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

—David Wojnarowicz

Why was nobody able to see how fabulous I was?

—Cecilia Gentili
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Prologue Travesti Lore: La Maldición

by Mamadora Eléctrica

Ay, muñeca—

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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






Part I Ríos de vida Ríos de muerte








Valentina Cansao

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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






Ignacio The Rulo Onces Club

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

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

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

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

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

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



Another aguardiente, hijueputas!

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

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

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

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

“Why you getting all dressed up, mami?”

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

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



She turned around.

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rosa crossed herself. Everyone laughed.

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



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

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

Encarnación did not like Lucrecia ni un poquito.

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

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

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

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

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

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






Valentina Oye, Traicionera, Aunque Yo Me Muera

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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






Ignacio Don’t Faint this Time, Princesa

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

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

On this day Clemente would kill the pig. Chanchito.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

“Make me.”

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

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

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

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

Yason chuckled. Mouthed, bring it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

For a second his eyes shut.

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

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

“I’m here, pa.”

“I can’t hear you.”

“I’m here, pa!”

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

The men’s soft laughter.

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

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

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

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



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

Let me not faint.

The vengeful eyes of Chanchito.

The pig’s last shriek.

And then—
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