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CHAPTER  ONE

Remedios

La Curandera (curandera, n.f. healer)

Remedios, la curandera, stands at the edge of the sea. The old healer is weary, a result, in part, of the countless times she has cocked her head in the direction of someone’s story. Remedios knows the town’s stories. Just as the sea, as their witness, knows them, too.

Remedios looks out over the deep. Tucked under an arm is the swordfish beak that is one of her prized possessions. She has owned it for countless years. Usually she keeps the sword in her hut, on her altar, la mesa santa. Not today. Today she has brought the sword to the sea because it signifies the waters and the mighty fish that live there. She has brought it because el pico de pez espada helps her find those who have drowned.

Today Remedios awaits the one blue wave that will bring a corpse to shore. The body we wait for, she thinks, the sea will yield up. Today. Tomorrow. The sea cannot be rushed. The others wring their hands, hold their breaths on the far side of the crag, at the place where the river joins the sea. But not Remedios. El pico has led her to this spot, and it is here she’ll keep her vigil.

Gathering her long dark skirt between her legs, Remedios squats on the shore. She lays el pico across her lap. Around her neck is the cord from which her medicine pouch hangs. The pouch rests directly over her heart and contains the secret talismans that fortify and empower her. Remedios spreads a palm over the little pouch, then reaches for the line of foamy brine rippling toward her. In the biting honesty of salt, the sea makes her secrets known to those who care to listen. She touches a finger to her tongue and the stories come.

The sea remembers. So it is the sea retells.


CHAPTER  TWO

Candelario Marroquín

El Ensaladero (ensaladero, n. m. salad-maker)

On the day after his promotion to salad-maker, Candelario Marroquín painted the door of his house a robin’s egg blue. The color blue was an obsession for him. Since his youth he had found comfort in the special blueness of new mornings. The azure stars that edged Our Lady’s mantle inspired him almost always to pray. And the glinting cobalt of the sea produced in him such excitement that he was forced at times to turn his back on it. “When it comes to blue,” his wife Chayo said, “who can understand him?” She was away when he began to paint the door. She had taken a basketful of paper flowers to the beach in hopes of selling them to tourists.

Candelario worked at his door in an act of quiet celebration. Each stroke of the brush soothed him and left him more at peace. Now that he had advanced from a mere waiter to the salad-maker, he would wear the cummerbund and the stiff bow tie. His small, thick body would look distinguished and important in the room where so many dined. Salary and tips would increase too. In the years since they had married, Candelario and Chayo had worked hard and earned little. It was the way of life here in Santiago. When he lived behind the mountain range that stretched all the way to Mexico City, Candelario had tended the bulls that later would be sent to fight. His work had been brutal, but there was always enough to eat and, most times, enough pesos left over for a glass or two of pulque in the cantina.

Since marrying he had become a much more serious man. At Chayo’s insistence he had given up the bulls for a more tranquil life. He did not drink anymore, for the pesos he made at the restaurant would not allow such indulgence. Chayo, too, felt the weight of life’s difficulties. The tourists were sometimes so clever at bargaining that she could never count on much from the sale of her bouquets. But all that was in the past. Now that he was the salad-maker, their lot was sure to improve.

It was a good day for painting. The sun was high and there was hardly a breeze. Candelario Marroquín stepped back to admire his handiwork. The enamel had taken smoothly to the metal door. At the top, where the paint was nearly dry, the door reflected the brightness of the morning. I can thank the patrón for this, he thought. Don Gustavo del Norte owned the restaurant in which Candelario worked. Don Gustavo was a large man, soft-muscled but surprisingly quick in manner. He had opened his establishment not long after moving to Santiago. Five months before, he had left Guadalajara, where he had lived for many years. There he had owned a glass factory in the nearby village of Tlaquepaque. Candelario Marroquín had never been so far away and could not himself imagine a village spilling over with tiny shops, all dependent on the whims of tourists. He had asked Hortencio, the wine steward, about this. Hortencio had worked for don Gustavo in the glass factory, and he knew about merchants and about the ways of a city like Guadalajara.

“Why did Don Gustavo leave one business for another?” Candelario asked. “Doesn’t Don Gustavo know more about glass making than about food?”

Hortencio had not answered either question. Instead, he had shrugged his shoulders and continued to polish the silver cup that dangled from the chain he wore around his neck.

Candelario squatted to paint the bottom third of the door. It was not for him to question the patrón’s motives. Don Gustavo was a man of clever ideas. It was his most recent belief that the tourists of Santiago deserved other things to eat than tacos and enchiladas. Just last week he had told Candelario that he would offer something different, feature some specialty for which the restaurant might become known. He had settled on the Caesar salad. Don Gustavo himself had instructed Candelario on how to make it. “For a perfect Caesar,” the patrón said, “the correct bowl is essential.” He had brought just the one from Guadalajara. It was wide at the base and lacquered black with squat, bowed sides. “You must prepare this salad with a flair,” don Gustavo said. Candelario Marroquín had taken to this requirement. Secretly, he was proud of his ways in the bullring. Now he would transfer his bravura to the salad cart.

“We have anchovies,” Candelario said as he finished up the painting. He mimicked don Gustavo’s instructions, wrinkling his nose at the acrid smell of the paint. “Then comes the mustard, then the lemons.” The sun now struck the door with an intensity that made him squint. “We have the eggs and then the romaine.” Candelario Marroquín pictured his cart: the narrow side-racks holding bottles and small shakers, the bottom shelf stacked high with plates, on the rims of which were stenciled delicate birds the color of his door.

Candelario propped his brush in the paint can and sat on the ground, his back against the wall of the house. He wiped his forehead with the back of a hand and glanced down the dry riverbed that fronted the house and led all the way to the sea. In the dry season the arroyo was used as a road, and now Chayo strode up it on her way back from the beach. Chayo’s sister, Marta, came along too. Marta was fifteen, four years younger than Chayo; each had the same dark mole, high on the cheekbone under the left eye. Candelario Marroquín noted that Marta’s pregnancy was not yet visible and he was glad of it. When her condition became apparent, there would be more than enough time for the town to talk.

That Chayo and he were childless he was certain the town already discussed. It perturbed him to think that his and Chayo’s names could lie on the lips of so many. He often asked himself if it were pity that people felt for them. “Poor Chayo,” he imagined people saying. “In these two years there could have been two babies.” Candelario Marroquín bristled at the thought. He had no use for people’s pity. He himself felt divided about his wife’s condition. He knew that while having sons would show him to be the man he truly was, more mouths for him to feed would be a considerable burden.

Now Chayo and Marta approached Candelario. When she saw the blue door, Chayo rolled her eyes. “It’s not surprising,” she said.

Candelario said nothing, but he was pleased nonetheless at his wife’s observation. The three went to sit under the lime tree growing at the edge of the yard, for they could not enter the house until the paint dried on the door handle.

“I sold all my flowers today,” Chayo said, tucking her skirt neatly under her legs. “One tourist wanted my basket, so I sold that too.”

“She made sixteen thousand pesos,” Marta said.

“It is a fortunate day,” Candelario replied, a wave of contentment washing over him. Of late it seemed that his life had turned around. Things were going right again. “We will buy more paint with the money. Now I can paint the inside of the house.” Candelario and Chayo’s house had only one room and one window. Their marriage bed sat under the window, one side against the wall. The furniture had belonged to Chayo’s mother. “When I’m gone, I wish you to have it,” she had said.

“In a few days the doctor will be in town,” Marta said. She smoothed her dress over her belly. “If I’m to put an end to my situation, it must be done soon. Time is running out.”

What’s this? Candelario asked himself. He usually paid no attention to the women when they talked. It was his observation that, in one way or another, women always spoke of life or death. Candelario Marroquín preferred more practical subjects. Today, however, he paid close attention to what the two said.

“I don’t know if it’s the right thing,” Chayo said.

“It’s right,” Marta replied. Although young, she had a determination and intensity of manner rare among the girls of Santiago. “It’s right because Roberto did this when I did not want it.” She struck her belly with a clenched fist. “If I have this child, I will hate it for all my life. I will hate this child like I hate Roberto.”

Chayo said, “Have the child. Tía Fina will help you raise it.” Marta lived with tía Fina, the women’s aunt, in a rooming house in Santiago.

“Tía Fina can’t do it. With her heart like it is, she can’t look after children. Besides, I don’t want to have a baby. I want to see the doctor when he comes. El doctor is the only one to help me.”

Chayo said, “I have heard of infection, of death, resulting from what you want.”

“El doctor comes from Guadalajara. He has learned many things in the city. He will not harm me.”

“If you do this, you will harm your soul,” Chayo said.

Marta wrenched a handful of grass from the ground. “Perhaps souls can be mended,” she said, allowing the grass blades to slip like rain through her fingers.

Chayo shook her head. “Padre Mario will condemn this.”

“El cura cannot see into my heart. It is not for him to judge.”

For a moment the two fell silent and Candelario thought that the subject was closed and that it was Marta’s straightforwardness that had ended the conversation, but then Chayo asked, “What about Remedios? Surely la curandera could tell you what to do.”

Marta turned her gaze up the arroyo. “I don’t need the healer. I know best what’s good for me.”

“And the doctor?” Chayo asked. “How much does he charge?”

“One hundred thousand pesos,” Marta said. “I have money saved, but I still need more. If I made enough, I’d pay for this myself.” Marta cleaned rooms in the best hotel in town.

Candelario creased a lime leaf in half and let its essence escape. He rubbed the leaf’s edge against his fingers dotted blue with paint. One hundred thousand pesos. If tips were good, it would take him weeks to earn that amount.

“Are you sure of the cost?” Chayo asked.

“As sure as I can be,” Marta said. “Luz told me.” Luz worked in the hotel with Marta. She lived in the same rooming house where Marta and her aunt lived.

“Yo soy el ensaladero,” Candelario Marroquín said. “Have the child. Chayo and I will take it.” He had not known that he would say this. Where had the idea come from? Could he take it back?

“Cande,” Marta said, her face going soft. She looked over at her sister whose eyes had widened and who was staring at Candelario. Marta turned to look at him too. “Cande, are you sure?”

Candelario Marroquín squared his shoulders to show a little earnestness. “Now that I’m the salad-maker, we will have money to raise your child.” What else could he say? He had made the offer, and it is a man’s duty to honor what he says. He did not question his own decisions, no matter how hastily they were made. With the bulls, a moment of uncertainty could get you a sharp horn in the side. He looked at his wife but detected in her face only a slight pallor that caused the mole under her eye to appear darker.

Marta lightly touched her sister’s shoulder. “Chayo, will you really do this for me?”

“Cande says so, therefore it will be done.”

Marta said, “I will hate the child less if you raise it.”

***

Some months later, very late at night, Candelario Marroquín arrived home from work. He placed his cummerbund and bow tie on the dresser and, because he was not sleepy, he opened the front door and stood there, looking out. Across the arroyo the little houses that stood in a row appeared like chalky bundles in the moonlight. The odor of wood smoke left behind from the day’s labors drifted in, and Candelario savored this sign of his neighbors’ industriousness.

“I had a dream,” Chayo said from their bed. She had been asleep when Candelario came in, but now she was propped up against the wall, her legs drawn up against her chest. Her long hair hung loose and fell like a dark mantilla over the tucks and gathers in her nightgown. She told him of the dream from which he’d awakened her.

She stood at the edge of the sea. Rhythmically the waves reached her, wetting first her toes, and then her ankles and finally her calves. She looked out to sea and tossed a sapphire-tinted flower onto each new cresting wave. She dreamed of watching her paper blossoms ride out to meet the sharp line of the horizon.

“Do you think it was a bad dream, Cande?” she asked.

“How can it be,” he replied, “when there was so much blue in it?”

After a time, as the two lay nestled in bed, Candelario whispered, “Don Gustavo will have important guests tomorrow. The doctor will come, the one with the clinic, the one from Guadalajara.” A cool breeze entered through the window and Chayo pulled their blanket more securely around them. “The doctor and his wife are friends of don Gustavo. He is eager to impress them.”

Chayo was silent for a bit, but then she said, “He is the one Marta would have gone to. He is the one who helps the women.”

Candelario had had some time to think how their life would change once Marta’s baby arrived. Over the months a new thought had come to him. Could the presence of the child induce Chayo’s womb to yield him up a son? He would love Marta’s child for that. He knew without question that he would. In a moment of clarity, he allowed himself to look ahead. He pictured himself, in some hazy future time, the head of a family of many sons. He imagined his children eyeing with admiration his cummerbund and bow tie. Candelario sighed contentedly. “I am a fortunate man,” he said. “We do not need the doctor’s help.” Chayo’s body stiffened and she turned away and he blamed the gesture on the coolness in the room. “I’ll make the Caesar for them,” he added. “It’ll bring a good tip.”

“And if they don’t like the salad?” Chayo asked. “What will happen then?”

“You must not worry,” he said. “If they are hard to please, I will enlighten them as I always do with the fussy ones.” In the months that he’d been salad-maker, Candelario had received some complaints about the salad, but always he had managed to ease misunderstandings. No need to involve the patrón in this, he’d thought. Candelario explained to the guests that this was don Gustavo’s Caesar and as such it was special and very different. Candelario himself knew how different the salad was: all those greens coated with mustard and beaten egg. On one occasion he had tasted the dish and vowed never to again. How can people eat this? he had asked himself. But then, who was he to question the foods the rich enjoyed? Didn’t they eat mashed potatoes and that concoction named yogurt? Candelario gave a little shudder at the thought.

Chayo said, “The doctor and his wife. They are rich. They will drink imported wine. Hortencio’s tip will be greater than yours.”

“It is not important,” Candelario said. “I only wish for my share.” He turned and pressed himself against his wife’s back, taking in the musky fragrance that was always caught in her hair.

On the following evening Candelario Marroquín watched as the visitors were seated by don Gustavo himself at a table with the best view of the sea. Candelario stood off to the side and waited for the snap of the patrón’s fingers. When he was called to service, he rolled his cart toward the guests. “Good evening,” he said to the couple. He laid linen napkins across each of their laps. Don Gustavo hovered behind the doctor, a middle-aged man whose large belly kept him at a slight angle from the table. The doctor’s wife was thin and very tanned; there were thick gold bracelets around her wrists. Long ago, Candelario had observed that women who were rich seemed to struggle to be thin. It was a curious thing. To have food in abundance and yet to choose to eat little.

“We’ll have the Caesar,” the woman said to Candelario. “It’s a favorite, and for me, it’ll be a meal.”

    The doctor said, “In addition, I’ll have the beef steak and a potato.” Turning to don Gustavo, he said, “But first, won’t you join us for a glass of champagne, Gustavo? María Elena and I would like to toast your new business venture.” With an upturned hand, he made a sweeping gesture to point out the room.

“Jumping from glassmaking into the restaurant business seems to me an interesting move,” the wife said. The discs that dangled from her bracelets struck each other and made a happy sound.

“An interesting move full of hard work,” don Gustavo replied. Turning to the doctor, he added, “It will be my pleasure to join you for a glass, but only if you’re my guests.” He sat, ordered the wine from Hortencio, who stood by the table, and then clapped at Candelario to begin the salad.

“I’ll watch him make the Caesar,” the woman said.

Smiling down at the cart, Candelario laid two anchovies in the bottom of the bowl. With the back of a fork he mashed them into a paste. Because the woman was watching, he put some style into the mashing.

“I passed the clinic today,” don Gustavo said. “There was a line stretching out into the street. You’re a very busy man.”

“When we come here, I don’t see him until nightfall,” the doctor’s wife said. “I spend my day at the beach.”

Candelario looked up to see her take a sip from her water glass. She used a napkin to dab the corners of her bright red mouth. Candelario dipped a tablespoon into the mustard jar and dolloped three spoonfuls into the bowl. He mixed the mustard with the anchovy paste, pleased that the patrón could see how faithfully he executed the recipe.

Candelario glanced up again for a quick check of the table and was disappointed to note he’d lost his audience. Hortencio had appeared with the long-legged ice bucket. He made a show of uncorking the champagne, and poured the wine into three tulip-shaped glasses.

“You do so much for the women of Santiago,” don Gustavo said after the doctor had made a toast and Hortencio had gone on to another table. “So many babies would not survive but for your clinic.”

“It’s the least I can do,” the doctor replied, settling himself more comfortably in the chair. “You know how successful my practice is in Guadalajara. I’ve been very lucky. I come here periodically to provide for those who can’t provide for themselves. When life is good, it’s only right to give.”

“The people need to be educated,” don Gustavo said. “Some are filthy. Their children are filthy. It’s no wonder so many sicken and die.”

Candelario Marroquín thrust his fork deep into the flesh of half a lemon. He squeezed its juice into the bowl. Educate them. How often had he heard these words? It shamed him that at twenty-eight he could not read, that the only writing he could do was to scratch out his name. If he were to be educated, who would teach him? How easily the rich spoke of solutions. How untroubled and simple their lives seemed to be.

“It’s not always the people’s fault for the filth that surrounds them,” the doctor said. “Filth is a symptom of the corruption in our society. It’s a disease that flourishes in poverty. I try to do my part. I wish I could do more.”

His wife said, “You do much for the people, Federico.” Turning to don Gustavo she said, “He delivers babies practically for free. If therapeutic abortions are indicated, he does those equally as cheap.”

Candelario broke two eggs into the bowl just as he’d been taught to do. He followed with keen interest the bent of the conversation.

Don Gustavo made a clucking sound. “Abortions,” he said, lowering his voice and glancing quickly around the room before turning back to the doctor. “You know abortions are illegal.”

    “My dear Gustavo,” the doctor said, “of course they are. María Elena is very precise about medical terms. Perhaps you’d feel more comfortable if she referred to therapeutic abortions as terminations of pregnancy. These are legal, you know, if there is good cause.”

Candelario whipped the eggs into a froth. His fork clicked against the sides of the bowl.

“And what would you consider good cause?” don Gustavo asked.

“Jeopardy of the mother’s life due to the fetus,” the doctor replied. “Certain deformities of the fetus.”

“Violación,” the woman said.

“Rape?” don Gustavo said.

“In my estimation,” the doctor said, “rape is a legitimate reason for this procedure.”

“Both the law and the Church would quarrel with you on that,” don Gustavo said.

“My dear man,” the doctor replied, “I am used to quarreling with the Church.”

Candelario set his jaw. He could feel the cords in his neck straining against his bow tie.

“But how can you know it’s rape?” don Gustavo asked. “Surely you don’t believe all the women who cry rape.”

Candelario placed his fork upon the cart. His face was hot. He wiped the palms of his hands against his apron.

“And who would you have him believe?” the doctor’s wife asked. “Do you think Federico has the luxury of interviewing the men in question?”

    “María Elena,” don Gustavo said with a little laugh, “you sound so North American.”

The woman replied, “No, no. It’s not that. These are the 1980s, you understand.”

After a pause, don Gustavo asked, “You do this free of charge?”

“I charge only a modest fee,” the doctor said.

“He charges twenty thousand pesos,” the woman said. “That is an affordable amount for any woman to pay.”

Candelario took two plates from the bottom rack of the cart and placed them next to the salad bowl. He gave the salad a final toss. The romaine leaves glistened with eggy coating. Twenty thousand pesos. He should have known. Why had Marta listened to her friend, Luz? Luz was excitable, and she was a dreamer, and who could trust a person like that? Candelario served each guest, dusted the salads with cheese and then rolled the cart to the side of the room. He wished fate had not placed him at the table. He wished that, months ago, he had not been a party to the change in Marta’s life.

Soy el ensaladero, he reminded himself. I do not need to fear the future. He went into the kitchen to select the greens for his next salad.

Candelario was at the refrigerator when don Gustavo rushed up.

“There’s a problem at the doctor’s table. It’s the salad. They can’t eat it. What have you done?”

“How can it be?” Candelario said. “It was made as it should be. I must speak with them.” He reached to center his bow tie and then he hurried into the dining room, the patrón at this heels.

“May I be of service,” Candelario said to the doctor and his wife. Each had their salad before them, the woman’s looked untouched, the doctor’s had barely been eaten.

“It’s nothing,” the woman said. “We told Gustavo that it was nothing.”

“None of that, none of that,” the patrón said with a shake of his hand. “A mistake has obviously been made. If you can’t eat the salad, there has been some mistake.”

“Well,” the doctor said, “there is no garlic here and no oil.” He lightly touched the edge of his plate.

“There is a reason for this,” Candelario said, stealing a quick look at the patrón.

“I’m sorry,” the wife said, “but it’s just too eggy for me.” She pushed her plate into the middle of the table.

Don Gustavo addressed Candelario, “Explain what you have done.”

Candelario nodded and he informed the guests about don Gustavo’s Caesar. He thrust out his thick chest and he told of the anchovies and the mustard and then the lemon and finally the eggs. “Oh, I ask your pardon,” he said. “I meant to say, finally the cheese.”

There was a silence after the litany. The doctor and his wife looked at each other. Don Gustavo looked around him. Other guests had stopped eating and were now intent on what occurred at this table.

Taking all this in, Candelario felt a rush of foreboding. “I make the salad as I was taught,” he said. “Perhaps there are many ways to prepare it, but I prepare it the only way I know. I follow the recipe just as it was explained to me.” Candelario knew that his words were hurried. He should slow down, be more thorough, but panic drove his thoughts and propelled him to explain, to try to shake them all from this misjudgment.

“I’d like to know who it was that taught this indio,” don Gustavo said. “Who has heard of a Caesar without garlic, without oil.” He puckered his lips in distaste. “It’s nothing but ridiculous.”

“There should be croutons, too,” the woman blurted and then clapped a hand over her mouth.

“Of course, croutons,” the patrón said.

The doctor rose from his chair. “Gustavo, for the love of God,” he said. “You make much of nothing. This is not important.”

“It’s important to me,” don Gustavo said, striking his chest. Turning to Candelario, he added, “I will see you in the kitchen.”

Candelario was on his way down the hall when don Gustavo caught up with him.

“Do you understand what you have done?” the patrón said. He reached into his coat pocket and extracted a handkerchief and mopped his face. “The doctor and his wife are friends of mine. They are two very important people. You have embarrassed me in front of them.”

“But Don Gustavo, I did nothing wrong.”

The patrón’s face was very red. “You made the salad and they could not eat it. Everyone in the restaurant saw they could not eat it.”

“But it was your salad, Don Gustavo. It was you …”

“¡Basta! I will not have a salad-maker who cannot make salads. Tomorrow, indio de la chingada, you can look elsewhere for work.”

***

Candelario Marroquín extinguished the candles that graced the tables of don Gustavo’s restaurant. Some candles he blew out, others he smothered with the tips of two fingers. He welcomed the quick pain. It was a distraction from the humiliation he’d suffered earlier, from the humiliation he still felt at having to finish out the evening before collecting his pay. When he reached the last candle, his fingertips were numb. Still he touched them to his tongue as if the gesture would make a difference.

Candelario placed each chair upside down upon its table.

He swept the floor and mopped the tile until it darkened to the color of wet stones. He switched off the lights and looked out to the sea. The sea did not cheer him. Don Gustavo’s words echoed in his head like pounding waves.

He went into the kitchen. Hortencio was near the sink. His face looked pale in the eerie glow of fluorescent lighting.

“Where is Don Gustavo?” Candelario Marroquín asked.

“He has left. If you are finished, I have your pay.”

“I am finished.”

Candelario Marroquín untied the cummerbund from around his waist, the bow tie from around his neck. He placed both on the table. Silently, he picked up his money and stepped out into a starless night.
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