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CRISTINA IIENRIQUEZ

she had told him, in the lines ofyour hands. A map of what? he had

asked. And what had she said? He always tried to remember, but he

never could.

Francisco folded his fingers into fists and sighed. The ocean

spread endlessly around him, glittering in the early sun. In the quiet,

his boat listed and swayed.

His eyesight unfortunately was not what it used to be. Francisco

squinted out at the horizon to the place where, supposedly, ships one

hundred times bigger than his little boat would someday line up,

waiting their turn to sail across Panam6. He sputtered a laugh. Itwas
a ludicrous idea, impossible to believe. Every sailor and explorer who
had ever landed on these shores had dreamed that ships would one

day travel from ocean to ocean by way of Panamd., although exactly

how they expected to get from one side to the other was anyone's

guess. The spine of the great Cordillera Mountains, running straight

through the isthmus, stood in the way after all, and of the many

miraculous things Francisco had heard in his life, he had never heard

of a ship that could sail through a mountain. So they would cut the

mountains, they said, break the spine, and once that was done, the

water from both oceans would gush forth from each end and join to
create away through. A delusional dream. Putting not one but two
oceans in a place where for millions of years there had only been

land. Who could believe such a thing?

Francisco lifted the brim of his hat and squinted harder, trying
to see the phantom shapes of steamers and ichooners and battleships

and boats, all the vessels that they swore would come through. He
looked, but instead of ships, all he could see sitting on top of the

water was the brilliant blue sky. Perhaps the problem, he thought,

was that a person needed faith to be able to see things that did not

exist, to imagine a world not yet made. In addition to so many other

things, Francisco had lost his faith a long time ago.
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CRISTINA HENRiQUEZ

listened as they made contented warbling sounds. On the fourth day,

she shared some of the sugar apple she had packed, being careful

to pick out the seeds first. On the fifth, she peeled back the lid on

a can of sardines, and after eating most of them herself,, licking the

saltiness offher fingertips when she was done, she fed the chickens

the rest. By the sixth day, all the food she had brought with her was

gone, and the only thing she had to give the chickens was the same

reassurance her mother always gave her: The Lord will take care. She

had to believe that was true.

As soon as the ship came to a stop, everyone rushed to get off.

Ada waited till some of the swarm had cleared, but even when she

stood up no one, thank goodness, paid the least bit of attention to

her. People were too busy gathering their things and straining to
see, past the sailboats and palm trees lining the shore, just what
Panama looked like now that they were here. To Ada, the part of
town she could make out past the end of the wharf looked a lot like
Bridgetown, a row of two- and three-story wood-frame buildings

facing a main street, shops with awnings and buildings with signs,

and the factthat it looked so familiar was both a disappointment and

a relief.

Cradling her sack in her arms, Ada shoved her way portside to-
gether with everyone else. The seat of her trousers was damp, but
the trousers, which her mother had sewn, had served their purpose

of helping her blend into the crowd of what was primarily men. She

had seen only a few other women this whole time, and all of them
were older than she was. Ada had worn boots for the trip, too, black

leather boots that had been a gift from a man named Willoughby
Dalton, who had been courting her mother for the past year or so.

Every so often, usually on Sunday when he knew they would be at

home, Willoughby limped slowly up to their door with a new oF
fering in his hands-wildflowers or breadfruit or a small clay bowl.
A few months earlier he had come with a pair of black boots. The

boots were worn in the heels and the laces were frayed, but when

Willoughby held them out, Ada's mother had taken them and said,
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CRISTINA HENRIQUEZ

bed, and three gold crowns. She wished she had thought to bring
more food, but she hadnt. She had a mind that outpaced her good

sense, her mother always said, and there on the train, Ada smiled,

hearing her mother scolding her in her head, hearing that particular

tone. Her mother had no doubt seen her note by now, and Ada could

almost hear her tone-much more severe-about that, too, about

going off to Panama on her own like she had, even though it was

with good reason.

Her sister, Millicent, was sick, in need of a surgery that they

could not afford. As a seamstress, her mother did not earn much, and

Ada would have gotten a job herself except that in Barbados these

days, workwas hard to come by. But in Panama, everyone said, find-
ing work was as easy as plucking apples from trees. If everyone else

could go and pluck them, Ada had thought, then why shouldn't she?

She would stay just long enough to earn the money for Millicent's
surgery then she would go back.

As the train started off, Ada peered at the faces around her, so

many young men dressed in suits, all of them looking just as tense

and expectant as she herselffelt. Past the city, the train clanked over

a low bridge and through leafy trees before emerging into a field

wide enough to see the dark green mountains in the distance. When
it rattled to a stop near a small town, a handful of people hopped

down and walked toward a cluster of wood-frame buildings raised

up on stilts. A man whose suit sleeves stopped short of his wrists

looked out and, to no one in particular, said, "This where we to stay?"

A man wearing muddied khaki trousers and a blue work shirt
laughed. "What you expect? A grand hotel?"

fhe man in the too-small suit pointed to the houses on the op-

posite side of the tracks, a row of neat buildings painted white with
gray trim, and asked if they couldnt stay there instead.

The man dressed inworkclothes chuckled again. "Them the gold

houses." He pointed toward the camps. "The silver housing for us."

When the man in the too-small suit looked p,,uzled, the other

man said didnt he know? Everything in the Canal Zone-the com-
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