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Given the history of virgin births on both sides of the dualistic culture of Mexico, the man who has sex with the mother of his children symbolically violates the virgin; better to have sex with another woman, because it is possible then to enjoy the act without shame.

—Earl Shorris, The Life and Times of Mexico

         

I’d never been to Mexico City before—it was crazy there.

—Mickey Rourke



AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of fiction marginally inspired by actual places and the lifestyles that accompany them. The International High School in the novel resembles the one I attended but this is not my story. It has sprung from imagination and possibility alone. Any resemblance to politicians, psychics, drug traffickers, rich kids, street kids, fathers, friends, enemies, ex-lovers, or myself—alive, assassinated, comatose, or dead—is purely coincidental.
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PART I

Summer, Fall
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ONE

The Big Move

I’ll never forgive my mother for naming me Milagro.

“Milagro!” she would yell. “Come down to dinner,” “Do your homework,” “Put that book down and get ready for the ambassador’s dinner.” I always said I’d do whatever she asked if she would only call me Mila or, even better, Jenny, which wasn’t my name at all. At least Mila sounded like an actual girl’s name, but my mother, Maggie (not short for Margaret, so I couldn’t retaliate), wouldn’t listen. She may have been a successful diplomat, but she was never one for compromise. Her stance on moving away right before my senior year of high school would prove no different. She wouldn’t even consider letting me stay behind in Washington, D.C., where we’d lived for four years, the longest I’d ever stayed in one place.

I may have hated the name Milagro, but I knew why my mother chose it. After getting her degree in foreign languages at Berkeley in the early seventies, she moved back to L.A. to live with her parents. One month later, after thirty years of marriage, her cardiologist father left her mother for a Thai waitress just a year older than my mother, who was twenty-three at the time. He never apologized or explained, and my grandmother allowed no one to bring it up.

My mother dealt with her family’s derailment in the only way she knew how: by taking off. She sold her car, quit her job at the farmers’ market, and climbed onto a bus from Los Angeles to Tijuana. She had studied Spanish since high school, and by the time she’d drifted farther south to Mayan territory, she was fluent. She rented a room by the beach in Playa del Carmen, a town on the Mayan Riviera where expatriate types flocked for sun, beautiful beaches, and bohemian lifestyles. To earn enough money to support what soon became a traveling habit, she apprenticed with a jeweler and was soon making her own necklaces, earrings, bracelets, and rings, using unique Mexican charms called milagros, the Spanish word for miracles and surprises. The little bronze and silver eyes, crosses, hearts, fish, and houses were said to bring luck for whatever they represented. An arm stood for strength, a leg for travel. The mule brought fortune in work. Tiny kneeling saints answered prayers.

The milagros might have been responsible for my entire existence: Maggie was supposed to be infertile, having been given a diagnosis of premature ovarian failure as a teenager. So the biggest miracle-and-surprise was when she found out that she was constantly vomiting not from untreated Mexican vegetables or bad tap water but from pregnancy. When she told her best friend, Estela, a local Mayan girl with a thick black braid whose father was the town shaman, Estela pointed straight to my mother’s milagro necklace. Since discovering the charms, my mother always wore a string of her favorites around her neck.

“Isn’t this something you wanted?” Estela asked, seeming confused.

“Why would you say that?” Maggie said.

“You’re wearing the hen, a sign of fertility, right here. And this one”—Estela took a tiny silver child between her thumb and forefinger—“means the wearer asks the saints for a baby girl.”

“But it’s physically impossible for me to get pregnant,” Maggie said. “I’ve known for years.”

“Milagros,” said her friend, “work to bring about miracles. What did you think they were for?”

“Estela, what I think is that the doctor in America was wrong.”

“You gringas,” said Estela, smiling and shaking her head. I imagine she paused for a moment before the obvious question dawned on her. “Magita! Who is the father?”

The randomness of my conception always made me wonder if maybe Maggie, with her wild, free spirit, long flowing hair, and complete self-obsession, perhaps wasn’t built for motherhood in the first place—and I’m not talking ovaries. Half globe-wandering hippie, half glamour girl, she was upper-middle-class L.A. breeding meets nomadic adventuress, with a romantic ideal of what a jet-set life might be. But for some reason that I suspect had to do with not being a statuesque, leggy blonde, international playboys weren’t exactly inviting her to coast the French Riviera on their private yachts.

         

Maggie sold the milagros on the beach until right before I was born. Then she went back to her mother’s house in West L.A., where the streets were all named after rural states: Montana, Nebraska, Iowa. She was only twenty-five. Three months later, she took an administrative job at the Mexican consulate, and sold my grandmother’s prized Brandywine heirloom tomatoes at the farmers’ market on weekends. One day at work, she heard that U.S. Foreign Service recruiting officers were coming through town looking to hire more women. She decided to take the exam that could grant her entrance into a whirlwind life in far-off places on diplomatic assignments. She passed, and a few months later we left L.A. for good. I was barely two years old.

My life became a blur of ever-changing cultures after that. My mother’s job made us country-hoppers, gypsy vagabonds who came and went with the wind. When I landed in D.C. after Shanghai, Guadalajara, Bolivia, Rome, Oslo, and Prague (in that order), I decided I’d make more sense as a person if I had an accent, but there was nothing I could do about that—I spoke perfectly American-sounding English.

As for my father, I’d never met him, but my mother admitted that he was Mexican, married, and that she’d had an unexpected one-night stand with him that summer in Playa del Carmen. She wouldn’t tell me his name, or anything else about him; she even said she invented my last name, Márquez, simply because she liked the way it sounded.

“Milagro Epstein didn’t sound good,” she’d said. Maggie was all about keeping everything as harmonious as possible, even when that was impossible.

Still, I must have resembled the man, whoever he was. My mother had olive-toned skin and eyes so dark you could barely tell the iris from the pupil. She was the one who looked Mexican, not I. I had green eyes, a color people often mistook for the effects of colored contact lenses. My hair was naturally dark blond, lighter in the summer. Everyone always seemed surprised when I introduced myself as Mila Márquez.

“You’re really Hispanic? You have that all-American girl-next-door look,” said my best friend, Nora, a petite but enviably curvy half-French, half-African girl. We became close our freshman year in D.C., when Nora had the locker right next to mine at our Georgetown high school, which was mostly made up of international students. Her father was the Kenyan ambassador.

“It’s true,” I said, clasping my lock shut and spinning the dial. “I must be the only blond Mexican ever.” Only when we arrived in Mexico City, four months before my seventeenth birthday, did I find out that I was but one of a million light-haired, pale-skinned Mexican girls, and they all seemed to go to ISM, the International School of Mexico.
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The week after I took my SATs, everything changed. I’d spent the afternoon at Nora’s house in Bethesda. We were working on a science project, making model DNA strands out of toothpicks and little balls of colorful Play-Doh.

“Isn’t it amazing how it all comes down to DNA?” I mused, making a bright-blue clay ball between my palms. “Your fingernail shape, your eye color…probably your entire personality.”

“It even predetermines if you’re gonna get cancer, right?” Nora said.

“How’s your mom doing?”

“Well, since DNA is so unique, she can’t find a wig that’s her exact hair color. Did I tell you she dyes her wigs to get them as close to right as she can?”

“She does?”

“Yeah, with those little boxes from the grocery store. Wanna see?”

“Sure.”

We ran up to the bathroom. I held the box of Nice ’n Easy Blue Black up to my face in the mirror.

“I bet my eyes would really pop if my hair was this color.”

“Dare you to try it,” said Nora.

Being a straight-A student was a simple cover for the troublemaking streak in me. I was never one to pass on a dare.

“You have beautiful light hair!” my mother shouted when I got home that night. “How could you ruin it like this? We’ll be in Mexico City before it will even have a chance to grow out, and they just love blondes in Mexico.”

“What do you mean, Mexico City?” It was the first I’d heard about the move.

“This wasn’t quite how I’d planned to tell you.” She shook her head, slowly, deliberately, from side to side. “But now you won’t stand out.”

Stand out. So typical, I thought, remembering the time she’d made me pose in a leotard in the snow when I was four in hopes of molding me into a department-store-catalog supermodel. (“Just a second longer! Just one more shot!”) She was like a stage mother, except I wasn’t an aspiring actress.

“How long were you going to wait to tell me if I hadn’t dyed my hair?”

“I was going to mention it, Milagro.”

“Mom. Mila. Please.”

“But you’re lucky to have such a beautiful name. No one else has that name.”

“Because they were born to normal people.” It was a dialogue we repeated over and over. “Can’t I stay here? I’ll live with Nora and her parents. I’m newspaper editor next year. And I’m supposed to be cheerleading captain!”

I wanted to graduate with my friends. I was close to people for the first time in my life, having finally been able to stick around one place long enough to form real relationships. Knowing that I wasn’t going to move again after a year or two had made me actually try.

“You’ll develop new interests in Mexico,” said Maggie, having no idea how accurately she was predicting the future with those words, or how far those new interests would be from what she intended. “Besides, you know it would be too much of a strain on Nora’s family, with her mother’s situation right now.”

She pulled off her navy pumps, undid her chignon with one swift pull, shook her hair out like one of those unnaturally happy shampoo models, and walked toward the kitchen to put water on to boil for Spaghetti Wednesday.

“We need to get you a new wardrobe!” she shouted from the other room. “All the Mexican kids will be wearing tropical colors.”

I looked down at my black jeans and hooded dark-gray sweater.

“No way am I dressing like the Tropicana lady,” I shouted after her.

“Then you won’t fit in, and you’ll be sorry,” came the singsong voice from the kitchen.

After the movers came to take our furniture to Mexico at the end of the school year, we slept on mattresses on the floor of our apartment. I noticed the sound of my voice echoing when I was on the phone, and recognized this empty sound as a precursor to a vacant space formerly known as home. It meant that something was coming to an end.

         

The morning we lifted off toward our new life in Mexico City, I gazed out over the shrinking toy cars and houses, my mind drifting back to the events that had brought me here, to Mexicana Flight 865, climbing to cruising altitude at five hundred miles per hour, my mother’s face hidden behind her newspaper, me with my journal and pen in hand.

“Milagro,” said my mother, snapping me out of my thoughts. “Turn that Walkman off. We’re starting our descent.”

Dr. Dre halted mid-“muthafucka” and the sound of the jet engine roared in my ears. I took a sip of bottled water. No tap water for the next year, I thought. Maybe tap water was one of those simple, ordinary things that I would miss, one of those details you notice only once they’re gone. Or maybe it was only the kind of thought that would cross my mind at a rapidly decreasing altitude when my ears were popping and I was hoping we didn’t crash into the huge volcano below us. I noticed the flashing lights on top, warning signals to wayward aircraft. Houses crept up the volcano’s surface, then stopped suddenly in an exact line as though there were an ordinance not to build anything above it. From up in the sky, Mexico City looked nothing like D.C., or anyplace else I’d ever seen. I knew that my mental layout of D.C. city streets, movie theaters, favorite coffee houses, and museums would soon be replaced by a new map. Ten thousand feet below lay a city that would gradually become familiar, whose streets I would eventually learn to navigate. I’ve always thought cities resembled people, with limbs and arteries, voices and personalities. Maybe it was a side effect of moving around so much, but I always knew that nothing influences a person more than the place she calls home.

I studied the faces of the other passengers, mostly Mexicans headed home from visiting the American capital. Below me were people who would eventually become friends, though for now they were as unfamiliar as the maze of streets, cars, and houses stretching for endless miles below. I had no idea who or what awaited me beneath the blanket of smog, and thought of my father—the stranger—walking the earth somewhere down there.

The week before we left, my mother had sat me down and finally told me the truth about him. She used to claim that she had no idea who the man was, that he could have been any of a number of people she’d been casually seeing. This was, after all, back when she was partying with the same intensity she now poured into her career. It was the late seventies, and the woman who would become my mother was drinking, dating, and basking in her freedom. I had always suspected that she was lying about the father story, though. I had a knack for being able to tell when someone was hiding something, maybe because I was good at doing it myself. So I wasn’t completely surprised when she explained that she did know, after all, and that as much of a burden as it was to carry this secret, she couldn’t reveal his identity, so I shouldn’t even ask.

“I’m only telling you this because I want to be clear that you’re not going to get it out of me. I don’t want you to get any ideas that since you’ll be in Mexico you might try to track him down,” she said. “I wanted to get that thought out of your head before you even mentioned it.”

“Why can’t I?” I insisted. Of course the thought had already occurred to me.

“Because,” she said, her tone matter-of-fact. “He’s a public figure, and that was part of our agreement in negotiating the amount of money he gave us.”

“You took his big check, and I can’t even know his name?”

“It was cash,” she said. “Now, come help me bubble-wrap my headboard.”

My mother told me that the man had wanted to help with the cost of raising me, but also to keep her quiet, or to make sure she—and I—would go away. Counter to her intention, Maggie’s revelation that he was a prominent figure made me all the more curious to uncover his identity. But in the largest city in the world it seemed impossible, anyway.

         

I pushed the seat-back button and jerked upright. The plane taxied over the sprawling dust bowl, still waiting for clearance to land. In Mexico City, there was heavy traffic even in the air. Smog and population stretched as far as I could see from thousands of feet above the earth. It looked as if a rolling pin had been taken to the city, expanding it in every direction.

“What’s the volcano called again?” I asked my mother.

“Popocatépetl. It’s still active,” she said. “But it’s dormant, at least for now.”

“Comforting thought, Mom.”

“Oh, you’re only nervous about starting in a new school,” she said, absentmindedly flipping through the in-flight magazine. “Don’t worry, okay? My new boss’s daughter is a senior, too. She’ll take you around the first few days.”

I wasn’t really nervous, or at least that’s what I told myself at the time. I decided I would breeze through this last year of high school and get on with my life in college, which I’d gotten excited about only after opening the envelope with my SAT scores and being pleasantly surprised by the numbers. I had always been focused on school, for lack of anything else to concentrate on. When I was “the new kid,” a pretty perpetual state throughout my childhood, sometimes it was all I had. I wasn’t going to care about whether I connected with anyone at ISM or not. Still, I didn’t mind the thought of being introduced to a potential friend.

I looked out the window again just in time to see us coast over a tangle of huge, crisscrossing highways. We touched down with a bump, then skidded to a halt on the runway. People on the plane burst into applause, as if they expected the pilot and the flight attendants to come out holding hands and take a bow. “Pasajeros y pasajeras, bienvenidos a la Ciudad de México,” the pilot announced. Ding. Seat-belt sign off.

Maggie leaped out of her seat. “Quick, grab our bag from the overhead and let’s squeeze out in front of all these people.” I smiled to myself as I reached for the latch above. Whether in her career or a line to deplane, my mother always pushed to get ahead.

         

An Embassy driver holding up an EPSTEIN placard waited for us at baggage claim to take us to our temporary apartment near the Zona Rosa. We drove along the Circuito Interior artery, which was jammed with traffic; dividers in the road were a shade of yellow browned by exhaust and pollution, and the sky was a flat, hazy gray. The driver told me it was a red-flag day.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“The contaminación is muy alta today, señorita,” he said, lifting his right hand from the steering wheel to gesture toward the sky. “Stay indoors if you can.”

The car rumbled forward. I scanned the gray buildings, the slab of traffic in the downtown business neighborhood along Reforma, Mexico City’s famous large avenue. The scene was chaotic: street vendors milled about, men peddled bicycles trailing carts of colorful juices for sale, water-delivery trucks packed full of multigallon bottles idled near the curb blocking traffic, buses emitted black exhaust into the atmosphere. What is this place? I thought, nestling into the leather seat and closing my eyes.

“Hurry up, Milagro,” Maggie chirped. “We’re home!”

“What?” We were still in the same jam-packed zone of hotels, high-rise offices, and dreary brown-stained buildings.

“Come help me unload,” said Maggie as she grabbed a suitcase the driver passed to her from the town car’s trunk.

“So this is it?” I squinted up at the dingy apartment tower.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “Our permanent house is in Lomas. It means The Heights—doesn’t that sound fancy? It’ll be ready in time for your birthday.”

“But that’s three whole months away.”

“We’re right near the Zona Rosa. There are lots of shops, even a McDonald’s. You can walk around there as long as you’re careful.”

“Is it dangerous?” I asked, dragging my rolling suitcase behind me.

“Not if you blend in.”

“I thought you wanted me to stand out,” I said, just to get on her nerves.

She held open the building’s main door so that I could walk through.

“You’ll get used to it here the way you did everyplace else,” she said, following me in.

“Why do you always have to be so optimistic?” I snapped.

The apartment had carpeting that was the same color as the smog, and government furniture, which looked as if it belonged in an office under fluorescent lighting, not in our living room. Maggie was unfazed by the décor. That night, after a trip to a nearby grocery store, she stood in the small yellow-tiled kitchen smashing avocados into a bowl, alternately squirting a lime and stirring in diced onions and tomatoes. Spaghetti Wednesdays were a thing of the past. Now it was Taco Tuesdays. My mother loved to adopt local customs wherever we lived, whether in the cuisine department or dating native men, and Mexico would prove no different.

She put dinner on the table, but I couldn’t eat. I moved the shredded chicken taco filling around on my plate with a fork.

“What’s wrong?” Maggie asked.

“I wish I knew even one person in this city,” I said. A tear rolled down my cheek and fell straight into the bowl of guacamole. Maggie pulled the bowl toward her and slapped an onion-flecked green blob on a tortilla cupped in her free hand.

“Since you have a month before school starts, why don’t I arrange for you to work at the Embassy? You’ll meet people that way.” She leaned across the narrow dining table and kissed me on the cheek. “I’m very proud of you, Milagro.”
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I’ve always kept diaries. They were the one thing I could count on, besides plane rides, to remember the details of my past. When you moved around a lot, there wasn’t anyone to turn around to and say, “Remember that time a few years back when…,” the shared memories that I had come to view as the foundation of any human relationship. My journals took the place of that specific friend, the one who helps you see yourself more clearly than you possibly could. Maggie used to think I was hypergraphic, that I wrote to the point that it was some sort of compulsive problem. I also collected random objects. Nothing traditionally “collectible,” like stamps, coins, or butterflies, but familiar objects to trigger memories: plane tickets, train tickets, restaurant matchbooks, magazines, and newspaper articles. I piled them in desk drawers, stuck them in purses. There was only so much for me to hold on to. When you lived the kind of life we did, “we” being the children of the Foreign Service, international business, and the other sorts of jobs nomadic families traveled for, you would go to a new place and reinvent yourself. It was always out with the old. Nobody ever kept in touch. Maybe you said you’d write, and maybe you did once or twice, but it was impossible to remain close. Out of sight, out of mind. I thought of Nora’s infectious giggle and acute observations and hoped it would be different with her. That first night, as I lay on my bed, the unfamiliar sounds of the city six stories below, I wrote my first letter from Mexico.


July 30

Dear Nora,
 
Mexico City’s huge and polluted, and there’s a weird haze of gray in the sky even though you can tell that, behind it, it’s clear and blue. I wish I didn’t have to start from zero our senior year, in a new place where I don’t know anyone or even speak the language. You remember how it is. Even though I’ve done it before, I was just a kid then and it’s different now. I really hope we’ll keep in touch. I miss you tons already. It hasn’t sunk in that I’m not going to be graduating with you, Karim, Rob, and everyone else. I miss Karim so much. It’s as though my life is there with you guys, going on without me, and I’m here, suddenly living someone else’s life, or like this is a dream and I’m going to wake up, relieved, in my own bed. My mother says I’ll get used to it here, as I did everywhere else, but something tells me this place is different. Or maybe I’m just different now. Isn’t that all our environment is, after all? A reflection of who we are? Or are we reflections of our environment? In the detached, impersonal surroundings of cities, it seems like people are detached and impersonal, too.

Well, time for sleep, if I can. Say hi to your dad and mom. I hope your mom is still feeling better every day and that the rest of your summer vacation was great. I hope you had an amazing time on your Kenya trip!

Love always,
 Mila


My energy was drained from the flight. I couldn’t think of anything else to say to Nora, and it crossed my mind that for the rest of the year my best friend would be delivered in the form of ink on paper. I sealed the letter, addressed it, and put it on my nightstand, making a mental note to give it to my mother to mail from the Embassy. That’s how it always worked from abroad: we sent everything out with domestic postage and it went in some special military overnight pouch. Foreign Service life had so many intricacies, even when it came to something as mundane as the mail.

The summer of 1993 was almost over. Come September, I would begin my final year of high school in a city of twenty-five million people where I knew only one: my mother.



TWO

Visa Barn

Summer brings the rainy season to Mexico City. It poured the entire month of August. The weather is counterintuitive, thunder clouds rolling in after the hazy warmth of afternoon, when the sun beats down through perpetual smog, the thin air at the city’s 7,400-foot elevation feeling even lighter. Then the sky darkens with clouds and the storms arrive, bringing pounding, monsoon-style rain. There were only two seasons: wet and dry. The climate, at that altitude, was far from sultry. Tropical colors were nowhere to be seen; people dressed in palettes as dark and earthy as the city itself.

Maggie arranged for me to work in the visa section of the Embassy, called the visa barn because of its shape, though inside it felt more like a greenhouse. I’d ride in to work with her every morning, through our neighborhood, Colonia Cuauhtémoc, where the streets were named for rivers: Rio Nilo, Rio Ganges, Rio Niagara. My mother’s new title was Chief of Citizen Services, which sounded really important but basically meant that she helped crazy Americans who got into trouble in Mexico City, or tourists who were robbed or kidnapped. There was plenty of that sort of work to do here. My job was simpler, wheeling carts of passports back and forth, but I had no idea quite what I was in for.

On my first day, I got my picture taken for my Embassy ID. The receptionist in the photo-ID department laminated my badge and handed it over.

“Wait here,” she said, looking at her computer screen. “Dave Johnston is coming by to take you down to the visa section.”

I didn’t expect Dave to be close to my age, but he was a summer temp, too. He looked about eighteen and was tall and built like a football captain, with floppy blond hair that spilled over his eyebrows and into the bluest pair of eyes I’d ever seen. His head was covered by a blue Dallas Cowboys hat. It looked funny with his baggy pin-striped suit. Still, he never took it off.

“Hi, I’m Mila,” I said. I smiled and made eye contact as I’d read in a Seventeen article on how to flirt. It worked—his lips parted and I saw two rows of straight, white, post-braces teeth. He looked at my shoes. He seemed a little shy in spite of his homecoming-king looks.

“Dave,” he offered. “Welcome to Mexico.”

“Thanks. Have you lived here a long time?”

“Not too much longer than you. I’ve been working in the visa barn for almost three months, thanks to my parents.” He glanced around to make sure no one was in earshot. “It sucks.”

“Really? Why?”

Dave’s eyes rolled skyward. “You’ll see.”

We walked across the Embassy compound toward the visa section, which was right next to the street, since so many hordes of people had to come in from the outside.

“Have you moved around a lot?” I asked.

“My parents got transferred here from Manila, in the Philippines, but I grew up in Dallas, mostly.” He pointed at the hat, and I nodded.

“I was in D.C. the past four years. I think I might hate it here.”

“It’ll get better. You have to remember that those shithole apartments on Reforma are only temporary.”

“How long did you have to stay there?”

“Still am. Seventh floor. The side of the building facing the front.”

Though Dave seemed to hate the apartments as much as I did, I felt a rush of excitement that the cute boy was now the cute neighbor.

“I’m on the sixth. Same side.”

“So I’m right on top of you,” he said, and smiled again. I felt my face flush.

“I think maybe I’m down on Mexico City mostly because I haven’t met anyone yet,” I said, brushing my hair out of my eyes.

“You’ve met me.”

I practically floated the rest of the way across the grounds, until Dave was holding open the visa-barn office door.

“Come on,” he said. “I’ll show you how a thing or two works.”

         

Inside the barn, one overworked fan propelled air onto the sweaty masses. They were already flustered with impatience, because the visas weren’t given out in any particular order. Applicants who arrived at six in the morning didn’t necessarily get processed before those who got there at noon.

It was the strangest summer job ever. I’d scooped ice cream, delivered pizzas, and torn movie tickets. Here, I had to physically make the visas, from entering applicant information into the system to printing and laminating them. When the plastic cooled and the visas were done and ready, like cookies on a sheet coming out of the oven, I cut them individually and slipped the glossy cards one by one back into the passports. I didn’t have to alphabetize them—order wasn’t required—but I did it anyway. It was a semblance of reason that I could bring to my job, a little organized touch in the chaos. Then I rolled a big metal cart out into the main barn area and distributed the passports back to the public.

The job might have been easy if it weren’t for the visa screamers.

“Señorita!” they would yell. “Donde está mi pasaporte?” “Where is my passport?”

“No es mi culpa,” I’d yell back, putting my Introduction to Spanish knowledge to use as best I could. “No puedo hacer nada!” “It’s not my fault. I can’t do anything!” I understood why they were angry. It was a level of disorganization that turned me off from bureaucracy for the rest of my life, and years later I blamed my distaste for office work on this experience.

The applicants lined up at five or six in the morning and by the time the Embassy opened the line extended around the block. There were rows of benches for the lucky early ones to sit on, and some enterprising applicants brought lawn chairs to rent out.

Many were desperate. One woman handed in an application for a tourist visa for six months. As with every form, it had her passport-size photo stapled to the top left-hand corner. As I processed the data into the computer system, I couldn’t help noticing the only thing she’d written in the “Reasons for visit” box.

“What do you plan to do in the United States besides go to Disneyland?” the junior officer asked.

The woman’s expression was blank. “Pues, nada.” “Well, nothing.”

“You’re telling me you’re staying at Disneyland for six months?” he said. “Denied.”

“Pero solamente quiero visitar a Mickey” was all she said before starting to cry and being escorted away by security. Like many of the fabricated stories, hers didn’t add up. When I told my mother about it that night, she explained that “going to Disneyland” was a classic story, that maybe the woman really was going there but she wouldn’t be riding It’s a Small World or eating cotton candy with her kids. She would be looking for work cleaning hotel rooms or busing tables.

It didn’t take me long to see that far more people were turned away than granted access. Most of the applicants couldn’t prove sufficient financial ties to their country. “What will stop you from staying in the United States?” was the starting-off point for every interview. The visa officers were junior Foreign Service workers on their first tour of duty. Often, they seemed even more disillusioned than the applicants.

“How’s the barn treating you?” asked Maggie as we sat in standstill traffic on Reforma. Every day it was the same question.

“I hate it, Mom,” I said. “It’s depressing. I hate seeing people get denied the chance for a better life, even if they are trying to get to it illegally.”

“Milagro, people can’t just flock into the U.S. because their own country doesn’t provide them with opportunities.”

“It’s hypocritical. America was founded on ‘Give me your tired, your poor.’”

“That changed.”

My mother saw in black and white. She was uncomfortable with gray areas and always tried to tie up every conversation with a string and a bow, or with a stamp of approval like the paperwork she dealt with all day. Done deals were good, ambiguity bad. Maybe that was one of the reasons she was so effective in her career, but it made me feel trapped. I got quiet and looked out into the windows of the other cars around us, wondering about the lives of the people whooshing around the city inside those steel sardine cans.

         

“What are you up to after work today?” Dave asked on Friday, as we rolled our carts next to each other out of the back office, toward the podium.

“Getting dinner with you?” I offered with a wide-eyed blink, surprising myself with my boldness. I usually felt shy around boys, however confident I pretended to be. But nobody knew me here, so it was a chance to reinvent myself. People made character judgments so fast that the window would be open for only so long.

We went to the Zona Rosa and got take-out burgers and greasy fries, then sat up on the roof of our building. I could see a helicopter landing pad on a hotel in the distance, one of the tallest structures around. Dave lit a Marlboro Light and held out the pack to me.

“Want one?”

I shook my head. “I don’t smoke,” I said, biting a fry in half and chucking the other half at a pigeon that had alighted on the ledge. “What section of the Embassy do your parents work in?”

“They’re on the fifth floor.”

I knew then not to ask any more questions about what Dave’s parents did. The fifth floor was different from the others. The first four floors were open offices, people running around in a frenzy preparing visa papers, helping Americans in trouble, and talking on the phone with the Mexican authorities. The fifth floor wasn’t like that at all, which I discovered one cloudy afternoon when I couldn’t stand the visa barn anymore and decided to do some exploring inside the main building. I pressed five in the elevator, hoping to discover a way to get onto the roof and catch a good view of the Ángel de la Independencia—the huge twenty-four-carat-gold angel in the glorieta, a traffic island in the middle of Avenida Paseo de la Reforma. Instead, the elevator doors slid open into an empty hallway silent as a catacomb. On either side of the hallway were doors you needed a code to open, a code that I later found out changed every few minutes. No one who didn’t work on the floor could enter. Even then, there was a machine that scanned the dark-suited men and occasional women down to their eyeballs. The area was home to the CIA, the FBI, and the DEA. I dubbed it the secret-acronym floor. So Dave’s parents were spies.

“Hey, Mila,” he said, exhaling a stream of smoke. “I want to ask you something.”

“Shoot.”

“Are you still a virgin?”

“Why, do I seem like one?”

I felt my cheeks burn and didn’t wait for him to answer. “I had a serious boyfriend, Karim, in D.C. We had very elaborate plans for senior prom, and it was going to be so romantic and everything.”

“Why didn’t you do it before you left?”

“I thought about it, but I wanted it to be special, as cliché girl talk as it sounds. It was important to us. But it would only have made it harder to leave him, so we broke up instead.” I stared into the distance, trying to pinpoint where the city ended, an impossible task.

“After all that waiting?” said Dave. “Seems pointless. I was thirteen.”

“And you’re what, all of seventeen now?”

“Eighteen. Legal drinking age in Mexico. Not that it matters. But you don’t want to get it over with?”

“I’m not really in a rush. I’d think about it if it was the right guy.”

“We’ll probably get to spend a lot of afternoons alone together, if you’re”—he paused and leaned closer to me—“ever interested.”

I laughed nervously. Maybe, I thought, as he leaned into our first kiss. He was slow, intense, as though he were concentrating on every move of his mouth. I couldn’t tell him the real reason I was a late bloomer at sixteen and a half. Since I’d been a little kid, I’d been hearing Maggie through the bedroom walls of our houses, with different men. She was so loud, I always wondered if it was pain that made her cry out so wildly. It made me queasy, and that was the feeling I came to associate with sex, though I was trying to get over it.

I opened my eyes. The sun was setting through the smog, behind a black skyscraper with a helicopter landing pad on top. Every sunset in Mexico City looked apocalyptic. Dave was experienced, I could tell. I slowly let down my guard, hoping that we would fall really fast for each other, that I could start the year off with a boyfriend. At least then I’d have one necessary element of high school in place, and the others—friends, popularity, grades—would follow.

An hour later, I went downstairs, still tingling in the spot between my legs where he’d touched me. It felt new, even all right. The sun had descended in the orange haze over the skyscrapers along Reforma, and my mother was chopping onions in the kitchen for yet another Mexican meal.

“Look what I learned how to do just now,” she said, holding out a platter of tortillas that I imagined she rolled with her usual focused intensity.

You’re not the only one who learned something new today, I thought as I walked down the hallway to my room.
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Orientation at ISM was the next morning, so I had the day off from the visa barn. Sisley, my mom’s boss’s daughter, was picking me up to take me to the school. She’d been going there since seventh grade. I was excited to make a friend who’d introduce me around. Still, I lay in bed that night unable to sleep. A periodic shrill, high-pitched whistle echoed incessantly through the street below. It started out a low groan and escalated to a shriek: Brrrrr-rrr-eeeeee-eeeeeeeeeeet, over and over. I opened the window and looked down, craning my neck to see a man pushing a little cart with some sort of steam whistle on it, but I couldn’t figure out what he was doing.

I’d never seen ISM other than in the fancy brochure, with its pictures of a lavish campus complete with a huge pool, and kids every color of the rainbow smiling with their arms around each other’s shoulders. Maggie presented me with two options soon after telling me about the move: the International School of Mexico City or the Gates Institute, a British school that offered the intense European international baccalaureate program I’d been following at my D.C. school, which had tons of students from other countries. The ISM brochure said its three thousand students were 85 percent Mexican, 10 percent American, and 5 percent Other. That didn’t sound very international to me, but the Gates Institute had a half day of classes on Saturday, and no way was I doing that. I was angry about the move and wanted to have a little fun for a change.

“I’ll go to this International School,” I told Maggie, sliding the colorful catalog across the kitchen table.

“Are you sure?” she said. “What if at the last minute you want to go to college in Europe?”

She was all about options, options, options. “Look, I decided, okay?”

I didn’t want to talk about it anymore at the time, because I was still in the phase of pretending that we weren’t really going. But if I had to go to school in Mexico I might as well go to one where most of the kids were Mexican. They’d probably be more welcoming than Gates, which sounded snobbish to me.

“You’re lucky you can go to this school,” Maggie said. “Just look at the price tag!”

I’d skipped the tuition section because we didn’t have to worry about things like that. The U.S. government paid for my school—one of the many perks of Maggie’s job. All she had to pay out of pocket was our phone bill and food. Everything else was taken care of by tax money. I flipped back to the page and my eyes widened: Forty thousand U.S. dollars per year.

“Better be one hell of a high school,” I said.

“Don’t say ‘hell,’” said my mother, still flipping through brochures. “Hey, here’s a French academy. Want to learn French?”

         

The doorbell rang promptly at nine. I opened the door in my new, tight jeans, white button-down blouse with embroidered flowers, and brown suede Keds, an outfit I thought was school-girly and just sexy enough with the top two buttons undone. I felt put-together and ready. Until I saw Sisley, in a burgundy velvet jacket, lipstick and hair to match, hip-hugging jeans with holes, and big steel-toed combat boots that were so worn at the toe that the metal showed through. She looked much older and more sophisticated than me. I’d seen her father, my mother’s boss in the Citizen Services Department, and he was five-two, going bald, and wore thick glasses. Sisley looked more like a girl who played bass in her boyfriend’s punk band than someone who played flute in the ISM Philharmonic. She sort of sneered when she saw me, and looked me up and down. I knew she was thinking I was too ordinary to be seen with her. Her pouty dark-purple lips finally parted.

“Hey,” she said. “Let’s go.”

Without waiting for an answer, she spun around, flung her burgundy hair over her shoulder, and walked to the elevator. She jammed her finger repeatedly on the button.

“That won’t make it come any faster,” I said.

“Whatever. I just want to get to the school thing and see my friends.”

“What do you guys do at orientation?”

“It’s volunteering, you know, hanging signs and helping the new kids find their way around. Really, we just like checking them out ahead of time. Sometimes cool people move here and other years…well.” She eyed me again. “Let’s go.”

Great, I thought. She hates me. I needed this to go well. I wanted the stunning, artsy Sisley to be my first girlfriend, or, even better, I wanted to be her, save me the trouble of acclimating, plus I’d have an edgier look and buoyant C-cups. I didn’t care that waifs had ruled the runways and Calvin Klein ads that year; I hated my boyishly skinny body and the fact that I had the option of whether or not to wear a bra. Sisley was the epitome of alterna-chic, that look that was so popular in the early nineties it even trickled all the way down south of the border.

We got into her gray Chrysler and rode up Reforma for ten minutes without speaking.

“Do you have a boyfriend?” I asked, trying to break the silence.

“Yeah, for a couple years,” she said. “His name’s Tyler.”

“Does he go to our school, too?” I hated my obvious attempts at conversation, but I couldn’t stand to go the whole way without talking.

“He’s older than we are, but he dropped out. He’s not into school. He’s more, like, philosophical and self-taught. He reads about Che Guevara all day and stuff, writes manifestos for the revolution, and plays guitar.”

“Um, what kind of revolution?”

“I’m not really mainstream,” she quipped, ignoring my question. For the rest of the ride, Sisley sang along to loud music with indecipherable lyrics that I later learned was a new band called Nirvana, so popular that they practically put Sisley exactly in the place she was most afraid of: commonness.

The Tacubaya neighborhood was as poverty-stricken as most of el D.F.—el Distrito Federal—as locals called Mexico City.

“Well, here we are,” said Sisley, as she rounded the corner of a tall gated complex. “Good old ISM.”

“This is it? It looks like a maximum-security prison.”

The school was a fortress. High, peach-colored concrete walls provided a pastel illusion of pleasantry, a distraction from the fact that they were topped with barbed wire to shield the campus from the dangerous neighborhood outside. Even the run-down houses a few blocks away had their own version of security: amber-and-green glass from broken beer bottles implanted atop their walls, protruding like jagged teeth from cement gums.

         

Sisley parked near the entrance and we passed through a guarded gate, where we had to show our picture IDs and sign a form.

“You can’t leave campus during the day,” said Sisley. “Unless, of course”—she nudged her shoulder in the guard’s direction—“you give him a mordida.”

Mordida? I searched my limited Spanish vocabulary. Didn’t that mean…? “You bite him?” I asked, recalling the word’s translation. Sisley rolled her eyes.

“Well, literally it means ‘little bite.’ You don’t, like, physically sink your teeth in. It’s more of a metaphor, see, you pay him. Money is, like, magic here. You’ll learn.”

Sisley waved to a girl with a shaved head and some boys in leather jackets and flannel shirts. “Have fun,” she said to me, and I thought I saw her sneer again. She pulled a pack of cigarettes out of her back pocket, took one out, lit it, and went to join her friends, who resembled budding rock stars, with their wallet chains, piercings, and tattoos. I looked down at my tight, waist-high jeans and tucked-in blouse. I was going to have to do something about my wardrobe. If I could make friends with Sisley, maybe I could get her to take me shopping. I was just thankful I hadn’t taken Maggie’s life-ending advice about tropical colors.

         

I followed the signs to the auditorium and settled into an uncomfortable, hard, blue fold-down chair for the orientation talk. I looked around for Dave but didn’t see him. Principal Perez, a stout, stern orange-haired woman, and Vice Principal Horney, a gray-haired Brit with a most unfortunate name for a high-school administrator (“Hoah-neigh,” he pronounced it), stood onstage behind a podium. They lectured for an hour about after-school programs and all the clubs and sports ISM offered: the Community Service Leadership Team, Model United Nations, the Italian Club, water polo. We new students were promised a fantastic education and a culturally broadening experience.

“It’s also worth noting,” Mr. Horney said, “that here at ISM we have earthquake drills as a standard once-a-month procedure. We’re always at great risk for an earthquake here in Mexico City.” As Mr. Horney launched into the plans for renovating the computer lab, I got to thinking that if my life weren’t on shaky enough ground already, at least I was sitting right on top of a massive fault line.

Afterward, we were ushered downstairs and outside to the palapa, a gigantic straw umbrella, to sit at benches, eat tacos and rolled-up fried tortillas called flautas, with sauces far spicier than we were used to, and mingle. I spotted a good-looking blond boy I’d seen in the auditorium and sat beside him, putting my plastic plate of food and sauce down next to his.

“This sauce is out of control,” he said. “Stay away from the green stuff, unless you want to expel something the same color out the other end.”

“I think I just lost my appetite.”

“Sorry about that,” he said. “I’m Ken.”

“Mila.”

We nervously nibbled the edges of our food.

“Are your parents at the Embassy?” I asked Ken, looking for common ground.

“Nope. Missionaries.”

“Missionaries?”

“We’re Mormons. Huge community down here in Mexico. My family just moved from Ogden, Utah.”

“Wow, really? Do you like Mexico?”

“It’s so different,” he said. “I haven’t quite gotten a handle on it yet.”

“I know. I don’t usually get overwhelmed by things, but this city redefines the concept of enormous.”

“Totally.” He smiled. “And it’s so not what I expected. Some of my friends back home were, like, ‘So, Ken, will you ride to school on a burro?’”

We both laughed.

“They’ll have to come visit you,” I said. “Then they’ll see about burros.”

“There are probably more donkeys in Utah than in this town,” he said, making me laugh again. Then we came to the inevitable awkward pause in the conversation, which I quelled in my usual way, by pretending that I urgently had to be someplace else.

“Is it two o’clock yet?” I asked.

“Five till.”

“I’m supposed to meet my friend for a ride home,” I said. “It was nice meeting you.”

“Good luck, Mila. See you around.”

Ken stood when I did, threw the rest of his lunch in the garbage, and went to join a table full of similar-looking blond kids, presumably also Mormons from Ogden, Utah.

         

I found Sisley outside the gates, smoking and talking with her friends, who laughed a lot at their private jokes. I sat along the concrete ledge at the base of the tall fence that would contain me within ISM’s walls from seven to three, Monday through Friday.

“Do you want a cigarette?” a guy who looked like a teenage Keanu Reeves asked. He had a pierced eyebrow and wore a silver-studded black leather jacket.

“I don’t—I mean, sure, I could really use a cigarette right now,” I said, trying out the phrase and smiling at the boy. One thing I’d noticed was that, like a sort of “Fuck you” to the pollution, everyone in Mexico City seemed to smoke. It’s all about blending in with the culture, my mother’s voice echoed in my head as I reached for the Marlboro Light. I knew she didn’t mean smoking, but I didn’t care. From moving around so much, I’d learned that I had to do whatever it took to slip into my surroundings unnoticed. And my surroundings here felt dangerous. The ISM students dressed and acted older, and everything seemed huge and intimidating.

The dark-haired boy bent toward me, flipped open a silver Zippo with a skull insignia, and lit my cigarette. I gulped blue smoke and stifled a cough. A gray puff came out my nose and I glanced over to make sure no one was noticing that this was the first cigarette of my life. But they were back to being absorbed in conversations about the great parties they’d gone to over the summer and people I didn’t know whom they couldn’t wait to see again. I’ll get this right, I thought, taking another, smaller puff and trying to enjoy the taste of toasted chemicals in my mouth.

“I’ve gotta go, guys,” Sisley finally said. “Mila has to get home.”

I stood up and stubbed out my cigarette underfoot. “Bye,” I said to the group, offering a wave and worrying that I stuck out, not a chameleon but a gecko on a glass window.

“See ya,” said the guy who’d given me the cigarette. He hadn’t told me his name, and I’d felt too shy in front of the group to ask. I wished I could evaporate into the smog.

“That was Kai,” Sisley said as we walked toward the car. “Kaiosaki. Isn’t he cute? He’s half Japanese, half Mexican. Good DNA.”

“I want a jacket like his. He’s adorable.”

“Unfortunately for us girls, he also happens to be gay.”

“Really?” I didn’t know anyone out of the closet at my old school.

“Yeah, he gets a ton of shit because Mexico is so homophobic. It’s the Latino machismo thing. You could have told him you didn’t smoke, you know.”

“Sometimes I do.”

Sisley gave me a skeptical glance.

“So, what do you think of the lovely ISM?” she asked. I ignored her sarcasm. I desperately wanted to love my new home. She unlocked the car doors and we got in.

“It seems all right. I think I just have to adjust.”

“You will,” she said, her voice muffled from holding the cigarette she was lighting between her lips. She exhaled, and for the first time that day I saw her smile, just a slight upturn. “It takes some people a little more time to find their place.”

Her comment stung, but I pretended it didn’t faze me.

“Have you gone to an international high school before?” she continued.

“My school in D.C. was pretty international.”

“No, I mean a real one, abroad.”

“I haven’t lived overseas since the eighth grade.”

“Then there’s two things you should remember,” said Sisley in her best authoritarian tone. “Everyone’s rich, and no one has parents.”

“What do you mean?”

“Everything’s cheap here, including labor. The people at our school have drivers and maids and all kinds of stuff you’d never imagine. The important people’s kids even have bodyguards who sit outside all day and wait for them.”

Sisley threw the car in gear and barreled out of the parking lot’s high steel gates.

“And their parents,” she continued, “are totally self-involved. They have so much money, they shower their offspring with stuff—whatever they ask for. They always travel—for work, pleasure, or some combination of the two—and the kids stay home with the maids, go to school, and party like crazy at the bars and antros. That’s Spanish for ‘clubs.’”

“That sounds pretty cool,” I said, trying to be nonchalant. Sisley changed lanes without signaling, dodging squat little microbuses called peseros and the ubiquitous green-and-yellow VW bug taxis.

“If you’re into nightlife, which, no offense, you don’t look like you are, it’s fucking amazing.”

“Where’s a good place to shop for new clothes around here?” I asked.

“Like what kind?” She eyed my outfit again.

“The kind that wouldn’t make you think what you just said.”

“I only go to the vintage stores in La Condesa, but don’t even think about going all copycat on me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said. “Thanks for the tip.”

On the ride down bustling Reforma, I noticed that all around the city, walls were painted green, white, and red, the word COLOSIO in big black letters in the center.

“What does that mean?” I asked, pointing to the signs. Sisley sneered again and said the elections were coming up, that Colosio was the favored candidate, basically a shoo-in. She told me he was a member of the PRI, the Institutional Revolutionary Party, which had ruled over what had been called “the perfect dictatorship” of Mexico for almost seventy years. Colosio was at least an honest politician, she explained. He opposed his party’s corruption and the government’s alliance with drug cartels. I guessed Sisley’s Che Guevara revolutionary dropout boyfriend had something to do with her eloquence on the subject of Mexican politics.

I got back to the apartment and wrote in my diary until I heard Maggie’s key turn in the lock. I stashed the notebook under my mattress and went to meet her in the living room.

“How was orientation?” she asked, dropping her briefcase and the mail on the dining-room table.

“I need to go to La Condesa before school starts.”

“Why?” she asked.

“My wardrobe doesn’t seem to be appropriate.”

“What did I tell you? You should have listened to me.”

“I’m not talking tropical colors, Mom. No one wears them. Not even close.”

“Well, you’ll have to show me what they are wearing, then.” She waved a hand dismissively and went into the kitchen. “Hey, I found out what that whistling sound is. I asked a Mexican lady at work today.”

“Whatever it is, it’s been keeping me up all night.”

“It’s a guy selling sweet potatoes,” she said triumphantly. “Apparently they’re pretty common.”

“Potatoes? Why does it whistle like that?”

“It’s the steam. The noise attracts customers.”

“At least now we know we can get a potato at midnight,” I said, plopping down on the ugly gray couch.

“I hope he doesn’t keep you awake again tonight,” said Maggie. She sat down beside me, put her arm around me, and jiggled my shoulder in that way mothers do when they are trying to pep you up. “Cheer up, Milagro,” she said. “It’s your last week of visas before school starts. This is the beginning of a whole new life for us.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess so.”

“I’m so glad you’re excited. Oh, you got a letter today,” she said, plucking one of the envelopes from the table. I snatched it up, recognizing Nora’s loopy handwriting in her favorite pink pen. I smiled, thinking of Nora sitting at her desk, writing it, the hot-pink feathers on top of the pen jiggling wildly as she scrawled. I ran to my room with the letter and closed the door.


August 20
 
Dear Mila,
 
Thank you for your letter! I miss you so much. The trip to Kenya was great as usual. We got back yesterday. Mom’s doing well—the doctors say she’s really in remission! I hope you won’t be upset, but they made me cheerleading captain since you moved away. And I have more big news: Rob and I had sex…. It was really, really everything I ever hoped for. He took me out on a date, to a really nice dinner and everything. They even served us red wine—can you believe that! The restaurant was so superfancy, I guess they just assumed we were Georgetown students. Next year we will be! I’m also applying to Princeton, Columbia, BU, and Tufts. How about you? Can you come visit for Thanksgiving? And guess what?! My dad said I can visit you in Mexico sometime, too. Write back and tell me all about it. Do you have a boyfriend yet?

Love you, too!

Nora


I’d never realized she was such an exclamation-point fanatic. Funny how people can come across completely different in letters. It sounded like Nora was moving on without me, busy with cheerleading and losing her virginity to Rob. I missed Karim, regretting that I didn’t just do it when we were still together, and I wondered whether I’d meet anyone I liked enough in Mexico. I folded the letter and put it away. I’d write Nora back later, once I had good news to share and maybe a “yes” to that boyfriend question. I hoped we would keep in touch and that she’d really come visit. Old friends always said that when you moved away, usually right before they disappeared.

         

I caught Dave staring at me through the glass wall between the barn and the back office, where he laminated visas as I called out names and handed back passports. We were in that limbo state between friends who kissed and dating. A black-mustached man in a plaid shirt and a cowboy hat tapped me on the shoulder, bringing me back to the job at hand. “I’ve been waiting since seven in the morning,” he said in Spanish. I looked at the clock: 3:29 P.M.

“Disculpe, there’s nothing I can do,” I replied as I turned back to the microphone and called other, lucky visa recipients up to the podium. “Juan Rivera…Maria Hidalgo…Lucinda Cruz…”

The cart squeaked on its wheels as I pushed it back to the office to collect more trays of passports from Dave.

“Want to have a drink after work in the Zona Rosa?” he said. “We can hang outside in the beer garden.”

“I’d love to,” I said, “but I don’t turn eighteen for another year and three months.”

“You’re young for a senior.”

“My birthday’s in November. You’re either a year older or younger than everyone when that happens. My mom went for me being younger, of course. ‘Push to get ahead,’ that’s her motto.”

“No one cares here, anyway. They don’t card. The saying goes that if you’re tall enough to see over the bar, then you’re old enough to drink.”

It always stayed light until eight in Mexico City. We crossed Reforma, passed the Ángel de la Independencia, and then diverted into the supremely touristy Zona Rosa. It translated to the Pink Zone, which at first I thought was because the area was popular with gay people, but then I found out that most of the buildings in this part of town actually used to be pink. Dave and I walked through the streets, which were all named for European cities: Londres, Hamburgo, Florencia. The Zona Rosa was the only place in the city I’d seen that was built, logically, in a perfect grid. There was the chain music shop called Mixup, with its trademark industrial-steel sign, Burger King and McDonald’s alongside traditional taquerias, and American-import shops like Guess? and Levi’s. The pretty architecture was Spanish Colonial, according to the Mexico City guide I’d bought at the Embassy gift shop. The houses around here were called casas porfirianas, because back when Porfirio Díaz was a dictator and lived in the gigantic Chapultepec Castle, perched up on a steep cliff, the Zona Rosa was a major residential area. Today it was basically all commercial, touristed, and chaotic. There were some tree-lined streets with little cafés and bars, and Dave led me through a restaurant that opened into a back garden. We sat in plastic white chairs at a plastic white table underneath a Corona umbrella, and Dave asked the mesero for two cervezas.

“Claro, joven,” he said, and walked away. Dave leaned in toward me.

“So these twins who are seniors at ISM are having a welcome-back party at their house on Saturday. Do you want to go with me?” he asked.

“How do you know them?” I asked.

“My dad was in some secret society at Yale with their dad, George Rothman,” he said. “Mr. Rothman’s president of the Globe Bank, and he’s been working here for a few years. We went to their house for dinner last night. Man, you should see this place.”

“If their dad’s president of the Globe Bank, it must be nice. Where do they live?”

“Lomas de Chapultepec, straight up Reforma to the north.”

“That’s the neighborhood my mother and I are moving to the weekend of my birthday. Getting out of the Embassy building will be the best present ever.”

“Ours is going to be someplace called Herradura,” he said. “I guess it’s pretty far away, almost an hour’s commute.”

“Those fifth-floor people and their privacy.”

“Shut up,” he joked. “Anyway, it won’t be ready for a while. Family that’s in there now isn’t getting transferred for another six months.”

The waiter brought our Coronas and we pushed the limes in.

“So will you come to Nina and Naldo’s little fiesta with me or not?” He pronounced the word in three exaggerated syllables, so it came out feee-yes-taah.

“Your accent is cute,” I said, batting my eyes flirtatiously and hoping he couldn’t tell that it was calculated. “Sure, I’ll go. I’ll probably have to be home by midnight or something, though.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Dave said. “Their parents are away. We can stay all night. Just say you’re sleeping at a friend’s house.”

         

“What do you think of this one?” My mother was pointing at a painting of a woman with a basket of calla lilies, possibly the worst Diego Rivera rip-off I’d ever seen.

“I don’t know,” I said. “A little clichéd.”

It was bright and still way too early on Saturday morning to be hunting for typical Mexican décor for our future house. Earlier that morning, I had been dreaming of earthquakes. The quake gathered force, ripping apart the concrete of the city and jarring me awake. Maggie was sitting next to me on my bed, shaking me by the shoulders. I was a deep sleeper and turned over, squeezing my eyes shut and pulling the pillow over my head.

“Bazaar del Sábado!” she’d cheered. “We have to get an early start before things get picked over.” It was the agreement we’d made: first, Bazaar del Sábado, then, if I was helpful with the paintings, shopping in La Condesa. So there I was, in the outdoor art market in the San Angel district, where typical Mexican crafts and decorative trinkets were sold, mainly to tourists, for muchísimos pesos más than they were worth.

“Milagro, this is Mexico!” said Maggie, opening her arms as if to wrap them around the plaza. “The colors, the crafts, the mariachi…” She got this elsewhere look in her eyes and I wondered whether when she was in her twenties in Playa del Carmen, making jewelry and sleeping with a married guy, she cared about colors, crafts, and mariachi.

“How can you say that?” I said. “This is like a show. It’s a carnival, or a circus.”

“Be respectful, Milagro. It’s also the livelihood of all these people.”

“You think any of this would be here if it weren’t for tourists?”

“We’re not tourists,” she said.

I cocked my left eyebrow at her, the only one I could arch voluntarily.

“What?” She looked at me accusingly. “Tourism fuels the economy!”

“All I’m saying is it’s sad that it has to.” I changed the subject so our discussion wouldn’t escalate into an argument, which seemed to happen every time we talked these days. I wasn’t proud of it, but avoidance was one of my primary tactics. Confrontation always made me feel like a five-year-old caught with her hands in finger paint, standing in front of a wet red, yellow, and green splotched wall.

“I’m going to a sleepover tonight,” I said.

“You mean may I go to a sleepover tonight. How is that possible when you haven’t made any friends yet?”

“I met this girl, Nina,” I said, almost forgetting her name. “She goes to ISM. She’s a senior, too. She’s from Argentina, apparently.”

“Apparently?”

“I mean she is. From Argentina,” I said, trying to hide the fact that I hadn’t actually seen Nina in person yet.

“Where did you meet this Nina?”

“Dave introduced me to her, at lunch during work,” I lied. “Her father is head of the Globe Bank and met Dave’s father at Yale.”

As I suspected would happen, Maggie’s entire demeanor changed when she heard that I was associating with someone from an “important” family.

“Oh, wonderful!” she said. “And do I need to ask if her parents will be home?”

“Of course they will.” I smiled and put an arm around my mother’s shoulder. We were exactly the same height now.

“Be sure you get picked up and dropped off. I don’t want you going around the city by yourself, at least not for a while.”

“I’m perfectly capable of getting around, Mom.”

“Milagro—”

“All right, okay. I’ll get rides.”

She looked satisfied and went back to the papier-mâché toucan statuettes she’d been eyeing. “What do you think of hanging some of these from the kitchen ceiling?”

“Um, yeah, they’re…great. They’re beautiful, Mom,” I said, picturing getting ready for the party in the snap-front plaid shirt, burgundy leather jacket, broken-in 401s, and black nail polish I was imagining finding in La Condesa.

         

Nina came down to the gate when we buzzed, all cascades of long dark hair and floral perfume. She was gorgeous, tall and long-legged in her high-heeled snakeskin pointy boots and tight Versace jeans, her features as delicate as a model’s. I could tell right away that she was one of those free-spirited girls who could fit in anywhere and get away with saying or doing pretty much anything.

“Hey, sexy,” she said to Dave, planting the customary kiss on his cheek. “Good to see you again, my friend.” Then she kissed my cheek. Her breath smelled of lemons and tequila. “Nice to meet you, Mila. Love the jacket.”

I, too, loved the new burgundy leather belted jacket that I’d found at a funky thrift shop. The shopping expedition had worked; I had the beginnings of a new look that was more in line with Sisley’s alternative style than with my old preppy gear.

“Thanks,” I said. “And thanks for inviting me.” Pearl Jam blasted out of the two-story mansion. I scanned the crowded room behind her.

“Half the school is here,” she said. “I’m totally surprised, since no one does these parents-away house parties like in the States. We usually go to clubs and bars, so I guess it’s a nice change to stay home on a Saturday night.”

If this was “staying home,” I couldn’t wait to see what going out in Mexico City was like. There was a static freedom here that seemed to pulse through the atmosphere. I could feel its pull. Nina clasped my hand and we weaved through the crowd toward the bar.

“Where’d your parents go?” I asked, raising my voice above the music.

“Globe Bank conference in Buenos Aires. It’s my dad’s business trip, but of course my mother simply had to go along,” she said, affecting a socialite’s inflection and smiling. I liked her already.

“What about you and your brother? They just leave you here alone?” I still wasn’t sure that Sisley hadn’t been exaggerating what she told me about everyone being rich and virtually parentless.

“You really are new, aren’t you?” Nina teased, her concentration all on slicing the limes she’d lined up on the kitchen counter. “My brother and I aren’t unusual. The ’rents are wrapped up in their own shit. Dad’s got his high-powered bank job, and Mom loves the fuckin’ spa—in Tokyo. They figure Concepción and Rodrigo are always around. My brother and I had to pay those two a little extra not to show up for work this week.”

Nina talked fast, stray wisps of dark hair falling on the cutting board, their ends mingling with the lime juice.

“Concepción?”

Her huge eyes darted up from the cutting board. She pushed her hair out of her face with her forearm, licked lime off her fingers. “Our maid. Rodrigo’s the driver.”

“What kind of name is Concepción?”

She shrugged. “A pretty normal one for here. It has to do with, like, extreme Catholicism, obviously.”

Maybe Milagro wasn’t that weird after all, I thought, for the first time ever.

“Where are you from?” Nina asked, pouring us two amber shots from a bottle labeled Herradura. I’d never drunk tequila before and wondered if it would taste as repulsive as it smelled, like acetone.

“Tough question,” I said. “I was in Shanghai when I was really little, but the first place I remember living in is Guadalajara. Then we spent two years in Bolivia, two in Rome, one in Oslo, then Prague, Washington, D.C., and now here….”

“My dad’s from D.C. We lived there for a while, too. Trust me, you’ll have way more fun here. It’s crazy.” She handed me a shot glass and held hers up to her lips. “Ready?”

I smiled and nodded.

“Arriba, abajo, al centro y adentro!” she shouted, waving the tequila shot around before throwing it back. I followed with mine and almost gagged, the burn in my throat and nose was so intense. I grabbed a slice of lime from the counter and sucked it hard. I should’ve eaten dinner, I thought.

“You don’t look American at all,” I said when I recovered, a bit light-headed now, and fuzzy.

“My mom’s from Buenos Aires. I consider myself Argentine. Trust me, you don’t want to say you’re from the States at school.”

“Why not?” I asked, but she’d turned around and was screaming and hugging a pixieish brown-haired girl who’d come up behind her. I poured myself another shot of tequila and downed it fast. It wasn’t so bad. I threw back another, and wavered back out into the swarm of people to look for Dave. He was standing in a big group of guys, next to a boy who was a male version of Nina, tall with blue streaks in his dark hair. Her twin brother, Naldo.

“There you are!” Nina grabbed my hand. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to my brother. He’s a total skate punk, but really into school and water polo these days.”

The guys wanted to play drinking games, so we lined up more shots on the coffee table. I was extroverted and rambunctious, thanks to the alcohol, and loving everyone I met. By the time I realized that a ninety-five-pound girl probably shouldn’t do five shots on an empty stomach, the living room was spinning and I couldn’t remember what Nina said the moment the words came out of her mouth. I went to the kitchen, crouched below the marble-topped island, and ate four slices of bread I got from the fridge. Then I found the twins’ parents’ room and collapsed on the bed. I felt like I was on a boat, rocking on the ocean, and thought it was the effect of the tequila until I realized that I was actually lying on a water bed.

When I opened my eyes, there was a silhouette standing over me.

“Are you all right?”

“Dave?” I said.

“Yeah, it’s me,” he said, moving out of the light and lying down beside me. We kissed a little, then he got back up, switched off the light, and closed the door. In the darkness, I noticed a full moon shining through a skylight in the ceiling.

“Can you ever see the stars in Mexico City?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “Too smoggy.”

The moonlight cast an eerie midnight-blue glow over the room, like a scene from an old spy movie—a film noir. I titled it in my head: Son of the Fifth Floor. I may have giggled out loud, though I don’t remember.

“Are you drunk?” he teased, tickling my rib cage.

“No! Okay, maybe a little. Just a little.”

We started kissing again, deeper this time. I could almost feel myself falling for him. I loved almost everything about him: how easygoing he was, the way his hair flopped into his eyes when he took off his baseball cap, the slight mystery of what was ever really going on inside his head. There was nothing in the room but shadows. He sat up on top of me, legs bent behind him as if he were kneeling.

“It’s perfect right now,” he said. “Just you, me, and this water bed. I even brought protection.”

“How could you be so presumptuous? I already told you, I’m not ready.”

“Yes, you are,” he said, as though I’d argued that my hair wasn’t black or said it was snowing outside. He ran his hands down my arms to my wrists and kissed me harder. I tried to wriggle out from under him, but he was too strong and I was unsteady with drunkenness. He held my arms firmly above my head and pressed my legs down with his. I heard the sounds of zippers being unzipped, felt the tugging of my jeans and underwear, the tearing of wrappers with teeth, the unnatural scent of latex. His breath smelled of alcohol and he pressed his way inside, fighting back as I struggled, kicking and trying to yell, but the music was too loud for anyone to hear and I knew he’d locked the door, anyway. “Get off,” I tried to say, but the words came out muffled. I was a piece of wood and he was a hammer with a nail, breaking through. After a while, I gave up resisting and waited for the pain to subside, and it did. I got wet; my body was rebelling against me, echoing Dave’s words: That’s right, relax, just enjoy this. There was no way to undo it now. I fixated on a dark splotch on the ceiling. Was it a stain? A cucaracha? My mind began to drift and I clamped my eyes shut, willing myself out of my physical presence, to fall asleep, to be anywhere but here. I silently recited lyrics to that children’s song about a pot-smoking cockroach: Ya no puede caminar…porque no tiene, porque le falta, marijuana que fumar. I’d read somewhere that it dated back to the Mexican Revolution, maybe earlier. A soldier’s song. A sarcastic hymn, a bizarre image, a joke. His breath was hot. I opened my eyes. Shadows danced across the ceiling. His nose in profile resembled an Alpine ski slope, and he smelled like aftershave mixed with sweat. His skin was damp, slick as oil. I imagined pushing his body into a giant deep fryer, listening to him scream and begging me to help as I watched his body burn away to nonexistence.

“Dave?” I said. It came out in two syllables, with my body moving above the undulating water. The sheet had slipped off and I felt the cold plastic slapping against my back, his warm body against my front. I was being torn apart, split open, suspended in limbo, filled with something. I looked down and saw him sliding in and out, an alien sight, like watching something that was happening to somebody else.

“You like that?” he said, over and over, so that it came out as Youlikethatyoulikethatyoulikethat?, until the words didn’t sound like words anymore but became a perpetual drone in the background. I was a lost raft on a water-bed sea, caught in a storm, waves smacking its sides until it sprang a leak that couldn’t be plugged. It was too dark to see color, but I wondered if the slippery wetness inside my thighs would be red. He groaned and then, as suddenly as he was in, he was out. The dim glow of the moon leaked in through the skylight. It was over, but I knew right then that the aftermath would be worse.

“You didn’t come, did you?” Dave asked.

“What?” I couldn’t believe he’d asked that. “Are you insane?” Tears welled up in my eyes, a familiar lump in my throat that meant my defenses were crumbling.

“Never mind, get dressed,” he said. “I’m going back out to the party.”

“Please, wait…” I blurted through sobs, but the door opened, a stream of light and ambient party noise passed through the room, and then the door clicked shut. So what were Dave and I now? I thought. How could he do this to me? Had I somehow given him the idea that it was okay?

I gathered the sheets around my body, tight like a papoose, and lay with my eyes closed. Eventually I must have passed out, because I woke up to beams of sunlight pouring between the blinds and the skylight, illuminating tiny dust particles on the other side of the room. I sat up, still naked in the water bed. “Everything will be back to normal soon,” I told myself, fully aware that it wouldn’t be. Small bruises peppered my thighs, and a few spots of blood dotted the mattress. Since it was a rubbery water bed, I just scratched the marks away with my fingernails. I had to get rid of the evidence.

I dressed, stepped over sleeping bodies in the living room, and left the house, running until I reached the gate. Outside, I flagged down a pesero, a small green-and-gray microbus that cost a peso. Peseros had no official stops, and you could tell where they were going only if you knew the meaning of “Ruta 2” or “Ruta 4,” painted inside a tiny triangle on the side. The other people on the squat bus eyed me, seemingly wondering what a girl like me was doing there. My sense of direction was acute, thanks to years of having to adapt to new cities, but I surprised myself by not getting lost, considering Mexico City’s size. I got off near the Zona Rosa and started walking. I needed to do something mundane to make myself feel regular again, so I stopped at Mixup to buy a Discman to replace my Walkman, and a CD, one I’d seen on the floor of Sisley’s car, Radiohead. I needed to hear that one song. It was always on the radio, and it would soothe me. “What the hell am I doing here?” the singer sang.

I paid the cashier and left the store. Buying something was such a simple, everyday act. I could never deal with anger by cutting myself, or not eating. Shopping was my tension relief of choice, spending money that I was supposed to use on practical things like lunch or a taxi on some little luxury instead. It made me feel that I was back in control. I walked the rest of the way home, trying to block the image of Dave’s face from flashing through my mind.

“Hi,” Maggie said when I walked through the door. She put the Sunday newspaper down on her lap. “Did you have a nice time at the sleepover?”

“It was great,” I said. “Really fun.”

“How did you get home?”

“Nina’s mom.”

“She should have come up to say hello.”

“She was running late. Spa appointment or something.” I knew this was exactly the kind of thing Mrs. Rothman would be rushing off to do.

I went straight into the shower, and then shut myself in my room. I lay on the bed with one white oversized towel wrapped around my body and another on my head, twisted into a turban to absorb the water from my hair. I put a headphone in each ear to listen to my Pablo Honey CD on the Discman. Thom Yorke’s ethereal voice calmed me, the songs transporting me away from my anxiety. I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, my mother was standing in the doorway.

“I want to take you out to celebrate,” she said.

“Celebrate what?”

“You made sixteen hundred dollars at the visa barn. You can’t put it all in savings.” She smiled.

We went shopping at the Guess? store in the Zona Rosa, and then she took me out to a fancy fondue restaurant in Polanco, the Beverly Hills of Mexico City, of which Avenida Presidente Masaryk was the equivalent of Rodeo Drive.

“Aren’t you excited for your first day tomorrow?” she asked as we strolled through Masaryk’s strip of sidewalk cafés at dusk. I wished she would stop constantly asking if I was excited about stuff, especially since I wasn’t feeling much of anything other than a desire to escape, to travel either far forward or backward to a place where it hadn’t happened, or where enough time had passed to make it less immediate, less raw, or at least to erase the fading bruises on my legs. I went through the motions, the images from the night before growing fuzzier now, a film sliding out of focus.

         

I lay in bed that night, frozen and crying soundlessly. Tiny tremors shot through my body. My mother was fast asleep; I could hear her snoring like a truck downshifting on the highway. Through the window, I saw the infinite stream of cars going by and the people by the taco stand and the man playing guitar on the corner. I got up and washed my face in the darkness of the bathroom, splashing the cold water on my puffy eyes, then slipped out of the apartment and down the street. It was half past midnight, but traffic was still as heavy as it was during rush hour. Nothing slowed here. The deep-purple sky was bright with city lights. There were no stars. I walked into a tiendita, a little store that sold candy, soda, magazines, and bootleg cassette tapes.

“Cigarro, por favor,” I said to the vendor, giving my still embarrassing Spanish a whirl.

“Que tipo?” What kind, he asked, producing a giant tin full of loose cigarettes. Unbeknownst to me at the time, I had asked for just one cigarette, and it turned out they were commonly sold that way, under the table. I later learned that many people couldn’t afford the price of an entire pack, which was the equivalent of two dollars that year.

I peered into the tin. How convenient that I wouldn’t have to buy twenty smokes when I wasn’t feeling entirely committed to this new habit. “Marlboro Light?” It was Sisley’s brand, and now mine, too.

The man plucked a cigarette from the center. I grabbed a pack of Chiclets, held it up for him to see, and paid. Back at the apartment, I went out on the balcony, quietly slid the door shut behind me, crouched down, and lit my cigarette. I smoked until my throat felt used to the burn, irritation replaced by a new, adult-feeling pleasure, like what would happen with sex the next time, I hoped. I exhaled a long gray stream, my contribution to the already exhaust-filled air.

I stubbed out the butt and tossed it over the balcony, then eased back into the apartment. The nicotine only amped me up, so I turned on my reading light and grabbed some stationery and a pen.


August 23
 
Dear Nora,
 
I can’t wait until you visit. I’m going crazy waiting for school to start. And speaking of crazy, there seems to be an insane amount of freedom here—we could go into a bar and no one would ask for ID. No one even cares here. It’s weird, like being completely on your own. My mother is clueless, as usual. I went to my first Mexico City party the other night. These twins who are seniors at my new school threw it because their parents were away. Nina is my newest friend, and her brother Naldo is friends with my boyfriend, Dave. Dave and I totally planned it so we could have sex. So that makes two of us! How was it with Rob? Honestly, Dave was kind of aggressive. But at least that’s over with. The first time’s always the worst, right? Well, except in your case. Your night sounds like it couldn’t have gone any better. Call me if you can sometime: 011–52–55–5241–2600. There are so many people in Mexico City that the phone numbers need an extra digit.

Besos (kisses),
 Mila


Before I could change my mind and tear the letter to shreds, I folded the envelope, licked it shut, and wrote Nora’s address on the front in big block letters. It felt oddly therapeutic to recast what happened with Dave as my choice, to put the words down as fiction on paper.

I still couldn’t sleep, so I sat outside on the balcony, feeling bewildered that I was really here in Mexico City: the oldest metropolis in the Western Hemisphere, the busiest city in the world, the easiest place to feel alone.





End of sample
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