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Para mi padre, Federico Espinoza (1923–1989).

Your hands and heart shaped me.

I have not forgotten.
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She could walk on water.

She roamed the banks of the Santa Ana, among the long green stalks, chanting to the moon, to the gods of Night and Shadow. She rose and stepped onto the river, her footsteps gently rippling the surface.

She summoned the spirits of the dead. They whispered their secrets to her, and she scribbled their messages on scraps of paper and in the margins of her phone book:

Tell Ramón the locket fell on the floor between the bed and the nightstand.

I’m all right. It’s like Disneyland up here, only without rides.

I don’t miss my ears because they were too big.

She fought the Devil. Every night he came to her, his head crowned with horns, his skin covered in scales. He cursed and called her names. She beat him back with her bare hands and sent him running, his cloven feet tapping against the tile of her kitchen floor.

She was a Bruja. A Santa. A Divina. A Medium, Prophet, and Healer. Able to pass through walls and read minds, to pull tumors from ailing bodies, to uncross hexes and spells, to raise the dead, and to stop time. When doctors failed, when priests and praying were not enough, the people of Agua Mansa came to the Botánica Oshún, to Perla. The shop sold amulets and stones, rosaries and candles. They bought charms to change their luck, teas to ease unsettled nerves, and estampas of saints, the worn plastic cards they carried in their purses or wallets for protection.

As thanks the customers brought her booklets of coupons and long strips of lottery tickets. They gave her fresh bouquets of roses and carnations. They showed her pictures of aunts and uncles she had helped see through heart surgeries and hip replacements. They brought in the children she had saved from drug addictions and prison sentences. They told her of the abusive husbands and gambling wives she had chased away for good. Men often grew uneasy in her presence. The women always opened up.

“I think I have bilis,” Gilda Mejía said, walking up to the register where Perla stood. “Look.” She stuck out her tongue. “It’s all yellow. Plus my stomach’s upset.”

“What happened?”

“Where do I start?” Gilda rested her hands on the glass countertop. She rented an apartment over at the Agua Mansa Palms. Her brother and his new wife had moved in a few weeks ago, after he lost his job. The couple was making it hard for Gilda to relax when she came home from work because they were always in the living room watching television with the volume turned all the way up.

“You think they’d turn it down, but no. They’re not deaf. And his wife. I can’t stand her. The way she talks to my brother. And she’s cheating on him. I see the way she looks at that guy from 312. There’s something going on there.” It was too crowded for three people in a one-bedroom apartment, she explained. Her brother and his wife fought well into the night, making it hard for her to sleep. She was irritable all the time, and her nerves felt ready to snap at any moment.

Simonillo was perfect to cure strong cases of bilis, to relieve tension and stress. Perla stepped away from the register and walked over to the packets of herbs that hung from pegs on the left wall of the botánica.

“I want you to make a tea with this,” she said, handing the bag to Gilda. “Drink it on an empty stomach. It’s bitter, so suck on a sugar cube or put some honey in it.”

“Okay,” Gilda said, handing over money for the herbs. “I just want to be better.”

Perla took a blue seven-day candle from the shelves behind the register. She pointed to the picture of Our Lady of Regla on the glass candleholder. The Virgin, holding the infant Jesus, floated on a bed of clouds high above a cathedral. “Light this veladora before going to bed. Keep it lit all night while you sleep.”

After Gilda left, Miriam Orozco’s van pulled up. She got out, but her husband stayed in the car.

“Hi, Miriam. How can I help you?” Perla said.

“It’s not me this time.” She pointed to the van. “It’s him. He’s embarrassed to talk to you.”

“Embarrassed? Why embarrassed?”

Miriam shrugged her shoulders. “Men. You know how they’re like. Big babies.”

Perla walked out into the parking lot. The car door was locked. “Talk to me, Jorge,” she shouted and knocked on the window.

He rolled it down. “Hi,” he said, resting his elbow on the door.

“What are you embarrassed about? Miriam says you don’t want to come in.”

Miriam stood behind Perla, jiggling the car’s keys. “Tell her. Don’t act dumb.” She crossed her arms and sighed.

But Jorge stayed quiet.

Miriam said, “Here’s what happened: Jorge went to a doctor who said he has depression. The pills the doctor gave him made his mouth dry. Jorge, tell her! You’ve missed work.” Miriam walked over and leaned against the van’s hood, watching Jorge through the windshield spotted with mud. “He doesn’t touch me anymore.”

“The doctor,” Jorge said, raking his hair with his fingers. “He says I’m going through a midlife crisis. Menopause for men. Is that for real? I cry a lot. I’m no fun to be around. I can’t look at my wife in that way. When we’re in bed. Together. You know?”

“Come with me,” Perla told Miriam. Back inside the botánica, Perla asked her, “Has he been eating anything strange?”

“No,” she said.

The oils, bath salts, and scents were kept on the shelves next to the herbs and teas. Perla picked up a bottle of “Love Musk” cologne. “Has he been drinking?” She took a prayer card of Saint Job from the plastic rack on the counter.

“No,” Miriam said. “He’s been sober now for fifteen years.”

“I’m only making sure. Have you been putting a lot of pressure on him? To do things? Around the house? Are you fighting over money?”

“No. Everything’s good. Except for this.”

They walked back out to the van together, and Miriam got in. Perla handed the bag to Jorge and said, “This is a cologne I want you to wear. It’ll help you with your love problem. There’s an estampa. Job.” She showed him the picture on the card. “He’s the patron of depressed people. Pray one rosary to him. And I want you to keep taking those pills the doctor gave you. Even if they make your mouth dry.”

“He’s bad at following directions,” Miriam said. “I’ll make sure he does, though.”

“Good,” Perla said. “If he’s not better, have him go see the doctor again. If still nothing, bring him back here.”

Miriam started the car, took the rosary wrapped around the rearview mirror, and handed it to Jorge. “Hold this,” she said as they pulled away.

Perla helped a man whose daughter was fighting hard to kick a drug habit. Someone else needed luck in starting up a new restaurant. An old woman Perla recognized but whose name escaped her memory brought in her grandson because the boy was wetting his bed.

“He’s thirteen,” the old woman said. “Too old to be peeing in bed. I think he needs a limpia.”

“I don’t wanna do this,” the boy protested. He crossed his arms and glared at Perla. “It’s stupid.”

The old woman tugged at his shirt. “Stop it, Tony.”

Perla took the sign that read BACK IN A FEW MINUTES and taped it to the door. She led the boy and his grandmother behind the counter and through the curtain that separated the front of the store from the back.

The small kitchenette, with the mini-refrigerator and microwave Darío had given Perla when he left her the store, occupied much of the cramped stockroom. The rest of the space housed three bookshelves about six feet tall on which Perla kept her back stock. The narrow hallway separating the kitchenette and shelves from the bathroom and utility closet was where she held private consultations.

Perla worked slowly to gather the items, trying to remember what Darío had taught her. “Limpias are delicate because you’re cleansing a body and chasing away evil spirits,” he had said. “So it’s important to concentrate.” He had used a cigar, feathers, and an egg. He had chanted and whispered, rocking back and forth on his heels.

She covered the floor with a sheet and stood the boy in the middle. She coughed when she took a puff from the cigar, then blew the smoke around his body, letting it drift and settle around his head. After beating the air around him with a gray plume she pulled from her feather duster, Perla told Tony to close his eyes. She took an egg from the refrigerator and rubbed it over his body and face.

“This is lame, Grandma,” the boy said, then opened his eyes. “Can we go?”

Perla turned to the boy’s grandmother. “There.”

The old woman pointed to the egg. “Aren’t you supposed to break it and look inside?”

“Oh,” Perla said. “Yes.” She cracked the egg and poured it into a Styrofoam cup.

“Tony,” said the boy’s grandmother, pointing. “See that red swirl? Inside the yolk? That’s what was doing it. That there.”

The boy looked. “Yeah, right.”

His grandmother pinched Tony’s arm, leaving two red marks on his skin. “We’ll see what you say when it starts working.”

Perla covered the cup with plastic wrap she kept on the shelf above the kitchenette’s sink. “Throw this out before you get home.”

“Why?” Tony said.

“Because if we don’t,” the old woman said, “the spirits will stay with you. So we have to get rid of it to lose them. Right?” She looked at Perla.

“Yes.”

“So we’re just gonna, like, throw that egg out the window of a moving car?” Tony asked. “What if it hits somebody?”

“Would you rather we not? Would you rather the spirits follow us? Keep making you pee in bed? All your friends will find out and make fun of you, Tony. And that girl you like. You want her to know?”

The boy blushed. “No.”

“All right then,” the old woman said. She took some money from her purse and handed it to Perla.

Perla walked them outside and found a group of customers waiting for her in the parking lot. She sold a “Quit Gossiping” candle to a high school girl and a jar of “Adam and Eve” love oil to a man who rode up on a ten-speed bike. Then Rosa Cabrera came in with her four-year-old daughter, Danielle. Rosa was one of Perla’s favorite customers. She had been in high school when her mother had first brought her to the store. Now, she was in her late twenties, married, and taking classes to become a hair stylist.

Danielle’s hair was pulled back in two pigtails that glistened wet. She wore faded denim overalls and a red-and-yellow-checkered undershirt. She held out three wild clovers to Perla.

“We came from the park,” Rosa said. “When I told her we were coming to visit you, she picked them.”

Perla stepped around the counter and bent down to hug Danielle. She took the clovers and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “They’re pretty,” Perla said. “Thank you.”

She put them in a mug and set them next to the statue of Santa Bárbara to the right of the front door. The statue stood on a square pedestal, holding a gold scepter in one hand, a chalice in the other. Long curls of her brown hair rested in folds on her shoulders. Perla turned to Danielle and pointed at the saint. “I think she’ll like them, too, no?”

The girl smiled and pressed her face against her mother’s thigh.

“I need something to keep me calm. To help me focus. I have a big test coming up.” Rosa pointed to the incense sticks by the herbs and teas. “Can I get cinnamon?”

Perla took the pack, then walked over to the register to ring her up. “How’s school?”

“Good. Just a lot of things to memorize, you know?” She sighed, unzipping her purse. “Who knew studying cosmetology would be so hard?”

“It’s worth it, though.” Perla put the incense in a paper bag and handed it to Rosa. “You’ll see.”

“I hope so.” She took Danielle’s hand, and they turned toward the door. “We’ll come by your house tomorrow. After my test. I’ll let you know how it went.”

Hayley Garrett burst through the door, nearly knocking Rosa and Danielle down.

“Envy,” Hayley said, tucking back strands of blond hair and shoving her keys in her back pocket. “Someone has that envy thing for me. What you told this one man last time I was in here.”

“Envidia?” Perla asked. “The Evil Eye?”

“That’s what I mean. I was in the bathroom at work, in one of the stalls. I overheard this girl, Iris Camacho, tell someone else she hated skinny white girls. She said my name. She said ‘I want ’em all to go away. They’re so stupid.’ Something like that. I didn’t catch the rest because somebody flushed.”

Perla thought a moment. “How have you been feeling? Tired? Anxious?”

“Well, I always feel that way.”

“Has your period come on time?”

“Yeah.” The girl smirked.

“Stomach feeling okay? No heartburn?”

“Nope,” Hayley said. “I’ve been too freaked out to eat. Working two jobs is a lot. I lost ten pounds. Everything fits me baggy.” She laughed. “This Evil Eye, isn’t it like a curse? Maybe she cursed me, and that’s why I’m not eating. That possible?”

Perla said, “Well, yes.”

“Yeah. I think that’s what she did. She cursed me.” Hayley paused, then laughed again. “Maybe it’s a blessing. I’m starting to look good.”

“Losing weight quickly like that could do bad things to your body and your system.”

Hayley touched her stomach. “Well, I guess it’s not worth it then. All right, all right. What do I do?”

The white wood chips of the cuasia rattled inside the plastic bag when Perla reached for it on the peg and handed it to Hayley. Cuasia, Perla explained, worked to strengthen the body and restore balance.

“I want you to soak these wood chips,” Perla said. “Use one teaspoon of the chips for each cup of cold water. Steep this for twelve hours, then strain it. Drink one cup in the morning on an empty stomach and a second cup at night. Understand?”

The girl nodded.

Perla also sold her a bottle of “Repel Evil” bath salts and a “Hex Removing” veladora. “Here,” she said. “Bathe with the ‘Repel Evil’ salts in the morning before work. It’ll protect you from the girl’s envidia. Light the candle at night when you’re alone.”

Hayley ran her finger across the pictures on the front of the candle.

“Horseshoes,” Perla said. “Rabbit’s feet. Crosses. Lucky symbols. Positivity.”

“I hope this works,” Hayley said. “Even though I might gain back all that weight I lost.”
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It was time to close. Perla began where she always did, dusting the figure of San Antonio, who stood guard on the wooden table by the front window. She took a bottle of ammonia and, using a crumpled-up sheet of newspaper, wiped down the window’s glass. She straightened the statues displayed on the right-hand wall and made sure they all faced forward. She organized the shelves of soaps and oils, bath salts, and incense sticks. Some of the pegs on the wall were empty, so she grabbed some herbs from the back to fill in the gaps. She rearranged the gems and crystals, the books and decks of Tarot cards, the amulets and pendants, the rosaries and crucifixes inside the glass case where the register sat. She took inventory in her binder—noting which candles were low, what packets of incense sticks had sold, what herbs and teas she was missing—and set the list next to the phone. I’ll place an order first thing tomorrow morning.

She locked the door, then closed out the register, separating her starting fund for tomorrow and recounting it before putting it back into the drawer. She took the rest of the money and placed it in a metal cash box. Tucking the box under her arm, Perla walked to the broom closet next to the bathroom. The closet was cramped, only wide enough for one bucket and two mops. She bent down to hide the box under a loose floorboard, then pushed the bucket over the spot.

She filled a glass bowl with tap water from the sink in the kitchenette and returned to the front of the store. Perla looked at all the stones—lapis, limestone, tourmaline—inside the display case. Removing a piece of quartz, she let her fingers slide across the edge and brought it up to her nose. It carried the scent of something fossilized, of ancient oceans and extinct fishes. Quartz helped with concentration, with memory and enlightenment and insight. Perla rubbed the stone three times over each eye and pressed it against the middle of her forehead, leaving it there for a minute to see if she sensed its energy, before dropping it into the water. The stone tapped the edges of the bowl as she carried it toward the statue of Santa Bárbara and set it on the floor beside Danielle’s flowers.

She took more statues from the shelves—Our Lady of Guadalupe, the Buddha, San Simón, Vishnu—and arranged them around Santa Bárbara. She grabbed one of the fold-up chairs she kept near the door, placed it before them, and sat down. She focused hard on the statues’ faces. She wanted them to say something. She wanted to witness them move or bleed from the palms of their hands and the soles of their feet. But nothing happened.

She imagined the botánica’s counters and walls as outstretched arms, beaded with amulets and ankhs and silver medallions, those arms then becoming her own, gathering her customers in. She thought about wisdom that stretched on and on, beyond the sky, beyond that and into death. She closed her eyes, tried to see it, to tap it. But nothing came.

Perla could not do what they said or believed, could not float through walls and utter strange words, could not speak with the spirits of the dead. She never could, and she knew she never would.

But Darío had said she had el don, the gift. It was strong in her. He had said so. And there were times she had even believed him.
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The iron security gate unfolded like the bellows of an accordion as Perla pulled it along the rail in front of the door. She snapped the padlock shut, turned around the corner of the building, and headed home. Her house was close, just across the empty lot next to the shopping center. Wild sage and scrub grew beside the worn path that cut through the field. Boys sometimes rode their bikes there, doing tricks and wheelies as they bumped over mounds and breaks, falling down, laughing and scraping their knees, their faces coated with grime. Their tires left thin tracks that looped around the salt cedar trees, around the soiled mattresses and old washers and sinks that were dumped here.

People told of a curse on these grounds, of a group of monks traveling through Agua Mansa in the days when California was still a part of Mexico, back before states were shapes on a map. They said a tribe of Indians massacred the monks; they skinned them and scattered their body parts around the lot for the crows. Still others said Mexican settlers had been lynched from the branches of the cedars by Anglos who stole their land for the railroads. Seeing a piece of stone, Perla wondered about the monks and those men dangling from branches. A tooth? Part of a toe? Empty soda cans and wrappers were caught under boulders and discarded car parts. What would the monks think about having a tire for a headstone, a couch for a marker? She thought of her husband, Guillermo, of his tombstone, of the thick green lawns of the cemetery where he was buried.

When she reached her house and stepped inside, the air was warm and silent. Perla put her purse down on the rocking chair near the front door and went around, pushing the lace curtains back and cracking open the windows. She breathed in the scent of wood smoke from someone’s fireplace down the street, a smell that reminded her of her father toasting garbanzo beans. She went into the kitchen and looked for something to eat.

Dinner was a bowl of instant oatmeal with two slices of toast, which she took out to the patio. The night was cold, and the steam from the oatmeal rose up and fogged her glasses as she spooned it in her mouth. Police sirens wailed down the street, and dogs answered, their cries lonely and beautiful. She looked up, and in the flashing lights saw a set of glowing red eyes.

Perla flicked on the porch light. It was an opossum, its fur dingy and gray, the tips and insides of its ears bright pink. It stood motionless, behind the trunk of the organ pipe cactus, staring at her. It climbed to the top of the fence, making a low, faint jingle as it moved. Perla looked again; a small brass bell was tied to a piece of red yarn knotted around the opossum’s tail. She took her spoon and threw it. When it hit the bottom of the fence, the animal darted, the clatter of the bell frantic. The opossum disappeared behind the branches of the avocado tree and down the other side of the fence into the empty lot, the ringing growing fainter and fainter.

From under the kitchen sink, behind the pile of cloths and old sponges she could never bring herself to throw away, was a bottle of rum. She poured some into a cup and took a drink. Then another. The warmth calmed her nerves.

She imagined the ghosts of the dead monks and the lynched men rising up from the ground, awakened by her thoughts. Curls of gray smoke at first, they slowly took human form. They walked in a straight line. One in front of the other. A slow procession following the opossum’s tracks through the lot and back home.

She took another drink and closed her eyes. That animal. It was a messenger. It was letting her know. Something was out there. It was coming.

She sat down and waited for it.
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Blanca, my sister, stands in front of the mirror, rocking her hips to a song on the radio, puckering her lips and blowing kisses at herself. She tosses me a bottle of nail polish, bright red with silver bits swirling around inside. When I put it on her nightstand, Blanca says to take it, that she bought it for me. The color’s too bright, I tell her. She laughs.

Pulling me off her bed, Blanca walks me over to the mirror, tells me to look at my reflection, at my pretty green eyes. Pictures of some of her boyfriends are taped along the edge of the mirror. I look past those photos to the red pimples on my face, the dark and blotchy skin, and the rolls around my belly stretching out my shirt, my jeans, the elastic band around my underwear. My body’s out of control.

Blanca wants to go to school to be a makeup artist and hair stylist, so she’s always trying to pretty me up, always trying to put lipstick and mascara on me. She takes clips from the drawer to fasten my hair. There’s something about the way my sister moves, the way her fingers pass over my face, the way her body hums. She glides. It’s like she’s underwater. When I remove the hair clips, Blanca gets upset, wants to know what’s with me. She doesn’t get me. Says that I mope too much and that I should learn to be more confident. But it’s hard to be confident when you weigh as much as I do. When your body’s so big that even breathing’s hard.

My mother comes into the room, holding the car keys. We’re going to the botánica to buy more of the tea I’ve been drinking to control my appetite. Blanca shakes her head and asks if the tea’s even working. I just lost five pounds, and my mother reminds her of this.

My sister rolls her eyes.

In the car, my mother lights a cigarette. She says I shouldn’t pay any attention to Blanca. That five pounds is five pounds, and I shouldn’t let her attitude discourage me. My mother’s recently cut her hair short and bleached it because she started seeing too much gray. It’s spiked on top, and she thinks this makes her look edgy. She’s decked out in gold and silver anklets and a toe ring that she never takes off.

My great-grandfather used to call my mother “Gorda” because she was chubby when she was a young girl. He would pinch her cheeks and stomach. It was embarrassing, and it wasn’t until after my mother gave birth to me and started exercising that she lost the weight. And it’s because of her “victory over obesity” that my mother’s decided to help me win my battle.

She says that, in many ways, I’m lucky that my weight’s mostly around my belly because stretch marks there are easy to deal with, that you can take the sap from an aloe vera stem and rub it on them and, over time, they’ll disappear. But her weight was all in her thighs, where the stretch marks almost never go away.

As we drive down the street, my mother goes on and on about self-esteem and self-perception, about men not wanting to marry fat women, and I find my mind wandering, tuning out her voice. I catch a glimpse of myself in the sideview mirror. The words objects are closer than they appear are stenciled along the bottom of the glass, and when I lean my head out the window, the words are tattooed across my forehead.

I began gaining weight a few years ago. It hit me fast. My mother blamed herself for not taking better care of me and regulating my diet. She decided that this summer was our chance. We needed to do something before it was too late. We needed a plan of attack. So my problem became her project. The strategy was to have me exercise from her stack of old workout tapes, the same ones that had helped her lose weight, and to begin drinking the tea we got from the botánica.

She’s been going there for years to consult Perla, the owner, on everything from nerves and migraines to picking lucky lottery numbers and the whole business with my father. I was one and Blanca three when she kicked him out for gambling her life’s savings away. The first place she ran to after she did that was the botánica. Perla told her what saint to petition for help in finding a husband, but aside from a few boyfriends here and there who drank or cried too much, she’s never really found a man.

Since my summer vacation started, I exercise once a day for at least an hour. I drink the tea twice—once in the morning in place of breakfast and again in the afternoon. I eat a very light lunch and dinner, mainly vegetables, skinless chicken breasts, and fish. She knows I hate all this, that I feel it’s not working and that we’re wasting our time and money. The other day I asked her why she didn’t just take me to a doctor. She said doctors don’t know anything about this. Doctors would look at me and say I was fine. They’d stick me in a room, put me on a scale, poke me, give me a clean bill, and she’d be left owing all the money. No way, she said. Who needs that? We can beat this, she said. The workout tapes are the best, she said. And she believes in old Perla, her bitter teas, her store crowded with saints and Buddhas, jars of powders and vials of oils to seduce lovers and attract good fortune.

Five pounds, my mother says as we pull up to the botánica, and she stabs her cigarette butt into the ashtray. She spreads her fingers out, wiggles them. Five pounds.
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The botánica’s air is stuffy, as if no one’s opened the windows in years. It smells like a bottle of vitamins. When I was younger, Perla had display racks and bookcases in the middle of the store. Once a man in crutches came in. He couldn’t make his way around the place, and she had to move some of the chairs so that he could get to the counter. I tried not to stare at him.

Perla greets me from behind the counter. She puts her glasses on and stands there looking at me for a minute like she doesn’t know who I am. Sometimes I imagine what she must have looked like when she was younger, if she was the kind of girl who had a lot of boyfriends. Even though she’s older, her arms are trim and lean, and they remind me of those of a British grandmother I saw once on television who was training to swim across the English Channel.

“Where’s your mamá?” she asks.

I point and say she’s smoking and can’t come in but that she says hello.

She congratulates me when I tell her I lost five pounds. She says it’s a start, a great start, and that by drinking the tea and doing my exercises, I’ll probably lose more.

As she gives me the tea and I reach out to pay, the bill falls out of my hand. I bend down to pick it up and knock over a rack of prayer cards. Perla laughs when she sees me gathering them. “Don’t worry,” she says. “I’ll get it.”

She waves goodbye and tells me to say hello to my mother.

I close the door behind me and walk to the car where my mother waits.
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The whole business with the job wasn’t my idea. A few weeks ago my mother told me about the part-time cashier’s position at Las Glorias Market. Her friend Cecilia, who is a supervisor there, had mentioned that they needed to fill the spot quickly. The exercise tapes and the tea were good, my mother thought, but what I really needed was to be on my feet, moving around more.

“It’s great pay,” she’d said. “They have contests and raffles for employees. Cruises and getaways to resorts in the desert.”

I wasn’t into the idea. I imagined myself in one of those green smocks the employees at Las Glorias wear. Pulled tight over my stomach, my body squeezed in the cashier’s booth. I shook my head and told her I couldn’t do it. That I had no experience.

“You’re smart,” she said. “They’ll train.”

She kept pressuring me until I gave in and went down to fill out the application and schedule an interview with Cecilia. They gave me a math test where I had to show that I could count back change and figure out percentages without using a calculator. I got all the problems right, and that same day I was told the job was mine.

The cashier’s booth where Cecilia and I spent this past week training was too small for both of us, so she had me stand on the outside instead of right next to her. When I told her I was sorry she said, “We’ll manage,” smiling, but avoiding eye contact.

My training period is over today. Before the start of my shift, Cecilia walks me out to the front of the market, and we sit on a bench next to the twenty-five-cent merry-go-round. It’s real hot, and the sunlight stings through my black pants. I wish I could wear shorts and sandals, something light and thin. Nothing dark and thick like what I always have to.

Cecilia reaches into her pocket and gives me a red star to pin on my apron. “Red is after you finish your training,” she says. “On your year anniversary, you get a green one.”

She points to two gold ones pinned on her apron. “Each of these represents five years I been with the company.”

I ask if she ever gets sick of the whole thing.

She rubs her hands against her jeans. She wears a man’s flannel shirt two sizes too large with the sleeves rolled up. A mother walks over to the merry-go-round, puts her daughter on one of the horses, and feeds a coin into the slot. The horses bob slowly up and down to the song “My Favorite Things.”

“I’ve got a good job here,” Cecilia says. “A steady paycheck. Good people to work with. Why would I leave?”

Cecilia assigns Miguel Angel to bag for me. I’ve never talked to him, but I’d seen him on my first day, sitting in his car out in the parking lot with the stereo blaring music. He’s not much to look at, and his face is dotted with acne scars the size of thumbprints. Both his ears are pierced, and they made him take the hoops out and cover the holes with bandages.

“Hey,” he says when he gets to my station.

I try to ignore him.

“Rosa.” He squints at my nametag. “I’m Miguel Angel.”

I shake his hand.

He points to the star. “What’s that for?”

“After your training, they give you one.”

“Sweet. Congratulations.”

“Thanks. Didn’t they give you a star?” I ask, eyeing his apron.

“No. Guess I’m a special case.”

When my shift ends, I walk to the break room and collect my things. Just this morning management had put out a box to raffle off a trip to the Bahamas, and it’s already filled to the top with folded pieces of paper. I take a pencil and fill out an entry form. I imagine myself thin. In a tangerine bikini. On a beach with a radio next to me, my skin shiny with lotion.

“Have you ever been there?” a voice asks from behind. I turn to see Miguel Angel standing by the bathroom door. He winks at me.

I shake my head.

He sits down on some cases of diet soda. “Could I ask you a question, Rosa?”

I shrug, folding the form up and pushing in into the box with the rest.

“What’s your last name?”

“Why?”

“Just curious.”

I point to my time card.

He squints. “Rodríguez. Cool,” he says. “I’m Miguel Angel Cabrera.”

I tell him I have to go, that my mom’s waiting for me outside.

“Okay,” he says. “Te watcho.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Later.”

When I get home, I hang my apron on the coat rack near our front door, the red points of my star getting caught in one of Blanca’s knit caps. I change into sweats and stand in front of the television, exercising to my mother’s workout tapes.

The woman on the tape wears tights and bends and stretches and tells me to breathe, to feel my muscles working, to push and pull and lift and move, her voice keeping with the beat of the music playing in the background. When we reach the end, she sits down Indian-style on a black mat and raises both hands over her head. “Breathe in,” she says. “Then out. Relax. Exhale. Exhale. And exhale.”

The video stops and pops out of the VCR. I turn the television off and sit on the couch, toweling my face, breathing so hard and heavy my chest hurts. I can’t even think about getting back up right now.
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Every Saturday at noon, a mariachi band performs in the market’s parking lot. They set up next to a cart that sells slices of fresh mangoes and cucumbers powdered with chili.

Miguel Angel is assigned to bag for me again.

“Hey, it was cool bagging for you yesterday,” he says. “We make a good team.”

I nod and continue ringing up my customer.

“Do you like this kind of music, Rosa?” He points at the lot with his chin.

“I don’t know,” I say.

He gives the customer her groceries and puts his hands on the counter. There’s no one at my check stand. We watch the band through the store windows, the musicians in their tight gold pants and matching jackets with embroidered designs, their hats as big as buckets.

“You don’t know?” he says.

“I don’t know it that well,” I say. He winks, flashes a smile. I smile back.

“Got a smile. Got a smile.” He claps his hands. “I knew I could. Cumbia. Do you like cumbia?”

“I don’t know that either.” A group of people has gathered around the band, and some dance to the music.

“I got this tradition going,” he says. “See, every Saturday night I listen to music in my apartment. By myself. I open the windows and crank some tunes.”

“That sounds fun.”

At about two, Cecilia has us take our breaks. We sit on the benches in front of the market just as the mariachi band is getting ready to leave, putting the violins and trumpets in their cases and snapping them shut.

“How old are you?” he asks.

“Sixteen.”

“Do you got a boyfriend?”

“No.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“That surprises me. You’re way pretty.”

I think about my wide thighs that remind me of tree trunks, my blouse stretched out so far that the buttons look like they’re about to come undone. I think about Blanca. Always wanting to do my makeup and nails. “You should think about going to beauty school with me,” she’d said as she clipped my hair up the other day when we were in her room. “We could open up a salon. Be in business together. ‘Rodríguez and Sister Salon.’ What do you say?”

“Maybe,” I’d said. “Who knows what I’ll end up doing with this life.”

“Why are you so quiet for?” Miguel Angel asks, looking over at me.

“Just because.”

“Hey, you should come over to my place next Saturday, and I can teach you about cumbia music.”

I cross my arms. “Why?”

“It’ll enrich your life.”

“My life’s pretty rich already,” I say.

“You’re missing out, girl.”

“I’m sure a guy like you can find someone more exciting to spend a Saturday night with.”

“What’s that mean? What’s with the attitude? Maybe I wanna hang out with you.”

“Why?”

“Don’t be that way.” He laughs, his smile smoothing out his acne scars so that they dissolve into his skin. “It’ll be fun. Come over next Saturday.” He taps me on the shoulder with his knuckle. When he stops, I find myself hoping he’ll do it again.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe? Come on, Rosa. Just for a while. I promise I won’t do nothing. If I do, you know where I work.”

“Depends,” I say. “On how I’m feeling.”

“We’ll play it by ear then.”

“What do you want with me?”

“What do you mean? Hey, I’m cool here. Okay? I just wanna hang out.”

“I don’t know.”

“Think about it,” he says. “Consider yourself invited.”

“I will. Thanks.”

I look at my watch and realize our break’s nearly over. We get up and walk back inside, the automatic doors sliding shut behind us, the air conditioner cooling our skin.
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We clean the house Saturday mornings. We each have a section: Blanca gets the kitchen and one of the bathrooms; I get the living room and the second bathroom; my mother supervises, does the vacuuming, and mops the kitchen and dining room floors.

At work today, Miguel Angel will want to know if I’m going to listen to music at his place. I haven’t seen him all week.

“What do I tell this guy?” I ask Blanca. She’s scrubbing the stovetop with a scouring pad, her hair wrapped in a bandanna.

“What do you mean what do you tell him? You go.”

“Keep it low.” I peek my head down the hall, listening to my mother vacuuming.

“Is he cute?” Blanca straightens and looks over at me.

“I don’t know. I guess.”

“Does he go to your school?”

“He’s older.”

“How much older?”

“I think he’s about twenty-five.”

“You tramp,” she says, laughing. “Go for it.”

After I’ve showered and dressed for work, Blanca comes into my room and sits on my bed. “Let me see your hand, fool,” she tells me.

“Why?”

“Sit. I’m doing your nails.”

She starts by smoothing out the tips of my fingernails with a file, bringing my hands up to her face, scraping away the dirt underneath, blowing on each one before buffing it. Once that’s finished, she uses the end of the file to push back my cuticles. Reaching for the bottle of polish, she shakes it a few times and paints each nail, using long and even strokes.

“Just make sure he sees your hands,” she says after she’s done. “He’ll go crazy over this color. What are you gonna tell Mom?”

“That I’m working a long shift.”

“Good one,” Blanca says.

He was assigned to stock today so he didn’t bag for me, but we were scheduled off at the same time. After our shifts end, we head over to his place.

He lives in an apartment building called the Agua Mansa Palms in a part of the city known as the Zoo because all the streets are named for animals—Antelope, Buffalo, Coyote. His place is on the second floor, away from the street. From the living room window, I look down onto a narrow alley where green and blue trash cans with numbers painted on their sides are lined up against the wall. He pours a soda for me into a plastic tumbler with the image of a cartoon dog, rubbed away from too much washing.

“Sorry I don’t got a better glass,” he says.

“It’s all good. Have you lived here long?”

“Naw. Only a few months.” The stereo sits on the floor. He walks over and turns it on. “I won’t turn it up too loud. I don’t want the people downstairs to get pissed. Listen, okay?”

“Okay.” I finish my soda, and he gets me another.

The bass line travels along the floor, and I feel it through the soles of my work shoes. Accordions blend with trumpets, trombones, and a woman’s high-pitched voice.

“Were you serious when you said you never heard this music before?” He walks over to the kitchen and returns with a beer in one hand, a soda in the other.

“Well, no. I’ve heard it. I’m just not familiar with it.”

“What do you mean?” He takes a sip of his beer.

“It’s not my style.”

“What do you mean it’s not your style?”

“It’s just not.” I put my hand up to my face, pretend to examine my nails. “All that music just sounds too much alike to me anyway.”

“Don’t say that. Listen, this is cumbia. Those guys in the parking lot, they play mariachi. Big difference.”

“I get it,” I say, nodding. “I think I get it.”

“Check it out, let me play you some more of my favorites.”

About a half-hour later, I decide to leave. “This was fun,” I say. “I should go, though.”

“So soon? But there’s more I want you to hear.”

“Sorry. I have to go.”

“Did I at least get you interested in cumbia?”

“A little,” I say. “I can see myself getting to like it. Learning more about it.”

“Cool,” he says. “Let me give you a ride.” He reaches for his keys and sunglasses.

“I’ll walk.”

“Don’t be dumb. You’ve been on your feet all day. Plus it’s still pretty hot out there.”

I have him drop me off on the corner, so my mom doesn’t see us. “Thanks for the ride.”

“No problem. Wait,” he says as I reach for the handle. “What you said back at the apartment, did you mean it?”

“What part?”

“The part about wanting to learn more about cumbias.”

“Maybe.” I get out of the car and shut the door.

He leans across the seat, rolls the passenger-side window down, and looks up at me, his arm sticking to the back of the hot vinyl car seat. “Maybe this is something we can do every Saturday after work. You can come over, and we can listen to cumbias. I can teach you about them.”

“Why are you all eager to teach me this?” I sigh, pretending to examine my nails again.

“Because I think you’re missing out on something meaningful.”

“Not even,” I say.

He slides his sunglasses down the bridge of his nose, and it excites me. I see my face in the car’s window. My features look distorted. My cheeks narrow out and when I smile, the bright sunlight does something to my lips and they pucker out, soft and full and exotic.

“It’s all in Spanish,” I say. “I don’t understand most of what they’re saying anyways.”

“You don’t gotta listen to the words. Just the music. Come on. You can see I’m a perfect gentleman. Didn’t try nothing today.”

“Fine. But don’t think I don’t know how to take care of myself.” I put my hand on my hip.

“I know you do. I’m not dumb. I’ll see you at work.” He pulls away from the curb, his Renault speeding off down my street.

When I walk in the house, my mother asks how work was.

“Same,” I say. “The customers were rude. The break room was boiling because the air-conditioning vents broke down, so I went into the cooler.”

At dinner she reminds me to do my exercises before bed.

I tell her, “What do you think I’ve been doing every night?” I look over at Blanca, roll my eyes, and she laughs.

“What’s with you? Rosa, I’m trying to help you here,” my mother says.

“Is that what you call it?” I say, thinking of the way I’d looked in the car’s window today.

She puts her fork down and stares at me. “Just look at yourself. Look at that body. Do you want to go on living like that?”

“Mother, stop,” Blanca tells her. “It’s baby fat.”

“What do you know?” she says to Blanca. “Stay out of this. Baby fat, my ass.”

Later that night, after I’ve exercised and showered, Blanca comes into my room. I sit on the floor in my nightgown, and she climbs on my bed. She takes a few strands of my wet hair and braids them together.

“What got into you?” she says.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I was just tired.”

“I saw you guys parked at the corner.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. He’s cute. He reminds me of Jacob.”

Jacob, whose picture is one of those she has taped to her dresser’s mirror, is a Jewish guy Blanca dated for six months until he moved with his family to Florida. On their last night together, she lit some candles, snuck him into her room, and they made out until the sun came up. They still write to each other, and Blanca plans on visiting him sometime next year. She doesn’t know how she’ll get there, but she will, she tells me. She will.

“What’s this guy’s name anyway?” she asks.

“Miguel Angel.”

“Nice. Did he notice the nails?”

“No.”

“Shit.”

I turn to face her. “I’m hanging out with him again next Saturday, though.”

She smiles. “He’s so into you.”

“You think so?”

“Yup. I know so.”

Later that night, I lie in bed with my hair wet, my pillow dampening and smelling of conditioner. I picture Miguel Angel and me sitting on his couch, making out, touching each other all over the place. I slip my underwear off and let my finger feel the moisture gathering between my legs before I slide it in, let it tickle the walls inside. Turning my face toward the pillow, I pant into it, imagine him on top of me, in me. I tense up just before I release and my body, my whole body, melts into the mattress.
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On the second Saturday, he tries to get me to dance with him.

He stands in front of me, his feet bare and shuffling across the hardwood floor. “Come on, Rosa.”

“I don’t know how to dance.”

“You promised,” he shouts over the music. “You told me on Wednesday that you’d dance with me today. Take off your shoes.”

“I never promised you anything.”

“Stop being shy. Come on.” His hands beckon me.

I kick my shoes off, pull down my socks, and stand. The hardwood floor creaks under my feet.

He squeezes my hands. “You’re afraid. You’re trembling.”

“I’m fine.”

“Do you want some water or something?”

“I’m fine. Really.” I let go of his hands. “I don’t think I’m ready to learn this yet.”

“Come on.”

“I’m not good. I’ve got no rhythm.”

“Close your eyes.”

“No, I don’t—”

“Just do it. Don’t be afraid.”

I do it, and I feel his hands press against my hips and move them back and forth. Slowly first, then quickly. The whole apartment shakes to the vibration of the music. The sound waves travel through me, right down to my muscles, my bones, breaking things up, making my skin lose its grip on my body.

“Feel that?” he says. “Feel that?”

“Yeah.”

His body presses against mine. “Let it in, Rosa.” He leans in and whispers it to me. “Let it in.”

We take quick steps around his living room, sometimes tripping on each other, laughing as we do.

“You’re pretty good,” he says.

“You’re just saying that.” After a while, I sit down on the couch and try to catch my breath.

“Here.” He hands me a glass of water. “Are you feeling okay?”

“I’m okay,” I say, panting.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m fine.”

“Do you need something to eat?”

“What?” I turn to look up at him.

“Do you need something to eat?”

“Nobody ever asks me that.”

“Oh,” he says. “I get it. Sorry.”

“I wasn’t always like this,” I say. “I used to be thin.”

“Oh yeah? Well, I wasn’t always this nice. I used to get into all kinds of trouble.” He sits on the couch and fans my face with his hand. “Couldn’t stay out of it.”

He drives me home again and parks near the same spot on the corner. Before I step out, he leans over and gives me a light kiss on the cheek.

“Next Saturday?” he says, putting the car in gear.

“Yeah.”

“Good. I’ll teach you to salsa.”
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On the third Saturday, we mostly talk over the music. He serves me carrots and chopped cucumbers with ranch dressing on a paper plate.

“Eat. Don’t matter if you’re heavy, Rosa. You gotta eat.”

This morning I’d filled my thermos with some of the tea to take to work. I’d planned on drinking it during my break, but it had been too busy, and Cecilia never gave me one. I brought the thermos up with me to his apartment.

“I have to drink this first,” I say, unscrewing the cap.

“What is it?”

“It’s this tea to help me lose weight.”

He leans over and puts his nose next to the opening. “Stinks like cat piss.”

“It does.” I pour the whole thing into a cup that he gives me.

“Wait,” he says. “You’re really gonna drink that?”

“I have to.”

“You don’t have to.” Reaching across the table, Miguel Angel takes the cup. He pinches his nose, raises it to his mouth, and swallows the tea in three giant gulps. “I took that one for you. Now you owe me another dance.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“I wanted to.”

“I hate this. I hate myself.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look at me.” My hands slap my thighs. “Just look.”

“I’m looking.”

“And?”

“And nothing.”

“I’m fat,” I say.

“So you are. So what. You’ve got plenty to feel good about.”

“Like what?”

“For one, you’ve got a family. More than I’ve ever had.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s only been me and my dad. I don’t talk to him a lot. Kicked me out when I started getting into trouble.” He pauses and takes a deep breath. “Broke into a sporting goods store with a buddy. Did my time. I was in jail for five years. My dad never came to see me. Guess he always hoped I’d turn out different. It feels like shit coming out and having no one there to meet you, you know?”

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“It’s okay. I got used to it. Had this crazy guy from Oklahoma City named Tucker for a cellmate. Guy was a real trip. But jail’s a bad place no matter what. A straight-up bad place.”

“But you’re out now,” I say. “You’re free.”

“Yeah. Have a job at the market. A parole officer who checks up on me.” His eyes scan the apartment: its bare walls, its curtainless windows, its dripping sink in the kitchen. “I’m real free now.”
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Perla had a small ice chest with fruit bars that she sold for fifty cents when I was a little girl. I can still see the faded spot in the linoleum where it stood.

“The grape ones were your favorites. Turning your tongue so dark purple it almost looked black.” Perla watches me stare at the empty spot as she gets another box of the tea.

“They were so good. Especially during the summer,” I say. “On days like this.” I’m running low on tea again. My mother was going to drive me, but I told her it would be better if I walked, that I could burn extra calories.

Perla gives me my tea and as I head out the door, I turn back around. “Why don’t I feel this tea is working?” My question catches her by surprise.

“You lost five pounds, didn’t you?”

“I gained some of it back. Then I lost another eight.”

“Some people are like that. Their weight fluctuates.”

“What do I do?”

“What you’re doing now. Just keep drinking your tea. Eat right. Exercise. Focus. Do everything you can to keep the weight off.”

“It’s frustrating. I’m losing it. But it doesn’t feel like it’s enough.”

“I know. But I’ve helped other women lose weight with this. Remember that it takes time. You’ll see. You’ll start to notice yourself change.”

“It doesn’t make sense to me. Maybe I was meant to be this way.”

“You haven’t been doing this very long. You have to be patient.”

“Why am I doing this?”

“Many reasons,” she says. “Health. Self-esteem. Happiness. Your family doesn’t want to see you hurting.”

My eyes fall on the spot on the floor again. I remember the cooler’s hum, the old box of baking soda underneath the fruit pops, the smell of damp cardboard. “I’m not,” I say. “I’m not hurting.”

She’s quiet for a long time. She steps forward. Reaching across the counter, she takes the box of tea back. “If you think you don’t need this, tell me.” She points to the shelves and candles, the herbs and incense sticks. “Tell me, Rosita.”

“I don’t,” I say in a low voice. “I don’t need this right now.”

“Fine.” She opens the register and pulls out the bill I paid with. She folds it in half and presses it in my hand. “But come back to me when you do need this. You. No one else. I’ll be here. Waiting.”
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“I want to talk to you about this new friend of yours.” My mother comes up to me in the kitchen as I drink the last of my tea. It’s early Friday morning, and I’m scheduled to be in at eleven. Blanca’s standing against the kitchen counter reading the newspaper, taking bites from a piece of toast.

“What new friend?” I ask.

“This Miguel Angel guy,” she says.

“What about him?”

“Yeah, what about him?” Blanca says.

“Cecilia called me earlier,” my mother says. “She talked to me about him. Says she’s been seeing you two leaving together after your shifts on Saturday. Is that true?”

“Yeah. It’s fine. We’re just friends.”

“Friends? Well, did you know your friend is on parole?”

“Parole!” Blanca shouts. “Get out of here. No way.”

My mother turns to her. “Blanca, please.” She shakes her head.

“Yeah. So he’s on parole,” I say. “So what?”

“So what? Tell me,” my mother says. “What do you think he wants with you?”

“Let it go, Mom,” I tell her. “Are you driving me to work or not?”

“Men like him are always up to something. You better watch it,” she responds.

“You’re thinking that just because I’m fat a guy can’t like me, right? That a guy like him can’t find me attractive?”

“I didn’t say that. But just take a moment. Look at yourself.”

“I’m over that, Mom. He taught me how to dance. That’s all.” I walk over to the sink and pour what’s left of my tea down the drain.

“He’s bad news, Rosa,” she says.

“So what if he is. I don’t care. I don’t need any of this.”

“Fine,” she says. “It’s your life. Mess it up. Live however you want.”

I walk out the front door. From inside I hear Blanca shouting, “Go on. You go to that man.” She’s clapping and cheering, her bare feet slapping against the kitchen floor.
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I get all the way to his street before I realize I’m dressed in my green apron and hat with the market’s logo on the front. The city’s repaving his block, and I make my way down the sidewalk, smeared in spots with black streaks of asphalt. Miguel Angel doesn’t work on Fridays. He isn’t home when I get there, so I sit out on the front stoop and wait. About an hour later I see him strolling up.

“Hey,” he says.

“What’s up?”

“What are you doing here? Didn’t expect to see you till tomorrow.”

“Are you pissed I came? I can go.”

“Not pissed. Just surprised. What’s happening?”

“My mom.”

“Your mom?”

“Cecilia called and told her you’re on parole. Thinks you’re a bad element. Doesn’t want me seeing you.”

“Maybe your mom’s right.” He looks out across the street.

“Maybe people should stop telling me what to do.”

“What’s wrong with that? Shows they care for you.”

“Shows they think I’m not smart enough to do things for myself. That I’m helpless and should be grateful for every bit of good attention I get because I’m so fat.”

“No one’s saying that. You’re thinking it.”

“What? So now you know what I’m thinking?”

“Don’t get pissed at me. I’m on your side, remember?”

I untie my apron and toss in on the ground. “I didn’t mean to get mad.”

“It’s cool. I understand. No worries.”

“You’ve been a good friend. A good listener.”

“It’s the least I could do,” he says. “Someone did the same for me when I was in jail.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. This girl named Wendy.” He walks over and sits next to me on the stoop. “A friend of Tucker’s sister. We used to write to each other. I’d draw these sketches for her—birds, clouds, a cliff with trees I’d seen in a book. Her letters helped me so much, you know? Helped me get by. I couldn’t wait to get them. I thought about going to see her once I was out. To thank her in person.”

“Why haven’t you?”

“Don’t know. Guess I’m chickenshit. Guess it’s enough to know that there’s someone out there that’s got my letters. It’s enough to know that my words and sketches, my thoughts, are out there roaming free without me. Floating around.”

I try to imagine her, this Wendy. A housewife with a husband and kids. An ex-con’s letters pressed between her mattresses. I see her taking them out and reading them when she’s alone. I think about the thrill they give her. See her living with that feeling for the rest of the day as she bathes her kids and makes her husband dinner.

Around us everything’s still, and the temperature’s starting to rise. The sun beats down on us, and the cheap polyester of my uniform makes it feel ten degrees hotter. Torn scraps of paper and fast food wrappers are stuck to the melted asphalt out in the street. The smell reminds me of the field trip my fourth grade class took to the La Brea Tar Pits. A tour guide explained to us that prehistoric mammoths and birds wandered into the dark pools and got trapped there. The tar worked like quicksand. The more they struggled to free themselves, the deeper they were dragged in. These creatures died, and their bones lay buried for millions of years without anyone ever knowing they’d lived.
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