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To Carmen Herrero Alemany, eternal 

For Carmen Alemany Bay,

for resisting, for keeping on

a melancholy ache

for her missing wind
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Nineteen seventy-seven was an unusual year. I knew it before the summer began, because it snowed in Miami for the first and only time. This fact lodged itself in my head, and maybe Consuelo was to blame, she’s the one who called my mother, shrilling and swearing, saying over and over, I came for sun and I got snow. My dad thundered, “Those gringos are changing the weather with all the nuclear bombs they’re setting off in the Nevada desert. What did she expect? If it’s pretty beaches she wants, she’s got the Mexican Caribbean.” He folded his arms sullenly and warned my mother not to call back if the line went dead. Mom just nodded and told her friend to take a Valium, buy a coat, and enjoy the odd weather. I remember it all so well. My dad had been in a sour mood since he read in the morning paper that the US was preparing to launch the Space Shuttle Enterprise: “Of course they couldn’t come up with another name! Of course they had to ruin the show for me.” He never liked those Yanquis. They were hell-bent on conquering outer space, sapping other planets’ resources, and firing nukes all over the place. “I know them, kiddo. They have no love for anyone but themselves.” He didn’t like to talk about his time across the border. He got his master’s in translation there, back before he married my mom, and when he came home, it was with a scar on his left shoulder and a hefty load of resentment. 

I knew it was an unforgettable year because other things were happening or about to happen all over the world: The Centre Pompidou opened its doors in Paris; in Prague, they signed Charter 77, demanding human and civil rights; Augusto Pinochet dissolved political parties in Chile and established his dictatorship; the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo held their first protest in front of the Argentine presidential building; Djibouti (where was that, again?) gained independence from France; and they arrested the Son of Sam serial killer. Elvis Presley died, and in heartfelt homage to its famous son, my father said sarcastically, the US set off another atom bomb, the Scupper, and Voyager 2 soon followed. Star Wars premiered, and although that same year saw the arrival of Dario Argento’s Suspiria and David Lynch’s Eraserhead, my sister Ana and I were restricted to The Rescuers and Close Encounters of the Third Kind.

Panama would finally attain sovereignty over the canal that never should have belonged to any other country in the first place, and Pelé played his last game with the New York Cosmos. My father refused to watch, hear, or read anything about it. “Why would he leave? Why?” Wounded, he packed away the stamp collection that commemorated the 1970 World Cup. He was consoled by the arrival of David Bowie’s new album, Heroes, the supersonic airliner Concorde, and the Atari 2600. There was a massacre in Angola, and the Nyiragongo volcano erupted in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Who ever said that the past was better? Charlie Chaplin died in this “modern” future, and, as a prelude to his departure, the gringos set off yet another bomb, the Rib. And here, in Mexico? The National Family Planning Plan was approved, because we were so many and so violent. 

And as the world fell apart, or would soon fall apart, I—oblivious to all that—found myself at the San Antonio Parish fair, stunned, a front-row witness to the spectacle of the serpent girl. Nothing else mattered to me. Only the tragedy of a poor kid who’d been turned into a snake as punishment for disobeying her parents, for not taking advice or doing her homework, for running away from home and following her dreams. I was still a little girl myself and had no idea that this teenage human head atop a shoddy cardboard viper’s body, plastered with shed snakeskins, was made up, a cheap trick to scare us. Or maybe it’s just that evil itself is cheap, and everyone buys it.

Despite the laughter or disbelief of the audience, I was captivated by those weary eyes. They looked so sad to be repeating the story, real or fictional, of a girl who slithers through the world, coiling around her own malignancy. At the end of her confessions, she cried. Her weeping, now that I think of it, sounded pre-recorded, issuing from a pair of beat-up speakers. But it felt as real to me as the tear that trickled down her face before two men appeared from behind brown curtains with washed-out gold trim and draped a tropical-patterned blanket over the glass box where she writhed erratically.

I was crushed by the melancholy tale of this young girl who’d been led into the shadows one ordinary morning. My emotions zigzagged like her snakey body until a third individual, slovenly and unpleasant-looking, took the microphone and invited us into the other part of the tent to visit the reptiles—and buy an omen if we wished, because it turned out that the girl was a fortune-teller, too. 

Clutching my father’s hand, I reluctantly wandered the tent, which smelled of dirty sawdust, sweat, and mold. By contrast, Ana stirred from the lethargy she’d shown during the performance and eagerly pressed her face to the glass, hypnotized by the creatures within. The few fish tanks contained an “exotic” collection that was limited to a couple tarantulas, a milk snake, a black scorpion, a rattlesnake, and a small cobra. This final reptile seemed like the youngest of its fellows, or just the least exhibited. It quivered nervously.

“They get violent because they want to bite, they need to spread their venom. They shake with desire, it’s in their nature.”

“No way that thing’s got any poison in it,” shouted a spectator.

The man with the mic rolled up his sleeves and reached for a cup beside the tank.

“See for yourself,” he said, and added dramatically: “If you’re sensitive, I recommend you cover your eyes or leave the tent. I’m not responsible for what might happen next.”

We stayed. So did the rest of the crowd. Morbid curiosity has always won out over fear. The man assessed the animal, prodding, taunting; the cobra rose up and revealed its magnificence. Startled, he withdrew his hand.

“She’s feeling feisty. Not a good day for this.”

The disenchantment was palpable. Mine was stronger, though: I wanted to see how they extracted the thick white poison, and I wished that Lola, my uncle Carlos’s girlfriend, were there to regale us with reptile facts. Ana asked Dad if we could go back for a closer look at the cobra, which was still irate: Its head hovered high, swaying with menace.

“This one’s pretty. I like it better than the one with the rattle. Can you buy it for me?”

“Snakes aren’t pets.”

“Monika has a boa constrictor. Why can’t I have a little one?”

“Because you can’t. End of story.”

“Can I pet it?”

“It’s poisonous—weren’t you listening?” 

Ana was about to throw a tantrum, but my dad cut her off. “Do you want a viper or do you want to go on the rides?”

My sister thought a moment and chose the rides. We drifted toward the exit. Before we left, we passed the fortune booth. The men had uncovered the box with the girl inside: When you looked into her eyes, she’d offer you a message from the future. I begged my father to buy me one. 

“Please, please, please.”

“I said no, Maricarmen. No one can tell the future.”

“Please, please—I won’t go on the rides if I can have it.”

He paid: He saw how excited I was and didn’t want to let me down. The girl shifted her head from side to side, studying me, lingering longer than she had with the others. I felt special, as if we had a real connection. She smiled, then rolled her eyes back until they went white and delivered her prophecy.

“Gaze beyond what’s in plain sight, be guided by the serpent’s eyes.”

Dad and the scruffy microphone guy both looked uneasy. 

“What is this?” my father demanded.

The man rattled the cage. “Give the girl a nice message from the future.”	

The serpent girl shook her head. I didn’t know what to do with what I’d heard. It sounded more like a verdict than a premonition. My eyes filled with tears when the man kicked the box: Why was he so mean to her? The girl looked scared for the first time, and so were we.

“Let’s have another one,” he said apologetically. “Sometimes these demonic creatures only respond to force.” He crouched down and shot the girl a furious glance, then turned back to address us. “I can see in her eyes that you’ll have a summer of surprises.” He took my arm and drew me closer to the glass. “Take a good look at the serpent’s pupils. That’s what they predict.”

I gripped my father’s hand. “Let’s just go.”

“Your call, but there aren’t any refunds.”

We left. But for a few seconds I stayed put, clinging to a feeling I couldn’t understand and have never forgotten, until my sister said, “You didn’t even go on the rides.”

My father was always strict with his rules, devoted to his principles, and faithful to his contempt. He took pity on me, though, and gave me a coin to buy some cotton candy—which didn’t mean I’d get to ride the carousel or shoot the ducks, he clarified. I’d chosen to get my fortune told instead. On my way back, I passed the tent with the serpent girl. They were closing up for the night, stacking the chairs, securing the tarps. So sad to imagine her trapped in the glass box, unable to go anywhere, draped day and night under a length of fabric with Amazon patterns, unveiled only when the next show rolled around. That awful man probably made her life miserable. Maybe she’d never eaten anything but rodents, spiders, toads, scraps of meat. I looked at my cotton candy and briefly thought of giving it to her, being her friend—I felt we had a connection. 

Drawn by my own remorse, I slipped out the back door. I discovered a camper parked there and glimpsed the head of the serpent girl in one of the windows. I sighed with relief: At least she didn’t sleep in the glass box, a damp, punishing hell during the summer. Maybe they weren’t so mean to her after all. I wanted to get a little closer, make sure she was all right. But I stopped short when I heard a violent, imperative shout: “Get over here, you little demon.” I recognized the voice of the man from the tent. Horrified, I witnessed how he grabbed the head of the serpent girl in his hands—and I could also make out half a body, stripped of its scaly skin, bare, looking much like mine. How could this be? Frozen, bewildered, I watched her shake frantically back and forth—following, I imagined, the beat of some reptilian dance. I could only see her from the waist up as I heard the scruffy man panting, rasping “Yeah, that’s right, oh yeah, good girl . . .” I stumbled back, knocking over a couple of trash cans in my attempt to flee. The crash gave me away. The cotton candy fell to the ground as the serpent girl fixed me with her empty stare, letting out a scream that wasn’t a scream of fear. And her eyes rolled back into white, as if she were about to strike me with another prophecy or punishment.
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