hrought on by either ‘the 1iqaid fertilizer

"“my father- had jujﬁisphayed over his canna lilies or by the
™ ) ' P4 ‘ i

]
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nylon hair of one of my dolls. My mother thought that should
have giQ%n us a bond. Actua11y,.lnéou1d not forgive the gir
her~almost lyrical afflicti&n which .Teft hgr'free to float
- ) around strangers' music rooms masked by a lace handkerchief
plunking out messages 1h‘code in contrast to my own allergy
whi%ﬁ chained me, unartistically 5yo11en and welted, to my
_ bed. d ; o . -
| . The hQuSe we wére looking for turned out to be an |
unusua11;rwide one at‘the deéd end of an a11ey.nbr1d§fng one:
Side to the other. It was three stories high. From far away'
ipg walls had that opalescent sheen of the Atlantic OQean-afk\
\ noon. Uﬁfclose they were an intricate mish-mash of powder
b]ue and marine splashes showing thréudh burst bubbles of
peeling véndiéris‘pnd.lavénder. Interspérsedzwere random
patches of turquoise and streaks of violet where peop}e
th)odgh the years had either run out of paint or out of
intere;t. Here and there largé rosettes créated by fallen
plaster revealed unhealed sores of pinkish bricks. I;féther
" fancied thé,who]e effect - whicﬁ was like a garish vertfbn -
Ef one of Monet's 1ate\water111y canvases =~ but/my mother '
pointedly yanked me in before I could enjoy it further. We
entered through a deep archway and:immedigtely felt a '
frgshf humid co;lness breathing out from, the yalls..ll
had not yet travel]?d\%o another country bét I was'conviéced
that, at a d?ven wrjnkle\in space which formed the Barrier‘
Between‘two countfﬁés,‘fheie would be a sudden tr&ns-

{”formption. The brand new climate would have a separate
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air with its own smells and special textures, there would be

a different tint to the sky'aqd'the gr{ss and ‘people's
skins. I imagined a fraﬁt1er to be 11ke’a t;pestry begun by
one artist and suddenly contfnuéd by another using a
contrasting,stitch and different“thickness threads of
starf?ingly different'colors. Travelling across a
peréeptfb1e ?ump in the fabric, a11 ﬁy senses would be
sharpened and every incident c;:ckling with newness.

Gfing into the house T{o Manuel 1ived in was like

‘-lthato

First, the sudden darkhess after the bonfire of sun 1in
the alley. Then 'the unexpected welcome coolnegg which
pricked my skin into goose~bumps. Followed by the'smells of
fried codfish and.stale piggrette smoke, of coffee, spilled

'Beer and urine which seemed to coil out separately or in

unlfkely combinations aloqq with the dampness out of the
ancient walls of the tunnel-like entrance. The sudden
biindness threw sounds back at us, ten times louder. Flies
buzzed as if caught in bottles. Footsteps slapped, scuttled,
shuffled arounq us as if émp]ified by microphongi. ﬂ_;
Somewhere a carpenter was sawing a mile-~thick plank with a
giint saw and someone else was hammering metal stakes with a
giant hammer. Radios mamboed, newsed, advertis\N_from all
directions and meshed into an a1most 1mngnetrab1e net df
noise around us. Out _in the courtyard a baby cried with the
dull desperation-of habit.

My mother's hand found mine in the darkness. She took

<

L
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small, slow steps. The walls of the deep archway were lined
with shapes unclearly seen. Tﬁey stirred things in pots, or
counted things a{oud shifting them from one pile to anothef. <
or simply lag there - I could not tell if awake or asleep. —
Half-c}othéd‘children darted back and forth through a '
constantly‘sh;fting clearing in the center of the archway.

Some stopped to giggle and point at us. We could see more
clearly then. The younger ones' eyes were bright with
curiosity. The 6lder ones' were grave and opaque with scorn.
From the lTuminous end of the archway’a_dari negro woman
1umbered‘up to us. .She wore a tight red satin dress and_had
the‘flattest chest I had ever seen. The dres$ curved tightly
over her prominent.stomach ba]idoning before her in anerqus
compensatidén. Elongpted golden semicircles glimmered on hér ‘
eye]idsi She wore no lipstick. A rhythmic meta]fic banging
directly above our heads'made me look up. The loose corner
of a rusty scrab of corrugated*1ro? shading the archway-
flapped reproachfp11y agains€ the frame it had freJd 1tself

from.
ay

.“I'm~1obk}ng for g%n Manuel de Soto Sevilla. Could you
tell me where...; My mother had taken out another ofd'folded
enggIOpe apd a st&mp f yellow pencfl from her purse and now

stood in blank reaLin $s, penci!\JLised in her white-gloved

hand, as’if she were';aiting for a message from an unseen i
“caller on the telephone. Behind her I could see the ' SR

- courtyard, as 1ively as a market place and a school yard at

recess-time combined. A1l the 1ife of the house seemed to _

Rt
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have l1iterally spilled into it and was noe ready to-
overflow. 3

The flat-chested woman turned ponderously without
answering, cupped her mouth with one hand and bellowed into
the: bust11ng courtyard, "One for de Soto Sevillaa!

Manue- el'" Her behind prot»uded from her red\eatin dress
about the same as her stomach did. If it had not been for
her face and feet one would not' have beéq able to 5e11 her
front from her back.

A tubby, unshaven man with no neck to speak of who had
been sitting at a foldable table 'in the center of the
courtyard playing dominoes bustled importantly up to us. " He
wore no shirt. As he walged. he wiped his hands vigorously
over his violet-splattered khaki pants. A pafr of dangling
red-and-black striped suspenders clipped to the front and to

the back of the waist swung in 1oops around his hips. His

skin was the same "interesting wild egg -shell" of my

mother's linen dress. ,

"Good af;efnoon, Seﬁora. Is that therDon Manuel, very
0l1d he, who 11vee with the Negra.- " He snapped his ffngers
twice, "ahh sii, Martina?”

My mother nodded, penc11 poised. “He stfill lives here?“

From her manner 1 could not tell which answer she wou1d have

» .

preferred yes ‘er no.
“ - "Ahh sii.“ The man rubbed the top of his head with the

:palm of one hand so hard I thought maybe that's what had

happened to his neck, it has sunk into his chest through

i
{
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4
years of rubbing. "We play dominoes sometimes." Then, as if

[aad

he had just thought of another Don Manuel, very old he, who

/ L
liggd with another Negra Martina and had to make a more

positive fdentification, hr thrust one outstrgtched hand in

£

my mother's face and curved the index fipgér slowly out of ~

sight into his palm.

"H-Mmm," my mother half-coughed,.half-admitted, "Where - "

But the man flipped his hand around and held it palm
\ A

out to us meaning wait. He _turned to face the courtyard,

stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled Wheeeo-~wheet!,
that fami]iarbstreet whistle used by men to call other men.
Immediately, two small black children scurried shyly out
from-behind a wall 6f wet laundry. A brown and white baby
pig scampered squealing out of their way.

»

the neckless man safd, slapping one

"My youngest sons,
hand affectionately on each boy's head: I could see their
own necks yere‘already in jeopirdy. "Take them to Na Lola at
the end of the third floor." He pointed to the far right
hand side of the tiered_gal?éry ;krrounding the courtyard.

The complex, frothy woodwork of the gallery---countless

delicately carved columns, roof-beams and balusters - had in

some distant past been painted white., Against the stafined,

graffitiéd blue-greeng and blotched purples of the courtyard
walls, the gallery Yooked like the foamy crest of a“b011uted
wave. "But take those stairs,” tﬁe neckless man admonished .
poiﬁting té the opposite side, the }ar left of the

courtyard. "They're safez.“

.’g
:
Ty
i
P
b,
4
e
-3
¥
‘\
K]
3
I

~n




-

-84~

Na Lola proved to be a tiny old woman with hardly any
hafr who ifved on o cot covered with newspapers et the very
end of the gellery. During a rain storm she had no
protection. A1l the energy of her missing hairs seemed to
have concentrated on the three or four remaining black hairs
on each eyebrow, forcing them to Jué out thick and menacing
about one inch from her forehead. They made me think of
electric antennas.‘ﬁa Lola was eating peanuts from a paper

bag with a hand which seemed upholstered with bark. At

-efther end ef her cot was a very tall doorway partially

covered by a curtafn which hung over a rope strunp between
two bent nails. Above the;curtnin through both doorways I
could see the high ~-beamed ceilings from which dripped
clothes on contorted‘viee hangers or from nails, coiled
mosquito nets, hammocks, yelew—b1ack bunches of over-}ipe
plantains, heads of garlic on a string and blackened,
twisted strips of fly'paper. A radio commentator's voice
sp{lIed from one doorway. It was giving an account of a |
horse race at such tongue-twist1n§ speed you'd swear its
owner was tryidg to describe every single step of every
single horse Just as it was happening. From the other
doorway blasted the fam111ar vofces of a radio soap- opera.

Los Tres Villalobos, which unknown to my mother I used to

follow from the cold cement .floor of the Taundry room while
Tata Nina ironed sheet after sheet, wetting her index and

iddle fingers with saliva every few minutes and tapping

\u them against the hot unde(siae of the iron to check'

\
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the temperature. Tata Nina doesn't trust e]ectricity.‘

Somehow, the.llttle appreciative hiss which followed - the
language of that constant painful communion between Tata
Nina and her iron - always seemed the most important part of
the soap opera to me. |

Na Lola said, "Ahh sii. Don Manuel. The one with the
missing finger," and thrgw a 11tt1e'bunch of peanut shells
on the black and gray tiles of the gallery floor.

My mother scraped a Tittlg Qried mud off a gray tile L™
with the th of her shoe. It showed up white underneath.
"Mmm. Marble. I wonder if this house is for §a]e," she
muttered in Endlish.

"Fol sale! Fol §a1g!" Na Lola cackled as 1f she were
mocking &s. But her littte monkey face wa; serfous. "Ju wang
house heeal? Ahh sii, I speek dee English, me. I leev gwan
jeer ing Niu Jol. ngn!“ She raised one crooked bark-covered
finger. Her high-voltage antennas wiggled proudly. "But n&f .
this house. Sold a1ceady. They tell us six months to move ‘
out..." she said in Spanish once more and shrugged, panting
; litifé, perhiPs exhausted by her efforts in English. “That
house there,EQghind," She pointed with one hand over the
‘ba1cony to a réoftop where three lines of pink and red
laundry f[ppped in thé wind and with the ¢ther hand threw
another bunch of peanut shells to the floor. "Judnito.
Juan-niiito!" Na Lola banged a vehement fist on the wa]l
behind her. ' | ' .

A twelve ot thirteen ye;r:old boy with dark blue baggy

- - . . N W Ay
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pants rolled up to his knees, no shirt, and boasting a
hopeful smudge ‘of a mustache over his upper 1ip elbowed his
way out of the curtained doorway where the racing commentator
' was out-racingffﬁzmﬁﬁrses. He held a tin plate full of steamed
rice and codfish stew 1n'one hand and rapped a gay sta?cato
rhythm on its rim with the tin cooking spoon in his other_hand.
“Take these people to see Don Manuel,"” Na Lola ordered with o
an imperious twitch of her anté;nas. Juanito leaned against
the door jamb and crooked one bare foot beneath him aga{nst
the frame; Tin—cqtatin-catatin—tin-fin went the.spoon. "The
Don Manuel whose wife is in jail?" Na Lola shook her head
- and jabbed a peanut into her mouth. Catatin-tin-tin catatin.
"The Don Manolip who owns the fighting cocks?" Suddenly the
tallest of our two guides took a step forward and shyly.
stuck out one outstretched hand in frogi of Juanito's
bouncing musical spoon. Slowly he rolled back the 1index
finger so it disappeared into his palm and quickly dissolved
in laughter at his daring-wit. Catatin-catatin-tin. "Ahh,
sii,J Juanito nodded and vanished behind the curtain.
My mother leaned over the once-white balustrade and
studied the rooftop of the house for sale, expertly : ‘ E
calculating the size and number of its rooms and the.
thié#ness and year of construction of its walls through its
flu#tering red and pink flags of laundry. Perhaps she was
- a:/eady praying. for hidden wine cellars and buried alcoves
b istling with historic treasures. The two black boys who

|

° had brought us there équatted by the balustrade and waited
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with that curious attutude of silent belonging yet watchful
apartness whicp fellow voyagers on long complicated journeys
often adopt with each other. Alﬁﬁough the brown paper bag was
nbt large, ﬁa Lofa didn't run out of peanuts. The hill of
cracked shells.in front of her cot g?ew steadily. It was
Tike watching a film on the formation of a mountain where
aeons of time are compressed into seconds and the slow evo-
lution of rock is made to resemble the blooming of a flower.
Ten minutes Yater Juanito came back out with a blue
plastic comb instead of the tin plate in. one hand and made
motions with the other hand for us to follow him down the

gallery. As he walked, he combed his already perfect hair

" and patted it into place. The two black boys, still

smouldering with giggles at the tallest one's daring wit,

came along. "Dofi't pee yourselves on those stairs, ahn!" Na

Lola shrilled_after us without 1ooking up from her bag of

Reanuts and Iﬂwou1d°pot have been too surprised if litt1e

puffs of smoke’had burst out of the tips of her eyebrows. "'

But whether the advice was meant for Juanito, the other two

boys, or in some roundabout, subtle way for my mother and me

was not clear. ’
Next we stopped at Dona Remedio's cubicle to collect

her daughter Raquelita who was a cousin of the Negra Martina

and had some greasy food d}ipping bright orange drops Y

through a wrapﬁfng of newspaper to take to her. Raquelfta
led all fivé of us up and down corridors with rotting wooden

floors mapped with cur]ing islands of red-flowered 1inoleunm,

*
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through large tall rooms partitioned into minfature
windowless cells separated by haff—wa]ls anq sagging o
curtains and 11t by moth-clogged 1ight bulbs dangling frofh
the high beams, then up some ladder-like stairs with misging
rungs and down other regally curving marble staircases lined
with garbage-stuffed paper bags and torn mattresses along
both sides, and thenkacross a smaller back courtyard
festooned with laundry and hammocks in one of' which swung
three tiny children with a black and white baby goat shared
in their armﬁ. On the brjck courtyard floor many wooden
cages were stacked over each other. Their dark interiors
ware crowded with 1fve crabs. Raquelita led us along the
narrow restless aisles formed by the cages. The crabs
lurched around and climbed over one another with loud
écrabbling noise;. Their panic made me think of people
fighting to get out of a burning building. ‘As we walked
between their cages they stuck out‘huge crescent-shaped
snappiﬁg claws bet!een the bars at us ;h11b at the head of
the parade Raquelita kept calling, "Watch out for your
le-egs!" in a cheerful voice and the food she was taking to .
the Negra Martina continued to drip greasy orange blobs
through its newspaper wrapping. As usual while éearching for
Tfo Manuel, I was sure this time we'd find him dead.

And tn my office nine years later I remembered thinking:
How odd that here where T{o Manuel lives.he is known by his
missing finger while at home this fact seems not to exist.

For o&r family T{o Manuel had somehow resurrecped in
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a curfously amorphous state. All m& childhood I kepf waiting
for those verbal demarcations which would give his elusive
being a contour: bits of gossip, anecdotes, jokes. My.other
relatives had long since Peen condensed into mind-size
minfatures, frozen into the poses of their habigual
descriptions: Tia Concepcién caught with a smug grin on her
fat face in the act of pattingqa malbvolent chihuahua oﬁﬁher
lap; Tia Encarnacion stabbing a thin silver needle into an

eternal crochet loop while miles of the wretched stuff only

.she could ca)l lace coil around her feet 1ike tame snakes; a

half-concealed Tit{ Felicia, sgabped‘while extricat1ﬁ§
herself from heé black holy garments. But, undefined and
undiminished, T{o Manuel refused to join this c011ectiop.
SJrely death, the ultimate label, would once and for all
shrivel and tuck him into a niche.

But it was Tucky for us that there in the crowded world

-where Tio Manuel lived that yedr he had acquired such a

dramatic description. The same T{io Manuel with all ten
fingers might have taken us all afternoon instead of just
half an hour to find. And another thought I didn't sharé
with my mother: that circuitous route to his room - up and
down and up again, along.tortuous crooked hallways, Eurning
left when we wanted to go right - followed the same path
described by Tio Manuel's handkerchiefs from the time they
Teft h1s.hand§‘to méke their way to mine, a veritable

procession along each cofl of our family chain, each 1ink




adding memories and creases to his origipal gift.
Brooding on this in my office that Mgnday, I wondered
if the,rhythm I had divined/within my mother's family - that

’ seductive, reckless spiraling around an action, a place, a
. v ‘

-thought, seldonm touching it directly -~ was not also the,

rhythm of all Puerto Rico

" T{fo Manuel's room was painted a 1ivid carnatfon pink.

It was more a closet, or a cell, mhdé of buckling cardboard
walls dulled 1in place; py large continents-of_yellow—bﬁown

humidity stains and by smaller, off-shore islands of

blue-green fungus an squgshedwbugs. It smelled of fried
onfons and Brylcream hair pomade. Yet the effect, possibly
because of the co];f of the walls, was-incoﬁgruously

o .cheerful. |
T{o Manuel, l;ke Na Lola, lived on a home-made wooden “
cot. This one Qas covered with brown paper bags §lit L
o 1engthwise, again along the bottom, then placed side by

side. Next to the cot was a short doorway with a curtain | -

-

across fits lowe half. 0ver the top 1 could see two peop1e

‘from the wais‘ up. A fat molasses—colored mén in a

- ‘ sleeveless un erﬁhirt combed his hair with careful1y

careless wrv/t ~flicks in front of a jagged sliver of mirror .
on the wall// Beside him an almest purple-biack woman with

what l1ooked/ 1ike yellow 1eaves of hair pressed tightly >

" '\
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and fanning herself wjth»a‘folded newspaper in slow
disdainful arches. Her back was turned to the man with the
eloquence of a slap. She wore only a strapless white bra. As
the man comBEd his hair fresh waves of Brylcream invaded Tfo
Manuel's room. Both people's skin glistened as if dipped 1n
0i1. They were as close to us and as far away from us as 1f
projected on a movie screen: each and every detail of their
intimate 1ives touched ours for a moment bdt\had nothing to
do with ours. / O

My mother and I must have been announced by some of the

other children of the house who had attached themselves to

our parade running on ahead of our guide, for Tfo Marnuel

" received us with his head turned emphatica11y to the Sall.'

"Don't come galk of hOSpitalst ay..." His-words greeted
us, sharp and swift as arrows>1n’flight.k"1'don't go to Sny
hospitalt® - R v s

He was lying on his pack,.his~arms fensed at either .«
side: a shrivelled stump of an old man wfth.a caveﬂjin chest,
wearing nothing but blue-and-white striped pyjama pants
several sizes too lar nder the electric bulb swaying
gently overhead ﬁ?;.skin was the color and texture of ﬁggse
ye€llow rubber gloves North American housewives use to wash
dishes; large,spidery freckles seemed to c:aw] a[1 over his
hairless sku]ﬁ and dowa his hﬁir]ess arms. At his slightest
$ovement the paper-bags beneath him rustled and crinkled
like dry sea-grape leaves in the ocean wind, ’

Pressed againsf,the pértition wall Qpbdsite t?e cot

f r
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:[ \
stood a tall, gaunt black womqé with the bushiest, softest~
looking gray hair I had ever segy.‘lt was as inviting/as a
fuzzy powder puff. My finger-tips ached with wanting to dive

into it. She wore a shapeless sack dress the exact cheegfull

_ carnation pink as the room so that at first sight she had

seemed just a disembodied black face, two black threads of
arms and two black threads of legs set adrift on the suface

of the wall. Wordlessly she nodded her elegant powder-puff

~head to my mother. By then the newspaper wrapper had turned

completely oranéé and almost transparent with grease. The
woman dispapeared with it behind the half~curtained doorWay
and came back dragging a: wooden chair with a woven straw
seat for-my mother. (In{the film, the fat molasses man was
now kissing the woman with the yel}ow leaves of hair, his
carelessly careful fingers digging into her cheeks,
distorfing her opened eyes into menafing slits.) Nith_a grimj
hostess-like anxiety, Tfo Manuel's friend patted -the paﬁér
bags at the foot of the cot for me to sit there, then began
to flap our guides.away with her hands, the skeletal }1ngers
dangling flimsily from the palms as if made of stiff wispy
rags rgady to'drop off any second.

‘ 1‘190ked away from”hér‘hands. They had reminded me of
the sfide of a box. My_gkin'began to burn as if scoured. I

became uncomfortably aware that if it had been my father

there instead of my'mother, he'd have asked the names
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and ages of all the thldren whé'd accompanieq us to the
room and given each a dime before dismissing théﬁ himself.
Hﬁat made me so uncomfortable was not.kpoﬁing 1f=my,mother's
regal- and marble distance from them wgs‘q result of her
personality, therefore modifiable by.ﬁglﬁor due to hker being
a woman, . therefore trapping me-into a~figﬁt box future of
the same: of never being a1nged my father S easy .
familiarity with them except like my mother, in the

i
unsurprising world of the home. And I recognized I was again
blundering around that invisible frontier whose boundaries

could not be'learned by words alone. And the not-knowing was
a sudden sadness without wings. - '. -

When our gquides finally 1eft aftj§ much laughing and '

" stamping of feet, the Negra Martfna went back lo blend in

with the wall Oppogite the cot. She had not spoken one

word. The cot-was-the only piece of furniture in the ;oom.QI
wondered where shé slept. 1 1magined her thin wasted body
fIattening further, dissolving in(g the buckling cardboard
partttfon every night becoming as t@pfdimens1ona1 as a
picture torn off a .magazine and s?btch taped to the wa]]

and then s;epping out every morning backiinto the third
dimension to‘ﬁorrow chairs and accept gifts. of dripping food

that came in stained, tranSparent newspapers. I wondered 1f

she was Tfo Manuel's daughter, or his life -long mistress, or

'

merely s%?e kind neighbor who had taken to nursing him
between two other jobs and would be left behind along with

'
~
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the cot and the paper bags when he moved on to his next

-room, ' . -

v A

~

“Me, to die’in a hoop1ta1 I don't go. Ay..." T{o *
Manue1 shot his word arrows again‘into the stale air once my
mother and I were settled but he still wouldn't 1ook at us.
_His knobby toes wlggled indignantly. Cackle, rustle went the
bags.

"I brought you somé fresh mallercas, Tfo‘Manue]. From

La Mallorquina. Your favorites." My mother extracted a white
paper bag from her large purse. The paper bag was’ adorned :

"with sinuous, baroque red letters aeross the center, each®

vowel a dainty exquisite qobweo of carmine threads. Myi

‘ mother had never brought T{o Manuel a present‘before. Her -

face had a glow I associated with thove evenings after sher
'nad_won a tough, protracted courg-case. An overpoweringly
specific bahery smell rose out of the bag. I hadn{t known .
one could actually smell white powdered sugar through a
paper bag, or those incredibly delicate but crispy crusts
that cover the half-bread, ha]ficake buttery and heavenly

squishy mallorcas from La Mallorquina. . . T

Tio Manuel seemed as surprised hsil. His body folded
with a jerh to a sitting position 1ike a dried twig suddenly
snapped by a footfall. His legs swung agilely over the side
. of the cot. His four- -fingered hand ;\Saultéd the fancy paper
bag while beneath him the sheet of slit brown bags rust]ed | _'aa
and crink1ed up a stz;m..Si]ent1y, solemnly_he devoured the |

four tpasted mallorcas. His 1ips and chin glistened —

"‘.l . -

.
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. with melted butter and the tip of his nose bécame glutted
S | with wet knobs of powdered sugar. He held theimaI]orcas
¢ awkwardly between his thumb and middle fingers, I couldn't

s«/f stOp'sta;}ng at,thé grotesque yet somehow undefiled Epace
between the fingers.

Near the end,” he tried to share 'a piece of mallorca
with the Negra Martina but when he‘looked around, she wasn't
there and again 1 1magiﬁed hef'melting stage by stage into

4 ) -
v the wall. "Qué carajo,-ay..." T{o Manuel swore joyfully and

ate ;He whole piece. Then he sucked all his fingers one by
.4 ' ’ h .o
-one and burped contentedly as he stared at the crumpled

.

white bag on the floor. ) : ' - .

~

My mother's smug, “"Bueno," was an uninvited guest gate-

~e

crashing the devout silgnce. "We'l1l come éqain soon. I'm

happy- to f1nd you so hungry." She began to pull %n”her

g!oves. "That's always a good sign. Ay mijo, if at least you

lived a'little closer and didn't move around so much... we | '

could ;11 bring you mallorcas and bunuelos and f]anes '
- whenever you wanted..." Here my mother's voice'trailgd away,

[N

v i
as delicate and temp;ing as tpe receding smell of the

2

N \

mallorcas. >
o That did 1t. Tio Manuel's n&str}ls flared. His usually
mild brown eyes ringéd yith blue b]azed. Those distant
planets shrouded ;n thejr private-;kies were two bf3ght hot
S stars now ready to byrn neighboring galaxies.
‘ "I know you! YoJ bring mallprcﬁs in your hands but

SRR hﬁspifals-tn your b?aihg ay!" -he spat out in a hoarse bellow.
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His body had petrified aéain. The caved-in chest appeared to
deflate even further. His tight yellow skin, aS taut as the
léather sxretcﬁed over a drum, seemed to reverberate with -
subterr;nean vibrations of fury. "Go. Go! You all left me to
die once already in another country, ay. Anden. Leave me
again, ay... I order you. GO!" ’ ‘

His body co]]apsed back on the cof. His head tﬁigtsﬂ
again to the wa11; A freckled arm shot up. Its hand squé;zed
into a trembling fist and pointed at the doorle%s doorway to
the gallery. And from the fist I saw uhfg]@, larger than
1jfe - 1ike the magnified sounds in the entrance érchway -0
saw unfo;d the ghost of T{o Manuel's missing index finger.
It was haloed by a tired silvery light which also trembled
With’anger, this swollen accusing fingef mangled by I knew
not what in a strange land I only knew by name. Out of his
fist it unfolded, brighter than ever ﬁefore. to exi1e us out

-~

Sf his life.
? Us! For the firgf time during a vigit T{o Manuel's
manner had lumped me together with my mgthér. I felt
confused, then betrayed. Even:'not knowing what had separated
me from my mother in his mind, 1 had‘sbmehow depended on
that somefhing - perhaps in more ways than I had realized.
“Up t411 then his &ef;rential,treathent of me had been Vikeé
an unkown password betwggn us kept—in réadiness for an
emergency. Now as my mother with her straight unvanquished

back towed me out of the Eoom, I looked back at T{o Manuel.

I waited for him to somehow stil1l honor that password. I §9w
- ) ° [
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his legs. sudde ]y bend an'd contract into his body as 1f his .

stomach had been kicked But his head remajned td?ned to the

wall ‘Even the film above the doorway curtain had been
suspended. The actors. had disappeared. In the pink door1ess
room only twoé things moved. OVerhéad,—the lightbulb orbited
on its long bTack cord with }he measured 1nevitab111ty‘of a
pendulum, and‘one torn brown paper bag kicked out of place
by the conoraction wafted slowly oh so slowly to the warped
1inoleum floor. l '
On the way home my mother stopped to investigate the

’house crowned by the pink and red flags of 1adndny she had

'studied from the third fRor gallery of Tio Manue] s, the

“house ﬁa Lota~ hﬁﬁ‘to1u her was for sale - the house which we
'fina11y bought and are living 1n now. As we came out, I~ P
almostlwalked into a man driving by ondé bieycle'with a cage
© full of cackling hens roped over its back tire. He veered
oharp1y away from me and slid‘dangerously over a rain puddle
' ‘1eav1ng a/shower of white fpatherS descending gently oh soﬂ
gently o{gr the alley. ‘ . / : "
By the time we got to the car I could barely see \
throughdgy'swollen eyelids. S ' ')
.4 |
But of course the power to banish is no} reversibdle.
Short of their own deatn or madness, ex11gs‘cannox exile

fneir exilers in return. That was the last time I was taken

to visit T{o Manuel. From his cheerful carnation-colored

-
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room he was moved to a war veteran's ciinic in Hato Re§ near
the Three*ﬁndauntab1eiV1r91ns'(house. There he died two’

years later, exactly one month before m debut at the Casino
y - . Z

14

de Puert9 Rico. o ‘ / X

I never learned how they did it. Perhaps'the'bremfse of
all the fresh, toqsteq@Ea1loeea§ he could eat fina]iy
unmanned hiﬁ. Or perhaps the many lawyers in both my
parents' families at long 1d§t discovered a legaf path to
the clinic which didn't need Tfe‘Manuel's conseﬁt. It was
neither expected nor encouraged that I visit him there in
h1s final room surrounded by all tho%e o]d dying men. I

imagined. their minds Mould Be like empty unmoored rowboats

slowly dr1;;1ng out to sea. Delirious voices would cali out

to long-dead faces, mummified arms woqu/reach out from

mounds of wilted sheets to imaginary hpnds. I was told T1'o‘£3’=a

o~ .
Manuel was constantly sedated, that he seldom recognized his

/

visitors. So they - reasonable, sane and busy people that
they were - visited him 1e§s$and less. Probably taking.him.

mallorcas was'fqrbidden by the qTinic anyway.
— _ ’ - ‘ )
But even from there the handkerchiefs continued to

arrive faithfully once a year through the family chain to.

!

taunt me with thgﬁr perfect beauty and perfec't uselessness,

Was thefe‘fergiveness in that gesture? A warning of some

sort? A subtle 1ronic‘revenge? A heroic diedain? And who was
- B

buying them for him? The pain of not knowing seemed 1ike an - .

\

.extension of that wing]ess sadness which had settied on my

ps%oulders during*oqr last visit to him. And_in order to

. Ay
!
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& dispel it, I invented. _ ) .
* Supposing ore day back in 1952 a relatively healthy and
~. . , . ' N L

unbroken Tifo Manuel had been limping along with both hands

in his pockets:down Avenida Mufioz Rivera, around Parada 20. .

: His fingertips would be flicking against nickels and

_ quarters‘and the k?y'to his new hotel room - making thém

. i ‘ spin round ahd round with that jaunty sporadic belief in .

- faté which strikes us a]] anld sends’ rosary beads twir]ing

- and numbered lottery balls spinning inside round w1re cages.

He was newly returned to his 1s]and ~Some of his Tami1y‘had
begun Speaking to him The sun, the warm air, the fam111ar
pui]dings smiled greeting at him and in response he spun the

p -

Outside the forbidding wrought 1ron gates of the : e

coins of fate: this was his year.

Iglesfa del Sagrado Corazdn he stopped to watch the usual

«%" noisy knot of beggars and vendors which perhaps more than
' pews.andxaltars and chalices spelled religion'af that moment
\ for Tio Manuel. Behind the spiked iron banws the church
'seemed far'awdy and deserted, dfstanced from the'scede by
its fresh coat of pale gray paint and dazzling white trim. A
bl1ind man_wilh white crescent eyes-was ringing a silver bell
with the concentrated devotion of an altar boy at hie first

mass. T{o Manuel remembered him from Tong ago. He was : o

shqdwiched between one Eiragﬂero and one platanufres vendor

and_still sold the same kinddof.gilded'religious stamps Tf{o
Manuel used to admire aéfa.ch11d. They were embossed with-

rapt and upturned haloed fades glittering with humble joy.

[
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The stamps werelngEnged on a tray on his lap in héphazard
b11es and rows. Their eccentric groupings projgcted an odd

elusive significance, as of an endless game of solitaire ®

~

) played with secret auies. Tifo Manuel dropped a dime on the

corner of the tray,‘began to move away then limped back to
drop aﬁother dime: this was his ye&r. |

Next, 1 imagined h}ﬁ pausing in front of a man §é111ng
cigars and hand-embroidered handkerchiefs. The cigars were

stuck like leafless stumps of branches waiting to rogt in a

-

tin cup betwe%g the vendor's bare f?et. The handkerchiefs

were displayed in a home-maﬁe glass-covered wooden box
suspended from hjs'neck by a leather strap whi&h, Judging

from the series of 14;t1é holes symmetrically punched along'

one end, must have once served as -a belt. Each linen

,
handkerchief was. . folded into_a triangle then pinned to the

bottom of the box.Q$heir designs were as 1natcess1ble and »‘
tantalizipg to Tio Manuel as the demure gestures of qdnvent
réir]s. Hegéou]d‘barely diéce}n the inscrutabie eye of a cat,
tﬁe bafoque base”of a pagddé, the fiery ;éasing tip.of a R
peacoc}‘s fannéd tail. T{o Manuel .reached out with\one
hand as if to unfold_a handkerchief and struck four - -
fingertibs against the glass top. He noticed then the'’

recfangu]ar paper dangling from the box, scotch-taped by

~three curling yellowed strip;.SOn'it the number of -

handkerchiefs was handprinted 1in b1qck gothtg,fégters;
opposite them the price was announced fin bright red

o . .
numerals. But the line that_jumped out was the final one.

-
i
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Hitﬁ an instinctive flqir.for adveﬁtising, the printer had
.'fnverted the colors and doubled‘the 1en§th One dozen
handkerchiefs were offered in triumphant red for nine
$dollarss and fifteen ¢cents¢ the. entire number spelled odt
in dfgnifiedjﬁlack Made heady by ‘the we]coming sun and the
warm air and the 1ucky coins spinning in his pocket, T{o
‘Manuel bought one dozen handkerchiefs on the spot. He had ;o
idea who they'd be for. The witﬁheld fragments of the cat,
pagoda and peacock intrigued him. An urge to release all the

folded, flattened creatures in the linen worlds overcame

him. Besides: it was his-year. Had they been more

attractively displayed,'Tfo Manuel might just'as easi1y—have~

bought one dozen cigars and smoked them all himself.

)

This fiction had the virtue of stripping T1c®Fanuel's
gifts of yearly deliberation and personal significance. It )
freed me tempor g1y from th%t éLilt which seemed as much

\'part of the h%ndkerchiefs as their exquisitely imvoluted
’seashs} s and leaping, swaggering clowns. Yet this fietion,
augmeﬁted rather than dispelled the'sadness of never really
knowing what was behind the gesture. Did the handkerchié?%,
even if accidentally acquired, eventually transmute into so
many white flags waved in the face of my family? Were they
an unconsciéus compensation for a grand-daughter abandoned’
in another country? Or a gentle, old-fashioned'?;;inder of

my beautiful and useless femininity and therefore a \ °

challenge to my parents shocking modern methods of br1nging

me up? And, overtaken by the fiction, whatever had ,

1
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o -
become of thertwo missing handkerchiefs? Sometimes after
those tunchtime rituals 1 wished 1'd never started ana‘lyz'lrb
ﬁis gift. I felt that somewhere along the way I'd Tost
contact with the s1mp1e, child's pain and joy with which it
had all begun. And whith I suspected were somehow closer in
essence to Tio Manuel's own reasons for sending the
handkerch1efs than any kind of understanding I'd since
achieved It was as if, in reaching out to unfold the
gesture of those handkerchiefs in the hope of seeing Tfo‘
Manuel's eﬁbroidereq_footprints on them more clearly, I1'd
also sgruck my fingers on an invisible g]gss barrier.

Once Tio Manue].entered the:flinic in Hato Rey the
handkerchiefs arrived even later after my Saint's Day than

’
before, but each time my mother recited as religously as

ever the names and identifying phrases of emch family member
who had formed ehe chain between him and me. "Tia kula - the
one who kisses all the men when she bets drunk: Tit{ Amparo
--the one who triedgto smuggle the parrot out of Mex{co A
between her legs..." Each phrase unforgettable for ité‘)
teasing g?impse into an untold story. And as before, the
chain always began and ended with Milagritos.
I watched the porous tr1angles gradually materialize
from the whorled depths of the varnished desk top as the
.f;eteorite of Tfo‘uanuel slowly sank back into its desert
wastes. Past and present 1nterﬁocked then began to travel

away from one another once again. The ritual was over.
f

il
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0ufsiqe the window I could bareiy‘discern a cotton-cand}‘
¢loud thrbugh the trails of old‘raindrOpsrsqarring th; dasty
pane. The cloud was slashed into fragments by the parallel
fron bars. The bars that weré in my officejbyt nowhere near
the cloud. | '

‘And I wondered if even Tfo Manuel could have described
Mi]agrifos. More than simply the smell of her almést-kisses
or the tidy repetitive yorld of hgr/mQurning prints. :

Or if outcasts are also outcast from each other.

o
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. Rosarito's Refuge .-

}hat was my last fitual with Tio Manuel.

Perhaps the most important thing: discovered from“it
was that the time my mother and I spent travelijng to and
from him was always disproportionately Qon;er than the 4ime
we actually ‘spent with him: Somehow he had become a |
destination, a point of return ratﬁer,xhan a person. My
mother and I went just so far into his world, touched a base
then hurried back. I saw tbat ironicaily, in my effcrts to
reach Tio Manue} again after his death I had inadvertent]y
dupiicated this same process The time 1 spent travelling to
and from my memory of him was as full of complex and
. surprising 1ittle detours as the footpaths behind his rooms;
.as Tittered with over-ripe long-festering flashes of moments
and disjointed new images as the back a]]eys and hallways
had been littered with rotk}ng papaya rinds and
swollen-bellied children. 1} understood that chasing after my
memory of T{o Manuel had been merely another, more subtle
exercise in avoiding him. Perhaps ﬁy\mother:s white-gloved

>

hand stil1l led the way. Don't look! And I always landed back

«+
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.fn‘ﬁy office as dizzy, disoriented and digplaceﬁ as from
that first visit thTfo Manuel when I was six. Ajsort of
Jet-1ag psychosis between pastﬁgnd'present. ’ ’ Y
; " That day after the ritual, the sympt were worse than
usual. Ligtenihg to the majestic howling'}:gthe wind-voice
accqmpaniedybyﬂthe 1mpértinent ‘clatter of tin, I longed for ' }
the ghost - if only té throw a soggy triangle of sandwich at

' i% 1 was somehow convinced it was the ghost;s res- -

- ponsibility to help me out of thlS in- between—twg\zirlds )

state Tio Manuel’ s second coming had plunged me 1nto.

Nothing was quite right, yet I could not recover the
"1nnocéhce adﬁ easy confidence of my 1ife before the ghost's
“ appearance. My breaths were short shallow waves that broke
¢ into sharp fr;gmenqS againjt my rib cage. My hand, clumsy

s

‘ and unfamiliar, picked up objects and let them clatter to ,
the de'sk as if testing that the old law ;f gravity still
‘apﬁlied a c%eép'ballpoint pen all chewed out of sﬁape, RN
| discarded staples bgﬁi/;\}B\mi\jature fish- hooks, a lump of |
s bubblegum-pink era}er. The top o\\py desk was an__
unfathomaé?e geography. Wavy underwater lights swam like
irridescent eels over everythingu Biurred patches of air ate
upumy~gbsion. The patches made me think of those  opPaque
ovals~éondeﬁsed on co1d window panes when one breathes on
them. I wondered momentari]y if T{o Manuel's ghost or “some

go

of - it§'cronies ‘were breathing too close to the invisib]e ' .
/ )

frontier between our worlds, peering into mzre like

‘mischievous children with their noses pressedfggainst

[N

-

L ) . 1 ’ ~ A




~106-
.- -

the glass. 1 resisted an 1Mpu1se to stick out -my tongue at
them. Soon I could only make ‘out the amputated top half of .
my kingf1sher blue coffee mug, a haphazard cluster of '
pencils resemb]ing a spiky Chinese character for someth1ngQ
urgent and confused 1ike sickness or war, and a deep b)ack ‘
hole in the ‘general shape of a te]ephone. A stack of heige .
-;iles rippled around the edges Ifke a cardbeard'hﬁx spied at
the bottom of a pohd.

I felt my éyes abandoning me bit by bit.

«Q

~ Luckily my first afternoon hat%ent was late. I had
finally wrappedﬁthe sandwich back in 1ts_creased yeil of wax
paper and returhed it to the bottom_desk drawer, untasted..
’ Its‘{isappearjhg and reappearing tricks fn anq out of the
varnished desk top had somehow placed it in a different
category froﬁ the méke1y ed1b1e"and I felt, 1diot1ca11y but
firmly, that it w?u1& be unluck$, or impolite or something
to actua11y ingest 1t3;§§§rdered my fingertﬁps to stop
drumming. on the pale cream cover of the tardy patient's
ft]e on my desk and caught hy teeth tearing out the insides
of my lower lip instead. I‘ﬁigng gut my handwand grabbed the, -
coffee-cup'hand1e as if that chipped half-moon of blue ehina
alone in the whole world coJ]d-stabilizg/me’by transferrinj
a measure of its own solidity back fht;-my body. I wondered
if I now hore that same sheepish, startled expression_ of

someone in the act of waking.up characteristic of Tfo

t
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- A
Manuel. Perqus he too had been pursued by a ghost,f;a'beeﬁ
"in the permanent grip of a time-lag psychosis. I watched an

¢ frridescent eel devour the top half of my co}fee mug. In an

attembi ¢to escape I swiveled my chair around and came face
to fafg with the—coffin of air created by the ha]%-open
door. The empt} space §§111 vibrated with that urgent,«
oppressive quality Ifhad associated with the ghost's rec;nt
visit. Now'the urgency struck me as that of a mute idiot

. _ child searching for a word. Hello? G;od-bye? Help? This

would never do. I swiveled back, took-a deep breath and

. - tried to review in hy mind what 1'd rgad about the new

”

« patient.
Carlos Beique Rivéra was a twenty-eight‘yeara91d..‘
unemployed car mgchanic recommended by -an army neurafogist

,  for a full battery of projective te;ts upon discharge from a L .
training base in AtTanta two years ago. After two years of
stormy civilian 1ife highlighted by a series of qttacks, Don
Quixote style, with fists and stones against one particular
palm tree growing on the f}ont lawn of the house belonging -
- — to his s?ster-in-lsw (a World-War I1I wfdow), the p;tient's /

.wife (a beautician from Barrio Obrero with three children

{
. ¢ doctor's advice. S o

With more confidence, but with fingers still wrapped

from a previous '‘marriage), had decided‘to follow the army

around the now invisible half-moon of blue china, I 6pened
the file to the initial interviewing-social worker's report

signed by a Sra. Blanquita Aponte Rivera whom I hadn't me
. . < r , .

-
. ?
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yet. She must be that nfece of Dr. Pére; Aponte whom Medina
‘hadlbeen talking about after the stéff meeting that morning,
I thought - the one who had found the scorpionriﬁ a desk
drawer on her first day here and féintedfaead away, then
kept a patient's stool samp1e 1ocked in her ‘hot office over
a 1ong week-end and wondered why the lab girfs went 1nto

be11y-c1utch1ng,hysterics four days later when she took it

15 to be analysed. I smiled when I remembered my own

initjation. She was one of us naow. Trial by léughter. A1l at
once I could visualize her so clearly. A little carfoon}°
figure: confident handyoffering a brass-colored sample box
wh}le, legs akimbo; her body crumb1ed in a han-ston'tp the
floor. And at that precisé moment I felt a searing split in

‘perspective. Once, watching a mdvie; I thought 1 saw }he 34
shadow of the director's arm falling over an actor's fafe.
Now,‘I had the same shockihg‘sense of blundering out. of an

illusion and back into myself. In some accidental way f had

‘_stumbled into the very m&ment when a hidden mechanism shrank-

and paralyzeq a person for ever. A person I'd never even
met. I kﬁew from that momeﬁt on I'd always think of her.like
this - undignified legs akimbo, hand: naYvely offering her
embarrassing cargo - n0fmatter how much I might grow to
admire her. And it frightened me because even catchinq it
1ike this in the act I could't dismantIe the mechanism and
1nva1ida¢e the caricature. Fpr years. I had smugly Joked

about my parent's‘juxidicai system of idéntifying phrhses‘

1]
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horror of such a future could touch me, my mind bounded off
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% .

. while secretly incubating tne disease. This ﬁqmi]fating.

discovery almost - sobered me.

S1ow1y I unw;apped my fingers from the hHandle of the

coffee mug and next\moment found them tap-dancing ove>\the

alreidl betrayed Blanquita Aponte Rivera's signature. T“
began to review the report. The page was a]arming1y $p1te

\
Disjointed wdrds f1ew up and seemed to careen off: my .

eyeballs: Caucasfan,’ Barranquitas, adaptation. distrfbution,

mashed potatpes, lieutenant. Mashed potatoes? 1 te#ed—te— )

find those two words again., But the typed letters seemed now

to sink into the marshmallow whiteness, suckedgknto the

'world of the page 1ike small wjld animals sucked into

quicksand. I wondered if this time the symptoms wouldn't

" pass, if 1'd be stuck for the rest of my life in this

segmented geography full of irridescent eels, hanging on to

china half- moons as to life -preservers. But before the .

<

‘and began to worry about ow those words "mashed potatoes"”

-

got into.the social worker's report. Another "allergy"
felfow-sufferer? I was squrised I didn't remember from the
previous ¥eading. I decided the words must have been the
result of some letter transposition. I'd look dt up’1ater.
When thjs'wnimsical sea of distorted lights finally ebbed.

As it always had in the past as soon as someone'wa1ked into

my office and-turned the tide back to my normal world of

éIassy green walls and barred windows, of dark blue




~ The cotton- candy cloud had been replace
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orderly guards with wooden clubs, of arrested electric
clocks behind round protectivetzigkk. Protecting what?
Even time is manacled here, I ought. -No wonder ghosts
traipse in and out unhampered.. .

I opened and closed the central desk drawer repeatedly N

to watch the colorful cylinders of pens and pencils roll

-against each other. The insides of my lips burned ragged

from biting. I wished my patient would hurry. And then; 1
had to laugh. Here_yas my return to “normalcy"\dependent'on‘
the arrival of a fmgntal“ patient! Fingers stiff with -
urgency, I phoned the records offise where appointments are
made. So sorry, sé{d a flustered nasal voice I didn't
recognize. Too busy to call‘ Annette on holiday anq withé
Mari]u having her baby two weeks early. ..Yes. Appointment

o

or something. Broke wrist and two fingers. Next Tuesday at

cancelled by wife. Seems pat1ent had a ryn-in with a tree

three ok? L/hung up and turned to the dust- b1urred window.

by a crouching

storh cloud with one gray ma1;§nant tumor rising like a
camel's humﬁ from its back. An iron bar seémented the cloud
into twin sections in my eye; yotﬁfng violated its integrity.

in the sky.

»
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The s11ime- colored underside of the walls' horizons conquered
the room. I closed ‘my eyes against the disturﬁhz darkened
water; and eddying shadows in my aquarium and leaned as far
back as I.could 1d my‘reclining.chair. It squeaked the usual
three times and threatened to disgorge me twice before we
renegotiated\our comprom?se between gravity and Suspension.
; began to float. There was.an odd sweet-sour taste in my
mouth and a dddiy sweet pain in my chest, as if I'd just
received a postcard with no return address from a long-lost
lover. Different parts of me were dragged apart by d1fferent
currents. There was a mad]y buzzing sound trapped in my
ears: giant planks of wood were be1ng sawn in far-off
corners of my brain. In my .new beﬁroom in our hduse in 01d
San Juan I was extricating the 1imp corpse of an

embroidered handkerchief out of a white beaded\*vening bag.
The hand(erchief lay inent in the palm of my hand, as light
as a missed heart- beat. Two of its pagodas were bruised with
heliotrope eyeshadow; the cherry trees reeked of 1'Air du
Temps and ruh and coke; one footpath was made impenetrable
by steaks of madenta lipstick. I felt the .sudden painful
certainty of having betrayed a friend but wasn't sure just’
who or how.' I only knew that the one time I had finally
found use for one of Tfo Mahuel's handkerchiefs had been

more distressing than the handkerchiefs' collective

ten-year's uselessness. I'd grabbed this last one of his

_handkerchiefs on impulse from the farthest reaches of

L'%
# Ve
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/?y/sock draéer when Ilflew back to my room to fetch a
- forgoften lace stole on the night/of my debut one month
after his death. PerHaps I wa;\{:ying to de%; tﬂe_awareneés
th;% for any other uncle's death my debut would have been
postponed. I couldn't remembey if the handkerchief had bebh
washed and returned to‘the.sockldrawer aftérwards,or if,
uﬁab]e to face its dgsec}ation, I had crumpled and discarded
itvlike a used Kleenex. My mind co&ld ngt penetrate beyond
fhe moment of its discovery next day. Meanwhile the sawing
sbunds had d{ed away and éiint metal stakes were being
,hammered into great"coffin-1ike boxes bobbing up and dqwn on
an opalé€scent 1agooﬁ studded with is1and-crumbs.'1 floated
on. )

Gradually, I became aware of an altercation down the
*hallway. At first I couldn't be su;e it was not drifting by
on one of the currents inside my héad. Scuffles. Confused -
voices. Short, emphatic words with %he clout of blipt
instruments. Running footsteps seemed to approach frbm’al]
directions at once;‘converge in a'rest]éss knot in front of
ﬁedina's office, then recede. A'metal door clanged shut,
reverberated. Anhther. Further away. Footsteps rang in the
courtyard out;ide my window. ynseeﬁ pursuers, loudl¥=voba1,

L}

gave chase to an unseen silent offender. .

"She went this way!"

"T lost her!’"
o

"Vilar! They saw her at B!"

)

Y
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"Alert the gate guards!" - ' -
;‘ ) .,. Then the‘voiceé and footstep;‘bf the pursuers grew dim
and were gradually abédeed by the distant maze of corridors
and‘passageways. - ’. \
) ' Eyes closed, 1 dreamt, woké, dozed off again. It was an
in-between time: both an expiation and a p;eparation. After
I stopped fiéhting’the contradictory currents, the sensation
of floating apart was no longer frightening. But as in those %'
crisp, reborn mo}niﬁgs afteF an q]]erg?“attack I knew 1
woulﬂ only be partially released by the ;weét-sour double
ritual of pursuing then ruﬁning away from Tio Manbé1: I was
well aware of the'substituﬂiona1 nature of the defense;
appreciative 'of its cathartic symbo]ism, amused by the ,
insistence of its mecpanism which, 1ike the secret ticking |
'QBééIs of a clock expzsed to its maker - those little wheels
once given 1ife by him and now with a 1ife of their own - -
are totally understood by him yet totally independent of
him. But 1 was also annoyed by the ultimate uselessness of
- the ritual: who was I kidding? What imaginary bars wag I’
wrenching and devouring 1ike that q1d man with the flabby .
- -pink lips and the lobotomy scar in Pavilion D?4‘
D2 .
Images: Ghosts defyfng,time and place. In some bizarre,

surrealistic way the floating apart wés like travelling

through that blue house in search of Tio Manuel. : '

1 .
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When I#next opened my eyes the tide of wavy 11qhts’anﬁ
whjr]pool sha?ows had ebéed..My normal office stood reveated
in ifs place:'un1it but sharper, its wallg more 1nd6h1tab1y'
glossy green and brown.than ever. On my desk I saw the two
halves of my coffee mug reunited ohcelégain.‘

'I didn't turn the ceiling 1ight bgck on. Thishwag my'
time to enjoy'theoﬁegajned balance. The imposed harmony. {
bent to the midget metal filing cabinet aﬂanddned by my"
unkngwn predeéessbr behind the desk and ﬂeggn to file away
the morning pati;nts: Cuevas Echevarrfa, Hernindez s
Cintrdon...In a solitary confinement cell in the basemenf of.
Pavilion D a patient clanged a metal spooﬁ against thé bars
with a gay, con;emptuous rhythm. The whispering, whirling’
hurric&ne-voige had died away.'fhrough the coffin space of
Cmiy half;opeq'ddor I could hear Medina barking on the
phone:"..ll 532!_y6yr-resu1ts seem to disprove her
theory...but why ‘won't you just raise those three boys' IQ
by‘;ifteen points? What's fifteen points pmond friends?...Do -
you want to ruin her thesis} Make her start all over aéain?

And her poor mother...%& Good old Medina to.the rescue, .
forever on his twisted knight-errant's course. Even Bts'
arrogant attemps to,bﬁrter with truth seemed we]éome at that

“moment. Pérez Irizarri... I began to hum. -

Then so slowly, as slowly perhaps as a chick betpre it is
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born becomes -aware of the shell around it, 1. became aware of
an encompassing soft dark warmthﬂ I sensed rather than saw

"fts shadow quietly uncurl and cascade in félds to engulf me:s

> [

Then watched jt elongate itself over the open drawer,

" dimming the beige 1ight of the patients' files. Unmoving,

gith the tgnder precision of a lover‘or an assassin, the ®
- - ; shadow\waited. Behin& me, the nearness also waited: shrouded -
/ ) ~and stealthy, breathing hard aﬁd whistly.: It emanatgd a
familiar sweét-sour sﬁéll. I was momentarily suspended,
pinioned between their two waitings. And in this blank I was
goﬁehow not surprised wheh two hot-wet iron hands dug into
the base of my nec} aﬁd began to squeeze. q
I caavstil} remember how each finger dug wfth a ,L
different .pressure which cohtiﬁua]ly changed, arhythmically.-
Some f{nbers‘burrowed in ﬁainfu] jabs’w¥th %nsistent, 5
‘ biting nails tearing into my skin. Others .gave 1ight,
. awkward taps which'withoqt warning\turned into bores
drilling funne]s throQgh my bones then.transformed back into
playful taps. Spmgiimes the fingertips felt cold instead of
hot- put what-uaﬁ—so straﬁge, so really awesome, was my
* total-lack of %ear.hl was only su(prised_by my ‘“own lack of
] surprise. I knew I should be screaming, f?ghting back. Bui I
remained perfectly sti11. 1 was stunned yet oddly comforted | ;-

'by the warmth enshrouding me, by the familiar-smelling
nearness playing its grotesque,‘sil&ni music on my body. I

tried to turn around to face the invisible nearnessec

-
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"Slowly, 1 swiJE1éq my chair until it jammed against the

*
metal filing cabinet. But_'the presence turried in perfect .

i~

step with me: I couldn't escape it and I Eguldn‘t confront
it. The iron fingers’continuéd to bryise and caress’my'neck

*coming so close to my aorta I couldn't swallow at all and

sometimes couldn't breathe. The aif {in the «room turned white

~

then maroon then-'silver. Time and ‘pajn seemed as useless to-:

mogrﬁ as tiny drops sprayed'off an inéoming wave.

Next, I begame aware of vinagery breaths, of hot
snarting ﬁuffs between the finger pressures on my neck.-One (
wheeziing burp escaped: expréssivé, ug]j. Then a tongue began:
to lick my cheek, my eyebrows, my neck - long slobbering'
licks’exacffy like a large dog]s. The warmth grunted.
Haltingly, the-grUnts turned into little hums,suspended in
the air like ;oap bubbies. And all the time I hung on to one—

fact: I was amazingfy‘unafraide The iron fingers strangled

and jabbed, the nails scraped, burnt, tore, the tongue

.1Ticked my closed eyelids until spittle dribbled down the

oqtside of my left eye. But something in the familiar smell ’
reassured ﬁeu It was the comple& smgll of rancid gregse.’
of simp]é animal wénts and layers of unwashed body fluids -
sweat and urine and blood - mixed w{fh the sweet-acrid
smells of sweaty Bair, toothless gums andlshrive11ed
'sﬁ;ngy-fruits in oven-hot stalls. ft wﬁs the smell of T{o

Manuel's rooms. The smell seemed trapped even in the ~

globes of humming pulsating in the air. Little by . .

' \
5 y k'
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1ittle, the separate notes linked together in a chain and I
recognized the song being kneaded into or out of my skin:
"A la nanita nana, nanita nana, nanita é-a..." There was a
paﬁse. Something was finished. The fingers were still. The
tongue was still. I sensed the secret orchestration of mute
things shift and flex as it prepared for the next movement.
‘ Abruptly, tufts of dark brown hair;began to sprout
down into my vision. Some individual héirs curved go close
to my eyes they seemed scratched by tiny spiraling rainbows.
The tufts were matted and jaggedly cut and shone dully in
the dirty window light. Drifting dust-motes danced over and

;between them. Bit by bit theitufts descended in front of my

—_— | eyés like the rays of a sunrise in reverse: a dark sun

wakiﬁg up the wrong side of the horizon. The pale rim of a
disk began sliding down just a few inches from my face. I
recognized the curve of a forehead. Next, two upside-down

~eyebrows appeared. They were all blurred and distorted by a
network of small crisscrossing scars. Theg quickly slipped
down out of sight and two black moons took their place. The
moons floated on pudgy cushions which were really the upper
1ids. Twin black circles stared at me unblinkingly. The

ﬁ: , unudual perspective of upside-downness lent the pupils:an

otherwordly air of gravity and significance even while they

remained as blank and dhquestioning as the eyes of a s]eepx .

child just tucked in for the night. When the-eyelids finally
blinked, they rose with the stuffily dignified air of an
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owl's. A1l around the eyes the skin was raked by more
crisscrossing scars, coarser these,.puckering the skin
alongside the nose and at the outer cnrner of the left eye.
Then without warning, the face flip-flopped and bobbed
right-side-up in fronf’of me. It was the face of an
adolescent 91}1 but everywhere so blurred by those tiny
ragged scars it had the unfinished look, of a stone scu1pture
in progress, chipped, undefined and s1ightly mutilated: a
face usua]ly_kept shrouded under a rag and exposed only to
~the artist's as yet uncritical and forgiving eye. In
contnast she had a doll's perfect cupid mouth. The dank*
pointy petals of matted hair rose from her scalp as 4f
yanked up then petr1f1ed by fear Her eyes sparkled with
so]emn mischief. .

l
K Thus we final }y fa;ed one another. Soon her knees began .

\ 4

to bend and she meY ted sd?t and warm into my lap. Her hands

braced the arms of my swivel chair for support. The extra
weight of her body made the chair rock and Turch crazily

out of balance. But the girl never stopped humming or

- Tooking 1nto my face, as if she were used to sudden

earthquakes erupt1ng under her. The chair resigned 1tse%f'to
its new burden and stopped rockfng The girl continued her
shiny skare into my face, unblinking and unreacting"a child
observing a new name]ess landscape unfolding outside a car
window, accepting details _then letting them go,'nqt‘getting
snagged on fallen trees and t%pnedhover-wheelbarnows, '

allowing the landscape simply to be mile after mile and
‘ “ /

.,:i"’;':
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Cff ‘ . 10s1ng-herse1? 1n'1t. I. f:%t my face had a real horizom, .

) distance, speed Exyen the rock weight of her body on my
» ' ; thighs felt: 1ike a.freedom. Soon her eyelids began to
x?lutttr, closed. Her arms dropped 1imply against my chest
_and her head fell on myfshouider. She Was quiet. Perhaps she
| slept. Her breathing was noisy. The l1oose pink uniform

slipped down over' one shouider. Before I knew it I had \}

e ' 1\
"o reached out and touched the revealed purple -blue mass of
fnterlocking bruises. Her skin was as smooth and tight as a
/
-peeled mushroom. Outside the window the storm-cloud tumor

‘q B ~ . , .
S burst and began to throw large pellets of rain against the

o

glass. = '/ . R )
‘\OV ‘ . < /‘

Ten minutes later 'they came to get her. With clubs and

¢ v
straight jackets and injections. .

P '
. ‘ The Director himself came to see me aften they had

. \» taken the gi?l away. He pointed to the scratches on.my

' throat and budding bruises down my arms and suggested 1 take
the rest of fhe afternoon off and be sure to-gie his
regards to Tfa Concepcion and te1l her Cachita had a teat
1nfection after her last 1itter but is now dofng fine. 1
ﬁremembered his sketch 09 the back of the advertisement for
a 3-D movie on my first day and said no thanks and I was ')-
sure my mother didn't want a puppy she .had four cats but of

| course I' d ask her anyway and could I please have that

’

ﬁ girl's file instead. ' 4
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. “The best s to forget this. Take all day t&ﬁorrow.
Get }our fiancé to take you to the beach. As if nothing had
happened, " | . . g |
* I changed the subject .to the coming .international doyg
show in Arecibo, got th; girl's name from the cafeteria
gossip and slipped her file out between two of my own
patients' files.

Her naﬁe is Maria Rosariq\lsapei Torres Sequ@ira; Her
diabnosis is'chronic §chizophfenia with violent criminal o
tendenc1es. Her IQ is-67 with erratic internal scores
afluctuating -as much as 32 points*eit;\Y way. She is
‘epileptic. The scars that blur her face have been self- T
inflicted in the depressed aftermath of the uncéntﬁo]lable
raées that have %nyaded her periodically since the age of
tour. She 'is now sixteen.

"Ro;arito was bprn during a hurchane. All the noise
and wind of that night got trapped inside her head," her
mother's explaﬁation fs quoted in_the receiving social
worker's initial ‘report. In it her mother is defined as a a
Caucasian 38 year old farm%r S wife from Camuy with a -
third-grade education.'Before being interned at the Hosgita1

Pdblico Central two and a half years aga, Rosarito-“had been

““the defendant if three juvenile court cases accused with_
criminal violence against two other chiidren and one nun.
In the first instance‘Rosarito:was nine. She clubbed a

girl from a neighboring farm, one Celesté Marfa Asuncidn de S

] . ¢ -

i
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" ' +«Acevedo, aged ten, who had come to the Torres farm to return

a hammer. Ro;arito clubbed her with the same hammer until

the girl was Jnconsciohs. Large quantities of’b{ood had
spurted th onMarfa Celeste's ears and “she had sustained a
permanent hearing impairment. In the second instance ?
Rosarito was twelve. She had Ehased then attacked a Spahish
nun, one Sor Marfa de Cristo Rey, aged 34, drg&nist 'nurse
‘ | and occupational therapist at the Santa Teresita home for
wayward girls in Rfo Piedras where Rosarito was confined at
the time. Rosa}ito'had finally torn a galvanized metal
clothes-line pole out of‘t@e ground in tﬁe back yard and
'"beaten the nun repeatedly witﬁ it. hosarito inflicted great ‘ !
damage to the Sister's head whete thirtytone stitches were
- needed to close two wounds, bro?e both the Sister's ankles,
three ribs and one. shoulder bone, an”u'sed one‘1arge ‘
"existing knee cyst to explode, necesitating a subsequent ‘ ‘
‘operation. Sor Marfa de Cristo Rey was hospitalized for

eight weeks at the HOSpitaT Aux11io Mutuo and dec1ined or,

was unable to provide reasons for the attack. For‘an account
" of the third incident when Rosarits was thirteen and .had

R mortally attacked one Jesds Orfando Mart{n Santiago Sequeira,
aged nine, her first cousin on her mother's side, the social”
worker in charge oi’the case, Séa. égtela Nora Santiagb de ’
Rivéna; paraphrased Rosz;ifo‘s father:

"It was Christmas eve. My wife's parents and her’fige
- brothers and their wimgs and children’had rented'&hree

carros pdblicos to bring them up from Camuy to our farm.. We
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killqd three pigs and one goat. Hg tied Rosarito to her

meta1 bed in the kitchen. We often had to do that Just in

H

ca%e. We bought the bed after the nuns wouldn't take her
. A\ "

back. Dito, my wife's yo\ungest b'rother's oldest’son,. was ‘
eating on the kitchen steps with some cousins. Rﬁgarito was
making funny hoiaes and singing away\like she always does.
We're used to it. Bua Dito'tried to make her stop. He'd '
already got ‘a demon of a temper - like all the Sequeira

‘brothers. They re famous for it 1n al Camuy. “‘In the report
Rosarito s father was described as a 37 year-old red-haired
b1&e eyed camEesino from Jayuya. He had a fourth-grade
education and was of unusually short stature. Reading the
last few sentences I imagined him bursting into a boastful
male grin 1it with the vicarious glory of being related to

“ the infamous i1V-tempered Sequeira brothers. He'd probably
had to control himself at this aoint, with some tactful help
froy’the social worker, to Fﬁzb from'g%ving var1ou§ choice

/

examples of his brother-in-laws' ,exploits.
"Dito called her all kinds of names. Most Sacred Virgin

cou]d that boy swear' Thr%Ptened her proper Tike a true

little man. He screamed over and over' she couldn't. scare. ,
him. He kicked her bed. We told him to stop it. She hates to ;
"be looked at. Goes on nice and quiet fqrfg while until_ |
anybody stares at her, then watch out! Eihally, he threw a

plate of spaghetti and pork at her. The plate brake against . .

the kitchepn wall. Rosarito managed to reach a piece %nd cut

* her ropes. No one saw her. We were éinging agu1naldos by the

/

-
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gqmp-fire. Those Sequeiris,sure love to sing whgn they /,
drink. My wife was a 1ittle tipsy and dancing with our
;1desi boy. No one noticed Rosarito was loose. Until the
screams started. But she's so strong. Always was. Trié% to
give me-a kiss once and just ébout‘éhoged me. We couldn't |
pull her off Dito in time: She stuck the chip of broken
plate into his arms and all over his chest and legs, then
squeezed him Qithuher hands qnd bit him in the neck. They
were both soakediwith blood. Clothes and hair stuck to ,their

_/bodiés..Two older nephews ran into town to get the police.

Three policemen carried Dito on a stretcher the mile from my‘
farm to the police car at the bottom of the cliff where the
road starts. He was dead when they got'him to ;he clinici
The doctor said he might have beeﬁ saved if the pol%ce
han‘txmoved him. But the police said ﬁo doctor from the
clinic wodngtome up to our place. Dito. My wife's ybhhgest
brother's oldest son. A Sequeira.€Wou can 1magiqe. His
f;ther almost killed me." And here again I could sense the
proud pause, see the unbuttoning of a shirt to reveal a long
jagged knife wound for the social worker's admiration, hear
the unquoted, "Mire aguf missi. Look here!" e (

"It's h0pe1ess with her, missi,"” the father was fina11y
repor;&dwas sayine "Worse than an animal she is. Somet#mes
she's quié;E quiet for her, if no one looks at her. Buﬁ if
she notices anyone looking, even accident-like, off she goes
into a g}orm, Like that‘purricang on the night she was

born. That's what did it. I don't care what you people-say.

L7
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-~ That hurricane got trapped inside her Head and never came

.M

\

out. You've got ;g take her before she kills us all, missi.
rjve grown men cap't hold her. She is that strong. Crazy
strong." And again the proud pause while the diminutive
father fnvited'contgmplation‘as to how he had cauded to give
bikth to such a mass of uncontainable, ungovernable ﬁower.

A synopsis of the courtgrial where Rosarito was found

pnot crimfné]]y respdnsible‘for the death of her cousin

fﬁl]owed. During two mon&hs aﬁ investigative committee
?otaﬁed the ultimate blaﬁé for the death between the doctors
at the clinic and\the/policemen. Predictably, all .charges,
were dropped. - ‘ \

I.closed Rosarito's file and looked out the window. It
was almosf impénetrab]e with }1lth except where a few w
rivﬁleﬁs of rain had just washeq a network of pathways
clean. I had remembered Rosaritd._That first day I came to

el : .
work: a young girl in courtyard D, petals of dark hair

e ™Y
around a blurred, blind face uplifted to the sun, an
exposed shoulder mapped withﬁbruises. Then aroused by my’

stare, she had‘blazedlthe air between us-with her fury.

Rosarito. Grotesque sunflower turned mad bull to protect her

right to be invisible. And it had worked. For over one year

I must have passed by her a few times a day and never seen

her again.

Perhaps in fhat.hOpe of invisibility she had been

systematically destroying hez face since the. age of flur.

4

™~
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T{fo Manuel's ghost came back only'oqce after Ilmet
Rosarito. 1 waited over a month, patiently weaving strings
of mehories finto the sounds\?nd_smells of his rooms,
preparing for one meaningful encounter when I'might glean,
seduce -or challengéﬁFkom the specter the (easoﬁ for its ;
haunting. Afternoons when work was over, I spent some time
with Rosarito. After two heek; in 1solation; she was a]lo&ed ,
out into the courtyard of Pavilion D again. The thrée
orderly-guérds did not talk muych among themselves but kept
to different parts of the courtyard, leaning watchfully
against the wa?asl )

Rosarito‘didnzt recognize ﬁe. The first time they.let
her.out her blurred face was b]oatgd with medication and too
much s]eepl Red pillow-marks crisscrossed down one éheek. An
.0lder woman patient sidled up to her crab-wise and suddenly.
made a lunge to touch Ros;rito‘é chéek with her open hénd.
Rosarito'slappeq"the woman's arm back with a reéounding
créck. The woman suckéd her gums in a s§t1§fied_m3nner and
nodded with a 1argg/£ootﬁ1ess grin to herself. Strangely
eﬁough the meeting had the gffect~of a welcome. The guards
relaxed a little. Other ﬂomenﬁLegan to chatter at her from a
distance. Rosarito raised her eyes and-squinted dazedly
around hér. When her eyes turned to where I.stood by the

door to her ward they slid over me as if I were a familiar

crack in the wall. She continued to look around her, 1ifting

A
t
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her feet slowly in place unttlizié made one full circle. -
Then, as if thewcircle marked the end of a mathematiéafly
precise ritual, she dropped 'to a squatting position, curled
into a 1ittle pa11‘with her head tucked pe;ween her ankles,
and began~to rock back and forth ﬁloné the soles of her
feet. | |

,%hfs time.he} song was too muffled to be recognizable.
The cement wall béhind me turned from prickly to painful |
against the palms of my hands and f noticed 1 was rubbing
them up and down to the rhythm-of her rock{ng.'l closed my
eyes and wished Rosarito back into a'pink blur.‘But her
bruises, her rocking and thét dark spiky head liké the head
of a wet kitten stayed tatooed to the inside of my eyelids.

The second time I went to visit her in the court&and
§hé looked st}aight at me for a sécond, gazed casually
away, contemplated the sky for about a minute, then hurled

her eyes back at me with unnerving, cunning speed. I didn't

dare look away and ! didn't dare smile. I had practiced the

* moment at home but I still wasn't ready for it when it came.

I had tried to imitate that open, accepting look she had

" studied me with in ‘the darkenéd office, hoping to be able to

o%fer it back to her as an admissioﬁ'pass fnto her world.
But her eyes had travelled galaxies since then and 1
recognized nothing #n them of our moment of intimacy. She

flicked her eyes indifferently away from me and went to

stand with her fingers wrapped around an iron bar of the

/.

oy
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P
P ~~"fence. With one big toe she scrabbled in the red dust like a ‘

b

chfcken. I called her name, twice but she didn't turn. An
orderly guard oﬁened fhé metal door back to her ward for me, .
shaking his head all the time. I wondered 1f he were shaking
it as Rosarito or at me.

The third time, ‘I had her brought to my office by an
orderly-guard and asked him to wait outsiﬁé’the closed door. o
I was armed with a large pad of drawing Paper, thick

, s
children's crayons, and coloring pencils. The neon light

overhead glared 1n'a11rits garish glory. Rosarito blinked a
few iimes and shuffled over to'stanq below the window with
her back to me. I didn't say'a word and began to dﬁaw. At
first I doodled the 1ittle boats and flower garlands 1
_always do when I'm on the phone. But.hér immobility under
the wigdow compelled me. 1 started to sketch her wet-kitten
hqir. then her wide bruised shoulders, then’ the creases and
folds of her pinkouniform saéging unevenly down over her _
calves. Twenty minutes later when the orderly gquard knocked
on my door, I'd finished the shadings on her skin and had
started sketching the Qarred‘window above her head. Before
she left 1 showed hHer the drawing and pointed to the pencil
‘ figure with my finger. Q
[You. Rogarito."
She grabbed the pad*roughly, wrinkling the edges, and .
passéd one.iddex fypger_qgér the figure a few times. ' ° .
“No," she finally decided. "Rosarito," she growled g

, o thumping her chest With a triumphant fist. But she still
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— held oh to the bad. I s1id an orange-coloreaspenc11 under
her right tﬁumb. Her other fingers adjusted tb it clumsily.
She made a few hesitant 1ines siheways; then a few furious
dots that s1it through the paper. The waifing guard made as
if to take the peﬁci] away. I shook my head at him. Rosarito
stuck the poin; of the pencil into one of the holes and
stg}ted to tear the paper. The guard began to scol&.ﬁer. I
put my finger to my lips.\hosarito f;ung the pad down and
put her finger to her lips. '

» "Rosarito," she whispereq jabbing her lower 1lip.

"Inés Marisa, I.whispeéed back, touching my own. - :
- She trampled over the pad on her way out of the office.
When she was gone, I studied her torn and mutilated
portrait. The orange‘streaks and dots scarring it seemed
exuberanfﬁy carefree, additions rather than subtractions. I
feit unaccountaQT; happy. )
To think that all these months I'd been;seging a ghost .

'Y : .
which perhips wasn't there and not seeing Rosarito who was.

—_—

But Tio Manuél's ghos; must have been telepathic. No
sooner had Roé}rifo sht oﬁ the chatr next to pine a few
visits later and grabbed her favorité purple crayon, than
T1o ﬁanuef casually rippled out of my file cabinet.

There was a-sly, amu§ed twist té tﬁe 1ips. Something

about the smile irritated me. It reminded mg 6f my mother's

"1 told you so's." Yet my heart squeezed and thumped in the. _

1
:
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. best.romantic tradition. I had a wild longing to walk up to

the ghost and pass ' my fingers gently over the unshaven
stubble on its cheeks. "Hola," I wanted to say%_dust that.
"Hello0." And perhaps a friend]y, "Pu11 up your pants.” No -
questions for once. In my re}ief at seeing the ghost again '
after a whole month and my confusion at not knowiné how to
respoed to it in Rosarito's presence, I ignoreéed it. I chose

a red crayon and drew an arrow pointing at Rosarito.

Our opening game was e1ways the same: to draw‘one figure

each by turns until we agreed the piCture was finished.

[S

Roshrito jabbed a purple zig-2ag above the artow. Then I

b

chose a yellow crayon and drew a circle with two wide-open

eyes. Rosarito grabbed the yellow crayon from my fingers and

Bat

drew something that looked 1ike wild spiky hair around the

N\ »

circle until I realized it was a sun.

"Next time I raised my eyes, Tio Manuel's ghostgﬁ;?

gone. I never saw it ‘again. As 1 looked .around the office,

Rosarito” snuck in a turn and,scribbléd ‘fierce, green spjrels

over everything. Suddenly, she flung the green crayon at ihe

corner where T{o Manuel's ghost had just been stahding.

“You, Inés Marisa," she challenged, pointing—to' the
green spiral whirling through the seeing sun. |

1]

"“No. Me, Inés Marisa," I growled, thumping my chest
with a fist. Then unable to stop I thumped on the purple \
zig-zag aﬁd again on the red erroﬁf "And me. And me."

It was the first time I heard Rosarito laugh. She took.

_ - the drawing with her to show the nurses in her ward. After

{”,
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she was gone I bent over to p1ck up the green crayon in -

front of the file cabinet.and put it away with the others.

Only the space created by the open door remained of

Rosarito’s visit. . ' .

4

My office had never felt so empty. . :
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FIVE

- A Courtyard in 01d San‘Juan

1 have adopted Rosarito. -
Two.of my mother's 1aw partners, frying to dissuade me
everj-inch of the way, finally drew up and witnessed-the

oapers: three stiff cream-colored sheets with such perfect

_ typing they-could have been printed. I suppose all

péychologists at some perfod of their lives fall in 1ove
with madness —Jjust as all musixians become the lovers of

silence. Perhaps it is an 111usion of freedom inherent in

* those two states: madness and si1ence. But my adoption of

Rosarito is neither as romantic nor as abstract as thgt I

have adopted Rosarito’ because nobody else wants her.

The Casa Santa Teresita for delinquent girLs in Rio

Piedras. to which she was referred after her first court

- cas€é, refuses readmission on the grounds that they are not

equipped to deal with either her epilepsy or her 1nsan1ty.

In fact. Sor Marfa de Cristo Rey, who now .has a permanent:

L]

1imp from her knee operation, became hysterical and was bed-

: ridden for.two days at thenpossib111tx of Rosarito's return:,
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The Instituto del .Perpetuo Socorro for retarded children in

. Caguas have again returned our. petition. They claim they

have no facilities for ae11pouents and point out that‘1n’
view of the errafic séatter‘hitﬂrn her IQ test, she is
probably only.pseu&b-retarded.,Besides, she will soon be too
old for them. For the past ‘two aod a. half years Sra.
Santiago de Rivera has been reviewing Rosarito's case with

the aim of unloading her somewhere else. But Rosarito's

behavﬁor falls under too many categories. As in the case of

quo Manuel, there is no shelf with her name underneath. Her

-

. parents, after leaving her temporarily in our emerggncy

out-patient ward for one week of testing, never came back.
They ‘were reminded repeatedly, first by letter, then by

telegram. ‘Finally, ahlocaﬁ policeman, perhaps one of the

samé three who'hao carried the woundeo Dito down the cliff,

found the Santiago'o farm abandoned.” After selfiog

Rosarito's iron bed - their most expensive possession - it

' was rumored by the neighbors that the Santiagos had fled ‘to

New York bur own HOSpital Pub11co Centra] maintains it is

s

geared so1eTy “for. adults and cannot assume responsibility

“for Rosarito unt11 she turns twenty- one They have no

specfalized staff for adolescents. Meanwhile I am afraid
théy wi1f¢oVer-§edate her into a permanent basket case.

So I have adopted Rosarito; It was not difficult. No

4
-

Conning my parents.  into accgpting her - in the -guest

i
¥, - v,
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bedroom on our roof garden surrounded by a fenced-in _
cgurtyard'- wasn't as diff%cuIt as 1'd feared. I had doﬁé my
q homework. well. Iﬁ TfoLFe]ipin's‘study. sandwiched between
‘ slim,bobkgbon orchid growing and fat books on agrariaqvtax
-~ laws, I found the four black leather-bound volumes
containing my father's family tree and hisfory. Two of<§&g
volumes are dedicated to tracing my father's maternal and
baterna1 ancestors back four hundred<years th;oﬁbh sodthern
Spaiﬁ and bgrthern Ital&. (In the Roﬁe of the 1850's mych
was made of one Napoleone Augustus di Sotto, w6r1d-famou%
;) countér tenor renowned for his piercing falsetto and, from 7
— v :his‘marriagep]egs 1ssue-1ess state, | suspected eunuch as
well.) One other volume is dedicated to the adventures of
' B 1mmigraiing off-shoots to Crete, Tuntsia, Vénezqela, Santo "
' Do;1ngo and in one intriguing case whicq was 'not followed R

up, to Ceylon. The remaining volure is bound in cheap B

-

imitation IeatﬁeP. It is dedicated toltﬁe family trees and
- o ,gqndénsed,historie; of all the in-laws. There I found ) b
,lforty-one‘pages on thé Blanco de Sotos, the Aponte§ and the
Mo11n$M01ivqre§. Not a wbrd about .my great-gran&father's
illegitimate. clan. T{o Manuél's,name had been written in the
* _ . tree’bg{ no mention was made of him in the accompanying text,
 _which even included Tfa Concepcidn's two blue-ribbon winning
' champion chihuahuas: Carlos IV and Infanta. N
But I did achire two powerful weapons out of the

! o

forty-one pages: In 1939 a great=niece of my Molina

o
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grandfather (my maternal grandmother's husband,
brother-in-law to T{fo Manuel and The Three Undauntable
Virgins) had married a penniless but politically powerful s
Torres Herreras from Salinas whose unqle had been town mayor _

from 1930 to, 1942 and was locally known as E1 Cacique. A

tittle Feseafch:unearthed two Torres families from
neighboring towns who had been awarded six-acre parcelas in
Jayuya to turn’into’iﬁdiviQUa1 farms by the Popularés
government in 1947. I argued these Térres might be related
to the missing red-haired Geranio Torfés Gaﬁdia’from‘Jayuyél ﬂ
Rosarito's father. And if fhat wasn't enough Yaﬁﬁ of course:
it wasn't, at first) I had also managed to hig up one |
b]ivares‘nephew, a dentist, second cousin to my mother;
married to a Laura Sequeira, a professor of architecture
originally from Cuba. Rosarito's mother was 4 quueiral Hith
all the isTand-hoppihg our ancestors did in the Caripbéan
during the last one hupdred years, even a link between the
_we]l-educated Cuban Sequeirqs and thg almost 1]11terate
fiery-tempered Camuy Sequeiras was not 1nconce1vab13.
Besides, as my parents were well aware (though neither of
-them would be caugﬁf admitting it in so many words), in the
social,life of Puerto Rico'it is not the rea11t§ that
bmatters but the illusion, just as it,is‘npt necessary to be
mora1, merely not to seem immoral. Therefore, the importance

lay not'in Rosarito actua11y being related to us; but in R

there being enough links of names and places that could _ ;

s;:’ | o : |
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be presented as evidence of kinship to thé rest bf_the

'.’ world. Transforming fhis tenuous po§sibi1ity into palatable ’
fact was my parents' job: And I must_say theyfrose supérny
to the challenge. ) , '

LY

CQ; To hear my mothér‘te1l it Rosarito is a recently
) |

orphaned relatfve with “problems."” "You know, one of the

- .Iorrés Herreras from Sdiiﬁas. Pablito - the one who had to ;

&
dye his hair since he was seventeen then lost it all at

twenty-three - was maysr of Salinas in the 30's. éggﬂg. His \
nephew mafried my niece Rogp&ra - you remember, the Qné who
:’!ﬁ§ . ?ell from a tree to al%téne fence when ghe Vé; nine and - ,
| . sscarred her back so bdf%} she can't wear‘evening gowns..."

* While in my father's scheme of things Rosaritqihas
metam&rphosed into one of the Sequeiras from Cuba, a.local.
branch which came over béfofé Lauritas's (the dentist'
wife), a tempor;ry family visitor, a bit "unstable," Qe're
doing all we can for her etc. Through some social sleight of

s e | hand my parents managed to make these disparate descriptions
support ratﬁer than contradict each other. In this way ‘
- Rosarito was awafded‘a double b¥nd. to us which offsets the
dubidusnesﬁ'of the Ela1m.'8esides, no one c;refullyvinSpects
[6bscure family’g}f-shoots; the clarity of the relationship
' ssz;s to dwindle with .the bank balance. Not that my parents
. were actually lll_i' Luckily 'they were both born with; or
a have deveToped along the way, the lawyer's happy gift for
believing 1n their own re-interpreia%éon of facts as

presented to a jury. Hearing my mother's careless references
2 _
S i ) - £

Gy o
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.




/

"

&

\

<

N -136-

to the Tofres Herrbras cousins in Jayuya, Qeefng.my f}therfs
confidenf‘orchestrii wavélof the hand as he granfi Rosarito E
kinship with the i1lustrious Sequeiras from Cuba, I ./
w1tnes§ed how history is re- written _every day. How who1e
branches of a family tree can be created with- one gesture
just as whole branches can be chopped off ’ _

Actually, I have only recently begun to understand the
hidden mechanics Qf how I won my case against my parents.
About three mgnths ago, as my %ather was exploring obscure

family branches for ammunition to destroy the links I had , .~

proposed between us and Rosarito, my mother'suddenly broke.

into a spontaneous recital of hér 11ﬁegitimate family's

births, deaths and marriages. Perhaps it was the almost
1iquid, chapel-1ike pri;acy of the gradg;11y darkeqing
living room. My mother-had been completely silent up to
théh. We had all witnessed each other's bodies slowly fading
1nto deep b1ue shadows as the struggle between my father and
I stretched past sunset, his words almost literally
propelling Rosarito-out of our 1iving room and mine towing
he; back 1n.

The dying 1ight entered through the three balcony-
skirted doors and puddled ‘on the black and white marble
tiles on the floor. In the Kitbhen across the courtyhrd Tata
Nina.was cooking something with a heavy dose of .vanilla
extract and the cloying bitter-sweet smell gradually became
the smell of our talk, thé smell of Rosarito's silent

Y

pfeéenqe waiting in the wings-for the password which would
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,be her cue.

. Suddenly my mother Pegan to speak; One hand fluttéred
to massage her forehsad as 1f to~re11ege a pain there. Her
alexandrite ring flashed tiny violet and green fires. She
spoke 4in an alone-voice, blurred and ghostly, like the sound
of one's own voice inside one's mind.. She spoke of |
Mitagritos, or Milagritos' twin sister; of the gardener 1in
the sray floppy felt hat who had come to our 01d,.house-in
Condado when I was thirteen so spread white pelléts around

the roots of my father's rose bushes, and of many other

_relatives I had never seen in my life. Even the name denied

to me then of the baby who had cried half a morning on our
porch and died six months later - that name I had not- asked
for fear. of breaking something as delicate and irreplaceable
as my mother's rainbow-glazed crystal bowl - came tumbling
out: Evaristo José. To think that all .these years my mother

had carried inside her, unshared, the Adetai1ed account of

- all their lives! It was like watching a map slowly appearing

on a previously blank page, a map drawn in invisionle ink
which only betrays itself when treated with certain
chemicals. In this case: the 11qu1d darkness f111ing'the
1iving-room, so much 1ike a confessional's, and some threat
floating in that blue evening air which I couldn't as yetl
identify. . | ‘ '

Ashshe sboke. my mother rocked hersslf gently back and.
forth~:n the straight;badked chgﬁr; I was so stﬁnned by the

mixture of shame_and loyalty, of interest and avoidance

T
?
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which had seéretly cepented those 1{ves to hers and wh}ch
-she had never by word or deed betrayed to me, that mést of
the time I forgot to l1isten to the words themselves. No one
got up to turn on the lights. An alley lamp duplicated
jtself and winkéd icily off my mother's glasses. Her hand
continued massaging back and forth across her forehead.
Every “part of her anatom){seemed to absorb back her own e
words until their meaning was erased and only the pain that
you1d n6t be rubbed off became the focus of her soliloquy.
Something in the irascible determination of her hand
dragging across her g}in reminded me of the times sﬁe had
tried to rub wrinkles off her linen skirts with the side of
her thumbnail duhdng our conversations éfter the visits to 1
Tfo Manuel. At the end of her recital my mogher said simply,
"Yés, adopt Rosarito." Still rubbing her forehead she
abandoned the room. By then my father and I could barely
{iscern each other's shapes in the vanilla-scented dark.

But incredibly, at odd moments 1n}the next few weeké,
.bits and pieces of my mother's ungrasped soliloquy returned
on their own to me’. Tﬁey were like parts of an anéique cargo
sunk in mid-ocean and s19w1y ﬁudged to shore: the tarnished
coin of a marriage, the slim ahphbra of a birth, the
headless figurine of a death. Sudden)wy an archeological
treasure wouid float out of forgetfulness and 1odgé on the
sands of my dafly life. It seems Milagrito's fwin sister,
Consuelito, had gone off to live in unwedded bliss with.a

Santiago Sequeira plumber from Hato Tejas. Consuelito had\
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been totally bald and had pink and black mottled gums and

had recently died of bone cancer leaving two /fat spoiled
middle-aged sons who'd never worked a day 1n<1he1r lives

sopbing fnto the laps of their triple-X jeans. And one J?
the gardener's sisters - a seamstress'named Carmen who had

helped handsaw the 7,095 genuine peacock feathers on the

train of the recent1y-cr9yped queen of the Casino de Puerto

Rico - had married a Torres Flores independentista agfitator

—

(in jail now) born in a little village near Camuy but

brought up, on and off, in New York City. Ironfca1iy, the
queen was a third.cousin of mine ;n my father's side.

What should have been'obvious to me from the beginning
was that my mother's decision to sugportlﬂy mythical ctaim
of Rosarito's_legitimate kinship to us was'dictg}ed by her.
fear of my researches unea;thing frrefutable evidence that
Rosarito real]y?!gi rélqted to us through théébranch of*
Mjlagcitos. Glass walls would then shatter as if pierced by
a single high note. Obviously I was too old now to be
pacified by speeding dying puppies to hospitals; way past _
warning scourings with hotcVinegar and starch._HoJ then to
protect that changeling soul of hers: half militant
humanist, Q@lf unrepentent snob? Why by accepting a
fraudulent legitimate relative before it curdled into a

legitimate illegitimate one. The case'was"closed. Sentence

had been passed: I had been willed those lavish, unstinting

o
blueprints of her own ghosts. Her life did not meet those

same standards she imposed even on her clothes. It was not

4
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"reversible," could not be turned inside-out for the
inspection of all Puerto Rico. And perhaﬁs‘a small portion
of herself derived a per;erse satisfaction out of convicting
me to her same 1ife-long pehance.
o For having finally dared ask for a name.
™
. - ) N\
Thus endowed with social passport and suitable pedigree
Rosarito came a month-and-a-half ago to l1v% with us in dur =
renovated house in'ﬁ]d San Juan. For thé first few days she
explored all the rooms by herself. They had been carefully
renched in semi-darkness. That Saturday morning before I
drove to the hospital for her, I went around the house
tilting the hahogany shutters on al]gdoor§ and windows so
that only thin cracks of 1igh£ could 'be seen between them, I.
switched off all overhead 1ights in dark corners. Only the
~e1abor£:é1y carved ceiling fans Qith their wide blades
rotating slowly ,gave life to the rooms. The fans made me
think of huge upside-down amapola flowers., thg1r_golden
tassled cords undulating like gigantic pistils {n the lazy
breezez On the two previous evenings, my mother had scourey
the house fér priceless objects. Five cardboard boxes
housing her co]1éét10n of antique glass bowls were locked
inside her walk-in bedroom closet. Innumerable wooden
santos, centuries old, now stood with appropriate martyred
expressions between the insolent curves of my mother's

rhi%estone-studded satin slippers and her muddy country
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sandals: those faded, handless San Juan Bautistas with

silver amulets hanging from their stumps, those V{rgenes de

la Guadalupe encased in somber oval drapes except for the

. t

. surprise of their shell-pink ‘fissured faces.

Rosarito was wearing a new home-made red f]owered dress L
of satiny cotton with a full, ruffled skirt. Tata Nina, who
of course knew the whole story, had unexpectedly dumped it
with majestic insouciance from gn old paper bag unto thé
foot. of my unmade bed early that morning. The dress had two
other companions: one with white and green candy stripe§ and

three-quarter 1egg§h sleeves, and another plain brown with a

contoured yellow plastic belt. Two pairs of new rubber

thongs bounced on top of the dresses. One was blue and

large, one red and small. Without giving me a chince to

"finish yawning, Tafa Nina stomped pointedly out of m} room,

her silence an emphatic comment on my lack of feminine
insight. At the hospital I let Rosarito choose between the
three dresses. Her ward was a long,(suffocating room with
twenty rusty metal beds in half of which pink-clad shapes
writhed unceasingly or lay unnaturally still. One tiny o
opaque barred window high on a wall and a brown horizon — -
below a smoky-ochre sky linked the ward to my o%fice: That
and the clamor from the solitary confinement cells, more
intense here,‘qisiﬁg 1ike a steam of sound from under our
feet. With the first burst of girlish curfosity I had ever
seen fn her, Rosarito grabbed the red flowered dress by the

shoulders and crushed it to her body. She peered down

®
v *
' ’
N , .
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‘few times around her metal bed, wiggling her toes and
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apprehensively at it, perhaps in, unconscious parody of her .
: L

mother or a sister years ago in the farm house. Then, with "

~a firm instinct for color and a brave disregard.for size,

Rosarito waved away the 1arger blue thongs I offered her-and 3
squeezed into the red. The tips of her muddy toes curled ‘
over the front of the rubber soles }pd her heels, cushioned

with ribbed callosity, trailed on the floor a good inch

behind the back rims. Studying her feet as ifithey were two

':dissoéiated creatures romping under(ﬁer, Rosarito shuffled a

readjusting her walk toﬁthe flapping soles. Then she stood
still, regarded me with her,emoty black moon eyes dnd'£11tod
her per%ect cupid mouth into a slow intense smile of wonder. .
I remembered she had‘never worn anything but uniforms oince
the age of nine. I blessed Tata Nina'o inspiration. . . \

~

"This is where I live,” I said as we unfolded out of

i AJ

the rust co]ored bug an hour later. "You can stay with us

for a while if you want.” Rosarito blinked as i1f I' d spoken

.in a foreign Ianguage and I was glad no one else had heard ﬂ

‘'my prepared speech.

Inside the darkened house we found TatafNina.changino .
the beds, marching from room to room with a cumulus cloud of
soited linen oiding hor face. My mother was in her bedroom
lying all dressed on the white'bedspread,ASh ornate mass of .
1nterconnecf1ng spider-webs Tfa Encarnaojén crocheted for’

her as a wedding present. I'd never seen-my mother 1ie down

in the middle of the-day before. She was leafing with c




-143-
aggressive intensity through the latest anthropological book
or Puerto Rico by a visiting American profgssor. It is the
ktnd of book which usually never strays far from the coffge-
table in the 1dving room. On its shiny black 3nd white cover

a delighted coal-skinned boy with three school books under

w!!barm was taking such an enthusijastic 1gap over a rain

pudd]? he must have smacked right ‘into the photographer the
very next second. My mother snapped the_pages quickly und;r
the fuﬁ}nous circle of a small hanging_lamp. Her ankles were
primly crossed, her shoes bn. Two ;f her~Siamese cats .
mounted a tense, graceful guard on either side of her as she
directed furtive looks at the door of her closet.

We discovered R father last, 5t00ped over his bamboo-

shaded workbench at the reér of the courtyard. He was

rearranging pebbles argund his unglazed bonsai pots with the

exhausted concentration of SOEeone transplanting bbulder; in
a five-acre park. A ragged ribbon of water trickled out of

the”houth of a stone lion's head encrusted .in the brick

_ Ccourtyard wall. It splattered dark rhythmic drops around my

father's” feet. Rosarito poked one finger into the lion's
square mouth. She squealed with éelight. The mouth was -
generously carpeted.gith greeq lichen. My father's hunched
body sw?yed“possé%sively over his dwarf trees: one ﬁééenta'_
frangibani was just beginning te open its first tiny bud, a
Time trgy'bore three fruits the size of puny raisins all

huddled tdgether as if fos# protection on a sagging’]owef

branch. The tense arch of his back threw waves of

i

~%
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threatenfng blame in myhddredtion. I could almost hear him

thinking, "If that gir]l dares even look at one of my -" But
ignoring him, Rosa?ito turned to the washtub dnder the
lion's head It was an old si]ver flecked metal tub we'd
discovered upside “down ¥n the middle of .the kitchen floor
with ‘a dead rat inside when the last of the nineteen
fam?lies who'd 1ived 1n/our house was finally evicted. My'
father had painted the tub the same']1¢hen-green of the
1ion‘s‘houto and covered T;s.boteom with a three-inch layer
of those.surf smoothed &ﬁber-and blue and green glass
fragments'one finds on the beaches of Condado now 1nstead of
shells - the glass from the broken bottles Teft at night by

teenage gangs, courting policemen and atomicos. 1 reached )

"into thé tub and took out three glass stones, one of each

color, and gave them to Rosarito. They winked wet1y 1n her

- hand. ‘ L .

kN e .

Neither Tata Nina, my father nor my mother had spoken
or looked once at Rosaritos That was my oIan. To let her ¢
discover them as she had discove%ed me, in the,so11tary
j@?umbra’of hibernating or wounded animals, in a eulnerable
aloneness she could identify with and reach out to. I wanted
her to be the adopter instead of the adopted. ,

And it worked. . cl

Gradually, we. began to talk and look at her. Rosarfto
accepted our words and eyes as she accepted Tata Nina's
dresses and the three colored stenes from the washtub.

5 R )

!
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Though not from,straﬁgers. Not yet. |Most mornings she §pent

ifn the courtyard making looped, flowiing patterns on the
{

brick floor uﬁth the glass pebq1e§ shg fished.out o%‘;h;
tub. When §§e finished one'battkrn she scattered ‘it yith‘fhe
Rosarito Tiked to-$tand under the one clothes 1ine which was
Just the right height to graze the top of "her &orehead '
cThe're. surrounded by billowing sheets and towels she rocked
back and forth on the soles of hdr thongs. Eyes closed, head

flung back, she hummed a lullaby,’repeating her blind love

" affair with the sun. I liked to watch her when she did that,

swaying shoulder to sHoulder with’lacy{aﬁr!cot slips and

flapping guayaberas as if sharing some m}§t16a1 folk-dance

which took 1ts‘fhythm from the wind and whose direc;ions
ofly she and the Taundry could hear. I was no longer afraid,
as 1 was the first few weeks, that she would suddenly open
her eyés, bééin to paw the ground and ldnge at me. The wafer
dripping from the 1aundr9 puddled on the bricks and she
stood or‘swgf@d»fo? hours on the wet ffoor, rubbing the top
of her ;eqd"against the c19the§ 116& like an ecstatic cat.
fach part of her was in communion with a different element:
her feet were rooied to 52e groundng; surrounded bj‘waten;

her quy’swung through the air, her face reflected -

“sun- ffkes.QAs Complete as a Totus flower. And as'I watched

her I thought perhaps there is a space of perfection within
each of our handicaps. A center of peace wiyhfn each of our

hurric;nes. Just aslinside each shard of btg;éﬂ\?ottle

~
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thige is a jewel of glass.

Afternoons after work I spent with her on the roof, k
-when it rained, in her room. I began teaching her .the
alphabet. I read oct }oud. Her favqfites were stories about
the erfnquep”lndians who lived on this island a long time
ago. We drew,,juﬁhed'rOpe, listened to music, expertmented
with gestures in front of a mirrdr: We didn't go for walks
yet. §chet1mes children waved .from other' rooftdps far away
and she eitherastudied them iptently through“the mesh of the
Wt €yc10neffence, faintly‘puzzled.ycr1ignored chem..My fear was

7

of mcckery. But mdckery f\oatsrlfke clouds'ofﬂgerms in our

" . '

-air. It is part of our climate, ‘like the sun, She could
¢ :never hopen%o avoid it in any condicioh. mad;or sane. Nor 1.
At n1gh% she still went to sleep humming, curled up on my
| lap 1ike that first time. My 1egs got cramps under her
wejght. But her fingers didn't scratch and dig any more. "Her
' hugf were still fierce bu} not yiplenc. Her fingers were .
rough and elumsi hut not,Pqinfu1. She no longer licked 1ike
an animal, though kisses wehe.still beyond her. She favored
rubbing her cheek‘against another's cheek, or scrépiné her
forehead on another's. Sunday night two weeks ago, I cadght
my - mother replacing an antique ruby-swirl fruit bow)l on the
top shelf of a book case in the living room. Out of reach.
Almost out of sight. But there. A vote of confidence. Sunday
a . afternoon last week, Pedrito s mother marched into our .
e . courtyard, uninvited, a-fuming Tata Nina at her heels. -

Quintal, Dofia Rosario's chauffeur, waited inturned and

[ ' . s h "\
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impassive by the entrance to: the archway

"1 had never beendable to reconcile Dona Rosario with

Pedrito. Hhere he was.tall and graceful as aﬂ\at “she was

squat and had a11 the grace of a- battalion of armed men.
8

Where he was blond she was dark. Her black coarse hair

grew low over her forehead and stretched so fiercely over.

‘her balding skull back into a bun I a1way$’1ohged’to rip

Personality apart, however, the genetic travesty alone was

the insect-1ike black metal pins out of her hair, if only to
relieve the con;trfction on my own scalp. Where Pedritd's
eyes wére blue and clear with space enough in them for the
whole sky, hers were two 11dt1e black caves full of shadows
and strange ahiha1 rustlings. She had beenxover'fortyvfivel
when Pedrito, her youngézzﬁjwas born. A1l her chihdren had
been nursed and reared by their incomparable nanny Severina
whom they loved as if she had been their real mother.,Fdr
“the first twelve years of his life Pedrito's only contact
with Dona Rosario was- when paraded in front of her with his

brothers and sisters every night to ask for her blessings.

§taggerfng. Into our courtyard she nbw Stomped'ﬁl@er nuns' -

shoes and black silk Victorian uniform. It was ankle length
and had long narrow sleeves. The bodice was bound by a row

of round 1ittle black dull bugtens, a perfect match for her (

e et.a

eyes, from her .waist up to her chin. There, a white lace - 1

coltar wa§ fastened by a straight gold pin with eight huge® .

yellow diamonds in,a military row, one for each chihd,.l T

..
ARG S e, o S

often thought she must have designed that pin herself. She ,l

is the only woman I' ve‘ever met who can make wearing.
* oo . . « I

[
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always assumed Pedrito's factfu1,engagement rifg was an
unconscious compliment to me.

‘"Mija, I come to meet this adoptive daughter of yours.
g L}

Your difector alreaddy told me all about her. Where are you

ﬁiding mer?" She thumpeé the brick f]oor of our cour?yard
twice with her cane for emphasis, every. inch the grand old
lady of Puerto Rican pélitics. Great-grand daughter of tﬁe .
distinguished Demetrio Hernandez Cfnt;dn, Field Marshall -and

Deputy to the Court of Spain wha had baf%ied heroica11y;

against the troops of Na}oleon, then bareiy escﬁped the ~ . L.
gui]]otine.and was finally banished to Puerto Rico for his |
conspiracy against King Ferdinand VII; grgnd-dadghter of the
celebrated Dr. Enrigue Cfntrén Pére;) poet; educator,
patriot, best remembered for his inflammatory speéches?ﬂ
againstgﬁlack s1avery.ih Puerto Rico - exf\éd young to ,
Venezuela{“he was granted amhegty only to be soon fmprisoned Y \

I \

for ‘his-revolutionary activities in the Grito de Lareé;

g(and-nieée of Pedro-Manuel Aponte Rivera (after whom,
Pedrito was "Qﬂfﬂ)» the great hero of the Wars bf Y
Independence; daughter of the legengary Dr.fdosé Julio

Cintrén Cadilla, industrialist) poet, educator, painter,

after whom countless theaters, avenues and hospitals are .
named, manj years Secretary of the Treasury, Commisioner of

the Interior, and President of the Executive Branch until he
retired at the age of ninety-two to better concentrate on

v\ . — . .
his 1iterary pursuits. Dona Rosarfo thumped her cane twice

o
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more. A1l these august personmages seemed to thump our
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céurtyarﬂ floor with her.

The noise made Rosarito peer down through the

roof-fence. She was wearing a pinktzaess, and for a moment,

~ the coﬁbination of fence and dress reminded me of the first

time I'd seen her at the hospital. Now she curled her:

. fingers around the mesh of the Cyclone fence and began to

L

shake it, producing a dull clanging sound, like a bell with

laryngitis. Dofla Rosario crossed the courtyard and mounted

the metal spiral stairs up to the roof. Her footsteps raﬁg
sharp and heavy againgt the splashing soun&s of the lion's
head fountain. I stood as if paralyzed watcﬁing Dqﬁa Roshrig
climb. It was only as she stopped for breath before |
unlatching the gate at the top of the stairs that I ran
across the couftyqrd and bounded up thé stairs after her. I
was in time to watch Dqﬂé Rosario take éhree steps towards
Rosarito, cane whipping sharﬁﬁy at her side.'Rosarito stared
a;'her, back présseﬁ against the fence, making it dip. Then
she did.something\l had never seen her do. She squattéd 0N
the floor; soon a puddle appeared.around her feet. She never
wavered in her black stare at Dofia Rosario. Dofia Rosario

hissed as she drew in her breath. Wordlessly, she thumped

her cane twice more and whirled around. ‘

"Gracias, gili,"‘she nodded in my direction without
looking at me, “that™ all I needed to know. You'll be
hearing from Pedrito." Her 1ittle cave eyes were full of
strahge, pouncing shadows. :She turned aﬁd marched down the

stairs without once lookipg at them. This feat reminded me

T
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. to remihd you how she fought our engagement,ht first.2 I
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of my mother's biind navigations through the puddied
footpaths to T{o Manuel's rooms. '

Pedrito didn't call.unti) Wednesday afternodn. We met

that evening at the Bar Primitivo thrée blocks from home. He

*

was already there when 1 arrived, an empty daiquiri glass in
front of him. He was swaying gently in the f;rthest'swipg at
the end of the bar, ankles circling, long leés.planted
?1rm1y on the grouqd. When he saw me he raised a tentative
finger. As with the‘ghost‘s four-fingered hand on my office
door the day I met Rosar%;o, I could Hot télt if the gesture
was a greeting or areQe1l. He kissed me on the mouth, °

caressed me gently behind the ear with his index finger then

‘burst into a brilliant smile.

"Pues, it's over. Took about‘twenty-%our hours‘straight
of reasoning with her. And about the same on the phone. All
my'brotﬁers and sisters and uncles and aunts got into the
act of'caﬁrse. But 1 swung it. My mother has finally
accepted Rosarito!" His eyes had the look of a puppy who'd
Just jumped through his first hoop of fire: a combination of
pride and of eagerness for praise along with a residue of
fear., "She realized it was a pharitablewfivic action. You
are inexperienced in these matters, impulsive and very
big-hearted. You overstepped your boundaries a little is.
all." He raised a finger to the bartender and pointed to us
both. "It was touch and go %here for a moment. You know my

mother is not used to fesistancé of any kind. I don't have

A
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didn't come frgr a political dynasty; there was not a single
Rolls Royce in my immediate family: I worked for a salary in
a éablic hospital; we only had one live-in maid; my father's
mother's hai;'was.suspiciéusly kinky, evén if she did hage
blue eyes... Unlfke my mother, Dona Rosa;io was not offeﬁded
by her own pfejudices and needed no euphemisms.

, The bartender set a frozen daiquiri in front of each. 1
took a sip of mine. Somehow Pedrito's words didn't sink

completely in. Or perhaps the accumulated energy of all. the

. defenses 1'd been rehearsing for two sleepless nights simply

took over. "Rosarito has never done that before. What she
did to your mother. Your mother hasn't réalfy met her yet.
Rosarito can be quite sweet and - well, stimu]atjng when not
frightened." o ’ " - ‘

Pedrito laughed. He seemed'extremer festive, almost
fe;erfshly so. In that'he was very much 1ike my own mother.
Victory over others made him gfow. "Don't you dare quote me
on this, but knowing my mother, the girl's response does not
surprise me. Actually, there's a poetic fitne§§ to 5%.“

I 1ifted my glass to my lips and&yas surprised to find
it empty. Pedrfto signalled the waité? again. "Of course it

« 1]
will take a lot of time an attention," I insisted. "But her

progress in a few months h}s en exceptional. Even Dr. San

+

Eduardo at the Publico reversed his prognosis of her. It's
so - excfting, fulfilling - to skare Rosarito's journey. For
the first time since I left grad school I'm-reall&-starting'

to believe I can do - something. Oh, just wait until you

3
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meet her."
Pedrito’'s victory glow had faded. He was stﬁring at the
top. of the bar counter .and playing with a green
swizzle-stick someone had left behind. “There's only one
thing I don't understand. Why didn*t you tell me? You should
- . :ave'discussed it with me before signing those papers. I
hope at least you agree with that." Only the last sentence
betrayed the an;er and resentment of his last two days. My
knees began to shake with delayed shocy. I had come so close
’ to losing h}m. He seemed so magnificent hunched over the )
swizzle-stick in sorrow, moré magnificent than in fﬁctory. I
\ " had to stop swinging. Acute attacks of love always hit me in’
the stomach. The wave of nausea passed, but Pedrito's.
swinging threatened to set it off again. I waitedluntil the .
ropes of ournswings wereparallel and joined his rope to
mine inside my fist. He ;iopped rotating his ankles and
logked straight at me. "Why?" ) . S
"It was somefhing I had to decide for myself. Somefhing
between me and my ghost." |
"Your what?"” | ) . |
. I laughed. "A figure of speech.” This was not the fime.
! "I don't understand." o ' .
"My family abandoned an uncle- of mjne. Later we became
- close. In an odd way 1 can'% explain. ﬂosarito reminded me
Qflhim; And yes. I agree. I should have discussed this with'
? yoh. I'm stunned that'I dihn't; now‘r‘thiﬁk of it. I must

have been, terrified you'd say no. And then, I was waiting
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| i \
for her to be ready to meet strangers. True, I discussed it
with my parents. But then, you see, Tf{o ManJ;l was my a
mother's ghost too." , : \

Pedrito reached over my fist ﬁoldjng together the ropes

" of our two swings and also wrapped his hand around them.

Slowly, we began to swing in perfect rhy;hm wi;h each
other, \

“I've never seen my mother so 1ivid. She insisted you
either give up 'this creature' or we break our engagement.
If 1 didp't she'd make sure I never held political office
again. She h;s the&power, and malice, to do it too. Her
Blood pressure. rose so high we had to call Dr. Entin.’ But
finally she accepted my plan. She’even had Lydia call Doctor
MiranJ; and make all arrangements for Rosarito at the |
clinic. They can't do anything for a few months at least.
But by the tiﬁ; we're married they‘ve promised her a place.
Guaranteed. Perhaps even her pwn room, later, if she can
handle it." v

| “Her own room? I don't understand..."”

"At Miranda's psivate‘clinic. It's all set. Under her
origina] name, of course. Itf11 all be paid automatically
through a trust fund set up for life.’It's ‘very clean there.
Shg‘ll have)everything she needs. The staff is better
qualified than at the Piblico."” Pedrito laughed and squeezed
my shoulder. He was getting‘tha;'victory_g1ow again.
"Present company excepted, of course. You know, you really

are wonderful. I can't tell you how proud I am of!QHat you*

a
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have done. It was a beautiful gesturé. I know you

éan‘t afford to finance her for 1ffe, so you did the next

best thing. There was no reason to adopt her of course, but

I admire the impulse. Luckily, there's no need for that now.

We are taking over. But, as I to]d‘my mother and Lydia, it

shows you really have what it takes. All the women in my

family head a few charities. Part of our heritage. Lulu

orgahizes the fund-raising dinners for the plane that throws

snow on the slum kids at Christmas. Teresa is 1ife-time T

treasurer for the March of Dimes. No matter what they said,

I knew you'd fit in well after we married. And this ju;t

proves it. I éonvinced my mother you hadn't told us about

Rosgrjto out of modesty. She understands now y%f;wgre Jqst a

bit...over-enthusidstic." . ‘ T " ,*
"Rosarito at Miranda's? I worked a sumWér there. The

only difference between it and the Publico is that they

paint the wards more often and prescribe more expensive

pills. One psychiatrist there even told me he had chos%ﬁ ®

psychiatry beceuse it had the easiest residency

requirements. Another boasted she told all her pagignts they

were going to get better but she knew damn well they would't

so what was the use of trying. They also thought 1 was

'over—entﬁusia;tic' there. When one of my patients started :

to talk - for thg"first time in twenty years - they s]appéd

him in solitary without telling me., Aparently he crossed

angry words with another patient. What kind of recompense

for improvement is that? Better a quiet moron than an active
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patient showing signs of recovery. That's their motto. They
wouldn't let me work with that patient again, That's why I
quit after three months." o
Pedrito was looking af me like he had seen a ghost
himself. I caught a glimpse of staring faces reflected on
the mirror behind the bar and realized I"had been shouting.
We had both re1ea§ed each other's swing's ropes. I swung
back so hard I whammed my shoulder blades against the'gall. '
") On the way back my feet banged into the base of the bar. I
slowed down by dragging the tips of ;y.toes on the floor. I . ygd
looked down and my hair fell over my forehead and shoulders, -
‘ ' acting Yike blinders. I could only see Pedrito's legs: siim
atistocratic Eeige suede loafersi;ocking gentfj@below an
elegant.fall of beige linen. "I didn't adopt Rosarito to
lock her back in a hospital," I told the shoes. "It's really
very generous of your family to offer. Pleas® tell them
that. But another abandonment and 1nst1£ut106a112ation could
be the end of allthpe for her right noQ. She might need
I didn't... I don't..."

I L

hospitalization once in a while. But
The beige shoes were very sti11L~I stopped swinging.
"She won't be a problem to you. I.promiﬁe you that.
4 Tata Nina and I will look after her. Tata Nina insists on
coming with me when we're married. She's grown so fond of
Rosarito."”

*That's an idea. We could say she's really Tata Nina's

relative. If you had consulted me before signing those silly

- papers, we could have worked it out that way. We still might
’ \
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be able to. How many people know?" z . ‘

"Everyone at the Rospital. My family, The lawyers.
Neighbors. My parents a1rea&y told everybody we're distantly
related." |

T still dpn‘t understapd. You gave her ydurlname. th?

.What good is that to the creature?" Pedrito didn't hear his

"slip. "A11 it did was destroy us! And because of a ghost you

sa}!“ 1'd never seen Pedrito E;ally angry before. Fat drops
of perspirafion crowded on his nosé. I looked into his eyes
and didn't recognize them. I looked back down at his shoes.
*We could keep her in a room in a separate.par% of :?:
gardek. Mos£ people who come needn't see her. She's getting
qui te geHT1é, morelpredictable. After a while, whep she's

not so ﬁribhtened...“ : n

"8ut if something frightens her - what? She'll be

lpissing all over our guest's 1eds? And what frightens her,

tan you control that? A leaf falling? A coquf jumping? A1l

‘our servants are going to have to learn karate and

psycho]ogy? And how will our chiidren introduce her to their
friends?‘ This is my crazy sister," he drawled in a furfous
imitation of a child's lisp, ."please don't look at her or
she will stab you with a brokeﬁ plate!"

Pedrito got up. Sat down again. “"Coflo. I really don't
understand you. And here I thoughﬁ}xgu'd'be SO Eleaséd. I go
through hell with all mj famfly Just because'you go and pick

up some idiot criminal. on some whim and you Just sit th&(ﬁ \
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telling me how sweet she really is!" Pedrito grabbed me by
both shoulders and beéan'to shake mé. Suddenly the bartender
was standing in front of us. Pedrito picked up his émpty
"datquiri glass and flung it into the mirror. One face

cracked. Mine. Pedrito walked out. b4

He called me Thursday afternoon to apologize. I 'had to \ .

~understand. To keep the girl around would be not only '
impractical but in bad taste. Too hglier-than-thou.‘People
wodld'resent it. Even if ‘she behaveATAThey'd say we were
showing of f. Rosarito would feel out of place. I had to

think of her too. Charity should be done with more style.
Besides, Lydia wag taking thig as a direct insult. She
-institutionalized her own 1diot'f1rst-bor;\1n the States.
Only the family knows about this. How would.it look for us

to pick one ;ﬁt of the gutter now? Besides, it might be :
socially suicidal. To say nothing of.politically. Eveh if

his mother relented. Which she wouldn't. I got snotty and

said Rosarito could surely squeeze a few votes out of the
slums .for him. H

I called him Friday to apologize. He thought we should,

take some time to think this through. Not see each other for |
a while. Get our priorities straight. I understood, didn't

I, it was the only possible thing. He would cancel the
reservation for the banquet hall at La Concha if I'd call
Monsignor and exp]$1ned about the postponement. Lydia had
already cancelled the wedding date at the Cathedral. We'd

wait and see. "If you would just meet her, Pedrito. Get to
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know her a 1ittle. How can you make a decision without at

least that? If it really doesn't work with her I promise

we'll put her in a private clinic. If she shoﬁs Just the

~slightest sign of being dangergus, or if she becomes

unmanageable. I'pfbmisg you that. Just give her a chance.
That's all I ask. Just come be with her for a whiie.“’l
heard him take a deep b;eath. "No.! Another breath. “"At
least. Not yet. I'11 call you."

An hour later his oldest sister Lydia called to bancel

.~ = a long-standjng 1nvitation to, }pend a week with Pedrito at

her country estate near Parguera. That night I sent him back

"his ring. He didn't acknowledge receipt. I am afraid Dona

Rosario has been\calling my parents. She.c6u1d do a 1ot of
damagé to their legal practices. To say nothing of their
social 1ife. Last night at dinner, my father suggested 1t\
would be bethr for Rosarito if sheuand I moved to an
apartment near the hospital in cage she had to be rushed
the;e in an emergency. Handier for her outpatient treatment
too. They'll want to éntertain as usual at Christmas and if

"the creature" isn't even toilet-trained....Yes, it must

have been Dona Rosario. I wonder if their sharing the same
name has forced her to build higher barricades than usual at

the sacred frontier.

On the other hand, my most tactful colleagues at the

. hospital kindly assure me that bringing Rosarito home 1s a

beautifu1 but useless gesture. They of course were not

fooled by the "suddenly discovered cousin” story. My less

-
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tactful -~ more paranoid - colleagues assure me it is a

éuperficial, transparent, childish gesture accomplishing

[

hospftal and ‘this is my way of displacing my misplaced

ﬁothing. I can't handle the stress of ‘working at the
gufilt: by attempting to heap it on the staff. .But.oh no'
they're too smart for me (I'11 soon see), they will not be

contaminated by my guilt and if I insist on continuing with

this basica]ly-se]fi?h (admit it) project I cannot count on

their bailing me out when I get into financial, emotional,
social difficulties as I surely will though of course they
fervently hope and pray I won't: But strangely enough, the
biggest surprise came from Medina. He stopped me in the
haj]way aqweek ago, detaching himself from a group of
dectors and. psychologists in casuai COnsultatioﬁjrand said
loudly and formally, "I hear you are to be congrﬁtulated on
a most humane endéavor. ng I w1§h you all the‘luck,
comrade. And if you should require my help, dp not hesitate
to ask." His voice held no trace of pomposfty or sarcasm.
;ven his slight bow had a schgo]boy simplicity about it. Two
days ago I received a call revoking the 1nvitation‘to-read
my paper, "Suicidal Trends As Seen In the Rorschach Test,"
at a coz;prehce in Ponqe because of a suspiciously sudden
"scheduling difficulty."” They all wash their hands of me. g

have broken the commandment handed to me in my initiation

mandate: Thou shalt not look:

I deserve what I get.

\
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And perhaps 1 agree. Sometimes adopting ﬁosarito seems \
L . to me the sanest, simplest act in the world: as clean nd—\
Y Elear as a drop of rain on a blade of grass.on those bright
reborn mornings after an‘aliergy°g§tadk. Other times, it -
‘ 'seoms as tertuous and crazy a gesture as the maze of bockn -
//Tt7 alleys and puddled .foot-paths which led to T{o Mohuel's many
rooms. AT1 I know is that this is. a conscious, deliberate
act which has been uncoi]ing'within me since chil{hood.
Maybe’the potential for ext[e has a specific aurag_a~ |
oharacteristic smell which is rooognizable in 1ts early g
stages only by ather exiles. And that's the incurable, fatal
di'sease Tio Manue{ recogntzed in me. Exile is our secret
password. And Rosaritois too. Perhaps it was that kinship »
T{o Manue1*ce1ebrateo yearly with the gesture(of the ’
handkerchiefs. The same thino Rosarito perceived when she
sought refuge ih my office and surprised me huddled in the
dark: a fellow f391t1ve. . )
So to those who claim 1 am acting out rescue f;ntésies
- playing a dangerous delusive game of super therapist,
eager to flaunt my skills where others have failed - to
<*~those who remind me that'eXperiments wjth 1ive-in patients
are se]f—indu]gent ahd old-fashioned, at hest I can only say \
that it is not’ the psychologist ‘in me who has adopted
Rosarito. I cherish no messianic visions of transforming her
"into a well-adjusted podiatrist with five children 11v1ng in
"a pseudo-Spanish sp[it-leve] home'ih Santa Marfa who géll

toke up portrait painting and jewelry making as hobbies on

L , B e Ty e J e yr P A B - o P
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alternate tednesday ernoons. The most 1'd hoped for was
. ‘
to make he rehlizeﬁsns/did not have to be invisible_to

‘survive.-&nd E\Fhink we've begun to accomplish~that. I have
. ,great faith in our first meeting: against all odds Eﬂ.

| adopted me. I can't judge the extept or form of her . m) L >
schizophrenfa yet. Anyway I'm not taking on her case/)Along

;‘ with looking for an apartment, I have been shopping around .
for a good 5dolescent diaénostician and therapjst. I only
knon tnaf in her flight from the ordenly-guards she chose to
come into my.office and play silent music on my body. And
that it was Tfo Mapuel who opened thejgﬁof for her. 1 trust
that. Actua11y I th1nk J'm rather lucky. I know my problems
are in a way just beginning. And yet. I feel “as

4 - o
11ght- hearted and alive as one whose prob1ems have just

o~
- 3

~J} \\_e ended 1 have orice again entered a world of exile and*
touched a base, but this time I*am in no hurry to run away.
ﬂ§ K ’ ,Rosarito is a-person and not a pTace. ] y
Most days I am convinced Pedrito will- never call again.'

And I'm not doing a very good Job of 1fv1ng with ‘that.

iandd Yet if w%hdid marry “and he were separated from his family
s
N because of me.-I?m not sure I could live gith that either.

And then once in a while, I suspect he will call. And after
he meets Rosarito, things qpuldmbe different. After all,
Pedrito comes from a lTong line of exfles himself, .

His own ghosts myst be good for something.

L

R
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- Here in Puerto Rico a perfect-stranggry(a stranger to
yLu, but he knew a cousin of your father's in the the o
seventh grade) can suddgnly accost you in a drug store two
months atter your wedding, rub your stomach and ask, "Y_
ggé, are yon pregnant already?" Yet I could not ask my own

T mdther "__ggé, what did T{o Manuel do?" Or, to be precise,’
I cou1d ask more subtle variations of the question, and did.
1 simp]y didn't get any answer .except an ambiguous, "Ay...

you already know how Papito was," (my great-grandfather), o

an evasive, "Hand me that yellow mantilla. ‘Now what did I do

e -

. witn"the rosary;..v or, once, anﬂ&nigmatic, "Lovers from
-afar..." which utterly shochad me e“jthe continuation of
that saying contains an unjadylike word I assumed then ¢
ol (quite wrongly cas it turned‘out) my mothé} woulq not be
' cauwght even thinking. éut at often happens - as if there
existed some ambitious lesser deity trying to scramble his -
‘way up the heaven1y bureaucracy by showing off his
efficiency at choreographing this kind of stunt - 1 finally
found what I wanted when I was no longer lookinq for 1t.
h The arrangements for the adoption of Rosarito had taken
, my mind somewhat off Tfo Manuel's ghost. I still looked
around with exnectation at any startfingbmovenenta I still
experienced the air around me as somehow richer and more
generous- than before- a fragile ocean with invisible waves

‘\.,-r
which might at any moment deliver at one's feet some .,

l : —
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unexpectd seashell or shipwrecked skeleton from another
timei But I no longer 1ived for that moment alone. For five
days 1 had carried the unEigned adoption papers jammed
between'a waterproof rubber flashlight and an empty fo{ded
pizza carton in the glove compartment of my bug without
daring to even read them. I took sick leave from the

Hospital and drove afmlessly alllday and a good part of the

night along unfamiliar new highways aimed at the central

mountain range. These highways started out straight as
arrows then suddenly fo]ded into sharp curvés as 1f squaﬁhed
into accordion pleats by striking an impenetrable barrier.
My thoughts felt just 1ike that. Other times I drove round
and around suburbap streets tightly 1ined with bright
candy-colored box-houses huddling inside a second skin of
protective ‘iron grills: Or went bouncing through the pot
holes pf old unpaved country roads transformed into bright
req tunnels by the flowering Flamboyin‘branches 1inked
overhead and by a thick carpet.of fallen petals churned into
minfature hurricanes by the wheels of my passing. '

I told myself 1 was thinking. But really, I drove in

_that half-crazed, pseudo-mystical state people reach when
their minds have failed. When the accumulation of their
. knowledge, hopes and preJudices/is not enough to give them a

-glimpse of what's on the other side of tomorrow. I think I

would have willingly accepted the omens divined in the

"entrails of a gored goat had anyone offered to read them to

me. Like a primitive tribesman scanning the skies for help

3
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in scheduling the next human sacrif!ce, I was waiting fﬁr a y -
sign. Finally, after lunch on the fifth day, I ran out of gas
' three b1ockspayay from The Undauntable Virgins' house in
Hitp Rey. Four 1ittle boys ferociously swinging raw
chestnuts at the ends of foot-long strings for Rlpying
gallito and two men each waving a cold-beaded é;n of India
beer in one hand pushed my bug the three Blocks. -
Once .there, a yapping chorus of 1n{151b1§ affronted
chihuahuas accompanied me from the garden gate to the porch
gate. Ringing the doorbell would have been supérfluous. T{a
Concepcién was already fumbling with the padlock key while
three squig§1y brown bunq1es, their toe-nails clicking out ‘
feverish Morse on the tiles, wiggled between\her fuzzy
magenta slippers. Three other-.pop-eyed hairy lumps trembled
pathetically in the crook of one arm, An old unspent
revulsion invaded me. I caught a glimpse of a far-éff
mem&ry: an upturnea eye reve;11ng a yellow hemisphere netted
with;11tt1e red_pathways going nowhere, a black
phosphorescent buzzing mass grazing on a 1imp unfolded
tongue. And all these melodramatic pop-eyes in front of me,
"begging for E mercy they seemed to enjoy pretending would be
brutally withheld - 1ike neurotic spinsters playing with the
thrill of imagined rape at every turn. The effort of not ;
kicking one of theif\fumps left me 11mg[% ﬂ
A long, confusing, pointless v1§l£,1511owed. We roéked

on the porch. I #%membered my father's aversion to rocking

AN
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,chairs‘and wondered if i1t had been 1nsp1req by T{a

Concepcion. She flung her large weight petulantly against

—_ theﬂflimsy straw scroll-work of her white rocking chair eaéh
‘tfre 11ke a wilful Tittle girl warned not to rock .too far
and deliberately trying to find out éxactly how far is too
far. The fuzzy magenta slippers made a single clap when she
landed. The sound invarfably sent the chihuahuas scattering

A in a new orgy of fear. I ate polvorones made by Milagritos.

They had dark green sparkles pushed into their centers. I
ate with a gluttony I hoped would compensate for my lack of
conversation. Tfa Concepcidon and I drank iced coffee from
tall glasses with crowns of gold leaves aroumd the rims. My
fingers were sticky with crumbs. For every word T{a
‘ Concepcién spoke to me, she directed ten to the chihuahuas.
Even this ratio they resenfed and tried their best to drown
the few words aimed my way. Tit{ Felicia and Tfa Encarnacién
were having their sie;tas. I thought they must be deafer.
than we'd so far susPected. The rococo grill enclosing the
. porch was gorged with orange and red plastic flower pots i
chained to the inside of each loop. After a while, the pots
began to look 1ike thg bodies of tropical birds tryihg to ~ -
n gsgape.from an aviary. The long sprays of leaves trailing
§ 2. ouf. darkening the porch and deadening traffic sounds, were

gpé/sirds‘ wings and tails. During a 1ull in the yapping 1

- TR

hear@ﬁﬂagritos phoning a garage from fnside the house.
Soon a young man in greasy gray overalls stood calling in

fronf of the garden gate. "Ey, misst!"™ T{a Concepcidn walked .
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me down the winding garden path bordered with a riot of

variegated vergiienzas along both. sides: wine, peach, gold. !

counted an escort of eleven chihuauas on trembling
matghstick legs crashing through the)bushes. I faid the man
for the gasoline and bent to kiss Tfa Concepcidn good-bye.
I found her staring after the reatreating figure of the

. garageman crossing the deserted resident1a1 street with the

empty can of gasoline in one hand. )

"Walks just l1ike Manolin at that age.".I had no idea
who she was talking about. (From the earth, a comét's
approach‘is thunderingly silent: if one turns away too soon
one may miss it forever.) I turned and inserted ‘the key 1in
the car door but Tia Concepciédn plucked my sleeve. "One foot
always lagging behind like it didn't want to go with the
rest of him." I followed her eyes and studied the man on the
opposite sidewalk. He couldn't be said to 1imp, But he took - .
one long, jaunty step with hjs right foot then seemed to tow
his 1eft leg and coax 1t into a small, half-hearted step -
as if that leg wanted to sneak off on its own some other
place. "Don't know what he ever saw in that Mexican Indian
woman. Half at least. From a circus family. Trapeze artists
indeed! Hadn't worked for years. Peasants. Illiterate.

Imagine! Her father had to sign-an X on the marriage

certificate.” I thought f{ Concepci6n must be sharing some

casual gossip about the garage man we watched but her voice g

—s

- tight and muffled, cofled around itself as though afraid
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to let go - didn't match. The dogs panted and cowered behind
the garden gate but were qdiet-for oné;, pacified by the
signs of my 1mminént depqrture.
. "The men. Ay, the men!" T{a COncepciQS waéged her head
in knowledgeable despair as if, though manless a?l her 1jfe.
she had managed to experience first-hand behind her Qarrier
of w}ought iron curlécues with its chained poté and trailing
vines all the iniquities and ingratitudes of that sex and
~ not merely the trysts and jealousies of her minfature -
champion studs. She prqb&bly assuﬁed there wa; no
difference. The garageman was nearing the corner with his ;
empty can. Inexplicably, I feIf a Shill and turned
expectantly to Tfa Concepcién. (Sometimes a comet - that ' .,
answer to a mystery which orbits invisibly for years around .
. family conversations - announces its arrival by a;shiver of
alertness.) “"Hadn't even finished studying iaw in Madrid.
Trip was supposed to take his mind of f another trashy woman
he'd gotten involved with there. Knowing him, a gypsy. The
Mexican wasn't even pregnant. Wotfthat.iggx_could have ‘
insisted. Papifo offgred to pay to annul the marrfage. Ay!
" That ﬁinolfn: Stormed out of the house calling Papitg/names
you wouldn't believe and disappeared with that.woyin. I
remember noticing how well he Qalk;d thaf time. As if both g
feet were fn agreement for once. That was in 1893, :
Tweniy-five years later, on his deathbed, Papito made us
promise on the salvation of his soul and ours that we'd
.never speak to or ab&ut Manolfn again. Even ;mongfourse1ves.
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Ever. Even answer his letters. Each one of us had to hold

Papito's gold medal of San Gerardo in turn. After we swore,

Papito made us kiss the medal and then he'd kiss it. We kept

the vow perfectly for almost forty years. After Manol{n came

‘back it was just - habit. Or perhaps caution. I'm not proud )

\of that. Those handkerchiefs he used to send you. We'd keep

them a long-time. Open the box. Touch them. Just to feel

close to him." Then as if seventy years had Just been

bridged, “"Manolin used to waltz with me at grown-up parties

whén I was little. He was fourteen years‘older than I. He'd {
leave whichever of his girl friends with angry eyes sﬁapping
behind a fan and come pick me up and whirl me around. My

feet never touched the floor. It was the closest I ever came
to—¥1}}ﬁg. Lucky yodr motger was tgo young to talk so she

couldn't prémise." Saved by a technicality! I wondered {if

that was the genesis of my mother's devotion to law. “Ay!

Why didn't he just live with her. Like Papito and all his

women. Marry somebody else. Why did he try to make her one >

. of us?" y

"The garageman had long turned the corner but T{a

‘ Concepcion's eyes continued fixed on the spot of his -

disappearance as if something of him, perhaps the most
important part, lingered there. And at that moment T{a

s .
Concepcidon seemed more crippled than T{o Manuel's own hand

with the missing finger. And for the first time in my life I
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stoﬁped feeling sorry for T{o Manuel. Perhaps, after all,

only he of all my relatives had remained whole and free.
]
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Driving back home on Avenida Munoz Rivera it dawned on

me that exile, though not reversifl , 1s after a]l a two-way

process. Like two halves of one chain 1ink, the crescent

‘Teft behind is as severed as the/one cast aside: In the

dance of 1ife Tia Concepcion never came so close to flying

"~ again. Now; caught behind the long red 1ight at the

intersection with Avenida Baldorjioty de Castro, next to the

o1d caminero's stone house, I freed the adoption papers from
between the flashlight and the fplded pizza carton in my
glove compartment. I brushed a few pizza crumbs off and with
an aggressive whimsical flourish which would have made |
Medina proud, I signed my name right then and there.

And if this seems a beautiful but useless gesture to

Rosarito, so be 1t. What are gestures after all but

~imperfect translations of another person's private world, so

many of them 1ike elaborate but apparently useless
handkerchiefs passed from hand to hand along an endless
chain to hahnt us thrdﬁgh perpetuity with the possibilities
of their meaning. And in that one sense we are all in-a
constant state of exile. '

But as I drove off on the green light after signing the
adoption papers, I heard an eery and distant peel of
laughter. A gleeful chortling, rich and amused. The more I
1istened, the harder it was to determine which direction it
was coming from. Sometimes it sounded directly overhead, the

next second as 1f deep within me. It was just like that

“cosmic chuckle I sometimes heard in my office. There I had

L

”»




E‘:-‘i".‘i AR

’ T a170- «
‘ 1
explained it as a byproduct of tiredness and the confusion
of sounds from the solitary.confinement cells,
I looked around the inside of the bug. No rippling

translucent haﬁd; No T{b_Manuel outside on either sidewalk.

And yet I suddenly did not feel so alone with my' decision to

adopt Rosarito anymore. I had been right after all: my 1ife
after the ghost';ould never be the same. A§ I wiggled,
defgnded, coerced my bug through fhe afternoon rush hour
traffic the memory of this chuckle seemed to exténd-far
béyond the congested ribbon on the roaz; far’peyond the
confines of mj own and Rosarito's 1ife. Ii was as if
somewhere there existed a secret society Pf elees which
kept an eye out for each member. A brotherhood T{io Manuel
cou1d finally be1dﬁg to. A place where even time could not
build walls.

A home with no rooms.



