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 This is about the year I turned twenty-three, moved to 
Guate, and fell hard in love: with a man, and with Guate, the city. No 
one says Ciudad de Guatemala, Guatemala City. It’s just Guate, 
Guate, as ayudantes yell from buses on the Pan American Highway, 
tearing through the altiplano for the bright lights. But really this 
story begins with my playing trombone in high school. In marching 
band, I led the brass. My trombone took up space and moved fast 
and when I picked it up, we understood one another. I’d lean back 
from my hips, point my trombone at the cool autumn sun, and I’d 
swing, the trombone swinging too against the blue light. Having a 
trombonist for a daughter disgruntled my mother. We lived with 
Aunt Nancy and Grandpa, above my aunt’s beauty shop, since my 

daddy ran off the week of my fifth birthday, leaving Mama and me at 
the bottom-ass edge of Delmarva, where the only thing stretching 
out bleaker than the Chesapeake Bay in your face are the swamps at 
your back, rank with crab shacks and chicken houses.   
 Neither Aunt Nancy nor Mama believed it when, out of 
college, I got the job with Harmony Arts. Art for a better world is 
Harmony’s slogan. They sell fair-trade crafts from Guatemala—
bracelets, woven belts, shoulder bags—in places like Boulder and 
Portland and Amherst. My end of it was, and still is, with the 
craftswomen, though after the things in this story happened I took 
some time off for awhile. I ride chicken buses throughout the 
highlands and tell the craftswomen who live there what colors are in, 
this year in the States, though sometimes they argue with me. Who 
would wear muddy old earth tones, they’ll ask—they’re Mayan 
women, they like color—when you could have fuchsia or red, 
turquoise blue? I see their point, I say, and I do, but just now it won’t 
sell to our clients. “My stars,” said Aunt Nancy when I took the job. 
“Never in this life did I realize, Josephine Brindle, that you knew a 
thing about fashion.” And I don’t. I just see the sketches and swatches 
the mero-meros send from up North.    
 The job got me back into Guate—back here to stay—and 
three years ago, when I took the job, that’s all that mattered to me. I’d 
been trying to get out from under Aunt Nancy and Mama’s four feet 
for awhile. My trombone alarmed them, but when they found out I’d 
joined the boys’ soccer team, too—girls’ sports weren’t the thing at my 
school—Aunt Nancy and Mama both cried. Then they sat me down 
and started doing my hair. It was a tonic for them. “If your daddy’d 



seen how you carry on,” Mama said, primming her lips as if to hold 
hairpins in them, “he’d’ve whupped you.” My father couldn’t have 
told me from Adam’s housecat by then, but Mama had her own 
notions. She still dolled herself up, six days a week, to be a Perdue 
Farms secretary. “Your daddy knew what was what,” she said to me 
once. “He liked to tell women from men.”  

“He sounds like a turkey,” I said, and Mama cracked my head 
a good one with her brush.     
 My grandpa stayed out of the womenfolk’s talk. Of an 
evening he’d hunch by the radio, cleaning his nails with a knife. Aunt 
Nancy made up for his silence. “Oh my blessed,” she’d say. It was blés-
sed: two syllables, always. “You behave, Josephine, like you’ve got no 
raisings in you.”  She tried to force them into me, though, she and 
Mama alike, with their blow driers and flat irons and I don’t know 
what. If I get a brain tumor, I’ll owe it to them and the voltage they 
mashed into my skullbone for years. Just get this girl ’s hair to do right, 
they must have thought, and the rest will follow. My hair was so curly 
it kinked, so blond that when I came home from fourth grade one 
day and asked what albino meant, Mama looked angry and snapped, 
“You’re not one!” Then she combed out my curls till they looked like 
white cotton candy.   
 I didn’t drop out of the boys’ soccer team. I was good. I could 
slide-tackle without ever getting red-carded. I played from age 
fourteen to eighteen, just like I played the trombone. I didn’t have 
boyfriends, and if you’d wondered aloud did I mind, like a tiger I’d 
have bit off your head.  Sweet sixteen and never been kissed, that was 
me. I secretly feared I’d be sweet thirty-five, ditto, ditto, but college 

changed that. In college I learned many things: to roll my own 
cigarettes, to insert a diaphragm in under a minute, and to let my hair 
dread—which was what my hair wanted to do. But it wasn’t till 
junior semester abroad that I saw Guatemala. And Guatemala, you 
might say, saw me. 
 I lived in Zone 18 then, the north end of Guate, on one of 
those long broken streets the city flings out of itself, a skinny arm 
stretched for the mountains. A web of ravines split us off from those 
parts of the city I would know later on, when I was dating Juan 
Carlos. Out there you never thought of La Zona Viva, where Juan 
Carlos and Fabiana were already out and about, tossing back mojitos 
and doing the merengue, I’m sure. That semester, I was supposed to 
see how la gente, the real people, lived in those years just after the 
war.   
 I was the only white woman in all Zone 18, and for the first 
time I knew what I looked like. Before, I’d been the kind of girl 
people want to draw eyebrows or paint lashes on; Aunt Nancy had 
tried, anyway. “Just a little something,” she’d say, “to help you show 
up.” But in Guate, I was what was hot. A walk to my bus stop or the 
corner tienda felt like strolling down the red carpet. ¡Rubia, rubia! 
They all called me that. Boys stopped playing street soccer; men put 
down their packs. Everyone swiveled his head. ¡Gringuita mía, qué 
linda! My colorlessness was a new color.   
  In the evenings I’d walk out with Thelma, my host-family 
sister. We walked to see and be seen. We’d wade through the streets’ 
flotsam of plastic bottles and bags, old newspapers, and wilted 
cornhusks. At the video store near our house, the electric fence shot 



out a spark, bluish white, each time a pulse hit the wire. Thelma 
reminded me of it: that crisp, bright-blue spark jumping up.   
 “Tell me, Chepita,” she’d say, “is it true about girls in El 
Norte?” She could not get enough of the subject. “Do American girls 
smoke cigarettes? Do they sleep with their boyfriends? Wear pants to 
church? Do they really wear shorts to school?”   
 I’d never been an expert on female American culture. Still, I 
tried to give reasonable answers.     
 “Is it true,” Thelma asked, “that gringas shave their partes 
nobles?”   
 “Or they wax the hair off ” I said, “with hot wax.”  
 “Dios mío, don’t they hurt themselves?”  
 “Someone else does it for them. Usually.”     
 “Pero ¿por qué? Why do they do it? Have you done that, 
Chepita?”   
 “What do you think?” I meant to tease her. All you needed to 
do was look at my dreadlocks and figure probably not.   
 But Thelma only grew more intense. “Tell me, Chepita! Did 
you?” 
 I had told my host family to call me Josefa, the Spanish for 
Josephine. But they said it sounded too formal, and so Chepita it was. 
I lived with that family—Thelma, her parents—for the whole 
semester, an American winter and spring. When they were not 
talking to me, they spoke a language that sounded nothing like 
Spanish. It was Ixil, Thelma told me. She had been born in Nebaj, 
high in the Cuchumatanes, but the war got too bad, and they left. All 
along the road to Nebaj, Thelma said, the army cut down the grass, 

and the brush, and the trees. They burned the stubble down to the 
ground. 
 “Why did they do that?” I asked.   
 “So no one could sneak up and throw rocks at the soldiers 
when they rode by in their jeeps.”  
 “Rocks?” I said.   
 “And other things,” Thelma said. “Bottles with gasoline in 
them.” 
 But then she would close up her mouth like her parents did 
when I asked them about their old town, Nebaj. Something back in 
their eyes clicked shut too, and I would be left wondering about 
those jeep caravans, the burned road, and the people who might have 
thrown rocks. By the end of my school term, when I had learned 
about the war and the genocide of the Mayan people, I knew not to 
ask anymore. I knew why Thelma’s family had stopped wearing their 
traditional clothes and spoke Ixil only at home.  
 Thelma had a ponytail three feet long in those days, adorned 
with sequined barrettes. She wanted to cut her hair short, like the 
models in her magazines, but her father said No, absolutely. Not 
while she lived under his roof. There were various things Thelma 
could not do under his roof, such as be alone in a room with the big-
shouldered boy who began courting her that February. 
 “You watch, though,” Thelma told me. “One of these days I’ll 
be married. I’ll be out of my papa’s house. He won’t even recognize 
me.” 
 I said, “I’ll see you in Vanidades.”    



 Thelma kept stacks of Vanidades under her half of the bed. To 
purchase back issues, we went to the railroad tracks down in Zone 6, 
to the second-hand paper market. These issues were at least several 
years out of date, but even so—even for five or ten years ago—they 
seemed crazy retro. How to redo a bathroom in cherry-pink tile, 
what to serve at a ladies’ tea party, where to get a haircut like Princess 
Diana’s.    
 “In Vanidades?” said Thelma. “I’ll be on the front cover!”     
 Our walks swam with the smells of day’s end: burning trash, 
frying tortillas. The best part was that Thelma heard what I heard, 
and she saw it, too: how men’s conversations in doorways, on corners, 
dropped to a hush. The spotlight of all those eyes shone on me. ¡Ai, 
qué belleza! ¡Ai, rubia mía!   
 Thelma would give me a nudge. “Ooh, they like you, 
Chepita.” 
 Weekends, I met the other kids from my college, downtown. 
We’d hear it still, walking in groups. The other girls tossed their 
heads, made spitting sounds at the men. “Jesus Christ, how insulting.” 
I was la rubia, the only real blonde. My dreadlocks were in good 
shape by then. I palm-rolled them with oil every night; they bounced 
off my spine as I walked. Across Parque Central and into the market, 
up the chockablock streets of Zone 1, we were trailed by the voices of 
men.  

¡Mi amor! ¡Qué belleza! Ven conmigo, chelita.   
   “Don’t you hate that?” said one of my classmates. 
 “Oh, yes,” I said, touching my hair.   

 I knew even then I would come back to Guate to live. Two 
years later I did.    

〜 

 I met Juan Carlos playing soccer—fútbol—in the park at the 
end of Zone 2. Parque Minerva, near the relief map. You can find 
some green space up there. I went Mondays and Wednesdays with 
my fellow gringos from Harmony Arts. We’d meet other futbolistas 
kicking around, get into some pick-up games.     
 We started like that, playing each other: Guatemalans versus 
gringos, men versus women and men. No women played on the 
chapín team, ever, but I didn’t care. You wouldn’t expect them to do 
that. Gringas, however: that’s different. We’re different already. We 
get more wiggle room. We can kick ass on the fútbol field and trash-
talk while we’re at it, holler up and down the touch lines. We can sit 
after a game with our knees falling away from each other and drink 
Gallo out of the bottle. We’re forgiven, mainly, for acting like that. 
They chalk it up to our being foreign.   
 Juan Carlos didn’t simply forgive, though; he liked it. 
Marking me tightly, he wouldn’t let me dribble unguarded halfway 
down the field as the other Guatemalan men did, at first. He 
underestimated my foot skills, of course, but he did steal the ball 
from me once. In short, he cut me no slack. When his team had the 
ball, I got equally up in his face; I even slide-tackled him. At the 
game’s end, Juan Carlos imitated a sportscaster’s voice—“¡El árbitro 



dice que la pe-lo-ta no-o-o rrrueda MÁS!”—and it made me laugh. 
He asked for my name, afterwards. 
 “Soy Chepita,” I said. 
 But Juan Carlos wrinkled his eyes up at me.   
 “What?” I said. “That’s my name.”   
 “If you say so,” Juan Carlos said. “What do they call you in 
English?”   
 When I told him, he said, “Well, I can’t say that either.” But 
it didn’t matter; pretty soon he was calling me cariño y muñeca y mi 
amor.   
 Juan Carlos wasn’t my first Guatemalan. Still, he was the first 
who had never hung out in Zone 1. “Hey, this is your downtown,” I’d 
say, to razz him. “Your city center.” I know he was shocked, but too 
well-bred to show it, when he first saw the street where I lived. I 
shared a Zone 1 apartment with two other gringas from work. 
Crumpled hard into the doorway beside ours was the local drunk, as 
if he’d been flung from the sky.      
 I started taking Juan Carlos to old Zone 1 bars like Cien 
Puertas and El Portal, where Che Guevara and Manuel Ángel’s rebel 
son used to meet in the ’50s. To Café Europa, beneath the parking 
garage. We ate at the hole I call Mafia Pizza with its photos of thugs 
on the walls. We looked at the weird art displays on the second floor 
of the National Palace.   
 They do have good paintings and sculptures up there under 
the roof of the Palace, but it’s mixed in with some Dadaist stuff. Like 
this glass box containing a blue satin cushion, twelve chicken eggs 
arrayed on it in rows. Each egg has a jaunty blue feather on top: 

feathers in their caps, if eggs wore them. Juan Carlos and I were 
circling around this display one afternoon when I said, feeling dirty, 
“Qué huevos.” I can’t be the first person to look at this objet d’art and 
make that remark, but Juan Carlos had never been to the second 
floor of the National Palace before, and bless him, he laughed, and 
then kissed me. When we stopped for breath, I laughed too. A big, 
surprised shout of laughter.   
 A Palace tour guide rounded the corner just then, in his little 
green faux-Alpine jacket. He backed out again when he saw us, 
shoving his tour group back too, throwing us a cold glare. Juan Carlos 
just grinned and re-kissed me.     
 “You have a happy face,” Juan Carlos said.   

Aunt Nancy might have said, “Keep your face still, Josephine. 
You keep raising your eyebrows like that all the time, and you’ll be a 
prune before you hit thirty.” But Juan Carlos wasn’t looking for me to 
hold still or be quiet. He wanted the opposite, really. In fact, he 
expected it. Americans are loud, aren’t we? Wherever you find us, 
throughout Guatemala—the airport or La Zona Viva, downtown 
Antigua of course—our big cheerful voices are the first ones you hear 
in a crowd.   

〜 

 Juan Carlos introduced me to his buddies from prep school 
and college, and I learned to dress up for those nights. La Zona Viva
—the southern end of Zone 10—was their stomping ground. It’s all 
shiny skyscrapers and high-end hotels that glitter above the clipped 



lawns, and boutiques and nightclubs and bars named for British rock 
stars. Right away I met Fabiana. She didn’t like my name, either. She 
was more direct than Juan Carlos.   
 “Chepita?” she said, smiling hard. “No, not Chepita, my love. 
I’m sorry. That’s a campesino name. It’s country. It’s lower class.” 
 “So what?” I said. “I’m campesina. I grew up in the country.” 
 In the booth of the jazz club where she and I sat—Juan 
Carlos having slipped out to order a round of mojitos—Fabiana 
leaned back and scrutinized me.   
 “But you’re not really campesina, I think. You wouldn’t be 
here, would you, if you really were campesina.”   
 The first time I’d known I was country—provincial—I was 
ten or eleven, and a woman walked into my aunt’s beauty shop 
wearing a sari. Not that my aunt or I knew the word sari back then, 
but I could not tear my gaze from those bright wings of cloth that 
fluttered and swished like the plumage of peacocks. Tiny glass eyes 
refracted the light that came in with her through our screen door.     
 She was going to a wedding on Smith Island, she said—the 
ferry docked at the end of our street—and she wanted Aunt Nancy 
to wax her eyebrows for her. 
 “Do what now, honey?” said my aunt. 
 “I just had a look in the mirror, and they’re getting a bit wild 
again.” The woman ran her nail along the high arch of one brow. 
“They need to be cleaned up a bit.”  
 Aunt Nancy did not wax anything for anyone. Or did not at 
the time. She did not admit this at first. She stood behind her one 
barber’s chair and fingered its pink Naugahyde.    

 “Smith Island, you say?” said Aunt Nancy. Smith Island to 
her was the sticks. We all thought so then. “Why go way out there to 
get married?”    
 The woman shrugged lightly. “It’s become the rage in the 
city.”  
 Aunt Nancy perked up. “What city would that be now, doll?”   
 “Wilmington,” said the woman.   
 “Wilmington, Delaware?” said my aunt. You could tell she 
was waiting to hear something else. Wilmington, India, maybe. 
 She and Mama talked it over that night. “Taking off your 
eyebrows,” said Mama. “I declare. What will these people want next?” 
 “This gal didn’t want them taken off, per se,” said my aunt. 
“She wanted them—whittled down. My blessed, Gail, you’d want it 
too, if you had all the hair that she did.” 
 “You think everybody’s hair needs fixing,” I said.  
 “That’s enough, Josie,” said Mama.  
 Perhaps it was the jazz club’s unsteady low light, but Fabiana 
brought to my mind that woman from twelve years before. Her hair 
lay like glossy black paint on her skull. Her whole face was sculpted; 
her eyebrows looked carved.   
 “Mi amor, let’s not argue.” Fabiana patted my hand. “I’d like 
for us to be friends. We should have coffee sometime. Let me get to 
know you,” she said, like that would be a real treat.   
 “Con gusto,” I said, being polite. 
 “Now where is that Juanis of ours?” She shoved aside 
jangling charm bracelets to get at her slender gold watch. “Didn’t he 
leave us five minutes ago?” 



 “Juanis?” I said. 
 I never thought a woman with a severe underbite could be 
sexy. Fabiana was, though: her lower lip pendulant, always wanting to 
fall and reveal a white glimmer of teeth. That lip fleshy, almost 
bruise-colored.   
 “Didn’t he?” Fabiana repeated, and this time she called me by 
name. Josie, she said, which sounded like Chosie, her consonants 
crunching and hard, like thumbtacks punched into cork.   

  

〜 

 After a silence of over a month, my mother called me again. 
She had picked up a vibe, rippling across the few thousand miles in 
between us, that I had fallen for someone down here. 
 “I knew it,” she said. “I knew you’d go off and do something 
rash. Now you’ll never come back to Crisfield.” 
 We had an old rotary-dial telephone in that apartment. I 
wrapped the cord around one of my wrists. 
 “Is he living with you?” Mama cried. “Are you-all living 
together?” 
 “What? No. Jesus, Mama. Not that it’s any of your beeswax.” 
 She wouldn’t say a word after that. I could just see that pin-
holding line her lips make; I could hear her dimes ticking down a 
dark chute. So I tried to explain. Young people here live with their 
parents through college and after. For a guy like Juan Carlos, 
shacking up was not the done thing.  

 “I guess he thinks that’s very chivalrous,” Mama said, 
sniffling. “I guess that’s the Spanish way.”   
 “Guatemalan, you mean.” I let the phone cord go slack; it left 
little pink welts on my arm.   In my mind I went back to the 
second floor of the National Palace. Rooms along the inner courtyard 
are all painted the same shade of sea-green. They line up in one long 
straight row, with doorways spaced in between. If you stand at one 
end of the rooms looking down through all of the doors, you can see 
them repeat and repeat, one green doorway inside of another. A 
pattern as pretty as if you’d cut open a conch shell. 
 “You probably think you’ll go on and marry this—
Guatemalan.” Mama blew her nose into the phone. “You probably 
want to have babies with him.” 
 It occurred to me that I might. Our babies would wear white 
christening dresses like you see in shop windows on La Sexta. They 
would play soccer from the time they could walk, learn to speak 
flawless Spanish. They would go to school in blue and white 
uniforms, our boy in a brush cut, our girl with her hair in long braids. 
Sundays, we’d gather for long talk-filled dinners at the house of Juan 
Carlos’s parents, behind Embassy Row in Zone 10. 

〜 

 I didn’t want to go out with Fabiana again. “Let’s not,” I said 
to Juan Carlos. “You have other friends.”   
 Juan Carlos looped his arm around me. He squeezed my 
nape under my dreads. We were walking around the relief map, after 



a Monday afternoon soccer game, and he didn’t mind I was sweaty. 
“¿Cuál es el problema?” he asked. 
 “She calls you Juanis,” I said. 
 “Well, she always has. Es mi apodo. It would be nice, if the 
two of you could be friends.” 
 “Why nice, exactly?”    
 “Pues me cae bien,” said Juan Carlos. “It falls well on me.”  
 “You’ll have to say more,” I told him. 
 “Faby and I have been close since we were kids, ¿me 
comprendes? She is like family to me.” 
 What if I want to be your family, someday? I knew not to say it 
aloud. We hadn’t even had sex yet. It was trickier than you might 
think, Juan Carlos still living at home while he finished at La 
Universidad Marroquín, his mama watching him always. But what if 
we become family? Those words right up at the front of my mouth, 
banging the backs of my teeth. Why does this happen? The way a 
truck hurtles up in your side view sometimes and the impulse just 
hits: Yank the steering wheel hard to the left, throw yourself into his 
lane. You come back to yourself, your normal self, seconds later, but 
you hold the wheel tighter then.   
 “I think Fabiana’s a classist,” I said. “Or a racist.”  
 “Well, híjole, which is it?” Juan Carlos actually laughed. “And 
why does every gringo I meet want to talk about class or race?” 
 “Well, maybe you should talk about them too.”  
 I stopped alongside the relief map to point out the towns I 
traveled to for my work with Harmony Arts—villages, really: tiny 

dots on the map, buried deep in the folds of the green-painted 
mountains. The smallest ones went unmarked. 
 Juan Carlos had never heard of those highland towns.   
 “And yet you’ve heard of New York and Miami,” I said. 
“You’ve been to them, too, several times.” 
 “Everyone’s heard of those cities,” he said. “Lots of people go 
to Miami.” 
 I stood staring down at the map and thought of the 
craftswomen’s fires glowing like sparks down in the cracks of those 
valleys, the children who leaned on my knees as I smoothed out the 
cloths their mamas had woven, all of us smelling like woodsmoke. 
 “Don’t get angry, cariño. Don’t get me wrong.” Juan Carlos 
rubbed the back of my neck. “I love that you travel all over the 
monte. You’re my own little Indiana Jones.” 
 Even so, I got worried. I had been working for Harmony 
Arts for about three months by then. I had seen Thelma’s birthplace, 
Nebaj, for myself. Up there you could still feel the war: the cluster of 
crosses inside the church door; the bomb craters outside of town. 
And sure enough, just as Thelma had said, the shoulders of the road 
leading into Nebaj were shorn flat. For thirty meters on both sides of 
the road, no tree, no bush, had grown back. 
 “You should know friends of mine too,” I said to Juan Carlos. 
Guatemalans, I meant. “Friends from when I lived here before, in 
college.”   
 Juan Carlos did not disagree. “Whatever you say, mi 
muñeca.”   



 So I went to see Thelma, to prepare the way. It was 
something I should have done sooner. She was still living on the old 
street, not far from her parents’ house. But when Thelma opened her 
door, a runny-nosed baby in nothing but Pampers was straddling her 
hip. It got in the way of our hug.    
 “Oh, you finally did it!” I said, disentangling the baby’s hand 
from my one of my dreads. “Thelma, you cut your hair.”   
 Thelma touched the ends of her hair with her fingers.     
 “You were always wanting to cut it,” I said. “You talked about 
cutting your hair all the time.” 
 “¿Verdad que sí?” Thelma said slowly. “Did I?”   
 I glanced around at the cinderblock walls and the lone 
window, fairly high up, covered in what looked like a turquoise-blue 
nylon slip. Small rusty elbows of rebar poked out from the wall, and 
someone had hung photos of body builders and soccer stars, torn 
from El Diario, on these little hooks. Surely not Thelma, I thought.     
 “I’m so sorry,” I said. I felt unexpectedly nervous. “You must 
wonder why I haven’t come out here before. Since I got back to 
Guate, I mean.”  
 “Well, you’ve been busy.” Thelma hefted the baby high on her 
hip and it squawked. “I’ve been busy, too. Como verás.”   
 The baby was one of the new things about Thelma. That, plus 
her husband. “He’s sleeping just now,” Thelma said. “He works for a 
butcher, you see.”  Her husband worked through the night, so there 
would be fresh meat to sell in the morning. “I make him take his 
clothes off when he gets home,” Thelma said, “on the patio, by the 
pila. Before he touches a thing.” 

 I could not find a fitting response. “What kind of animals 
does he, um, butcher?” I said. 
 “Steers, mainly.  He’s a big man.  It takes a big man, for the 
work with the steers. I forget, did you ever meet him?” 
 “I remember when you got engaged. The week I went back to 
the States.” It had seemed fitting, a nice way to leave: Thelma so 
happy, she couldn’t hold still. Even when she sat down to eat, she 
would bounce up and down in her chair.   
 “I brought you a present,” I said, and reached into my bag for 
the crackling-new Vanidades. “Hot off the press.” I was hoping she’d 
laugh with me, too. “There’s a special section on the wedding of that 
Danish prince. Didn’t you think he was cute?” 
 “Dios mío, I did read those things, didn’t I! How silly I must 
have been.” Thelma jiggled the baby from one arm to the other. 
“Come on, let me show you my house.”  
 She walked me through her two cinderblock rooms. A bed 
sheet printed with Donald Ducks was strung up like a curtain in the 
back room, and her husband was snoring behind it. We went out to 
the poured-cement patio and stood in a thin wedge of light, where 
Thelma showed me her pila.   
 “There,” she said, “¿ves? That’s my husband’s tub. Where he 
puts his work clothes to soak every day, before he gets into bed. I run 
it full for him every night.” 
 She wanted to convey something to me, but for my life I 
didn’t know what. It was like trying to see out her window through 
that nylon lace slip.   
 “Claro,” I said. “Of course.”  



 Thelma took my hand shyly. “Ai, Chepita,” she said. “¡Tan 
rubia como siempre! Still so blonde. And all these chapines still can’t 
get enough of you, am I right?” 
 As if to prove it, the baby reached out for my dreadlocks 
again. That child unsettled me. Above its plastic diaper its belly 
pooched out, as if it had worms. It wouldn’t look me in the eyes. It 
only wanted my hair.   
 “Do you mind?” Thelma asked. “Can Baby hold it?”   
 I leaned toward that small grasping hand. “Hair,” I said, like 
you do when you’re teaching new words to a kid, though it wasn’t 
clear this one talked. “Pelo. Trenza.” 
 “Rubia,” said its mother.   
 Afterwards, in the street, I realized I hadn’t found out if 
Thelma’s baby was a boy or a girl. I was still holding that copy of 
Vanidades, and I hit my head with it. What kind of mother was I 
going to make? I walked down the street hitting myself. I stopped at 
the edge of the cliff, above the neighborhood dump. Zopilotes 
wheeled in its stench. After all, I said to myself, Juan Carlos’s babies 
and mine would be nothing like Thelma’s. After all, he and I together 
could never come to this place. 
 The dump was a deep green ravine that fell away from my 
feet and trickled off into the distant blue line of mountains. It oozed 
refuse like a long wound. One thing you never see in a Guatemalan 
dump are large, discernible pieces: no abandoned appliance or old 
furniture. No, it’s just shreds of plastic and paper and the parts of 
food dogs will not eat. Husks and rinds.    

 Three years before, I had watched Thelma throw her rebozo 
into this dump, the same day she got engaged. I had not wanted her 
to discard it. The rebozo was a deep flaming red with purple and 
emerald-green stripes. It was covered with figures of horses and 
quetzals and corn, as people in Nebaj like to embroider: a month’s 
work of handiwork, probably. Harmony Arts’ clients—as I later knew
—would have paid two hundred bucks for a rebozo like Thelma’s. 
Back then, I just thought it was pretty. It was.  
 “You could save the shawl for your daughter,” I’d said, 
standing with Thelma above the ravine.   
 Thelma had made a pained face. “Qué demonios would a 
daughter of mine do with a rebozo?”  
 “Wear it?” I said. I was half joking, but I should’ve known 
better. She wasn’t.  
 “We’re not indios anymore,” Thelma said harshly. Indio was a 
word I’d learned never to say. Was it different if Thelma used it? 
What she meant was, we’re not those people from up in the 
highlands who keep getting tortured and killed. 
 I threw the Vanidades off the cliff where I stood. It fell 
flapping into the dump. Vultures rose in a black-and-gray greasy knot 
from the place where the magazine landed. They dispersed with a 
glum slap of wings and resettled on a pile of used Pampers. 
   

〜 

 Then it did happen, it finally happened. Juan Carlos and I 
slept together; we got away for a whole day and night. We left the 



city in his parents’ car. They believed we were going to Monterrico 
with a bunch of Juan Carlos’s friends. But really, we went there alone.   
 “Won’t your parents wonder which friends?” I said, on the 
ride out of Guate. Close since we were kids, Juan Carlos had said of 
Fabiana. That had to mean, close with his mother too. “They won’t 
ask around about us?”   
 “Don’t worry.” Juan Carlos drove with one hand on the 
wheel, the other one cupping my thigh. “This isn’t the time to be 
worried, cariño. This is the time to enjoy.”   
 The road emptied of traffic; it swung past the sloping green 
bases of the volcanoes, then stretched out flat through the cotton and 
sugarcane fields. The air became heavy and warm as a bath, and I let 
myself sink into it. I trailed my hand out the window, my fingers 
spread to welcome the heat, and knew it would be a good night. 
  All that next week, the craftswomen knew something had 
changed. “You’re happy, Chepita,” they said. They nudged our 
translator. I always hired someone—the village teacher, a pastor—to 
translate between my Spanish and the women’s Ixil or Mam, their 
Kanjobal or Quiché. “Tell Chepita she looks very happy.” 
 “It’s because I am happy to see you, señoras,” I said. “Being 
here makes me happy.” 
 It wasn’t a lie. I liked those little lost highland towns from 
the start. I liked hiking in. I liked eating beans off a tortilla. Late 
afternoons, the mountains turned darkest green, almost black, and 
fog poured over them, combing down through the trees in long white 
visible strokes. 

 Hearing my answer, the craftswomen laughed. “Yes, yes, but 
this month Chepita is happiest yet.” 
 I could not deny it. Why should I have tried? Leaving 
Monterrico the previous weekend, Juan Carlos and I had dressed 
again slowly, kissing between each piece of clothing. We had a room 
facing south, over the ocean, and light from the water danced on our 
walls. 
 “Me fascinas,” he’d said. “Verdad que tú me fascinas.  ¿Lo 
sabes? You know what I’m saying to you?” 
 “You’re the first to say so,” I told him. That weekend, I could 
say anything. 
 Juan Carlos pulled me back onto the bed, onto him. The 
ropes of my hair fell over us both, and I saw the sun shining through 
them, laying shadow stripes on his face. Everything turned black and 
gold. Then we drove his papa’s car back to the city, and I caught a bus 
for the mountains, where I spent the next week, at work.   
 On my trip back to Guate, Virgin Mary on the chicken bus 
dashboard kept flaring with light, and I took it as an emblem for joy. 
She was six inches high, Dashboard Mary, wired to blink when the 
bus driver tapped on his brakes. Barreling down from the 
Cuchumatanes, other riders clamped their jaws and looked stoic, and 
Mary flashed like a distressed firefly. But a new smile leapt out of me 
with every flash. Don’t worry, Juan Carlos had said, and I did not 
worry. Our week’s separation only keyed me up more, and I let my joy 
run and run. It ran all the way to my apartment door and up the 
stairs, where the answering machine lit up red, red, red. I walked over 
to it without dropping my backpack. I was thinking My lover, my love.   



 But it wasn’t. It was my lover’s good friend, inviting me to a 
party. That night, at her parents’ house.       
 “I hope,” said Fabiana, just before she hung up, “you’ve been 
enjoying your various travels.”  

〜 

 When I needed to cross the city by night, I called Willy. 
There’s not a neighborhood of Guate that Willy’s taxi, an orange ’84 
Datsun, has not traversed. That night, however, as we threaded streets 
of high walls on both sides—bougainvillea spilling down through the 
teeth of the razor wire—Willy tsk-tsked at me, nervously.    
 “What is it?” I said.   
 “You’re heading somewhere I never expected to see you.”     
 “I come to this zone sometimes,” I said. “I know people 
here.” Or Juan Carlos did, anyway.   
 “Maybe around here,” said Willy. “But not this colonia. Not 
this one right here.”  
 “What’s wrong with it, Willy?”  
 He just made some more clucking noises. “You be careful out 
here, señorita. The patrones who live in this sector—you don’t want to 
be on their bad sides.” 
 Willy braked in front of a pair of huge wooden doors, 
studded with hobnails like a door in a Brothers Grimm story. A maid 
let me in though the tall white perimeter wall. I had seen maids 
before, at Juan Carlos’s house: teenage girls in plastic slippers and 
jeans. Las muchachas, his parents called them. But this maid, in her 

white gloves and frilly white apron, could have minced straight out of 
the Lord Baltimore Hotel. She led me through a dark slice of lawn to 
a glowing, broad foyer paved with red Persian rugs—the first rugs I’d 
seen in Guatemala—then into the salón full of guests. Juan Carlos 
jumped up from a black leather couch, placed in the center of one 
more of those rugs. Fabiana rose stiffly behind him.     
 “Wow, you have carpets,” I said. “I mean, a chingón of 
carpets.” 
 I don’t know why I said that. Chingón is a dirty word Juan 
Carlos taught me. I guess I was making my entrance. Juan Carlos 
met me and kissed me in front of them all, but quietly, firmly, as if 
showing me how to behave. Fabiana put a peck on each of my 
cheeks, and another maid brought me ponche, hot spiced rum full of 
fruit. Fabiana’s hair was piled high and held back with curved silver 
combs; she smelled of ponche and musk. Did I have chicken-bus 
fumes in my hair? Campo dirt under my nails?   
 Juan Carlos steered me past a wall hung with heavy gold 
frames. “Cariño, you’ve got to see this. Show her, Faby.” He turned 
me toward a bank of windows, and I peered at some sort of structure, 
tall and shapely and white, glowing palely out there in the night. He 
was holding me by the arm. 
 “Everyone do a shot first,” said Fabiana. Another tray had 
gone around with shot glasses on it, but I had missed it somehow. 
“We always do it this way, ¿verdad?” She stood across the salón, her 
hand on a switch in the wall. “¿Todos listos? Uno, dos, tres . . . y 
¡salud!” 



 Everyone else flung back their shots, and Fabiana flipped up 
her switch. In the courtyard, that white ghostly thing blazed up with 
light, like a toy Eiffel Tower.     
 “A fountain,” Juan Carlos whispered. Except it was dry. “Now 
watch this.” 
 Fabiana threw one more switch, and everyone cheered. It was 
the usual Zone 10 crowd, Juan Carlos’s friends, and he cheered along 
with them. I looked at what made him happy: the white lit-up 
fountain exploding with water. Streams leapt up and crashed down 
inside pools of white light, and it was a fairytale garden out there, 
everything sparkling and pouring. You couldn’t hear a sound through 
the glass. I took my elbow away from Juan Carlos and crossed the 
room to those gold picture frames.  
 They were rebozos, Mayan shawls, artfully folded and 
framed. Bright red and green, full of geometrical figures, the design 
from Nebaj and other Ixil Triangle towns.   
 Fabiana’s perfume arrived before she did. “You are interested 
in the art, perhaps, Chosie?” 
 “These are from Nebaj,” I said loudly. 
 “Well, good for you.” Surprise flicked through her voice, but 
she wiped it out fast. “That’s right, Chosie, they are.” 
 “Where did you get these?” I said.   
 Juan Carlos joined us; he hurried. “Josie works with artists all 
over la república. Don’t you, cariño?” He took hold of my arm again. 
“She has an interest in folk art, in Mayan traditions,” Juan Carlos said 
to the room. 

 “I have an interest,” I said, “in these weavings right here. 
These rebozos that came from Nebaj.”  
 Maybe clients of Harmony Arts in the States did the same 
thing with Mayan fabrics they bought in our stores, but it gave me a 
chill, inside that walled house in Guate, to see those shawls on 
display, like they trophies, or spoils from a hunt. 
 “Dad worked up there, before I was born,” Fabiana said, 
evenly.   
 “Worked there, how?” I demanded. Had he ridden through 
Nebaj in a jeep, dodging Molotov cocktails? Shooting at kids who 
threw rocks, burning people out of their homes? 
 “Mi amor, have more ponche.” Juan Carlos reached for my 
glass. The bottom was two inches high with stewed prunes and 
papaya and wet flaccid green grapes. You fished these up and ate 
them, after you drank off the punch, with silver spoons—miniature 
spoons—on a third tray the maids brought around.   
 “God, no,” I said. I couldn’t hide my disgust.  
 “Tell us something now, Chosie.” Fabiana stood watching 
me, and just like that I turned cold. As warm as that beach air had 
been, as warm as Juan Carlos’s and my little room, and our bed—this 
coldness was the shadow of it. I waited for Fabiana to say, Monterrico. 
For her to say, You and Juan Carlos. But she asked me instead, “What 
were you doing last week in Zone 18?”     
 A murmur fanned through the room. “Zone 18!” breathed a 
woman. “People get beheaded in broad daylight out there.” A few of 
the guys jibed Juan Carlos for letting me run around Gangland, 
risking my life.   



 “Chosie, I have to say this.” Fabiana turned motherly, soft. “I 
tried not to—I know how it is, I know gringas like to see more of the 
country—or more of the city, in this case—but I was so worried 
about you, that day you went to Zone 18.” 
 I looked at Juan Carlos, but he was busy removing a new 
glass of punch from a tray. I said, “That was ten days ago. I knew 
exactly what I was doing. Juan Carlos knew, too. I didn’t realize 
anyone else knew about it.” 
 “Oh, you know our Juanis. This one can’t keep a thing to 
himself.” Fabiana reached up and ruffled his hair. “It was even worse 
when we were kids. Remember that one time, Juanis, when we were
—what? Twelve or thirteen?” 
 Her sleeve shimmered as she took back her hand—slowly, 
too slowly, and Juan Carlos had not flinched away. Then she checked 
her upsweep, touching her nape where her collar scooped low in the 
back, and I saw the first knob of her spine, downy with a whorl of 
black hair. Her hairline grew heavy and low on the back of her neck, 
tapering into a point. “My blessed, that hair,” Aunt Nancy had said to 
my mother, after the woman in the beautiful sari walked out our door 
and onto the Smith Island ferry. “I’ll tell you one thing. Those people 
sure know how to grow hair.”   
 That night, my grandfather looked up from his ritual 
fingernail-picking. “How dark was she?” he said. 
 “Dark enough,” said Aunt Nancy. 
 Grandpa flicked dirt off the tip of his knife. “Did she smell 
like curry?”  
 Mama giggled; my aunt rolled her eyes. 

 “What’s that mean? What’s curry?” I said.    
 No one would give me an answer. But I pictured the woman 
that evening, dancing beneath a white tent, drinking champagne. 
While we all sat there thinking of her, she was surely not thinking of 
us. If she smelled of curry, I thought, it had to be some sort of flower.    
 “I mean she was hairy,” Aunt Nancy resumed. “I got a good 
look at her arms. Did you see them, Josie?” 
 I shrugged. But Mama said, “On the neck, too?” 
 “You bet your life. Black hair all over the place.” 

My mother grimaced. “Like a monkey,” she said.  
  That was the word on my brain when Fabiana turned around 
and exchanged glances with me. We both jumped away from each 
other.   
 Juan Carlos was standing beside me, but he put his gaze 
where no one could meet it. I followed it out those dark windows to 
the fountain still twinkling away. I wished I could be outside too, 
stick my head in that running water.   
 Then Juan Carlos brought his eyes back to me and I thought, 
I have to stay here. In some way, Zone 18 had unmoored me. When I 
lived there with Thelma, I had been twenty years old; now I was 
twenty-three. The difference had seemed too small to heed. But 
Thelma! She was eighteen years old when we met, now twenty-one, 
and in between those two ages it was like we’d been living on two 
different planets: she on one close to the sun, whipping around it, 
time whipping past, everything shrinking, while my life was out on 
the quiet edges where time was expansive, held still.      



 The woman who feared a beheading brought me a shot of 
dark rum. “Well, you’re muy valiente,” she said. “I hand it to you. I 
forgot how Americans are.”   
 “They see things differently,” Fabiana explained. She kept her 
distance, but her voice remained very sweet. “For them, it’s more chic 
to know—well, everybody.”     
 I opened my mouth to reply, but Juan Carlos moved behind 
me and started kneading my shoulders. Fabiana watched us with her 
voluptuous lower lip dangling. “You’re so interesting, Chosie,” she 
said. “We should go out this week, just you and me.”   
 Juan Carlos thumbed between my shoulder blades: 
studiously, kind of hard, and at first I couldn’t tell what it meant. But 
he kept on kneading, as you might do to a cat about to jump out of 
your lap. So I said, “Yes, of course.” And in my head a drum started 
beating. Yes, it said. Yes, I want to stay.   
  

〜 

 I met Fabiana at the café-bar behind Sophos Bookstore. I 
wouldn’t have known it existed, tucked inside a little mall behind 
thirty-foot walls laced over with ivy and corona de reina, and painted 
that deep golden-yellow you see on colonial churches. The bookstore 
inside gave off a hush, from all those thick walnut shelves laden with 
books that I could not afford on a Harmony Arts salary, and the 
carpet like a pelt of brown bunnies. 
 Behind this, the balcony with its blue and gold tiles, its little 
tables and bar, hung over a sunny courtyard. Fabiana and I both 

ordered glasses of wine. It was early December, weather so pretty you 
could break your heart on it. From the courtyard floor rose a 
Christmas tree made of green Styrofoam strewn with poinsettia 
flowers, also faux, though poinsettia plants go nuts in Guatemala, 
that time of year. Whole bushes spring up in the empty lots, 
starbursts of crimson and red.   
 “¿Ves? Do you see?” Under our table, Fabiana trod on my toe. 
“That bartender is staring at us.”     
 “Is he?” I said. I was so used to being looked at by then, it 
seemed as much a part of my life in Guate as the fact that people 
spoke Spanish.   
 “Do you think it’s for me or for you?” Fabiana’s lashes flicked 
up and then down. “Oops, don’t look, here he comes.”    
 “This one’s on the house,” the bartender said, topping off our 
wineglasses. He looked back and forth between Fabiana and me. 
“Twin sisters, right?” 
 We laughed politely.   
 “See?” Fabiana said, as he backed off again, dress shoes 
clicking against the clean tiles. “It’s for both of us. For us together. 
We must look like yin and yang. I bet this happens to you and Juan 
Carlos a lot.”   
 “I’m not sure,” I said. The truth was, I believed that the gazes 
and catcalls were mine, only mine. Intrinsic to me. Not a response to 
the way I might contrast with others. 
 “I’m curious, Chosie,” Fabiana said, smiling. “In fact, I’m 
dying to know.” 
 “What’s that?” I said. 



 “Tell me what you do in Zone 1.” 
 “Well, you know I live there,” I said.   
 “No, no, mi amor. Don’t be silly. What do you do in Zone 1 
with Juan Carlos?”   
 That day I had to hold still, much more than I usually do, 
since for the occasion I’d tried a new look. Gathered on top of my 
head, my dreadlocks made me top-heavy. I felt like a bobble-head 
doll. To hold myself steady, I tried to envision a line running down 
from above, connecting my head to the ceiling.    

“We do all kinds of things, really,” I said. I described Mafia 
Pizza and poetry slams, the pool hall reached by three flights of 
rickety stairs.     
 “I can’t picture it! Our own little Juanis.” Fabiana smiled even 
harder. “He must find it all very exotic.” 
 “It isn’t exotic,” I said, feeling stung. 
 “That all depends, doesn’t it? On what you’re accustomed to 
seeing.”   
 I said, “I don’t know what you mean.” But I did, or began to 
just then. 
 “I can’t picture Juanis in Zone 1 at all,” said Fabiana. 
 “Well,” I said, “there he is.”   
 “He’s slumming,” she said. “Is that what they call it? Seeing 
how the other half lives.”   
 “The other half of what?” I said sharply.   
 Fabiana did not seem to hear. “Chosie, what were you like, 
back in high school?”  

 I made my voice noncommittal. “Ya sabes,” I said. “Like 
anyone is at that age.” 
 “Oh no, Chosie, oh no, I don’t think so. Not you. Anyone can 
see you must have been—very special. Come on. Tell me one thing 
about you, at least.” 
 Pretty soon she’d tell me about Juan Carlos in high school, 
and I didn’t think I could stand it. “In high school,” I said, “I played 
the trombone.”   
 Her beautiful eyebrows went up. “You were like—what is his 
name?—Dizzy Gillespie.” 
 “He played the trumpet,” I said. 
 “Like Miles Davis, then. Is that right?” 
 “Trumpet, too.” Did Fabiana really not know this? “A 
trombone, it slides.” I demonstrated. The bartender rotated to watch. 
 Fabiana studied me too. “In high school, Chosie, did you ever 
date los negritos?” 
 “¿Cómo?” I said. My ponderous head moved a little.    
 “Did you date los negritos, go out with them?” 
 “With African Americans, you mean?” 
 Fabiana blinked at me over her glass. “Weren’t there any 
negritos in the place where you lived?” 
 Pickaninnies, my grandpa had said. This was his running 
joke: Count the number of pickaninnies out in the street on your way 
to Chincoteague Beach, divide that number by four, and that’s how 
many feet high the waves will be. He’d go out jumping those waves 
in his baggy off-white union suit.   
 “I didn’t date anyone,” I said slowly. “Nobody asked me.”  



 That lower lip dropped away from Fabiana’s tiny white teeth. 
“I find that hard to believe.”  
 “You’d believe it,” I said, “if you’d been there.” 
 “¿Pero qué quieres decir? I’ve seen the States, mi amor. 
Miami, Nueva York, Los Angeles.” She ticked them off on enamel-
tipped fingers.   
 I concentrated on that line running straight and invisible 
down to my head from the ceiling. “We’ve seen different places,” I 
said. 
  Fabiana drew up her mouth in a way that might have meant 
pity. Then she reached out and touched the side of my face. And I let 
her; I was transfixed. Ever so lightly, her fingers strayed to the 
dreadlock over my temple. “You can admit it,” she said. “You like 
trying on other races.” 
 Was she some kind of snake charmer? I couldn’t move. That 
would mean I was the snake.  
 Fabiana said, very gently, “No need to apologize, Chosie.”  
 “I’m not,” I said. I wiped my palms on my best dress-up skirt, 
under our tiled tabletop. 
 “A lot of people try it out, don’t they? They experiment, once 
in their lives. We do it in our country, too.” Fabiana gave my 
dreadlock the slightest tug, and I felt my line break above me.   
  “Excuse me just a minute,” I said.   
 I got up fast and went to the bathroom. I locked the door 
and put the lid down; then I sat on the lid. I tried to picture the 
second floor of the National Palace, how that row of green doorways 
kept opening outward from me. But all I could see was the closed 

bathroom door, the toilet angled so awkwardly near it, I couldn’t sit 
without my knees grazing the door. The blue and gold floor tiles ran 
out here. They lapped into the room but then broke into little 
smudged eddies, dribbled out on the plain poured cement. From the 
door’s other side came the murmur of refined conversations, the 
clacking of heels, a rich waft of someone’s cigar. But nothing was 
holding me up here; nothing held me fast anymore. Like a slick knot 
of entrails, the plumbing showed under the sink.   


