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daisy hernández

Soursop

When I was eleven, my mother’s heart turned into a soursop, a 
guanábana. Her heart swung from a tree inside her chest, and 
she feared that I would find her one day on the floor of the 

beauty salon, her chest split open, the prickly green fruit carved in half. 
At the public library, I checked out a book about the things a woman 

can inherit. Thin hair, breast cancer, dwarfism. The book did not mention 
a soursop in the chest. Mami blamed Colombia. Some places aren’t places, 
she said. They’re animals.
My mother, mi mami. She’s a wingless woman, a floating ribcage, and the 

seed for the soursop burrows in her heart waiting to sprout.

My mother and I lived in Jersey, in West New York, with two gay boys 
who were nineteen and shared a king-size bed. Often in the mornings, one 
boy would be sleeping pressed against the other like maple leaves stuck 
together on the sidewalk after a night of rain. I watched them until Mami 
came out of the bathroom, spied me at the door to their room, and ushered 
me up the hallway to the kitchen.
We lived with the boys on the second floor. The first floor was the beauty 

salon. Mami painted nails, and the boys cut hair. Three green vinyl chairs 
faced the long mirrors on the wall. The women brought empty skulls 
and clambered into the chairs, waving magazine clippings at the boys. 
The women didn’t want hair on their heads. They wanted pomegranates, 
lemons, even dahlias. The boys obliged. My mother said the peroxide and 
ammonia were no good for me, but she didn’t want me by myself upstairs 
where I could be on the computer without her. So I had my own folding 
chair and a card table near her manicure station by the window. When we 
didn’t need the air conditioning, I propped open the window to the one-way 
street and drew in my notebook the people trudging toward the shops on 
Bergenline: the old man hauling his blue NJ Transit tote bag, the woman 
with tacones thick as walnuts.

Mami. She smelled like candy that was too sweet, the nail polish remover 
turning her hands into ripe fruit. She hardly ever spoke in the salon, and 
even with the chinos, as she called the boys, she never said much. She 
brewed coffee every morning, pushing the mugs and empanadas into the 
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boys’ sleepy hands. On weekends, she locked them out of the house if they 
didn’t come home by midnight.      

The women who frequented the salon did not approve of my mother 
being almost thirty and the two of us living with two men, even if they 
were gay and still just teenagers. The women pressed church bulletins into 
Mami’s hands. They asked about my father. They brought sons and neph-
ews and primos, and then complained when Mami refused the invitations 
for lunch. Sometimes a woman sighed and said, Tienes razon. All men are 
shit. Focus on your little girl.

It is not bragging to say Mami was famous in the neighborhood and also a 
bit of a mystery. The short bookcase behind her manicure station had seven 
shelves filled with nail polish bottles no one was permitted to touch. The 
women complained to my mother about their wayward husbands, their ail-
ing mothers, their broken lives, and when Mami finished cleaning their nail 
beds, she asked: rosado, coral, or lace? The woman chose one of those three 
colors, and after the nail polish dried, Mami dipped a very thin brush into 
an unmarked black bottle. She craned a magnifying glass over the woman’s 
fingers and pressed the thin brush to the nail, painting a green leaf from 
the clean cuticle to the tip of the fingernail. The leaves varied depending 
on what the woman needed. If the woman was lonely, Mami painted the 
leaves of a gingko tree because they came in the shape of fans and fluttered 
in the wind like friends waving their hands. She drew dogwood flowers for 
women looking for jobs and the cones of Douglas fir trees for women who 
had jobs they wanted to keep. The women wrapped their mouths around 
the English names of the trees whose leaves my mother drew: white mul-
berry, black walnut, California nutmeg. Everyone listened when women 
reported their backaches had vanished, their sons had come home, their 
cleaning jobs had been salvaged. 

The women thought my mother invented the trees, that it was her bru-
jería. They didn’t know that when my father had gone back to his other 
family in Colombia, and Mami was pregnant with me, she had stolen a 
book from the public library titled The World of Trees by Hugh Johnson. She 
studied the photographs in the book and then sketched for hours: the long 
trunk of the Chilean pine, the twisting roots of the Pirangi cashew tree, 
the tilt of a Lone Cypress toward the sea. Mami’s belly grew with me and 
so did the number of trees she drew until she could make a leaf or a cone 
or a flower tiny enough to fit on a fingernail.

Mami named the two gay boys Fig and Willow. The youngest, Willow, had 
wispy hair that fell over his left eye. He walked almost every day to the 
bodega for diet sodas and Maria cookies, his eyes scanning the parked cars 
and the front stoops and even the jumble of telephone lines. Sometimes, 



the iowa review 155

in the middle of the day, he disappeared for hours. The women who came 
to the salon waited. Tiene buena mano, they crooned. They paid extra for 
him to cut their hair.  

Willow was the reason we had the salon. He had arrived in Jersey from 
Guatemala when he was eight, and when his father couldn’t beat the queer 
out of him, he got drunk one night and handed Willow off to a Cuban 
couple who owned the beauty salon and had raised three girls. The couple 
taught Willow to cut and color and blow-dry, and when they retired to 
Florida two years ago, they left him to manage the business and the apart-
ment. Since my mother already did nails in the salon and hated living with 
her sister, Willow said we could move into the second bedroom.  

Fig had come to work at the salon because he loved Willow and expected 
that one day Willow would love him too. He was an overgrown child, Fig, a 
motherless child. The clientas called him the huerfano from Honduras, but 
I lived with him so I knew how annoying he could be, especially when the 
salon emptied, and Fig would crawl into a chair, draping his body over the 
arm rest and leaning down to pick strands of hair from the floor and wail 
about how lonely he had been all his life. He made the least money, even 
less than my mother, because he said yes to everyone, even the abuelas who 
paid for their hair color with jugs of milk. I liked him though because once 
a week he washed my hair with warm water and rosemary.  

That summer when Mami’s heart began to turn into a guanábana, Fig 
convinced her to let a third boy move in with us. She named him Arboloco 
though he was the most reliable of the three, and, at twenty-one, the old-
est. His body was strange in that it did not believe in segments. No legs, 
no hips, no waist, no cuello, just a continuous line from earth to sky. He 
dressed with the ends of his shirt sticking out and matching white pants 
so that he looked like a white pole of a tree moving across the salon’s lino-
leum floor. A straight line from here to God, the women murmured. Combs 
never fell from his hands when he cut hair. Neither did hair clips or the 
billetas the women pushed at him.   

I didn’t like the man. I thought of him like that, the way Colombians say 
it in Spanish: el man. Arboloco cleaned the bathroom before my mother 
got to it, scrubbing the toilet with Ajax. He came back from the store with 
coffee, eggs, and the Cuban bread my mother loved. He never looked at his 
cell phone in front of us, cramming himself around the kitchen table in the 
mornings with my mother and me to eat huevos revueltos. When I asked 
him one day, Why don’t you look at your phone? he grinned, and then he 
and my mother glanced at each other in a way that made me want to throw 
coffee on his white pants.
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He slept in the big bed with Fig and Willow, and I didn’t like how he 
looked asleep: his mouth closed in a single line, his body sprawled across 
the center of the bed, his right arm around Fig’s neck, his left leg tucked 
under Willow’s. I wanted to complain to my mother that Arboloco took too 
much space (Fig had given up his pillow), but I wasn’t supposed to peek 
in the boys’ room. You wouldn’t want them in ours, she said once, which 
was true.  
In between clients, Mami swept the floors, pushing the cut hair into cor-

ners and trying to tickle the boys’ ankles with the stiff ends of the broom. 
They cried in protest, especially Fig, but Willow only laughed and turned 
the blow-dryer on Mami because everyone knew that if a broom touched 
your feet, you would never find true love. You’d be too dirty for it. 

Arboloco didn’t care if the broom came for him. I already found love, he 
declared when Mami, with the broom, neared the hem of his white pants. 
He had his hands in the red hair of a woman who was someone’s bisabuela, 
and he leaned down and whispered to her, Tell me you love me. 

The old woman waved him away and said, In Cuba, the men followed me 
like dogs. I could have stopped the Revolution with all the men who came 
after me. But my father brought me here. 

My mother laughed and so did Arboloco, and for days when they thought 
I was reading a science fiction book in my folding chair by the open win-
dow, they giggled about the perros that could have ended the Revolution.

Mami woke gasping for air one night. She told me her heart felt like a 
guanábana inside her chest, the fruit so heavy she couldn’t breathe. She 
yanked off her nightshirt and closed her eyes. Her small breasts rose and 
fell. She said the fruit would break her ribs.    

I built a throne of pillows, three at my mother’s back and two for her 
head. After several  hours, she fell asleep sitting up. I pressed my ear to her 
chest, wondering how the soursop would sound if it was swinging from 
a tree inside my mother’s chest, but Mami woke with a startle. Don’t put 
your weight on me like that, she said, but I wasn’t. 

She paid a doctor one hundred dollars. The doctor told her she had an 
irregular heartbeat and sent us to another doctor who charged another 
hundred dollars and rubbed what looked like an ice cream cone all over 
Mami’s chest. He said, I think you’re going to need a pacemaker. 

Back at the salon that night, my mother crawled into one of the green 
vinyl chairs and stared at the mirror. She’d been gaining weight. The doctor 
said it was because her heart wasn’t pumping right. 

Arboloco offered to wash Mami’s hair. She said, No, and I climbed into 
the other chair and Arboloco into the third, all of us facing the mirrors. 
Arboloco said, In El Salvador my tía needed a pacemaker. 
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Did she get it? I asked.
It cost thousands, he said, which meant no.  
I twirled the chair in a full circle, then studied my curls in the mirror, 

all of them tucked into a bun at the crown of my head. I knew we didn’t 
have thousands of dollars. I said, It’s because you don’t have papers, and 
my mirror-mother sighed.

I had papers but I couldn’t give them to Mami. It didn’t work that way. 
Everyone had to have their own papers. She had multiple copies of my 
birth certificate hidden in our bedroom: under the mattress, in a folder 
beneath the underwear, in a suitcase in the closet. Sometimes we looked 
at them together. She always pointed to the place of birth: West New 
York, New Jersey. 

Mami said her papers were coming but she had been saying that for a long 
time. Not having papers was the reason she and the boys couldn’t drive and 
why we never talked to the police even the time someone broke into the 
salon and stole the blow-dryers and flat irons and a box of conditioners. 
Not having papers was why she and the boys couldn’t vote against Trump 
in November.

The heart doctor’s office called on Tuesday. Could Mami come in the 
afternoon? The doctora had a few questions. Mami said, I can’t. The office 
woman pleaded. My mother said she had too much work. The office woman 
said, You don’t have to pay. 

The doctora had a pale face and large, square glasses. You told me you 
grew up in Colombia near Soatá, she said. She turned a computer tablet 
toward us. Did you ever see this insect there?

In the picture, a light shone on a giant cockroach with black stripes on 
its back.   

My mother nodded. That’s a pito, she said.
The doctor told us her mother had grown up in Argentina, and the pitos 

lived there too but people called them vinchucas. She said the insect carried 
a parasite that could eat a person’s heart. It was a disease known as Chagas. 
She wanted Mami to get tested. My mother wanted to know how much that 
would cost. The doctor said, There’s no charge. My mother asked what the 
treatment would cost. The doctor turned off the tablet. There’s a pill you 
can take for a few months that will help reduce the amount of parasite in 
your body, she said, but you still need a pacemaker.

There’s no cure, my mother said. 
Did you know people in Soatá with heart problems?
My mother, Mami said. She was carrying a crate of limes one day and 

collapsed. When they took an X-ray at the hospital, her heart was big like 
a guanábana. She died a year later. On a Tuesday.
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We should test your daughter. too. 
She was born here.
The parasite can pass from mother to child during pregnancy.
My mother looked at me, and although the doctor had not asked, I told 

her, I have CHIP.
For as long as I could remember I had been telling grown-ups at school 

and at doctors’ offices that I had CHIP. I didn’t know why they named 
health insurance for children that way, but, according to Mami, nothing in 
English ever made sense.

The first time I saw a real soursop was in a Colombian restaurant the year 
I started second grade. We were picking up arepas and a roasted chicken, 
and right next to the register, someone had placed a guanábana, one much 
larger than the pictures on the Goya cans. It felt impossible to me that 
anything that enormous grew from a tree, but Mami said it was because I 
had never been to Colombia. You don’t know what’s possible, she said and 
ordered us a guanábana milkshake.

The day we got our blood drawn, my mother gave me my first manicure. 
She had said I couldn’t have my nails done until I was thirteen, but there 
we were, me just eleven and her digging grime from under my nails with a 
tool that looked a tiny silver shovel. I want blue roses, I said. 

She snickered and drew very pointed green leaves on every one of my 
fingers and on my left thumb three miniscule spots. 

What is it? I asked, holding my right hand up in the air for Fig to examine.
Rocky Mountain juniper, she said. When it’s young. 
What does it do? Fig asked.
Mami twirled the cap on her black bottle shut and said, It makes every-

thing grow very slowly. 

That afternoon, I woke up in the bed I shared with my mother but couldn’t 
remember how I had gotten there. The last thing I remembered I had been 
reading a book in the living room. Now I was on the bed, the book gone, 
the window open, and a girl hollering from the street that she was taking 
Yalitza to the McDonald’s. I thought about Lacey from school. Her mom 
had shipped her to the DR for the summer. She had promised to text me 
on Mami’s phone but never had.

I went looking for my mother. She was not in the bathroom or the kitch-
en. Downstairs the salon was closed, and Fig was crying to Willow about a 
boy he had loved when he was twelve. The boy had been born with a mole 
on the back of his neck. It looked like a dot of black ink so that for a year 
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after the boy left to come here, Fig spent every day drawing black dots all 
over his own legs. 

When Fig spotted me at the bottom of the stairs, he let go of Willow’s 
skinny arm to hug me, but I was not about to spend the rest of the day 
listening to his love stories, so I ran back up the stairs, while he yelled, 
Pretensiosa! 

The carpet, thin and the color of pine needles, reached all the corners of 
the hallway on the second floor. The door to the boys’ room was closed. I 
turned the knob. Inside, Arboloco was shirtless and sitting on the edge of 
the bed facing the window. My mother crouched behind him on the bed. 
She was drawing a trompeto tree on his back with a black marker. The 
branches began close to his waist, straight lines that curved and bloomed 
at the end with toothed leaves.

It’s too bad you’re a woman, he said.
My mother lifted the marker from his shoulder blade, leaned forward care-

ful to not touch her canvas, and murmured, It’s too bad you’re a coward.
She spat between his shoulder blades. He flinched, then his right hand 

reached back and grabbed my mother’s knee, pulling her legs from under 
her, and my mother spread her legs, wrapped them around him from 
behind, a spooning while sitting, still not touching his back, the wet ink, 
her trompeto.

 I shoved the door open so it banged against the dresser. My mother 
yelped and her hand slipped with the marker across Arboloco’s back. It 
looked as if she had tried to cross out a part of the tree.

I thought you were sleeping, Mami complained, and she soaked her 
thumb in saliva and rubbed at the zigzag of the black line across Arboloco’s 
brown skin. He grinned.

It’s ugly, I said.
Mami stopped, glanced at me, and said, You made it ugly. 

When the doctor’s office called to say the results of the Chagas test were 
positive for Mami and negative for me, my mother said, Of course, it’s 
negative, and by the end of the week Fig had told everyone who came 
to the salon, all in whispers, of course, that Luz María had saved her 
daughter from a bad heart with a manicure, that the parasite had grown 
so slow it couldn’t hurt me. I tried correcting him (I didn’t have the 
parasite), but it was no use. Willow put a plastic milk jug near the door 
with a sign that read “El corazón de Luz,” and after three days, Arboloco 
counted thirty dollars. 
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My mother stopped sleeping with me. The sofa was more comfortable, she 
said, on account of her heart getting so big, and she insisted I stay in the 
bed alone.  

It’s summer, I said. I don’t have school.
You promised to read a new book every three days, she answered.
It took me two nights to realize she was on the sofa with Arboloco’s head 

in her lap, her hands in his black hair.

I waited until Friday afternoon when the salon got busy with blow-dryers 
and color mixing and so many women filled the chairs and talked about 
who-knows-what. I told my mother I needed to use the bathroom upstairs. 
I had to do number two. She nodded. She had a long line of women waiting 
including one who said she needed a manicure to keep some son-of-a-bitch 
away from her daughter.

In the boys’ room, I yanked open the drawers, rummaged through under-
wear and T-shirts and pants. I slipped my arms as far as I could between the 
mattress and the box spring. Nothing. It had occurred to me that we didn’t 
know anything about Arboloco. Willow had met him at a bus stop, and all 
he had learned was that Arboloco came from El Salvador. He had shown up  
here with a briefcase and a little maleta that Fig said only held three pairs 
of pants, some underwear, and a single pair of very expensive scissors, the 
kind the super ricos bought.  
Under the bed, I found the briefcase. Inside, an envelope had five pictures 

of Arboloco surrounded by women and men who looked like him with 
straight backs and ink black hair. His family. They circled a cake. In one 
picture he was my age, maybe a little older. He had a serious, confident face. 
It occurred to me that I looked like him. I had never seen a picture of my 
father as a boy but it would probably look like Arboloco: black eyes, bushy 
eyebrows, a narrow face. What would Arboloco’s family think of me? I had 
papers. I could travel. 
I opened the next folder and found a marriage certificate. Arboloco’s 

name was next to a woman called Isabel from Puerto Rico. I tipped a 
manila envelope and out slipped a picture of a topless, overweight woman 
with heavy breasts, a white nightgown gathered at her waist, a wineglass 
in her right hand raised toward the camera. 
It was the first woman I had seen naked. No, the first was Mami. 
A voice rang from the hall. I shoved everything back in the briefcase, 

pushed it under the bed and knelt on the floor between the bed and 
the wall. Nothing happened. Someone went into the bathroom and shut 
the door, and I tiptoed down to the salon and arrived to a symphony of 
women’s voices and blow-dryers blaring. My mother craned her body over 
a woman’s ring finger, her tiny brush slowly descending on the nail bed. 
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The next day, I returned to the briefcase. The other papers didn’t make 
sense. Resident alien. Lawful resident alien. Department of this and that. I 
tried to read the papers the way my mother had taught me to read my birth 
certificate. Arboloco and the naked woman had married in New York City. 
They had witnesses with bad penmanship. She had a bank account with 
more than twenty thousand dollars. She had promised to be responsible 
for him.

I visited the briefcase four days in a row. It felt like an appointment I had 
to keep. Each time I looked at the naked woman, my stomach collapsed and 
I knew I had to tell my mother: Arboloco was dirty, Arboloco was married, 
Arboloco didn’t love her. But it felt to me that telling her would be just as 
bad as what he had done.  
At my makeshift desk in the salon, I began drawing guanábanas. The first 

dozen turned out badly. They looked like mashed up hearts. The next batch 
were better. I drew the soursops hanging from trees and on the ground, in 
groups, peeled down to their white flesh, and alone. Soon I had an entire 
garden of misshapen hearts.

A week later, Mami helped me get into bed, and after she tucked me in, I 
blurted, He’s married.  

What? Who’s married?
Arboloco.
When she didn’t say anything, I added, He’s married to a Puerto Rican 

lady with big tits.
Mami grabbed my face so hard in one hand that she practically lifted me 

from the bed. Don’t talk like that, she said.
It’s true.
It doesn’t matter. You don’t talk about tetas, and his business is not your 

business.
She let go of my face and closed the door hard behind her but I could still 

feel the sting where her fingernails had dug into my cheeks. 
I waited an hour, then cracked the door open. Mami was not yelling at 

him in the living room. She was not even scrubbing the kitchen pans the 
way she did when she got angry with her sister. She was on the sofa with 
Arboloco, watching my favorite movie (Hellboy) dubbed in Spanish. I could 
smell the stink of the beer.

Two days later, Mami collapsed in the salon. Arboloco lifted her into a 
chair. She grabbed my shoulder. I can’t breathe, she whispered. Willow 
convinced the woman whose hair he was cutting to drive us to the hospital. 

In the ER, Arboloco gave a name for my mother that was not her name 
and an address I’d never heard. He said he was her brother. Willow nodded 
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when the nurse asked if he was a brother too. Arboloco put his hands on 
my shoulders, but I pushed him off and said, She’s my mother. I didn’t tell 
the nurse the rest: I had told Mami the secret and now she was going to die.

They made us wait for hours. They said she had stabilized. They found 
a Dominican lady to interpret for Arboloco and the boys. They said 
Mami needed a pacemaker. They sent a white English-only lady to talk 
about options. Arboloco answered the questions. No, Mami did not have 
Medicaid. No, we did not know her social security number. Yes, of course, 
we would look for it. Yes, we understood that by law they were required to 
take care of anyone who came into the ER whether or not the person had 
papers. Yes, we understood that a state program could pay for the pace-
maker but we would need bills showing where she lived and pay stubs, too. 

The white lady looked at me a couple of times, but I stayed silent the way 
my mother had taught me to do if anyone ever asked about her papers. The 
thin carpet in the waiting room had swirls like the whorls of tree branches. 
I rubbed the leaves on my fingers, peered at them and saw that the leaves 
on my nails resembled knives. My mother had gifted me ten knives to carry 
in my hands.  
When they finally let us visit, Mami blinked at me from the hospital bed, 

a tangle of wires snaking around her chest. She tried to smile. She licked 
her lips. She whispered, Corazón. She murmured, Come here, and when I 
reached the bed, she grabbed all the knives from my hands.




