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Silence is the degp, secref night of fhe world
Clarice Lispector

Sucre Alley

| The mghtdoes not advance. I open a book and try to fill the

hours with other people’s situations, kindly allowed to wan-

 der through the pages of others’ lives. I fail. It seems the

hours are stalled between these shadowy, sterile walls. 1
light a cigarette, then another; it takes me between five and
ten minutes to finish each one. At my side, a woman spread

~ out on a narrow sofa stops snoring a few seconds but imme-
_ diately resumes her gravelly breathing.

I walk toward the glass door and spy on the empty street;
only a cat crosses quickly, as if not wanting to disturb the
peace. The sign on the café in front is off. Two men hurry to
finish their drinks while the waiter nods off at the cash reg-
ister. Without a doubt, he is waiting until they are finished to
turn off the lights and enter dreamland, that region which
faded away for me days ago.

I return to the sofa just as the woman invades my seat
with her outstretched legs. I move toward a group of nurses
who talk quietly and ask them for the time. Three-thirty. I
pass though the half-light of the corridor to reach Room 106.
I don’t have to look for the little placard with the number; I
know exactly how many paces separate Lucia’s room from
the waiting room. She isn’t asleep either. As soon as she
notices my outline under the doorway, she murmurs that
she’s hot. She asks me for something to drink. I moisten my
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handkerchief with water from the tap and just barely wet her
lips. “Give me water, please.” I don’t hear her plea. I know
that her eyes are following me in the darkness of the room.
I know that she will remain attentive to the brushing of my
steps across the polished tiles. I leave the room so as not to
glimpse her green eyes, so as not to see her converted into a
battleground where sickness steadily advances. I pass to one
side of the sofa where the woman is still sleeping to turn off

chés to her waist, but a repugnant, huge, black mole blofs
e of her thighs. As the woman dances, I remember Lucia
| p on that platform. I see her dancing. I see her slender feet,
er svelte ankles; the enormous suture that now cuts across
 her stomach also comes to mind. I remember the catheters,

invade her body.
tubes, and probes that inva
= eThe dirty curtains at the back of the bar open: Rosaura

the little lamp that illuminates her feet.

Once on the street, I hesitate before deciding my course.
A few blocks away, the city’s luxurious hotels are celebrat-
ing the weekend’s nocturnal festivities. T head indecisively
toward Avenida Lincoln. Sweet-smelling women stroll
along the streets, making it impossible for me to forget the
scent of the sterile sheets that envelop Lucfa’s beloved body.

The shadows dissolve under the marquee lights. Night
does not exist in this place.

On the riverbank, I hail a taxi to take me downtown. The
driver wants to talk but I don’t respond to his comments. I’'m
not interested in his stories—the preppy kid who refused to
pay or the tips that the tourists give in dollars. I don’t want
to hear about murders or women. We go down Avenida
Judrez—filled with commotion, cigarette sellers on the cor-
ners, automobiles outside the clubs, denizens of the night.
On both sides of the street the glaring signs compete for the
attention of the people wandering around, searching for a
place to kill time. I get out at Sucre Alley, in front of the door
to the Monalisa.

A woman with Chinese eyes dances on the catwalk that
divides the hall into two sections. A group of teenagers scan-
dalously celebrates her gyrations. The rest of the diehards
wrap their lips around their bottle_g\ and down the last of their
beer. I rest my elbows on the bar and closely watch the
woman with Oriental features. A beautiful skein of dark hair
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emerges to supervise the establishment. Years before, we

. saw each other for the last time, when Lucia and I deserted,

when we abandoned Rosaura and her world. She comes for-

"~ ward profféring exclamations of joy that leave me indiffer-
ent I exchange a few words with her, unmoved, and discov-
. er deep wrinkles in her skin that are accentuated mercilessly

each time she breaks out in a roar of laughter. Someone calls

out to her from the table furthest away, and she obligingly
~ attends to them. I attempt to keep her in my sight dgsplte the
- 16w light and the smoke that suffocates the air. With a nap-
' km, I clean the clouded panes of my glasses, and then I too

head over to the table. As I move closer, my certainty grows:
m her face, I see my own. When I come up next to her, I have
a sarcastic expression on my face.

 We’re almost in our fifties, I tell her. Before responding,
the bar mistress erupts in another howl of laughter. “And

_ how are things going with the beautiful Lucia? Let her know
~ I'm still saving a place for her.” The old woman gets up from

the table, chuckling. Her words fall upon me like bags of

sand crashing down on my shoulders. I feel the sweat adhere
iny clothes to my skin and I go out into the street, where the
 heat lessens a little. While I decide what to do, I look at the
_ facades of the bars clustered on this, the most dismal street
_ of the city. I have the sensation that I've fallen into a trap. I

didn’t come looking for anything, but despite that, I find the
obscured image of an over-the-hill, second-rate cabaret host.
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To distract myself, I light a cigarette that only manages to
turn my breath sour.

On my way back, each step I take makes the silence
more profound. The houses are darkening. Behind the win-
dows, I imagine bodies captive in sleep. Cats prowl on the
rooftops. The trees are united in one long shadow, epidermis
of the night.

In her bed, Lucia is still awake. I leave the room and in the
waiting area find the sofa empty. So I lie down and wait for
another night to pass.

Ciudad Judrez, 1983

4 Rosario Sanmiguel

A Very Long Silence

to Huberto Batis

In the never-ending succession of doors, one opens into
Las Dunas. The smells of rooms and toilets, urinals and
dancers meld together, wafting through the corners. Behind
the bar, a mahogany paneled wall lends an unexpected beau-
ty to the place. There are two pool tables, an expansive dance
floor, and several metal tables. A wall painted with a desert
landscape separates the rooms of the hall. Nothing dramatic
has happened in half a century. No one has murdered anyone
or comitted an infamous robbery. Not even a fire. In this
place the hours march on with a harsh uniformity.



1. The firrival of Francis

Francis arrived enveloped in a long white overcoat and a
white scarf. Her hair was tied at the nape of her neck. Her face
strove to reflect a serenity that this difficult hour of the night
did not allow her. She walked inside without conviction, as if
she were wandering lost. Beneath the shadow of her brown
eyebrows was an alert and deceptive expression. The pain
emerged through her lips. Perhaps, under her snowy coat, her
black dress revealed the soft swell of her breasts.

She had abandoned Alberto. Already she had spent a
good portion of her life leaving him and finding him again;
in situations that reached the limits of her tolerance after a
passionate discussion and a transitory farewell. For him, it
was easy to find her when he felt that the moment of recon-
ciliation had arrived; it was enough to go to her apartment,
look for her with her girlfriends, or wait for her to leave the
office. This time would not be the same. Now Francis was
determined not to go back and to end their ten-year relation-
ship. The reasons she had heard from Alberto over the years
no longer mattered, because the bond that had kept her con-
nected to him had gradually worn away, without his noticing
it, occupied as he was in reconciling two situations—wife
and lover—that were in fact irreconcilable.

Tonight she turned thirty. She had gone out to eat with
Alberto, and he had given her a ring with three large inlaid
emeralds. Later he had taken her to the house of a friend that
Francis said she needed to see. A lie. Francis did not live
anymore in the place that Alberto knew; she had moved sev-
eral days before so that he would not be able to find her. She
had also left the real estate agency, an executive position
earned through creativity and hard work, but she was will-
ing to renounce everything if it meant finally ridding her
body and her memory of Alberto. When she saw the car dis-
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appear at the end of the street, she searched for a taxi to take
her anywhere. Disconcerted by the request, the driver
roamed around the city for close to an hour, until she was
able to provide a precise address: Las Dunas, a name that
she inexplicably remembered in the middle of the storm that
raged inside her.

Francis moved through the thick air, weighed down with
smoke and oblique glances. Two regulars approached her
immediately, insisting that she accompany them to their
table. One cutting remark sufficed for them to leave her
alone. From their spot behind the bar, China and Morra
watched her, a little out of curiosity and a little out of con-
cern. They were the oldest women, each more than fifty
years old, who had been employed at Las Dunas longer than
anyone else. They had always been friends, ever since they
worked at the Coco-Drilo three decades ago, when Old
Varela had the bar in the Valley part of town, before the fac-
tories came and took over the grove of trees by the river-
bank. Still, some hot afternoons in August, China and Morra
remembered the Sunday afternoon parties when the soldiers
from Fort Bliss would come for them. It was the end of the
fifties. How different everything was, China and Morra
would tell each other: we were never afraid. They were
right. To reach the Coco-Drilo, if the soldiers crossed over
the Santa Fe Bridge, they had to leave the city and cross the
cotton fields. Before arriving, they could hear the chords of
music carried by the wind, live music all the time.

A rush of cold air interrupted their conversation each
time someone entered. Then China had to dry the puddle of
water that the trail of snow and the flow of customers
formed in the entryway. When someone opened the door,
Francis felt the icy draft as well and pulled tight her white
wool coat.

“This winter’s killing me! Get me a San Marcos, Morra,
and whatever the lady there is drinking,” shouted a man as
he shook the snow from his shoes next to her.

Under the Bridge: Stories from the Border 7



Francis accepted the drink, but remained submerged in
the miasma of her emotions without noticing the time pass.
Holed up in her shell like a mussel, she allowed her first
night without Alberto to die. Meanwhile the late night regu-
lars arrived to warm their bones and their spirit. Outside the
snowy streets shimmered with a brilliant whiteness.

8 Rosario Sanmiguel

2. The Drunk’s Night

Lost in thought, at the end of the bar, Francis escaped from
the world. His absence pained her. All that time with Alber-
to would not be easy to forget even though he did not love
her as she desired. It wasn’t about getting married, having
kids, and paying the mortgage on a house; rather it was liv-
ing together, trying to be happy, whatever that might mean.
But Alberto was a coward and she had always known it.
Though it had taken her many years to gather up the strength
necessary to separate from him, now, she thought, she would
simply let the days go by and, with time, the bitterness of
failing. She knew she was responsible for the final outcome,
because, after all, Alberto never promised her anything.

The same man who days before had bought her a drink
arrived and settled down next to her, uttered a few remarks
as a simple formality, took a breath, and began to talk. The
man was about sixty years old, with a bald spot that he knew
how to conceal by forcing the few strands left into some-
thing resembling a nest. He wore an old, wrinkled raincoat
over a thick knitted vest. His reddened eyes, the slant of his
eyebrows, and his sagging cheeks gave his face the look of
a sad dog.

Morra moved closer to listen to his slurring voice. He
was drunk, without a doubt. The man didn’t notice the
woman’s presence, so absorbed was he in his own words.
Francis, on the other hand, watched Morra for a few seconds
and then followed attentively what the man was saying:

“_ .. Ma’am, I'm sure you love a man . . . sure you sit on
a park bench waiting for him, right? . . . clearly, I see in your
eyes that you’re in love . . . I envy you, Ma’am, you don’t
know how much I envy you . . . I'd like to be in your place,
feel what you feel . . . tell me . . . what does it feel like to love
a man? . . . to give yourself completely to him . . . tell me
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about your feelings, please . . . I'm a man and I've felt love
too ... lenvy your ability to give yourself to aman . .. do you
understand? . . . it’s a power that doesn’t lessen . . . on the con-
trary . .. it grows like I haven’t seen in myself . . . tell me what
it’s like to live that passion . . . the night isn’t like the day . . .
otherwise you wouldn’t be here . . . I prefer the night too . . .
I'know it deep down . . . it’s like a long dream for me . . . and
for you, whatis it? . . . tell me, please . . . tell me . . . sirice you
love a man, how does that passion feel . . .”

The man alternated his phrases with sips from his glass.
Francis did not respond despite his direct questioning. She
listened to him in silence until he fell face down on the bar.
The man’s words bothered Morra, his presence too, and
since at any moment he was going to sit up and continue his
rambling, she told one of the girls to take him far away. Nely
put her arm around his shoulders and whispered something
in his ear. The drunk raised his head, looked at her for an
instant, and allowed himself be taken away.

10 Rosario Sanmiguel

3. The Robbery

The sound of screams reached all the way to the huge dance
floor. China left her knitting and her needles on the little
table in the hallway that led to the rooms, stood up, and went
directly to Nely’s door. Morra showed up as the three were
coming into the main room. The man was pulling Nely by
her hair; behind him, China ordered him to let her go. Once
he was in front of Morra, the man attacked, shaking the girl
by one arm. “This shameless bitch stole fifty pesos from
me!”

“Let me go, asshole! You don’t even know how much
money you have!” Nely shot back as she tried to get free.
Then she started to scream, saying that she hadn’t stolen
anything, that maybe the old man needed money, but she
was innocent. She rubbed her eyes as if she was drying off
her tears. Her anger was hard and dry, like the bark of an
ancient tree. She was wearing a small, faded corduroy skirt
and a skintight, sleeveless blouse. Her adolescent arms were
rounded, smooth and dark. If she had stolen the money—
Morra doubted it—she didn’t have it on her.

“Stop rubbing your eyes, you cross-eyed bitch, and
gimme my money!”

Nely couldn’t stomach any insult that alluded to her
face’s most obvious defect. She threw herself on top of the
man, who could only unhook her nails with China and
Morra’s help. His cheeks were left all red, and his skin, burst
open. He had to clean the blood off himself with the sleeve
of his shirt. “That’s enough,” ordered Morra. “Get her out of
here!” China dragged her away. Nely kept on cursing at her
accuser; he responded with even more offensive insults. The
man threatened Morra, saying he would call the police. It
was not the first time that someone accused theft, but even
so Morra decided not to complicate the matter and to just

Under the Bridge: Stories from the Border 11



pay the money. In these situations, the girls gotta pay,
ordered Young Varela. They’d take fifty pesos from Nely’s
paycheck.

The man asked for a beer, and Morra served it to him gra-
ciously. As he drank calmly, Nely looked for the money. Her
face had that look of concentration that made her eyes cross.
She moved around the room on all fours, putting the pieces
of toilet paper scattered around the floor off to one side. On
one side of the knitting table, China warmed her hands with
the warmth that the gas heater emitted. From there, with a
calm voice, she pressured the girl to find the bill.

“Why are you acting so stupid? You took that cash from
the old man.”

When the man left, Francis, who had observed the whole
incident from her seat, asked Morra if she had found the
money. Morra shook her head and added: “I hope he doesn’t
come back.”

“You know he will.”

“Why are you so sure?” asked Morra, surprised not only
because it was the first time she heard her speak but also
because of the statement.

“Look how he treated the girl, look how you treated him;
besides you gave him fifty pesos.”

“Nely robbed him,” Morra pointed out annoyed.

“You know it might not be true.”

“I think she took it,” said Morra without conviction.
“You don’t think so? I know these girls and you don’t.”

“Look, even if it did happen like that, what’s fifty pesos
anyway?”

Morra smiled. She lifted up a corner of her mouth and
explained: “For you it’s nothing, but for someone as poor as
Nely, it’s a lot.”

“Fifty pesos doesn’t make up for that kind of humilia-
tion.”

12 Rosario Sanmiguel

«] don’t understand you, ma’am, but I don’t think you
understand either.”” Morra was incensed.

“] want to say something very simple, Morra. You
women are the only ones being robbed here.”

Morra heard her name and Francis’ explanation. The
words crackled like a dried flower forgotten in a book.
Morra tilted her head with a motion that made it clear she
was paying attention. She felt that way too, even though
she’d never verbalized it. She’d thought it since she was
young, when she waited tables and danced at the Coco-
Drilo. Old Varela would tell her not to believe in any man
who invited her to take a walk with him or who proposed
something to her. You have me right here, close by, he would
say, and then he would break out laughing.

Morra nostalgically recalled the blonde “Iittle tin sol-
dier” who would come to look for her in the Coco-Drilo.
Old Varela gave him that nickname; he was jealous of that
foreigner’s intentions. It was not unusual for foreigners to
fall in love with the women who worked in the bars and take
them away to their countries. Morra had her own sweetheart
too. Uve Lambertz visited her for one long year, with a
scared little boy’s big blue eyes and the tiny mouth of a
spoiled baby. Varela watched the romance develop without
saying a word, but Morra could see in his face the disgust
that the man’s visits caused him. Despite the prediction of
failure that he made when she told him she was going to
leave with Uve, she still took the necessary steps to leave the
city and start a new life on the other side of the world. You
won’t go with him, Varela repeated every day as he faced
Morra’s resolve, He’ll make a fool of you, I'm sure of it.

On the appointed afternoon, Morra didn’t appear for her
date. While Uve waited for her in Mere’s, a few blocks from
the Santa Fe, drinking Cokes and smoking Camels, 0Old
Varela argued heatedly with Morra. He wasn’t about to
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allow her to leave him like this, after all the years that he’d
provided her with “protection.” The time came and Morra
was still locked in with Old Varela, trying to make him see
not only her appreciation but also how much she wanted to
take that trip with Uve. She walked toward the door, and the
man blocked her path, hugged her, and promised her differ-
ent things. They calmed down awhile, and again Morra tried
to leave. Finally, a hard slap in the face left her unconscious
for a few minutes. When she woke up she understood that
Varela would not let her leave. Resigned to her fate, she
splashed water on her face so that he wouldn’t see her tears.
The man took her tenderly by the hand, laid her down in
bed, kissed her on the lips, and waited for sleep to overtake
her. Old Varela watched Morra sleep while Uve Lambertz
watched his last Sunday on this side of the world die.
Francis walked to the door, wrapping herself up in her

long coat. Fenicio, who didn’t miss a single one of her
movements, followed her and, after hesitating a few sec-

onds, politely opened the door. He would have liked to tell
her she was very beautiful or something like that, but the

woman intimidated him, so he resigned himself to watching
her in silence. As soon as she left, Fenicio’s teeth chattered,
and he shook like a dog.

14 Rosario Sanmiguel

4. The Challenge

Francis’s presence bothered Katia, despite her not moving
from her seat and hardly speaking with China or Morra. The
worst for Katia was the frequency of her visits.

“It’s another woman who comes to kill time or to forget
God-only-knows what,” Morra explained to her when she
began to suspect her animosity. “Don’t worry about it. She
doesn’t come here to compete with you.” y

“What that girl has is pure envy,” China intervened. “I

“ doii’t know if it’s because the lady looks nice or because of

the man that comes to talk with her.”

“Envy, me? It’s not like she’s that good looking, and
besides, she’s already old.”

Francis had an attitude that Katia found impossible to
explain; she perceived something in Francis that confused her,
perhaps her indifference to men and women or her total apa-
thy as she watched the night go by. It was as if nothing upset
her, not the jukebox’s excessive loudness nor the happiness of
the drunks with their resounding, sad voices, nor the small
shrieks of the women. China was the one who talked the most
with Francis. On occasion they would laugh at things that no
one knew about, not even Morra. China would transform her
almond-shaped eyes into two lines. Her cheeks would puff up,
round and dazzling, full of joy. When Francis laughed, her
facial features would change, pain would sketch itself on her
face at the very moment when her laughter seemed to be cry-
ing. Tears were the price of laughter.

The months of intense cold had passed, and with them
the worst days, the first ones, the most desolate ones, Fran-
cis’ initial days without Alberto. Maybe he had not even
searched for her. Perhaps, Francis thought, when he found
her old apartment empty and couldn’t find her at the real
estate agency, his ego was wounded and he decided to let the
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provocation continue a little longer. Alberto responded in
that same way when Francis spoke to him about a complete
separation. He interpreted it as a power game, a challenge to
his rules. He would have to accept his defeat soon enough.

That night Katia was stunning as usual—a fitted, short
red dress, black pantyhose for her shapely legs, and incred-
ibly high red heels—tempting like the meat of a Juicy fruit,
her young heart, deep and vulnerable, the passionate core.
After crossing from one side to the other, she paused to think
things through more. She sat on one side of the Jjukebox and
put in lots of coins to listen to love songs. Later, she argued
with Nely because she wanted to dance to more upbeat
music. Morra didn’t intervene so as not to get into an argu-
ment with Katia. Besides, Nely’s companion would be hap-
pier if he danced while hugging her tight and not to the
rhythm of a cumbia.

Katia had worked a few months in Las Dunas; she came
from a place where Young Varela had seen her dancing, and,
he’d been captivated. Seduced by the girl, he set out to ask
her to work for him. She accepted after Varela promised to
double her income. It wasn’t very long ago that Katia had
spent long periods in the youth correctional facility. She
used to wander the streets until dawn, getting mixed up in
gang fights or stealing beer and cigarettes from the stores
that stayed open late. A roommate of Katia’s from the deten-
tion center took her to the cantina, a beer place in what they
call the Barrio de la pezufia, the area around the slaughter-
house. She had to leave after only fifteen days because she
picked too many fights. This led to a succession of sporadic
jobs, getting fired and getting in trouble, until the night that
Young Varela discovered her. Now Katia was a twenty-year-
old woman, determined to get the greatest possible benefit
from her attractive physique. Since Varela spoiled her, she
was strong-willed, and that night she felt like fighting, so
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when Francis went into the bathroom, she took advantage of
the opportunity to mess with her. She punched open the
door, just as Francis was facing the mirror. Not ungl that
moment had Francis understood Katia’s attitude; their eyes
locked in battle. Katia had an angry scowl drawn on her red
Jips. In that moment, Nely moved closer and observed what
was happening; later she told Morra that the two women had
stared at each other without saying a word. It was difficult to
imagine that of Katia, because her mouth was wild and
aggressive. Nely also reported that Francis stood her ground,
very steadily, with her legs spread-eagled and per hands
grasping the faucet handles tightly, and then Katia had run
out, slamming the door behind her.

A
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5. The Window

From the window of her room Francis looked out at the traf-
fic in the street. The glassy icicles hung down from the
eaves. Huge drops slid off and hit the ground, producing a
monotonous sound. She watched the people passing by, the
little ones who went out to play with what was left of the
snow. The smoke in the air, the steam from the pedestrians,
the papers stirred up by the wind. Francis had paused her life
for a moment; she realized she had fallen into a situation that
was extreme and perhaps false.

Her mother had educated her with Catholic religious
principles. She did not imagine that her daughter could
desire a life different from the one that she had imposed
upon her: convent school, strict morals, and restrictive cur-
fews for leaving and returning to the house. Francis wanted
to see the world, to feel free, and so as soon as she felt strong
enough to leave her childhood home, she did so. Things
weren’t so easy, working to pay for a room in a boarding-
house without leaving college demanded greater effort than
she was accustomed. Despite that, soon she had found the
rthythm she wanted: accounting classes in the morning, work
in the afternoon, and the rest of the little time that was left,
she was free to do whatever she wanted.

She had visited Las Dunas for the first time with a group
of friends who, like her, wanted to swallow the whole world
in one great bite. After a New Year’s party, they decided to
head to the red-light district; they simply wanted to move
from their middle-class environment into one a little more
rough. For those young people with their chic little cafes, the
atmosphere was attractive; nevertheless, when they left at
eight in the morning, no one ever tried to go back. During
her college years, she considered herself liberal: she partici-
pated in university politics, in marches in support of an end-
less array of causes, attended big parties with weed, and
experienced everything that was lived in the seventies as a
consequence of the previous decade. Until Alberto turned up.
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Behind the window, Francis saw the last fragments of the
afternoon, the movements of the children calmed by a freez-
ing wind that moved in circles around them, the shadows of
objects blurred in the half-light . . . the dark look of the man
going into the Social Sciences classroom by accident: Alber-
to arrived more than fifteen minutes late. He liked the girl at
the desk next to him, and he decided to wait around after
class to invite her out for coffee. Francis accepted the invita-
tion. Minutes later, in the department cafeteria, she found out
that Alberto was doing a Master’s in Finance, was thirty-
five-years old and had been married seven years . . .

Alberto was a different kind of man than she was used to
dealing with, older than her—which from the very begin-
ning was appealing—but also a cynic, disenchanted by love,
marriage, work, and all the things that disappoint those who
have practically everything. Exactly the type of man she
needed, one who, because he was married, would never pro-
pose to her and who, like her, disdained a life of order and
prosperity. Alberto fell in love first and started to follow her
everywhere. Francis, on the other hand, pursued the rela-
tionship with more calm, but after a year she discovered she
was so in love that every afternoon she said goodbye to him
she was left upset, as if the sap of her heart had stagnated or
at least had gone sour a bit.

As the years went by, she understood that Alberto’s
impudence was anchored by acts of cowardice disguised as
cynicism. Just as he was incapable of daring to leave the job
that he said he didn’t like, he was similarly incapable of
abandoning his marriage and living as a couple with her. And
what could she demand? Nothing. Like him, she was con-
stantly disappointed by her own world, but she felt she still
had the time to repair her error. She needed to calm the
waters of her existance. Meanwhile she had found in that
boarding-house room a good place to fortify herself and
regain her spirit.
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6. i Woman With No Master

China knit all night, only pausing in her work for a few min-
utes, exchanging her needles for toilet paper, and cleaning
up after the couples that used the rooms. After complying
with her duties, she would return to her spot at the little table
where, besides the knitting and the roll of toilet paper, she
had a box of American cigarettes and a lit candle before the
image of San Martin Caballero. Young Varela allowed her to
sell cigarettes to make some extra money. Before she
became a widow, she had spent her time doing the same at
the Coco-Drilo. She and her husband, who everyone called
Chino, had found work there when they had first arrived
from Casas Grandes. Chino’s father—one of the few who
had survived the firing squads that Villa ordered for all the
Chinese—was the owner of a laundromat where he met
Eulalia whom he fell in love with and married. After marry-
ing, they worked for Chino’s father close to seven months,
until one cloudy September morning they woke up lazy and,
without leaving the bed, they allowed a crazy idea to seize
ahold of their thoughts. While Chino’s brothers yelled at
them to get up and get moving, they fooled around, thrilled
by their uncertain futures. They packed up the few things
they owned and took a bus to Chihuahua and from there to
Ciudad Judrez.

They visited the Coco-Drilo as customers two or three
times before arriving at an agreement with Old Varela.
Chino would attend to the hall, and China would be in
charge of the rooms. It was 1965. A year later they closed
and moved the business to Sucre Alley, where Old Varela
would die and a little while later, Chino passed away rela-
tively young. He was around forty years old when he was
killed by a stray bullet on New Year’s Eve, 1974. China,
widowed and without children, was used to the routine of
the past decade and thought the best place for her was Young
Varela’s business.
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From her spot, China didn’t miss any detail of the goings
on in the hall. Fenicio moved from one spot to another impa-
tiently, taking out drinks, picking up tips, and every now and
then coming up close to talk with China. The woman’s
knowing look and the movement of her hands endowed her
words with an air of natural wisdom.

At midnight the man who said he’d been robbed came in
looking for Nely. By that time, Fenicio felt completely
impatient.

“Why are you so anxious, Fenicio?” China asked him.

“No reason. I’'m just a little nervous is all.”

At that moment, China let go of her needles, ripped off
a good-sized piece of paper, and followed Nely and her
companion. When she came back, she straightened out her
white work coat over her plump body, and asked again, “Are
you-waiting for something?”

“Nothing. Why?”

“You seem restless, uneasy. You’re moving around all
over the place. I thought something was up with you,” China
answered sarcastically.

“I already told you there’s nothing.”

“Why don’t you tell me the truth? After all, I already
know. You're restless, because that woman hasn’t come.
You're falling in love with her.”

“It’s already past midnight,” commented Fenicio crest-
fallen.

China nodded her head. It seemed she never passed a
comb through her copper-colored hair after she removed her
curlers. Then she said sententiously, “That’s a woman with
no master, even though she might have a man. Poor you,
Fenicio.”

“Don’t come to me with your stories,” responded Feni-
cio impetuously. “If she had a man, he’d be her master and
she wouldn’t run around here on her own.”
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“You don’t understand much about women, Fenicio.
Let’s see, tell me, why not?”

“Because it wouldn’t be right,” said the young man, very
sure of himself. ‘

“And according to you, what is right?” China continued
questioning him maliciously.

“I don’t know. How do you know about the man? Did
she tell you something?”

“I know it because I know it.”

“Very mysterious. Did she tell you something?”’

“You’ll figure it out soon.”

“Figure what out, China?” Fenicio implored.

China contemplated him a few seconds with the com-
passion that one feels for a child who is growing up well;
then she said goodbye and mechanically took up the rhythm
of the needles again. She spent the rest of the night thinking
about Chino and remembering the trees with their wide
crowns growing on the edge of the river.
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7. The Dream

That afternoon Francis thought about visiting her mother,
perhaps she would even spend a couple of days with her, but
nothing more. After the first few days, they would begin to
take out their knives. Her mother would scold her for having
abandoned her. Her mother never could understand why
Francis sought her independence if, as the mother argued,
she had everything with them. Her mother singled out
Alberto as the cause of her leaving, despite the fact that he

- had arrived in her life years afterward. The mother knew it,

but mentioning it was another way of protesting her daugh-
ter having left the house single and not as a bride, as she had
always desired. For her part Francis did not forgive her
mother for having hidden the deterioration of her father’s
health. She only found out when his condition was irre-
versible. Francis refused to comprehend that his death had
also been a surprise for her mother. The old man suffered
from a chronic illness, nothing alarming in reality; neverthe-
less, one morning he woke up dead. Francis always thought
that her mother had hidden the gravity of the situation from
her in order to punish her. Mother and daughter loved each
other, but those disagreements led to a difficult relationship.

She picked up the telephone to let her know about her
visit. There was no answer. She waited. She fell down on the
bed and lit up a cigarette, smoked it, and dialed again. No
one answered. Despite having kept her mother at some dis-
tance in regard to her relationship with Alberto, now she
wanted to talk with her openly about him, about her father,
about the strained and rough relationship between her and
her mother: everything that was the cause of their pain and
distance.

From her bed she noticed a patch of blue sky, washed out
and almost white, framed by the window. It was a screen to
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rest her vision until she fell asleep. The dream presented her
with a girl playing on the patio at an hour when the sun
flooded the space with light. She was balancing on the nar-
row top of brick walls that enclosed a long, deep, empty
raised garden. First slowly, then with great caution, but as
she gained confidence, she sped up her steps. The girl’s foot
was the same width as the wall. She felt no fear, running
along the edge until she slipped and fell hard onto her
crotch. The girl was left with her legs hanging. She felt an
intense ache in her sex, a burning from the scrapes on the
inside of her legs. Then the dampness. She got down off the
low wall and inspected her ruffled underwear: frightened,
she discovered a blood stain.

The cold woke Francis several hours later. It had been
some time since she had had that dream, but now was not the
moment to think of it, nor did she have the desire to. She got
under the down comforter and lit another cigarette. The
embers glowed in the half-light of the bedroom. The street
noises arrived almost muted, as if they had traveled from far
away. The darkness of the room and the sensation of dis-
tance from the world kept her immobile on the bed, serene,
with her eyes closed.

Before the last light of the day dissipated, she went out
to get to know the streets of the neighborhood to which she
had moved. She wanted to feel the slicing blades of the cold
on her skin.
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8. The Fight

The snow ceased. The streets took on their normal appear-
ance with potholes and puddles of pestilent water. The pale
sun of the first days of March was regaining its strength,
warming up the days. Nevertheless the hard winter had
meant nothing to the denizens of the night. For them life
went on in whatever dive, indifferent to their own deteriora-
tion and to the passage of time. For the women who wiled
away their hours there, the world stole something from them
each night, in the coming and goings of lustful bodies and
song.

The monologue man returned one of those nights,
looked for Francis, and began his speech again. Suddenly, he
stopped, grabbed her by the arm and tried to take her out.
She"!escaped and switched seats, but the man, drunk, fol-
lowed her and pulled her more roughly.

“Let me go!” ordered Francis.

“Ma’am . . . please . . . come with me.”

“Leave me alone, please.”

Fenicio was observing all of Francis’ movements and
moved closer.

“Get lost! Can’t you see the lady doesn’t wanna go?”

“This . . . is not . . . your business,” the drunk replied.

Francis could foresee the outcome and left the place.
After seeing her leave, Fenicio walked over to the other man
and punched him. Despite his state, the old man was able to
remain standing, just barely balancing. Before he could
return the blow, Fenicio punched him again in the jaw and
knocked him down loudly. Because the old man was trying
to hold onto the bar, he pulled cups and bottles down onto the
ground with him. Fenicio tried to lift him up by the lapels of
his raincoat, but the man resisted his tug. The two of them
wrestled clumsily on the ground for several minutes until
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Fenicio was able to stand up. He forcefully threw the man
against the swinging doors. The drunk fell face first into a
puddle.

Katia was observing, enraged. Who did that woman think
she was? Later, when Young Varela arrived, Katia brought
him up to date on what happened. Fights annoyed Varela, he
didn’t want problems, but, at the same time, it was Fenicio’s
Job to kick out the undesirables. Besides, the women who
came into Las Dunas knew what to expect. Young Varela
yielded to Katia’s whim and gave Morra the order.
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9. The Winter Will Be Over Soon

Francis sat down at the desk. China was in a worn-out arm-
chair in front of her. The little office was cold and dirty. The
dark gray rug must have had color at one time. Above
China’s head hung a desert landscape, painted on velvet in
yellow and orange tones.

“Morra says that we can’t serve you anymore,” China
said dryly.

“Why?” she asked surprised. “Because of what hap-
pened the other night with that jerk?”

“They’re Varela’s orders.” China pursed her lips and
sucked her teeth. “Someone complained, I don’t know who.”

“Can you tell me what kinds of complaints come into
this dump?” asked Francis sarcastically and then requested
a cigarette. China took it out of a drawer in the desk, hand-
ed it to her already lit, and went back to sit down in her place
under the velvet painting.

“Varela’s the big man here, I just tell it to you like I'm
paid to. If it was my place,” she sucked her teeth again,
“you’d be completely welcome.”

Francis wasn’t listening to China’s words anymore. The
painting in front of her, with its crude brushstrokes, claimed her
attention. She stared at it. The two women entered into a very
long silence. The color brought to her memory the image of the
patio of her mother’s house full of light. The dream. The blood.

“Which one’s Varela?”

“A skinny guy dressed in black who sits with Katia at the
big table, at the back of the hall. The only one with a black
cowboy hat.”

Francis looked at China with affection. She was ready to
leave. She took the ring with the little green stones off her
finger and, as she placed it in China’s hand, said, “Anyway,
it doesn’t matter anymore. The winter will be over really
soon.”
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10. The first Condition of the firtifice

Morra knew many women, some prettier or uglier than oth-
ers, some untidy or lazy, others intelligent and wise. Noth-
ing made them imperfect. What was perfection, she asked
herself, if not the radiance of the soul reached at certain
points of life? She was witness to how, on occasion, in the
middle of the darkness, those women came to that resplen-
dent and fleeting state. In Las Dunas, Morra knew it well, it
was the first condition of the artifice.

Six in the morning. After seeing off the last customer
and Young Varela, Morra closed the main door; she and the
others went out the back. Katia and Nely had their chests
well insulated but their legs exposed. China and Morra, tak-
ing care of their bronchial tubes, layered one sweater over
another and covered their mouths and noses with scarves.

Fenicio was the last one to leave. Before setting out into
the deserted street, he put on his suede gloves, lifted the collar
of his wool jacket, and breathed in the dawn’s cold, clean air.
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Under the Bridge

I went to look for Martin even though he didn’t like for me
to go all the way to the riverbank. Since it was Monday,
there wasn’t anybody in the restaurant, and at seven, Mere
let me leave. I took off my apron, changed my white blouse
and put on a black T-shirt that had a Hard Rock café sign on
it that Martin gave me when I turned seventeen, and since
my high heels were killing me, I put on my red Converse.
Martin didn’t wanna see me on the riverbank cuz the other
pasamojados gave him hell, saying I was really hot. One
time one of em told him that with a woman like me, there
was no need to get in the river so much. He didn’t put up with
any crap. He responded like he did when he felt threatened,
with his fists and knives. If the people watching hadn’t pulled
em apart in time, Martin would’ve left him cut up like a
sieve. That was the reason why he spent those weeks in jail.
With Mere’s help I managed to get all the paperwork done
to get him out of there. He loaned me cash to pay the
lawyer’s fees and, when he finally got out free, I asked him
not to go back to the black bridge. I was freaked out that the
other guy would wanna get revenge, but he told me that he
got there first, that that was the best spot for crossing wet-
backs, and if that other guy wanted shit, all the better, he’d
just finish him off once and for all. Fortunately when Martin
returned he didn’t run into him again, that day. Monday, the
sidewalks that go from the restaurant to the riverbank were
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almost empty, no gringos or wetbacks. It was really hot, the
stench of the puddles mixed with the smell of urine that
came out of the cantinas. A man in the doorway of a cabaret
was shouting to come see a show. He called out to me with
a sick little voice. I didn’t pay no attention to him, but I was
sure that the next day he was gonna be in the restaurant
messing with me. I didn’t like that little man. He invited me
to the movies, to get a beer, all over the place. He really was
messed up, besides his teeth were all rotten, not like Martin
who had nice little straight white ones. “Ménica!” he yelled
at me, but I just walked faster, I didn’t find Martin and I
asked the other pasamojados if they’d seen him. They told
me he’d just crossed over. At that hour there were just a few
people on the edge of the river, like they didn’t really wanna
cross. I sat down under the bridge and to distract myself I
started watching the clouds and the buildings of the city in
front of me, really tall glass towers with tons of colors—
green, blue, metallic, black—the buzzing of the cars was
putting me to sleep. Suddenly I saw him appear in the train
yard on the other side of the river, between the boxcars,
Martin and a Migra. It looked like they were arguing. They
lifted up their arms like they were gonna start wailing on
each other. The Migra guy grabbed Martin by his shoulder
and shook him. Me and all the people on this side were
watching close to see what was gonna happen. 1 got real
scared cuz I knew what Martin could do, but then Martin got
free and squeezed out through a hole in the chain-link fence,
ran down the cement slope, and got into the dirty river water
that came up to his waist. Then I saw the sky was starting to
get dark. “What’re you doing here?” he asked me, all pissed
off when he got to where I was. 1 didn’t answer cuz I was
waiting til he calmed down. We started walking along the
riverbank through dust and debris. Martin had on his Chica-
go Bulls T-shirt, all soaked, not to mention his shorts. When
his clothes aired out a little, we went back to Calle Acacias.
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It always stank like day-old grease over there, and the side-
walks were full of snot-nosed kids. We stopped at one cor-
ner to eat tortas. It struck me that the bologna tortas looked
like open mouths with the tongue hanging out, cuz of the
piece of meat that stuck out of the bread roll. Martin thought
what I said was funny. He grabbed a forta, opened and closed
the two sides of the roll like it was a mouth and he started
talking with a gringo accent, “cuidado, Martin, cuidado, bet-
ter to be friends than enemies, okay?” He threw the forta into
a puddle. It was about nine at night. You couldn’t buy alco-
hol in the stores anymore, so we went to Mere’s restaurant.

I got two Coors in a paper bag. We walked a few blocks and

went into the Hotel Sady, ten dollars for a room for the
whole night, but we were just gonna use it for a few hours.
On the way I asked him if the next day he’d take me across
the river cuz I’d never been to the other side. Martin asked
for a room on the third floor, the last one with a window on
Calle Degollado. From there we heard the commotion in the
street like a faraway hum. Catty-corner to the hotel there’s a
bright sign with a rosy light, and Martin liked when its glow
lit up the room. He said that he felt like he was in another
place, that he even felt like a different person. I remember
that night I felt his body real nice, hugged him real tight for
a long time, til he pulled away from me. He drank two beers
and got serious. I asked him what happened, why he imitat-
ed that Migra guy and made fun of him. He told me he had
a beef with him cuz of some people that he’d tried to cross,
money stuff. He said it just like that and closed his eyes. I
waited til he fell asleep so I could watch him comfortably,
big and strong. I felt happy with him. I liked my Martin from
the very first time I saw him come into the restaurant with
some other cholos, all of em really slick, with their hair
pulled back, held tight in a net. When I asked what they were
gonna drink, Martin answered for all of em. After I came
back with their beers he asked me what time I was gonna get
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off work. Later he was waiting for me outside. Martin had
eyelashes that curled up at the ends. He laughed with his
eyes, and that made me trust him. I became his girl that same
night. Afterwards he told me he was a pasamojados. As time
passed, as we were getting to know each other I realized that
he liked weed. I didn’t like that. He made fun of me, said I
was really square. I didn’t care for weed or wine, but he
liked me like that. We were thinking about renting some
rooms to live together, just til we went to Chicago, like wet-
backs, like the poor people who cross the river with nothing
but God, climb into freight train cars, hiding and waiting for
hours, sometimes a whole day til finally the train moves,
with them inside, suffocating hot and afraid. When Martin
asked me if I wanted to leave with him, I didn’t answer. The
truth is I didn’t want to travel hidden in a freight car like my
dad must have done just a few days after we arrived here. My
mom found a job quickly in a factory, but my dad complained
that he wasn’t finding any work, til the day came that he lost
hope and he told us he’d go further north. It was a Sunday
when he got outta bed determined to leave. My mom and I
went with him to downtown. Once we were there he wanted
to go to the Cathedral first. Afterwards we left him on the
edge of the river with a small suitcase in his hand. It was the
last time we saw him. Just remembering I got sad, made me
wanna kiss Martin’s little tattoed tears next to his left eye,
“one’s for the first time the police caught me, the other for
when my mom died,” he told me one night when we were
together. “The cobweb I've got on my left angel wing is
from a bet I won off this real chingdn friend of mine; the
loser had to pay for a tattoo for the winner in the best tattoo
shop in El Chuco.” When he opened his eyes, I had so many
thoughts mixed up in my mind that I asked him again about
the Migra guy. At first he said it wasn’t important, but I
pressed him on it, and he ended up telling me. “That guy’s
name is Harris,” he said. “I know him from a long ways
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~ back, almost since I've been in this. We started out workin

real good, without no issues, but then later not no more, cuz
he didn’t wanna pay me shit. He asked me for people to
slave for him in El Chuco. I crossed over maids, gardeners,
waiters, even a mariachi with instruments and everything.
They were for his place and for his homies’ places. He paid
me good, but the shit started when I took people across to go
pick chile up in New Mexico, cuz I took em all the way up
to the fields too, so since it was more risk for me, I asked
him for more cash. He didn’t wanna pay and we got into it.
Now he’s making deals with the fucker that I stabbed that
time for being such a loudmouth, remember? All [ want is to
get my money.” He finished talking and hugged me. “Don’t
freak out, Moni, it’s not the first time I've got issues with la
Migra.” We kissed and then we felt each other again. We left
the room in time for me to catch the last bus to Felipe Ange-
les. That night it took a long time to fall asleep. It was
always like that after sleeping with Martin. I kept thinking
about him and 1 was worried. Finally I got to sleep after 1
decided that I didn’t want to go to the other side anymore.
The next day I put on a necklace made of colored beads and
grabbed a denim bag where I put some pants so Martin
could change out of his wet shorts. I meant to invite him to
the movies, but when I got to the riverbank I freaked out cuz
I saw him between the boxcars arguing with the same guy. I
thought Martin was gonna pull a knife on him, but after a
few minutes the other guy disappeared and Martin crossed
quickly to this side of the river. “Let’s get outta here, cuz I
just might cut him open!” he ordered as soon as he saw me.
We walked to Mere’s restaurant and had a Coke. Martin
calmed down and I took advantage of the chance to tell him
that I'd changed my mind. He didn’t like that, he said we’d
go no matter what. It was a challenge for Martin. He told me
the Migra guy was scared of him cuz he’d threatened to rat
him out, besides his shift on patrol had already ended, he
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was sure he’d already taken off. Martin’s reasons didn’t con-
vince me. [ regretted having gone looking for him. The only
thing I wanted was to disappear from there. Martin got mad
at me, dragged me to the riverbank, and pushed and shoved
me onto the tire tube he used as a raft. “Don’t move, it’s just
a few minutes!” He pulled the tube slow so the water wouldn’t
splash me. It must’ve been about three in the afternoon. The
sun was still high, reflected in the muddy water. Under the
bridge, women and men waited for their turn to cross over;
up above, on the bridge, others with their fingers hooked on
the chain-link fence looked all around. They watched me
and Martin. Despite feeling scared I got excited thinking
that we’d stay on the other side the rest of the day, that we
were gonna walk the streets of a city unknown to me—all
that thrilled me—I watched the blue sky, the Franklin
Mountain, the colors of the buildings, an enormous bill-
board for Camel cigarettes, and below it the train boxcars.
Right at that moment I heard a shot. We’d already gotten to
the other bank. I could see a man was hiding between the
boxcars. It was a man with the unmistakable green uniform.
“What’s going on, Martin?” 1 asked him panicked. “Get
down!” he screamed at the same time as he hid behind the
tube. Another shot rang out. Martin doubled over, the dark
water of the river covered him. Terrified, I screamed. I want-
ed to get off the tube, stand up, or do something, but my fear
wouldn’t let me. I looked around for help. There wasn’t a
soul under the bridge anymore, not even up above, not any-
where. I felt like everything was far away, the little kids that
played in the dusty streets, my house, Mere’s restaurant, the
Hotel Sady, the Cathedral, its staircase and its beggars. The
last day I saw my father, I felt an intense heat in my eyes.
The August sun I thought. I closed them hard and saw how
much silence the river carries.
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The Other Room
(Second Take)

From the little window of the airplane, I watched the dunes
as if for the first time, surprised by their whitish color. I
trembled. Despite the beauty of the desert and the inevitable
fetling of purity provoked in me, I would land in Judrez at
the end of my journey. Though my stay would be quite brief,
the only thing that really worried me was the showdown
with Alicia.

It was difficult to get to sleep those first nights. Our
rooms were connected by a paper-thin door that allowed me
to hear Cony’s conversations with her visitor. It was a mod-
est hotel in the center of town close to the notary’s office that
Adridn and I went to frequently during our first years togeth-
er, long before the kids arrived. Those escapes were neces-
sary for a change of scenery, far from where I went to live
with him, his sister, and his mother. I would return to the
same hotel years later, when everything was lost, to convince
myself that all that was finally over. Afterwards, I would
understand that was not the important thing; rather it was
what I apprehended for a second or half a century, but which
at the end, without the possibility of escape, left us oscillat-
ing between the painful memory and cynical acceptance.

Contrary to my normal behavior, the days that 1 stayed
in the hotel I got up late, dealt with the notary business in the
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[ went from the bed to the dressing table and from the dress-
mg table to the window. Through the glass, I looked /out
;repeatedly at the signs that I could see: Woolworth, Café El
_ Norteflo, Bar Mr. Frog, Café Ideal, Bombay Dancing Clpb.
The movement in the street was incessant, the corgmotlon
deafening, but in the room Alicia and I had long §1lences.
Neither of us would decide to start the conversation. The

midday, and on my way back bought the Mexico City news-
papers to make it through the rest of the afternoon. At dusk,
I'would spend a few hours in the closest café with a beer and
a sandwich; afterwards I'd go back to the room relieved to
have completed one more day of bureaucratic red tape. In
some ways | kept the schedule that Cony indirectly forced
upon me with her night life: only after she wore herself out

did a silence emerge, allowing me to get to sleep.

“Cony, you said that you’d go with me today. An important

shipment arrived this afternoon and Lucho doesn’t like to
wait.”

“If you want to, just go. I’ve had a horrible day and I’ve
got a terrible migraine.”

“You promised me. You know I really like you to go with
me everywhere.”

“You’re a real pain, dear, leave me alone.”

“Cony, this can’t wait. Come on, get up!”

“Bobo, can’t you see I don’t feel well? Call him and tell
him that we’ll go tomorrow.”

“I'm way too good to you, but all that’s over now. Do
you understand? It’s over!”

“Oh, so now you’re threatening me? Why don’t you just
get lost already?”

“You're lucky, Cony. I'm in a hurry and the business
with Lucho is too important, so I’m outta here”

“Roberto, dear, come here, don’t go like that. Can’t you
see your Cony isn’t twenty years old anymore? Don’t be
mean. Try to understand.”

“Get dressed already, come on. We have to pick up that
money from Lucho. I’Il wait for you downstairs in the bar.”
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afternoon we met, as she settled herself into the armchair
ready to fight, her perfume pervaded the room. Breathing

that aroma made me remember a situation faraway in time,

those first times when Fernanda, acting as if the class were
for the students, tried to show me the poetry that ruled the
laws of the universe. Perhaps you’re right, I told her later,
struggling not to remain in contemplation, not of hel‘r eyes
anymore, but rather in the momentary dar'kness I had discov-
ered in her face. I understand that bodies and the energy
relationships between them fascinate you, but I prefer
words, for example, if I say . ..

“Anamaria,’ I heard Alicia say, removing me from one
chapter of the past to take me to another which she anfi’I
shared. “Listen, understand how hard this is for me. Adna.m
knew that you didn’t need it, that the house you’d bought in
Monterrey would be enough. We never wrote it down legal-
ly because ever since you left, his life became a complete
mess, right up to the day of his death.”

“It was a mess long before. You know that as well as I
do.”

“Fine, fine. I didn’t come here to argue about that.”

“Sure, what you’re interested in is the property, I under-
stand.” ,

“The house belonged to my parents. Besides, you don’t
need it, and if you didn’t want to live there before, there’s
even less chance you’d want to live there now.”
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“You’re right about that. I'm not planning to come back
to this city.”

Adrian’s sister looked the same as he did: the jumpy,
blue eyes, seemingly nervous; the tiniest little mouth, mak-
ing a face like a spoiled little girl. Her attitude, the rhythm
of her movements, the modulation of her voice, everything
about her revealed her as a daughter of privilege, who was
now struggling. As she lighted a menthol cigarette, I waited
patiently for her response. I had no interest in keeping the
house; for me it only represented a bad memory.

“I’m going to lay it out plainly for you. I know I was
never to your liking, and neither was Mama. The reason is
not even worth mentioning.”

“Agreed,” I answered firmly.

“Things are going badly, so the house would be a great
help to me. Perhaps to mortgage it, I don’t know, something
could be done. Of course, if you agree to it.”

I didn’t answer. I went to the window again. Poor Alicia.
Where had all her arrogance gone? How could she swallow
her pride and ask me for this? On the sidewalk in front, a
man played an accordion. I had seen him up close on the day
I arrived. He had a growth the size of a ping-pong ball on his
right cheek, close to his nose, red and shiny, covered by a
very thin layer of skin that appeared on the verge of burst-
ing. For a few minutes I distracted myself with the move-
ments of his fingers on the keys. I supposed that, by the
speed which he moved them, he was playing a very lively
melody.

“What do you say, Anamaria? Do you think we could
come to some kind of agreement?”

The issue was clear to me. I had never counted on the
property or anything else for me or for our children. Not
only had his death been a surprise, but in addition I found
out that after our separation, Adridn had acquired life insur-
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ance for us. Now Alicia was demanding the house, and she
was right up to a certain point; nevertheless, I wasn’t willing
to make things easy for her. I remembered my mother-in-
law, the possessive and controlling woman who was their
mother. She was so jealous of our marriage. I had arrived to
break up their love triangle, the perfect relationship between
Adridn and the two women. His occasional escapades with
different women were tolerated, after all he was a man, but
that he would bring a woman, his wife, into the family home
had been intolerable for them. The sound of a door slam-

_ ming brought me back to the room: Alicia couldn’t stand the

wait and left furiously.

From the other side of the wall came voices, noises, and
Jaughter. I wanted to be there. I wanted to forget about Ali-
cia, the house, above all about Adridn, about his death and
fit§ return to this hybrid city, violent, dusty, and chaotic. Of
course I understood Alicia’s concern. I didn’t judge her for
defending herself, but it was me and not her who at one time
had rescued the house from the hands of creditors. I didn’t
plan to remind her of that. The only thing I wanted was to
put an end to all this as soon as possible.

I left right behind Alicia that afternoon, at the same
moment that Roberto walked by in the hallway. I supposed
that he was coming from Cony’s room, whom I had never
seen. By her deep voice, I imagined she was heavy set,
always dressed in loud colors, her hair falling to her shoul-
ders, maybe fifty years old. As he passed by me, he shot me
a quick look, but still quite intense; he could have described
me in perfect detail. We went down the stairs together, he a
few steps in front. He was wearing a dark suit with a cow-
boy cut, cowboy boots as well, and a light blue shirt without
a tie. His brown hair abundantly covered his ears. He was
wearing a lot of cologne. When he was in front of the check-
in desk, he talked casually with the employee, who listened
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with attention and responded with respect, as if he were
speaking with his boss.

“Sefior Tejera,” the boy said to him, “yesterday someone
came to look for you, sir. He waited all afternoon. He asked
me if you lived here.”

“Didn’t he tell you his name?”

“He didn’t want to. He mentioned he was coming from
Ojinaga, that tomorrow he was going to leave for Chicago
and it was urgent he speak with you, sir.”

“If he comes back, tell him to leave his name. And you
already know, don’t give out any information.”

Tejera adorned his left wrist with a thick gold bracelet,
and the little finger on his other hand had a scandalous ring
with a shining stone.

“Very well, sir. Oh, and you know what? I wanted to ask
you for a little favor. Well, it’s for a nephew of mine who’s
coming from Camargo. He’s looking for work. Do you think
you can find him something, sir?”

“Send him to Lucho’s bar tonight. What’d you say his
name was?”’

Tejera heard the name, issued a few instructions, and
passed in front of me. I was listening to them, bored, while
I fanned myself with a magazine, settled into a worn-out
sofa beside the door. He left without seeing me.

“Oh my God! Why do you have to go and get in so much
trouble! Just stay away from it, Boby, please.”

“Come on! Don’t exaggerate. Half of what that lunatic
says is a lie.”

“Are you sure, dear?”’

“Of course! If you hadn’t been there tonight, he wouldn’t
have been bragging so much. That pendejo always wants to
impress everyone, especially women.”
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I imagined Cony had changed her black dress for a light
sobe, also black. I envisioned her heading to her .dress1.ng
table to look in the mirror while she brushed her han‘., which
by the sound of her voice I saw as long and undylatmg,. the
color of mahogany. Suddenly, I stopped hearing TeJer?t.
Wwithout a doubt, I thought, he never takes off his ring or l‘ns
heavy bracelet. A door was slammed shut. I went to thej win-
dow. I seemed to see him pass by under the luminous mgp of
the hotel. 1 stretched out on the bed to wait for anything,

Tejera’s return, the nervous visit of Alicia, or, in the best of
-éases, to listen to the soft murmur of Cony’s bare feet on the

wood floor. What I heard was a little sweet music followed
by a booming voice announcing a radio station. After sever-
al long minutes, I heard the door slam again.

~* “Don’t pour me any. Well, just a little.”

“You impressed him. For sure he’s going to want to
know everything about you. He talks and talks without stop-
ping, makes things up, he acts like he’s the shit. It’s his st?fle.
The other night, after checking the shipment, we went into
this strip club. Right when we got there, he hooked up with
this big-ass dancer with really white skin and a little girl’s
face. She wasn’t even eighteen years old, I swear. He invit-
ed her to the table, bought her a drink, and started to tell her
a completely made-up story. He told her he worked in Ari-
zona piloting a rescue helicopter for the Red Cross. The
things he made up, these incredible adventures, I mean, all
night long he made himself out like he was a hero.”

“But, he really does fly a helicopter, right?”

“Of course not! Come on, Cony, don’t be so naive

“I’m not being naive. The thing is that you always think
the worst about everyone. What does it matter to you if he
impresses me or not? He’s just a boy to me, a charming boy,
but in the end just a boy.”

'9’
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3
“I'hope he doesn’t bring us any trouble. He talks tog

bﬁds alighted on the unused trolley cables. The accordion
much. I’'ve never wanted him as a partner. I told Lucho that -

from the beginning, and I’m gonna tell him now. It was 3
mistake to get him involved in smuggling those motorcycles

in, the ones that came in a few days ago on the train.”

“Hold on, dear. You aren’t Jealous, are you? You stil]
love me that much? Come here, get comfy here next to me.
Look, that boy has been with you guys for a year, right?
You’ve never had any problems with him. Why would you

now? Forget about what happened tonight.”

“Yeah, but you know how rough crossing has been these
days. There’s too much surveillance. I don’t know .. . the
other day, a guy was looking for me and I still don’t even

know who it was.”

“Baby, smuggling has always existed, all over the world.
If there’s more surveillance these days, it’ll just be tempo-
rary. You know that better than I do. Come on, Bobo, Bobito,
come here with me, I can’t wait to sleep.”

In the middle of the afternoon, knuckles rapped nervously
on the door. When 1 opened it, Alicia, with her straw-colored
hair, remained in silence without moving. Before letting her
in, I noticed the worried expression in her eyes. It seemed as
if the person at the door were actually Adridn. Irritated, I
asked her to come inside.

“What do you think about what we talked about, Ana-
maria?” she asked as soon as she entered and planted herself
rigidly in the middle of the room. She was carrying an
expensive purse. One had to recognize her good taste.

“We spoke about several things. Sit down.”

“You know very well what I'm referring to.”

L'lit a cigarette and sat down in front of the window, a
few steps from the armchair where she was seated. Outside
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' Jayer’s spot was empty. In his place a Tarahumara girl was
cating squash seeds and spitting out the little hulls. At her
 gide, trusting doves picked at the ground.

I turned around and looked straight at my sister-in-law.
“I ask myself why, after all these years, you and Adrian

| never put the title of the house in your name. You, his

beloved sister. Remember when I wanted to dg some .reno~

yating? You opposed. The house had to remain JI‘JSt is it had
been after your mother died. Adridn took your side.

" Without waiting for a reply, I looked at the street again.

The Tarahumara girl stayed still so more doves would land.
Later she shook her bare feet against the pavement to scare

them and then ran off, chasing them.

~“Adridn always thought you would come back. My poor
brother never wanted to accept your unfaithfulness. I'd like
to know what you’ll say to your children when they find out
why you abandoned their father. You don’t think I could tell
them about your adultery? Remember, I introduced you to
Fernanda.”

Alicia’s words didn’t surprise me. I knew she’d resort to
something like this to force me to hand over the property.
Something I did not plan to do. Not for my children,. b.ut
rather for myself. Deep down I felt anger and pity for Alicia.

“It doesn’t matter to me what you do,” I added without
stepping away from the window.

Alicia stood up to go to the dressing table. I guessed she
was fixing her hair while she thought of what to do. Perhéps
in that moment she realized that I was not going to oblige
her despite a possible blackmail. Even so, she was brave
enough to ask me for half of the property. I didn’t a'nswer
her. I preferred to look out the window. The girl ran with her
face upwards, following the flight of the doves. She lost her
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balance on the curb and fell face down in the street. Her lit-

tle skirt ended up inside out above her waist.

“Anamarfa, please, I'm not taking anything from you,
That was my parents’ house. Adridn and I were born there,

It’s not fair that you get to keep it now!”

The little girl stood up, crying. Her face was scraped and
bleeding. Rubbing her eyes, she walked toward the corner
where her mother was sitting selling the herbs splayed out
around her. The girl settled into her mother’s skirts, cleaned
off the blood and mucus with the sleeve of her blouse, and

stopped crying.

“I'll sell it to you,” I responded dryly, after sitting down

on the edge of the bed.

“Are you crazy? How am I going to buy something that’s
mine? Remember, I was born there! I’ve always lived there!
That house is mine!” she emphasized, standing up again.
She waved her arms about wildly as I sat down in the arm-
chair that she had just left.

“That house belongs to me. Besides, your economic Sit-
uation doesn’t matter to me. I'm going to sell it anyway. If
it interests you so much, buy it from me.”

“Since you don’t want to come to a peaceable agree-
ment, I have to warn you. I'll fight you with lawyers,” threat-
ened Alicia, raising her voice.

“Do whatever you want. Look at what a good person |
am. I could exclude you from the sale and just kick you out,
but since you’re my children’s aunt, I won’t do that. I'll give
you three months to leave.”

Alicia’s face was on fire and her temples were wet. She
would have liked to jump on me, insult me, but she had
enough common sense to leave before provoking further
violence. She squeezed her elegant snakeskin bag and left
theatrically, slamming the door behind her.
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- quiet )
igiese from the street passed from night into day. Wide

ind
- ;V felt in that hotel room grew as the day broke. In any case,

“tion

oices from the other room went quiet. The unending

wake the whole night, I contemplated the city from the
ow, bathed in the light glow of dawn. The helplessness

1 did not allow myself any self-deception. I knew my emo-
< onal highs and lows too well to let myself be surprised by
the sadness that was beginning to take over my body. Per-
haps the proximity of my period, the premenopausal sy}np—
toms, or that migraine that had hammered my memory since

_the morning. Everything was mixed up with my history of

abandonment,
I’d brought with me a long poem to translate to occupy

the deadening hours of the afternoon. I'd imposed this pleas-
ant exercise on myself. I enjoyed searching for the word
w\i"{h the closest meaning, finding the rhythm, its melody,
and everything implied by moving the world enclosed 1.n
words—the world of others—into my own. In my case it
was a delicious and cowardly gesture.

In your narrow bed, you traced an enigma, a scrawl
wider than my pelvis. You were small and deep, like the urn
of my lady long dead, clean and white like the girl that 1
believe to be my daughter, bathed before bed. Following the
path of my steps, I came with a trail of ash behind me. My
time arrived in front of a green bottle of olives. My father
approached to give me the sentence: I would be hung at
dawn. The doctors chatting, their foreheads wrinkling, they
supported his wish. I know that I am rotting and need to
sleep awhile on this marble table. If you are not my lady
long dead, why do you wake at first light in this dream that
I weave with my eyes open. The cargo is heavy and I think
to rest my bones on one side of your narrow bed. (A look
darker t/;an the other burned through me. A lighter body
contained me.) The following morning was among us
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women—iy executioner waited on the gallows, having losi ;
all patience—on your knees upon my body you sang a song

that you composed deliriously, your damp throat vibrated,

Feed this river that dies out under the bridge. The pink

salmon was beginning its voyage.

Nonetheless, as the days passed, I realized that when I

could continue my work on the translation, I preferred to lis-

ten to Cony and the stories Tejera told. It was a way to ward
off the desolation that was beginning to nest in the corners

of the room. Imagining a woman who possessed the voice
that kept me awake at night brought me a disquieting sense
of pleasure for a time. I followed her every move, every
silence, each word in her long and rough nights of lovemak-
ing with Tejera. So, until the daylight emerged completely, I
slid on the toboggan of sleep between faces and phrases that
assaulted me from all sides. Finally, fatigue overtook me.

I would go down to the lobby to feel the company of the
guests who passed through there, mainly people from the
countryside who came to process paperwork with Immigra-
tion. On occasion, I'd go into the bar to drink club soda. I
remembered the times with Adridn, when a young adoles-
cent girl would sing old love songs, the same one who, years
later upon my return with Fernanda, was still there, the
woman who later would arrive on the arm of Tejera. When 1
saw them crossing the lobby, I realized that I'd been mistak-
en about everything. Cony was barely more than thirty years
old, but she had no trace of her previously svelte figure. See-
ing her anew, knowing that she was the owner of the voice
that I listened to at night pleased me. She was an attractive
woman with an angular face and jet-black hair cut in a page-
boy style.

46 Rosario Sanmiguel

Cony and Tejera hurriedly climbed up the stairs. I went

~ out, following the routine that I kept those day.s. After
: returning, I read the newspapers in my room,. distracted
more than anything by the attention that the VO.ICGS (?n the
other side of the wall demanded from me. Having discov-
ered Cony’s identity put me on a different plane. It was r%o
longer about imagining her or guessing her movements in
the limited space of a hotel room: now I wanted to find sqme
meaning in her words, if only by the inflection of her voice,
to discover her capacity for devotion.

“I’m leaving for Chicago tonight.”
“I’m gonna miss you, Bobo.”
“And I’ll miss you.”
~*“Come here, get closer . . . hug me tight. I want you to
miss your Cony a lot.” )
“And I want to tell you something that I hadn’t told you.
“A secret? I’m ready.”
“I’m scared of dying, Cony. Every time I leave you, I
think I'll never see you again.”
“Come on, don’t be silly, Bobito.”
“Really, Cony. I'm not playing.”
“Okay, explain how you're feeling then.”
“I’m scared.”
“Of dying? Don’t be ridiculous, Boby. What you do
won’t end anyone’s life.”
“T know, but that’s what I feel and it’s not because of
what I do.” )
“I, on the other hand, think I'll lIive a lot more years.
“That’s what hurts me, Cony, that if I die, you’ll still be
here having a good time.” .
“Now you’re the one who’s playing. I'm talking to you
seriously t0o.”
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“I have the feeling that something’s about to happen,
Cony. It’s like something’s telling me that your life and mine

are about to change.”
“Don’t talk nonsense, love. How could that be?”
“I'm telling you. Death.”
“Death comes in many forms.”
“Maybe so, but I'm talking about a very concrete one.”

“If that’s how you feel, then I want you to leave tonight
knowing beyond a doubt that I’ve given you everything, that

I’ve surrendered all that I am to you.”

One of the last afternoons that I spent in the hotel, I ran into
the cleaning girl in my room. She had the door between my
room and Cony’s open. Cony was ironing a dress on the bed
while she talked to the girl, who, as soon as she saw me,
tried to close the door, but I stopped her with a gesture. “It
doesn’t bother me,” I added, as I took out my suitcase and
clothes from the closet. I packed quickly. Later I went down
to review the bill and do some last minute shopping. When
I came back, the maid had already left.

“Excuse me,” I said to Cony, “I'm going to close the
door.”

“Oh! Yeah, go ahead. Wait, would you happen to have
white thread? I want to sew some buttons back on, but I
don’t feel like going out to buy it and I don’t want to make
Rita, the cleaning girl, have to leave any later.”

As 1 looked for what she requested from me, she
remained standing in the doorway. I could feel her looking
at me.

“Thanks,” she said when I gave her the sewing travel kit
that I carried in my toiletries bag. “Stay with me for a
minute,” she added kindly. “Do you want something to
drink?”
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1 sat down on one of the red velvet easy chairs next to the
window. Her room was very different than mine; the furni-
rure was more comfortable and better looking too. The small

round table was covered with a tacky, flowery little table-

cloth and on the dressing table, beside a bottle of whiskey
and another of brandy, there were bottles of different
colognes, a box of eye makeup, and a candle in a tall glass.
On the wall next to the mirror, Cony displayed a portrait of
herself painted in oil by one of the velvet painters that
abounded in the area.

-—w “You're a singer,” I said bluntly, as I hadn’t thought I’d

find myself in a situation like that. I'd been fine with simply
listening to a voice. I explained when I had met her too,
including the circumstances. I thought that the number of
times I’d heard her speaking with Tejera were sufficient to
address her with a certain familiarity.

“What brought you here again? I mean, I don’t want to
be rude. But before you answer, I should tell you. You look
a little down. Maybe it would do you good to talk with
someone,” she said warmly.

Cony put away the clothes that she had just ironed in the
drawers of her dresser. She threw away the cigarette butts in
the ashtrays and arranged the fruit in a bowl that had been
on the nightstand but which she moved to the table. After-
ward, she sat down on another armchair, took a sip of her
glass of brandy, and readied herself to listen to what I was
willing to say. I started by recounting the details of the fight
with my sister-in-law.

“You did well to protect your children’s inheritance. But
don’t you think that with a house as large as you’re describ-
ing, you shouldn’t share something with your sister-in-law?
Don’t think I feel pity for her. A woman as stubborn as
you've described doesn’t deserve it. I'm telling you to do
that just to keep the peace. After all, she’s your family too.”
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I talked with her about my marriage to Adridn, of our
falling out. In essence, I told her a very unoriginal story. “It’s
not that everything turned out badly,” I explained at the end.,
I don’t know why I was trying to justify the image I painted.

I wanted to clarify what I said, but Cony interrupted me.

“My dear,” she whispered, in a tone more seductive than
complicitous. “All men are children. How could you not

have learned that yet?”

We spoke for a long time, as only ever happens between
strangers. Immersed in each other’s story, we recognized
one other in each other’s situations. We also talked about my

children and later she told me the story of her pregnancy.

“Criticism, insults, threats, he said it all to me, but noth-
ing would make me change my mind. Listen, one morning I
left really early, with my mind already made up to have an
abortion. I crossed the bridge and checked myself into a
clinic in El Paso. That same day I came back at night.
Roberto was waiting for me. He didn’t think I was capable
of doing what I did, so when I told him, he left, saying he’d
never return. He lied, three days later he was back. Some-
times men can be such babies.”

“And very selfish,” I added. “Why have a child that you
didn’t want?”

“My poor Bobo thought that was the way to tie me to
him for life. We would’ve made a grave mistake. For me,
singing is my life,” she said with the decisiveness of an
accomplished woman.

“It’s true, children create a lifelong bond. However, in
the end, when one really wants to break up, they’re the ones
who matter the least,” I said as Cony fixed her eyes on mine
as if she had discovered something. I felt uncomfortable, but
I resisted their scrutiny. Later she came close to me and
placed her index finger on my chin, pursed her lips, bare of
lipstick, as one would do to kiss, and observed, “There’s a
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jot of bitterness in your eyes. I'm going to be truthful. I
wouldn’t like to look like you.” . . |
“Cony, like any woman in love, you believe in happi-
 ess. But don’t be mistaken, I do too.” When I heard what I
said, the simplicity of my own words surprised me. They
had emerged from some other part of me, from a space of
silences, from a place that I refused to open.

A cry echoes in the solitude between the walls. A girl
called out for her mother, walking behind her on a muddy
path, scared to stain her little white boots. The girl ran
 sereaming blindly among the pines in the forest. She drew the
days taut in her mad dash. Death waited, veiled on the other
side. At an advanced hour of the night, the innermost recess-
es of a beloved woman exuded her desire. Everlasting sur-
render was her pledge. The words wove a tangled mass; her
b;‘é,ath impregnated the air in the sealed room. In the depths
of her memory rolled the beads from her wedding cord.

“You leave me until the last moment, as always.”

I looked for Mam4 when my departure was practically at
hand, otherwise I would have had to visit her several times.
I found the house locked. The padlock on the metal gate and
the lack of order in the little garden distressed me. A dark
thought assaulted me. I felt sorry for not having looked for
her before or even having called her. I waited with a contrite
heart. For the moment, it was the only thing to do. After a
little while, I saw her coming down the sidewalk. In addition
to her hand purse, she was carrying a Bible and a package of
coffee. 1 was happy to see her walking with such strength,
with the same grace I had known of her.

“I already explained it to you, Mama. I've been very
busy. You know I would never visit Judrez without visiting

bad

you
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“I don’t know that,” she responded emphatica]j
“You've been an ungrateful daughter.”

Hearing that accusation once again irritated me. [ wy
about to let fly my own criticism of her, but I tried to calm
down. That would have only led us into a bitter argument,

“Mamd, Mamd, why don’t you stop your complaining
I’ve heard those same complaints from you my whole life’

“See, you can’t stand your own mother. That’s why yo
didn’t come earlier.”

“That’s not it, Mama4. I get angry because you alway
say the same things. I can tell you what comes next.”

We were seated at the kitchen table. Mama4 liked strong
coffee, and she bought the whole beans and ground them
herself. Rhythmically, she turned the crank on the grinder,
creaking each time it made a rotation. That morning, after a
little while, Mam4’s attitude and the noise from the device
ended up ruining my mood. That’s why I attacked her with
a question that went to the heart of one of our most repeat-
ed arguments.

“Don’t you know you could have done something else
with your life?”

Mamd always surprised me with the anger she evinced
with her responses. She hardly stopped what she was doing.
I would have liked to truly wound her, leave her silenced,
and walk out, but Mam4 was stronger than me.

“And you? What have you done with yours? You left
Adridn, then Fernanda abandoned you, and God knows what
else you’ve done. The fact is that now you're alone. Alone,
like me.”

Mama stood up and emptied the hot water and the grinds
into her glass French press.

“That’s not true. My life is very different from yours. T
have other interests. You, on the other hand, never found out

hi w to live without Papd. That’s why you fe§1 lonely. That’s
‘ C;iy‘ you've taken refuge in religion. Admit it.”

. Mamé let the dark liquid stand for a few seconds more,
then pushed the plunger down slowly to the base of the con-
tainer and immediately served the coffee. )

«] am alone because you abandoned me t00,” she respon.d—
‘ ed very calmly when she was seated in front of me. once again.
She glared at me too as if the world Wé.lS on her side. .
 “Fortunately,” I responded sarcastically, “I cou_ld do .1t. I
iwas sick of your secrets, your ailments, your mamp’ulatlon.
** Whether it was infidelity, jealousy, disinterest, I don’t k’I,IOW.
[ don’t appreciate you having made me your confidant. )

“And what could I do? You were the only one I had left.

“Yes, but you ruined our relationship, Mama. I thought
yeou were perfect, faultless.”

“You’ve been so unfair to me! And what am [ at fault
for? For being a devoted wife? For taking care of him? For
being willing to satisfy his needs?” . .

Mamd was unmoved; after all, we were saying nothing
new to each other. How many times had we argued about the
same thing? More than I could stand.

“And you know,” she continued, “at the end, he left any-
way. Do you think it was possible for me to find another
man?”

I felt compassion for Mama. I understood the cause of
her bitterness well, the origin of her complaints. The sacra-
ment of matrimony, the family, the fear, the what-will-they-
say, and all the garbage she couldn’t shake. I felt sorry for
her, but I was also angry with her.

“That was your fault, Mamd. You were too attached to
Pap4,” I responded angrily. .

“You’re so rough, Anamarfa! But I don’t see you doing

any better than me.”
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My mother enjoyed saying those words to me. It was her
way of avenging what she called my ingratitude. “You don’t
feel it now because you’re still young. Wait til you feel the
weight of the years on you. You’ll soon realize that every-
thing looks different from there,” she concluded.

“It’s been a while since I've seen things a different way.
You, your secrets, your manipulation. I think you aren’t the
same anymore. Remember I’'m only your daughter.”

Just then my mother covered her face and wept. She had
large hands, well shaped and perfect; her smooth skin dotted
by uncountable freckles; her nails filed and polished. She-
sobbed like a little girl, and, as always happened, I regretted

treating her so roughly. Mam4 had beaten me. I hugged her,

told her I loved her, and consoled her as I did with my own
daughter.

 rossed my forehead, my appearance was lighter than my
Cririt On my way back I found Cony’s spot empty. She was
> tea under a weak lightbulb that illuminated one of the
ziners of the bar. She played with a lighter shr.s was l}olding
in her hand while she chatted. The clarity with W'h‘ICh ber
profile could be seen was pleasing to me—the fieﬁmtlve line
of her nose and chin, the precise angle of her jaw. From the
front, Cony was different. The paleness of }%er face .and her

sparse eyebrows at times gave her face the impression of a

sketch made by an artist who only illuminated the mouth. A
- mouth with thin lips. A deeply red mouth. .
When Cony returned to my side, one of those men with
~ whom she was talking took over her spot under tht? sma.H
light in the corner. Everything about him was excessive: his
double chin, his beer belly, his bald head.

\J“They’re old friends of Roberto. I don’t know those
women. The fat one sometimes looks for him at the hotel.
Maybe you’ve seen him before.”

The man who Cony was talking about hugged a woman
with silver hair; occasionally he would lean over her as if he
wanted to kiss her, but never did. '

“The other guy,” Cony clarified, “is the owner of a little
café, El Nortefio.”

That was the man who trimmed his moustache in the style
of Clark Gable. His hair was thick with Vaseline, and he kept
moving a toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other.
He would break it into slivers and then place it with a new one
from a little, cellophane packet. He and his companion, who
repeatedly brought one hand to her chest to play with her two
strings of pearls, hardly spoke. When the fat man let go of the
silver-haired lady, he and Clark Gable would talk and laugh
loudly. The women just exchanged looks.

Later, an older woman dressed in green, including stock-
ings and shoes took the microphone and sang a far too sen-

We went out into the street. The night’s heat greeted us like
the wet and sticky lick of a tongue. We walked several
blocks north. When we arrived, a brightly lit sign next to the
door flashed this slogan at the base of a photograph: “Cony
Vélez, the Voice of Love.” The place was large, cool, and
dimly lit, with a certain antiquated luxury. There was a
grand piano in the center and around it a bar with cushioned
benches. The pianist, a very pale man, his complexion erod-
ed by acne, wore a peach-colored suit and tie. The music
flowed around us, the sleepwalkers sung sweet songs, while
Cony, very close to the pianist, took well-spaced sips from
her glass of brandy. He searched for her unceasingly with
his eyes.

In the bathroom, I urinated practically standing up over
the toilet and then washed my hands meticulously. Before
leaving 1 touched up my makeup. When I saw myself in the
mirror, I discovered that, despite the wrinkle marks that
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turn. The place started to heat up around midnight wh :
sang Maria Luisa Landin and Agustin Lara songs Then i
ulars who arrived remained standing, waiting pat.ient;3 =
the tables to be vacated. Cony touched women and ymf;)

The Spinners

to Choco

The flies swarm around the girl’s knees. Fatima swats them

away indifferently, knowing she can’t make them leave.

Manuela contemplates the lateness of the train as she ties the

cord that serves as the lock on the little black metal suitcase.
August is even more oppressive at the station. The rays of
the sun pierce the paneless windows, making visible the fine
dust that alights from the flaking walls; the rays burrow
underneath her wide cotton skirt and provoke sweat that
sticks the fabric to her thighs. “Fatima,” she orders her
daughter without looking at her. “Ask how long til the train
comes. It’s like an oven in here.”

The girl walks to the table where they sell the tickets, asks,
and returns, followed by the persistent flight of insects. The
man watches her walk away, lifts a splinter off the counter with
his nail, and puts it in his mouth. “ ... Or it could be even
Jater,” he yells as she heads back. Fatima turns and the stained
circles on the man’s shirt around his armpits catch her eye.

It’s noon. Everyone waits. Some to depart on the only
route that leads to different geographies, others for the
arrival of some letter or the newspaper from the city.

Manuela fixes her gaze on the faraway point where the
rails come together. At times she entertains herself counting

had returned one last time to fry to obtain the property. A 1i
tle later she was just a rowboat fleeing, moving awzll. f; ‘
defeated and graceful on the sidewalk in front Undzr iSt,
left arm, she held her purse tight. The other ar i e]’?
forward like an oar. mimpeliedher
o In the other 'room, Copy awgited me. Life renewed itself.
e meloqy of the accordion joined the clamor of the world
A few coins fell into the hat at the musician’s feet. To th.
west the cathedral’s bells rang out. The faithful he.aded te
mass. Behind the bell tower the desert devoured an orange n
flames. The Methodist temple opened its doors. The chg l s
looked for hideouts close to the train tracks. The.Tarahun? o
gathered up the herbs and sweets they sold. The grin o8
c‘rossed the bridges to drink the night away. Th.e soldigers gtos
tioned at Fort Bliss searched for lovers in Sucre Alley. -
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the wooden sleepers that she can make out, but there are
moments when she seems to speak to the girl, even though
only she knows what she says. She doesn’t care if Fétima
hears or not. But the girl’s attention is elsewhere. She watch-
es the gesticulations of the ticket seller: he purses his lips,
sticks his tongue behind his teeth, and spits out the splinter
alming it in a sardine can that he has placed a few steps away
just for this purpose.

Fatima counts six little bits of wood, seven with the one
he just launched. He misses every time and scatters them all
over the floor.

The train arrives when the splinters form small moun-
tains dispersed around the can. The two women climb
aboard. Manuela takes a seat in the shade to cool off, but
soon the rubber heats up and she starts to mutter complaints
that Féatima ignores, since she is used to hearing her moth-
er’s murmuring.

As the train picks up speed, Fétima looks for the man with
the sweaty shirt but her eyes find only the yellowed wall of the
station. The engine car skirts around the tiny town at a low
speed. From far away, the houses look like the little crosses
my mother embroidered on the gringa’s tablecloths. In that
house, the daily cleaning came first, then in the free time the
sewing, so that she would keep both of us.

We arrived in El Paso at the end of my childhood, when my
breasts began to blossom under my blouse. No one told me,
but I thought that I would look like my mother this way, and
that would bring us closer together. It wasn’t that way. She
continued to live in her world of voices. She talked to herself
as I grew lonely in those foreign hallways, between the furni-
ture we polished every day with fragrant oils.
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My mother was a spinner who propelled the wheel of her
days forward along an unalterable course. March was the same
as October for her, summer like winter. The passage of time

and the things that filled it held no value for her. Listening to
the voices that inundated her gave meaning to her life.

I often asked her why we had left Malavid. To me, the
only palpable change was the litany of workdays in the
patrona’s immaculate mansion. It was useless. She gave me
some partial explanation, some reason 1 couldn’t under-
stand. Everything enveloped in voices and mystery.

One unexpected morning, she left me in the patrona’s
care. The haze hovering above her head had vanished,
revealing a firm, clear woman. Her heavy, round body was
lessened by the light of eight in the morning. As if in that
moment, a mystery had been unveiled. Her accent lost its
gravny just to say to me: “Be on your best behavior. Obey
the Sefiora completely, so she doesn’t have any reason to
complain about you.”

The tone of the words she said to me is still burnt in my
memory. Before leaving, she even gave me a few instruc-
tions about cleaning the house. As she talked, it seemed that
she was looking for something far away, always outside of
me. That's why when she comes to mind, I only remember
her voice, because her eyes never paused to look in my own.

I saw her leave, walking away, the wind hurrying her
down the street. She carried her small old metal suitcase,
even emptier than when we arrived. She shook her head
slightly, as if she was accommodating the voices she carried
with her. “Mother,” I called out to her in a loud voice from
the bottom of the dark, soft hole where I remained.

After that morning, I took her place in the house. In the
mornings, I emerged from sleep thin and desirous as if I
were headed off to look for myself. First, I drank café con
leche at the servants’ table, then I made my way through my
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workday, slowly as if crossing a swamp. The days were long
and tedious, but I never altered the rhythm of domestic work
that my mother had established. So I was the one who wove
the passage of the hours in the silent rooms of the mansion.

As time passed, my life followed the course that corre-
sponded to a young woman like me. I met other girls who
were maids in the neighbors’” houses. [ started to go out with
them, to get to know a little bit about the two cities, now
clouded in my memory. Some Sunday mornings, after put-
ting the dishes from breakfast in the dishwasher, I met up

with them. We would take a bus that let us off downtown. -

We quickly passed through the deserted streets and crossed
the Santa Fe Bridge over the muddy river, always flanked by
green patrol cars.

As soon as we entered Judrez, we felt the pulse of a city
wide awake. My companions felt more free in the density of a
day full of noise and people. The air was charged with the
smell that the food carts gave off and the odors of the bodies
in motion. I spent my Sundays like this: in the morning going
from one city to the other, watching a movie or eating fried
food in the street; at sundown, crossing the river fearfully to
take up the spinning wheel of my days again.

Only once, I received a letter from my mother. She told
me that she was well and recommended that I stay at the
house. There’s nothing for you here, she insisted. And in El
Paso? A low salary, a room with a bathroom, and a borrowed
television. Nothing belonged to me, except the constant anx-
iety of being hunted down at any moment.

To pass the time one of those Sundays, the girls and I
walked along the streets close to the bridge, since our patronas
would meet us at a certain place and time agreed upon previ-
ously. That day the river was running really low. We crossed it
easily and walked to the place where they were going to pick
us up, but one block before, we were detained and taken to a
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cell where we spent the night. I didn’t care. The others
screamed and cursed to release their anger. I was more tired
than afraid, and soon I ended up asleep in a corner.

At dawn, they took us to the bridge. The officials stood
there until they saw us disappear on the Mexican side. We
were smiling and hungry. We calmly ate breakfast in our
Sunday café, El Nortefio. All the night owls from the night
pefore were gone. We let the morning hours go by leisurely.
Later we went back to the river to cross over again and as
many times as needed. When they get to the shore, Fatima

sees her reflection in the water just like the first day, when
v she crossed with Manuela. The mirror of time brings the

face of a girl holding her mother’s hand back to her. The
girls move ahead with their skirts hiked up, feeling their way
step by step along the muddy riverbed. They reach the other

" side of the river and yell to her to follow them: “;Orale!

Fétima, come on! Hurry up! They’re coming!” Fatima hears
their voices as if they were coming from far, far, away echo-
ing in a tunnel. Soon the girls disappear from view. The
river’s water slowly flows at her feet.

The next day, when she returns to the station in Malavid,
she suddenly senses that Manuela is dead. Inside, between
the four walls hammered by the reverberating waves of the
sun, she realizes that Fétima, the girl with mud-spattered
legs, has stayed behind with her entourage of flies. She
understands that her departure, her patrona, her house, and
the two cities are fragments of a dream from which she is
just awakening.

Behind a battered table, vanquished by the lethargy of
the afternoon, a man in a shirt stained by sweat and dust
dozes with his head sunk into his chest. Before continuing
on, F4tima catches sight of a line of drool drawing a splin-
ter from his mouth.
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Landscape in Summer

1

“Looks like it’s gonna burst,” Cecilia said to La Gorda Molinar.

The music swelled in their ears as Cecilia and her friend
went out into the street. Before setting out, she glanced at the
student café where Daniel insisted on perfecting the different
ways of exhaling cigarette smoke: like a sailor, up through his
nose, and myriad other ways. For the fifth time that morning,
the jukebox played the hit of the moment, “Let It Be.” Cecil-
ia enjoyed the relaxed discipline that allowed her girlfriends
to paint their nails with colored polish and for the guys to
curse loudly and dare to challenge their professor’s orders.

The best thing was never having to climb aboard the
school bus and put up with the mixture of morning smells
that turned her stomach: the fresh polish on the penny
loafers of their uniforms, the starch on their white collars,
the leather of their backpacks, the gel keeping their
indomitable hair in place, the shavings from their recently
sharpened pencils, and the whiff of eggs and bananas that
their youthful mouths emitted. That was only the memory of
a world that Cecilia had just left. Though not definitively, as
there was something that still made her uncomfortable and
that only she knew.
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The two friends walked toward Avenida Insurgentes,
crossed through the bare gardens of Borunda Park, where
flocks of students were strolling. La Gorda turned on the lit-
tle street that led to the Burdcratas neighborhood, and Cecil-
ia walked on her own the rest of the blocks to her house in
Las Palmas. Far removed from the noisy traffic of cars and
pedestrians, the solitary walk transformed itself into an
imagined journey.

Seiiora Quintela, midwife in a remote pueblo, crossed
the threshold of an impoverished dwelling. A pale woman,

- drenched in sweat, repeatedly wet her chapped lips with her

tongue. Laying on a rickety, wooden bed, she felt the fluids
of childbirth just beginning to flow out of her. Hours later, in
the midwife’s hands, the newborn’s light was fading. Imme-
diately, she called for two washbasins to be brought, one
with cold water and the other with hot. The mother’s watch-
ful eye followed the movements of Sefiora Quintela who sub-
merged the child’s unmoving body into one basin and then
into the other, her whole heart invested in the endeavor . . .

At her house, Cecilia found her parents embroiled in a
vicious fight. She listened to her mother’s perpetual com-
plaint—her father’s absences and infidelities—while he
argued in his defense that he spent all his time trying to pro-
vide economically for his family. Cecilia observed them a
few seconds before going up to her room and trying to for-
get them. Due to her mother’s efforts, she found her space
clean and in order; far from pleasing her, her abnegation
made her angry. At that moment, in the heat of the argument,
her mother burst out crying hysterically, the sounds winding
through the keyhole of the door. Cecilia covered her ears
with her hands, closed her eyes, and for a few seconds saw
Sefiora Quintela bathed in sweat with the child in her arms.
Afterward she took the novel she was reading in the
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evenings from her nightstand and laid down on the bed wit «Get out of my classroom right now!” Seﬁf)ija Diaz
her shoes on. ordered without accepting any further excuses. Cecilia never
;magined that this could happen to her. When the teachers
Kkicked other students out, she also suffered from the embar-
assment, but now it wasn’t happening to anyone else. She
was the one who had to leave, taking twenty steps to the
"front and five more to the right to reach the door. The class
remained in complete silence. No one came (o her defense.
At that moment, Cecilia realized her error, her innocenc.e,
her own ridiculousness; as she was standing up in her white
Jouse, immaculate, determined to offer an explanation and
'vaépology, useless gestures for an unhearing and intolerant
quthority. With her mouth dry from frustration, she hurried
to collect her things and left.

 Instead of waiting for the next class to begin, she decid-
ed to walk around the downtown streets, where the world, the
real one according to her young mind, was not bound by laws
or any authority that would prevent her from feeling free—to
walk around and observe everything at her leisure, to imag-
ine herself in childbirth, the anguish in her face, her body’s
struggle to release a new life, her open legs . .. Energized by
the decision she had made, she set out on the Avenida
Dieciséis de Septiembre. The first blocks, occupied by grand
old mansions with stately facades, only offered her the soli-
tude of their decorative gardens, or at most, a fountain with
little colored fish, dying of boredom in their tiled circle. As
she moved further away from the middle school building, the
streets became more exciting and cacophonous, more prom-
ising. It was not until she crossed Calle Cinco de Mayo—the
line that demarcated east from west in the city—that she real-
ly felt herself to be in control of her destiny.

After several hours of walking around streets and plazas,
with all the seriousness of her twelve years, she arrived at a
narrow and boisterous alley near the bridge. El Nortefio was
there with its eye-catching, turquoise-blue facade and its

When the house recovered its normal silence, Cecili
relaxed in the flow of sleep engulfing her, listening to th
splashing of water each time the child’s body was dunked i
a different basin.

/i

The time-worn building of the Secundaria del Parque—as
the people of Judrez called the ocher-colored constructio
besieged by the thick mass of leaves on the ancient
poplars—had no air conditioning. The students kept cool for .
the first few minutes of the morning, their clothing ironed
and smelling of starch. By midmorning, June’s intense heat “
and the breathing of fifty souls packed together in a room of
average proportions forced the boys to undo the knots of |
their ties and to unbutton their shirts. The girls, on the other
hand, could only fan themselves and modestly dry the sweat
from their breasts.

That Thursday, Cecilia took a puppet to make fun of the
teachers with La Gorda Molinar, who, as soon as she saw it;
grabbed it and played with it until the Spanish teacher came
into the room; then she threw it up into the air and screamed:
“There’s Sefiora Diaz!” One classmate caught it and threw it to
someone else, then to another and another. When Sefiora Diaz
came into the classroom, she found it unruly and loud, like a
rugby game.

“Children! What’s going on?” she screamed forcefully
as the entire group returned to their seats, uninterested in the
fate of the puppet that fell lifeless at Cecilia’s feet. When she
heard the question, she thought it was her responsibility to
give an explanation and so she stood up.

“The puppet is mine ...~
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neon letters that lit up intermittently. She remembered that
that was the place that Rosita, the woman who went to her
house every Monday to iron, had mentioned to her. “That
place never closes. You go there to eat menudo after drink-
ing til the sun comes up.” Without hesitating for a second,
she passed through the heavy glass door, but first she
dropped a coin in the hand of a blind man who was begging
in the entrance to the café. Not out of compassion but out of
a simple desire to graze the man’s skin without being seen
by him. Cecilia surrendered herself to the boisterousness of
the old Spaniards playing dominoes, to the voracity of the
drunks, to the oblique glances of the night owls, to the
extended hands of the beggars who approached the tables, to
the desperation of the deported. She wanted to devour the
whole world in one day.

From her stool at the bar, she contemplated the human
spectacle while she savored the cinnamon in her cappucci-
no’s foam. All of a sudden, she felt a firm hand on her shoul-
der. Next to her was a body with its abdomen and chest pro-
truding, with a small head and very short, clumpy hair.

“Give me a cigarétte,” the person ordered without releas-
ing Cecilia’s shoulder, while grasping in the other hand a
long stick used as a cane.

“I don’t have one, ma’am,” responded the girl politely.

“I'm not a ma’am,” replied the man with disgust. He was
wearing extremely baggy pants and enormous work shoes.

“Sorry. I don’t smoke, sir.”

“I'm not a sir either,” the woman clarified impatiently,
sweeping back an unruly clump of her tangled hair that hung
in front of her sore-covered lips.

The girl examined the body in front of her with her,
looking for some enlightening clue. On his pants, she dis-
covered old blood stains, and under her ragged shirt she
made out breasts: withering fruits hanging from her torso.
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“If you’re not a man or a woman, what are you?” she

asked maliciously.
“I’m Kalimdn,” came the response in an imposter’s voice.
Kaliméan turned around and left the café, as Cecilia

sta_l‘ed.

3

In the deserted library, Cecilia read a biology book, obsessed
with unraveling a slew of mysteries. She thought that knowl-
edge about microorganisms or the reproductive stages of

- mammals would lead her to that comprehension of life that

she was looking for, of its laws and her reason for being.

Every so often she would raise her eyes from the pages
to look at the little garden that {lourished, despite its neglect,
on the other side of a large window that separated it from the
reading room. She was distracted by a buzzing wasp that
flew among the roses, tracing perfect circles in the air.

“Get out of the room immediately, Miss Riquelme!” She
heard the order and trembled, but after recognizing the voice
she snapped at La Gorda, who had snuck up behind her.

“I thought we were friends.”

“Of course we are! Why do you think I didn’t turn
myself in? Because I knew that my friend Ceci would sacri-
fice herself for me without any problem. You know that Sar-
gent Diaz would have failed me for the whole course, not
just kick me out of class,” La Gorda explained as she gestic-
ulated ridiculously.

“Very funny, Gordita,” replied Cecilia, more amused
than annoyed.

“You felt really bad, huh? I thought so, but it’s no big
deal, you’re not gonna die. Why didn’t you come back to the
other classes? Where’d you go?”

“Who told you I was here?” Cecilia asked, angry again.

“Your mom, why? Was it a secret?”
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ecilia went up to her room, put on her nightgown, got
o bed, and tried to read. The sheets were white, clean, and
fresh; despite that, she felt very hot and couldn’t ancentl'ate
oti her reading. The summer and so much turmoil. She left
fiie hed to look for her mother. She found her in h'er bedroom
4sleep, overcome by her crying. She lookefi with compas-
sion on the serene, sleeping face and felt an intense desire to
kiss her lips; only the fear of waking her prevented her from
doing it. Back in her bedroom, Cecilia removed her night-
gown and laid down on the sheets. She was restless, her
hands moved along the length of her own body, the rise of
her breasts, her flat stomach, her soft pubic mound. Her fin-
gers played with the fuzz that covered her youthful sex. No
 one would think that I'm still a little girl, she whispered dis-
 iressed. Her body and her emotions were not in harmony.
She felt nauseous; the delay of her first period disturbed her.
She lowered her hand a little further, her fingers pressed into
her pubic flesh until she found a pleasurable feeling. A few
minutes later she too fell asleep.

“Quit messing with me. Let’s get out of here.”

“And your homework?”

“I didn’t come to do my homework.”

As the girls left the deserted Tolentino library buildip
the warmth of the afternoon air reddened their cheeks. Th
birds in the trees were nodding off for the last few momeng
of the day, melancholy. On the way back to her house aﬁ
after saying goodbye to La Gorda Molinar, Cecilia stoppe
thinking of Sefiora Quintela, Kalimdn, and the other charag
ters as she remembered Daniel and the incipient passion th:
he caused in her life. While the memory lingered in hé
thoughts, she felt nauseous and a light trembling in her leg
This happened to her quite often, but she didn’t plan to te
her mother about it because she knew the uproar that woul
bring. Before taking her to the doctor, she would try to mak
her father feel guilty for not taking care of the family. Cecili
wouldn’t say anything to her yet.

When Cecilia arrived home, she remembered her stom
ach was empty. What a relief; that was definitely the caus -
of her discomfort. She found her mother in front of th 4
stove, neither cooking nor cleaning. On the burners a fe '
handkerchiefs and a shirt ripped into shreds were on fir
Her mother was weeping softly. The weakness she saw i
her mother was impossible to comprehend. It irritated he
and because of that, she forced herself to ignore her pain an
be stronger than her. Fascinated by the flames, she move
closer to see the clothing burn. Speechless. She would neve
be able to forget the scene, her mother defeated, her fac
hidden in her hands, the whimpering, the handkerchiefs i
flames, the crackling of the lipstick kisses. Cecilia was
deceiving herself, the crying echoed in her ears, burned he
throat. The midwife submerged the body of the newborn i
cold water then in hot water then in cold water . . .

Cecilia arrived late to the first class of the morning. Without
saying a word, she walked across the room and went to sit
down in her place, the second to the last desk in the first row.
Beginning that moment when she was kicked out of the class-
room, her attitude toward the authority figures of the school
changed. If they were not capable of listening, they did not
deserve respect. She loudly placed her books in the storage
space inside her desk and ignored the teacher who walked
toward her to return a test. The teacher, so as not to miss the
_ chance, added a sarcastic comment about her low grade.
Immediately she heard La Gorda whispering in her ear, with-
~ out a doubt mimicking him. The bell had hardly rung and the
class ended, when La Gorda stood up without waiting for the
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teacher to leave the room, gathered up her books, told Cecj
to hurry, passed in front of him, and left without saying gog
bye.

“You’re out of control, Gorda! If you keep this y
they’re going to expel you,” Cecilia warned her when th
met outside the classroom.

“That old guy wouldn’t dare,” she answered with a de
ant tone.

“He can fail you.”

“I'don’t think so. I still have the finals to get my averag
up.”

“You’ve got final exams? We’ve got them together!”

“You’ve never had grades so low, huh?”

“No, to tell the truth, never”

“I can tell. You look like a nerd, like a little rich girl fro
a convent school.”

“Hey, why do you wanna study natural science so much

anyway?” Gorda asked, wanting to make fun of her some more

“I already told you 1 want to study medicine.” She
responded in such a way as to make La Gorda think she had

asked something stupid.

They headed to the café in front of the park where they
met Daniel. As soon as he saw the girls, he left his group of

friends and stood at the bar next to them. After saying hello,
none of them said another word. He played for a minute
with a cigarette he was tapping on an ashtray, then he lit it
only to put it out immediately. La Gorda thanked him with a
sarcastic smile. While the boy anxiously drummed his ciga-
rette, Cecilia looked at his pale, nervous hands, his knotty
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' rs. Once again she felt a discomfort in her body, a
-eert' on her chest, aching muscles, weak legs, a light
.'elgh s. The arrival of a group of boys announced the class
4' !chlie;g;d ended. Daniel and La Gorda left quickly, but
?‘ré;]ja did not have the will or the concentration to contin-

s her day. She said goodbye to them and headed to her
:yﬁzuse thinking that it was finally time to talk with her moth-

or about what was happening to her.

_ She didn’t find her at home, but in that moment she no

jonger felt the desire to speak with her. She prefer.red to go on
5 bike ride through the cotton fields that were st.111 left in Fhe
aréa around her neighborhood. That always provided her with
:a sensation of being free. Only a few days \A{ere left before 'Fhe
onset of the longed-for summer vacation. Eight weeks to ride
her bike and read until dawn, she thought as she went through
the dried bed of the irrigation ditch that lined the cotton field.
She pedaled slowly as she imagined another story:

Joaquin and Eloisa go hunting with a group of friends.

They leave Chihuahua in three trucks headed toward the
mountains. It’s very cold, and alongside the road there are
_ patches of snow. They arrive in the afternoon, -several hours
before night falls. A few people put up tents while others pre-
pare a bonfire. The campsite expands into three tents, one
 for women, another for men, and the third to store the food,
tools, and rifles. The first night there is happiness. They go

to bed early, impatiently anticipating the beginning of the
hunt on the following day. Joaquin kisses Eloisa on the fore-
head, and she retires to sleep. No one suspects her plans.
The next morning, they leave in groups, but Eloisa gets lost.
No one misses her, not even Joaquin, until they hear a far-
away gunshot. They look for her and find her about an hour
later. Eloisa is unconscious and splayed out on the ground
with a bullet hole between her heart and her shoulder.
The blood gushes out dark and thick . . .
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An animal on the ground a few meters away from hep
the middle of the path interrupted her story and prevepy,
her from continuing. Cecilia got off her bicycle and ¢y
tiously approached until she was only a few steps away,
was a dog expelling its offspring from its entrails. As the d
gave birth to each one of the five little bundles covered iy
blood and slime, Cecilia was startled, confused by her emg..
tions. She remained there for a long time, quietly Observing
the palpitating bodies attached to the dog’s udders. She sy
denly felt that she had discovered a mystery.

On the way back, almost at nightfall, she made a lotig
detour to pass in front of the house of her friend. She found
Daniel seated on the curb of the sidewalk. She pedaled faster

“Cecilia, wait! Where are you going?”

“Home,” she said as the boy came up to her.

Daniel grabbed the bike by the handlebars. She under-
stood that she should give him the bike seat and ride stand--
ing up on the pegs.

“Go to the fields,” the girl ordered mischievously, “I’m
gonna show you something.”

i

He was fourteen years old, and his skin was speckled
ity tiny, pink pimples, like he had a rgsh. He was glways

ﬁ-h- 1 ,nd his movements betrayed his vulnerability. He
mlh’ni’niw what to do with his body or what its place was.
fhdﬂ 'td 't know he was handsome either. o
He i nthree of them agreed to sit in the last row, Cecilia in
‘. E;dle. It was the first time that she and Dan}el had seen
i[he h other somewhere besides school or their neighborhood.
‘6?10 enjoyed how close the boy was to her, and that aft.er—
~ zn encouraged by the darkness of the theater, S}-IS f,eh like
‘n?ver, before the desire to touch his hands. She didn’t dare.
[nstead she withdrew into herself, a territory that offered
moreoiatfgtiy\s;lj lrilzslfegzme, they walked together. The c'ity
began to come alive at night: there was activity behind the V\lzlm—
dows, the kids running from one side of the' street to the other,
the women talking about their things on their porches, the rm?rf
smoking outside, the couples disappea'nng arounc} the corners:
everything stimulated the burning desire of the girl. ’ )

The next morning Cecilia discovered blood stains on her
underwear. With pleasure, she felt the 'dry surface of. tt_x‘e
stains on the purity of the cotton cloth. E1nally, the r.lew mﬁ—
macy of her body flowed plentifully. Light and serene, she
ve. '

dreS;;i t(;)a;e:vaes clear, too clear. The sun set the tree fohagde
afire, burning the roofs of the houses on the edge of the 1‘0.1':1 .
The hot air suffocated the flowers in. the gardens. The blue
sky, streaked with clouds, unfolded itself over a long, g;ay
tongue of asphalt that was lost in the greenness of a cotton
field in the distance. In the center of this summer lanscapc?,
mounted on her bicycle, Cecilia moYed away steadily until
she turned into a reddish, vibrant stain.

The June sun dyed the sky a clean blue: the summer vaca-
tion began. As their first activity that afternoon, Cecilia and
La Gorda planned to go to the movies. They wanted to see a
Jerry Lewis movie.

“Look who’s over there!” La Gorda said in a loud voice
as soon as they set foot in the lobby of the Variedades movie
theatre, pointing at Daniel with her index finger. The boy
was standing up, faking like he was reading the posters.

“I already saw him,” whispered Cecilia.

“Hi,” he said, pushing a heavy wave of hair off of his
forehead.

72 Rosario Sanmiguel Under the Bridge: Stories from the Border 73



Moonlit in the Mirror

to Emma Pérez

|. Copper and Luna

March arrived one frigid morning. The grass extended in
yellow-green patches over the short hills and depressions.
The frost covering the grass and the foliage lent Memorial
Park the appearance of glass. Far above, the firmament,
dense and tinged with violet and pink, wrote a prologue for
another day for Nicole Campillo, who, as she filled her
teapot with water, looked out from her kitchen window upon
the horizon, full of lights. She gazed at the wide, luminous
strip formed by the two cities in the distance, and a shard of
moon that barely projected through the clouds. Perhaps the
silence or the undefined light of the early hours of the day
was the cause of a vague sensation that began to roll around
inside her, perhaps it was some memory that she couldn’t
specify. She looked curiously through the window. The half-
light that still enveloped the things of the world said
something to her; nevertheless, it was not the half-light but
the whistling of the teapot that made her remember a hint of
her adolescent face—the eagerness of her lips.

There was no time now to pause to clarify memories. It
was more important to organize the activities for that still
wintry Monday. She prepared instant coffee in an insulated
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 mug that she placed on a silver tray upon which a

monogrammed “A” in Gothic type was engraved. Nicole left
the cold, white kitchen and went up to the studio through the
service stairs that connected the three floors of the mansion
on its rear side. In this way, she avoided the trip to the living
room, where an elegant staircase rose with carved
palustrades and a small carpet in the middle, and the
insidious creaking of the oak floor at each step. It was still
too early to wake those who were sleeping.

The furniture in the studio was her own. She had
removed an old velvet divan and a coffee table from the
space that had traditionally served as a small smoking room
and installed a pair of metal bookshelves. In one, she kept a
portion of her books on law and in the other close to two
dozen Mexican novels. The rest was covered with papers
piled up messily. She had also placed a heavy desk in front
of the window. Except for the dark leather chair that had
belonged to her father-in-law, she had purchased everything
at a secondhand store at the beginning of her career. After
making room between the mountains of papers that were on
her desk, Nicole began to prepare Guadalupe Maza’s
documents. She believed in her own abilities, having spent
the last five years defending indocumentados y migrantes.
There were very few cases she had not achieved at least
some minimal compensation for the defendants. In this
situation, the case would be difficult. She had reasons to
doubt the outcome. Dick Thompson was the son of the
president of the Chamber of Commerce, a wealthy and
influential old man, a friend of Arturo’s family to whom they
owed several favors.

After several hours dedicated to reviewing the
documentation she had on the case, Nicole, still dressed in a
long flannel nightgown, went down to the dining room to eat
breakfast with her husband. Arturo smelled of cologne and
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in the window said Ferndndez, Ferniandez & Campillo
Attorneys at Law. Through the Ferndndez family, natives of
the region, Nicole got in contact with Kenton, the priest who
directed the Refugio Catdlico para los Indocumentados;
they occasionally assisted with cases that didn’t require too
much of their time.

At that hour of the morning, she already had several
messages from Kenton. A reporter from the Diario Hispano
was trying to speak with Guadalupe Maza. She was
interested in exploiting the news further for partisan reasons.

The city’s mayoral hopefuls were beginning to plan their.-

electoral strategies. On the other hand, Guadalupe Maza
wasn’t even news for the conservative El Paso newspaper. In
the circles in which Thompson moved, the young woman
was just a necessary evil, if that.

Nicole listened to the rest of the messages, among them
one from Arturo. “I’ll wait for you at the Dome Grill at six
o’clock this evening.”

The stethoscope on her naked back made her tremble lightly,
raising the tension she felt. The doctor was a thin, tall
woman who moved around her office with a certain
slowness, perhaps with too much concentration on her
routine. Her face had sharp features and her eyes were very
close together; it seemed they looked at things more than
was necessary. Nicole liked the doctor, an Indian who
pronounced her words clearly, as if she feared not being
understood. She inspired confidence in Nicole. She felt
secure, but the vaginal contact would come soon and she
was too sensitive to everything related to the body, its
organs, palpitations, liquids, blood. The doctor ordered and
listened, ordered and listened. And Nicole, obedient, also
breathed deeply to relax. Later the thought left her; her
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 memory handed her another piece of the adolescent face

which that morning had emerged like a blurred reminder.
The doctor returned her to the examination table with an
quthoritative voice. Her white, starched lab coat stimulated
her patient’s nose, smelling of recently ironed starch. “Lay
down, bend your legs.” A few strong, steady fingers entered
her. The uterus is a passageway, thought Nicole trembling
while she watched the yellow light on the ceiling. With her
legs open as she was, she felt completely unprotected. The
doctor asked what she needed to know and Nicole

-~ responded with short phrases.

“Why are you so tense? Is something wrong?” The
doctor inquired as she removed her gloves.

“No, nothing. Only that all this makes me feel
vulnerable,” she answered ashamed, as if it were stupid what
she had just said.

The odors of the office, the medications, disinfectants,
and fresh starch aggravated her, provoking nausea.

“Do you want to go to the bathroom?” asked the doctor
when the patient covered her nose and mouth with her hand.

Nicole shook her head.

“We're almost finished. Everything is fine. Sit down
again.”

“It’s opening the passageway that leads to my insides. I
know it’s a ridiculous idea, that all this is completely
necessary, but that’s how I feel,” explained Nicole.

The doctor listened attentively to her patient’s words and
nodded her head even though she did not agree. For her, the
examination routine was devoid of any subjective
interpretations. Nevertheless she understood what Nicole
was feeling at that moment.

“We’re almost finished. I only have to examine your
breasts,” she added maternally.
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She took a breast and weighed it as if she were balancing
an apple in the palm of her hand. She did the same with the
other. Afterward she asked her the last date of her
menstruation. She did a few calculations and declared:
you’ll give birth in approximately twenty-four weeks.

“Six moons,” responded Nicole thinking out loud.
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Il. Cotfon Field

The wooden house beside the muddy road was still
immersed in darkness when Nicole’s mother awoke. While
she was changing her clothes, she remembered that the girl
turned nine years old that day. It was the month of June. She
and Nicole toiled in the fields under the South Texas sun.
The girl knew how to separate the cotton boll from the
calyx, how much the full sack weighed, and how the pricks
from the cotton on her fingers burned.

The woman brushed her hair and covered it with a scarf
tied under her chin. She changed out of her white cotton
nightgown, wet from the sweat on her back, and put on a
light blouse with long sleeves and a full, wide skirt.
Standing in front of the medicine cabinet mirror, she
remembered her grandmother’s words. She said that with
the passage of the years Nicole looked more like her mother:
her narrow eyebrows, arched and black; green eyes; small,
rounded nose; wide mouth; and pronounced chin. The
woman didn’t want Nicole to repeat her story. If the girl
looked something like her, she rejected it with all her soul.
Nicole would be a different woman.

With that thought in mind, she hurried to leave the
bathroom and headed to the kitchen. She hardly had the
necessary time to prepare flour tortillas and the potato and
egg mixture that she would take to the pizca that day. When
she had lunch prepared, she woke Nicole, who, half asleep,
could barely hold upright the cup of oatmeal her mother
gave her as breakfast. Minutes later, the two women walked
alongside the train tracks, Nicole behind her mother. She
was determined that her daughter not migrate, as she had.
She had followed the migrant route out West with her
parents, as they had at their time with theirs. The generations
went back to the middle of the nineteenth century. The story
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would be different for Nicole. Her mother would go to the.
fields and leave her in her grandmother’s care. She wanted.
an education and a sedentary life for Nicole. So that’s what
she did. When the season ended in the nearby towns, shef
said goodbye to her daughter confident in her decision. She
walked away quickly along the narrow path that separated
the house from the main road. '

The girl felt a very slight tremor that grew little by little.
The ground, the house, and her body were shaking. She
followed her mother with her eyes the entire time the train
was passing, several meters from the backyard of her-
grandmother’s house. She moved away from the window
and tried to distract herself to hold back her tears. She went
out into the yard and the only thing that occurred to her was
to sit in the rocking chair and watch the clouds that were
crossing quickly across the sky—full of remorse, listening
to the whistle of the train in the distance.

Nicole went out into the warm humidity of the morning
and walked along the narrow, muddy pathway that crossed
the barrio between the wooden shacks. An intense pain
hammered the pit of her stomach. The long trek from her
grandmother’s house to the elementary school was the most
difficult in the last stretch. There, Martin, a widower with
old muddy boots, would block her way with a candy in his
hand—if he wasn’t attending to the people who ran to buy
their breakfast milk at the last minute. She struggled with
her repugnance at his rough, overgrown moustache and his
tobacco-stained teeth, but above all at the hint of a rancid
odor that his body emitted, that anyone would notice from
several feet away. When she reached out her hand to take the
candy, Martin the widower said to her in the best of tones,
“This afternoon I'm going to have a peach pie for you in the
kitchen,” and he hurried back into the store because the
Krepfel sisters, with their nightgowns still on, were standing

among the plaster mannequins and were criticizing
verything happening on the street with their tiny bilue eyes.
- The Krepfels were twin sisters. At fifty-something years
d, they wore the same cotton dresses, were both single,
4 attended their religious services every Sunday at ten
o’clock in the morning, with their requisite wide brim hats
nd brightly colored ribbons. Nicole and her grandmother,
on their way to Saint Jude Church in the center of Yorktown,
would cross paths with the twins whenever they came out of
the shop’s back door on their way to the Protestant church.

..Nicole’s grandmother was an expert seamstress and had
worked for the ladies for many years. But the Krepfel twins
never acknowledged her if they ran into her outside the
store. Her grandmother didn’t even look at them. If the
ladies, proud of their German heritage, considered her
inferior for being Mexican, she despised them as well. She
understood that the dress shop and the Protestant church had
ended up suffocating them. The old woman recounted how
the Krepfel twins regretted having lost the only man who
Joved them both equally.

Bent over the sewing machine, Nicole’s grandmother
laboriously completed her work in the back of the shop.
Through the screen, she kept track of the rare motion that
normally occurred on the back street. But, one morning in
June, Nicole’s grandmother watched with surprise as a well-
dressed man carrying a yellow leather suitcase emerged out
of the thick curtain of water formed by the rain. Without
knocking on the door, the man came into the dressmaking
workshop, greeted her amiably, and sat down in a chair close
to the sewing machine. Immediately, he began a
conversation with her grandmother, nothing that she hadn’t
heard before, the daily goings-on in the nearby towns, the
work of the harvest, the bad weather, and so on. But, as it
happened, one of the twins overheard him talking and

ol
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noticed a strong foreign accent and, thinking that he wag
her employee’s family member distracting her from the
sewing, went to see him off. The man, as soon as he saw thef
first Krepfel, was fascinated by the innumerable freckleg
that covered her face, neck, legs, arms, and hands:
everything that he could have possibly seen with a quick,
indiscreet look. He stood up and offered her his hand, “Atila

Hassam, at your service, ma’am.” Afterwards, he explained

to her—without letting go of the milky white hand the twin

held out to him and that appeared more like a trapped bird

in the man’s strong, dark hand—that he had dared to enter.

while the thunderstorm passed. The twin listened to his
reasons without paying much attention, listening to the
words of that dark, muscular man, with his box-shaped
head bordered by black curls, to the murmur of his voice
and the rain.

When the other twin appeared, the scene not only
repeated itself but the gluttony of the visitor grew before
grandmother’s mocking eyes. Dazzled by the sea of freckles
stimulating his imagination, Hassam the Turk extended his
hand again and caught for a few moments the languid, pale
bird that the other Miss Krepfel offered him. The three
remained standing, contemplating one another in a perfect
love triangle, while her grandmother made her sewing
machine buzz and the rain beat back the intense heat of the
morning.

After that first encounter, the Turk would spend long
evenings in the home of the twins. After proffering the life
insurance policies he sold in his customary trips around the
town, he would enter the dress shop through the back door.
The sisters would wait for him with the table set: an array of
salads, sausages, rye bread, fruit, and abundant beer that
only the ladies drank. Atila Hassam made them laugh with
his stories from the road. After the dinner, the Turk would go
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to the workshop where many nights her grandmother was
4till working. Behind the screen, he would undress but keep
on his little bikini-style underwear with a leopard print. Atila
Hassam would show off his marvelous musculature to the
twins, as long as they promised to rub his torso, arms, and
Jegs with oils. One on each side. The Turk’s curly mane
would shake loose with the suggestive contortions his
athletic body undertook for the Krepfel ladies. After many
nights of amusement, the bodybuilder lowered his bikini to
prazenly show them the tattoos on the side of each of his

- puttocks: a nymph and a mermaid. According to him, they

represented the sisters. He had them drawn in New Orleans.
The story he told them when he showed them the artwork on
his body combined a dream, a desire, and a fact. That night,
the twins experienced an unimaginable lovemaking session
with the Turk that would accompany them as a memory for
the rest of their days. They didn’t understand when he bid
them goodbye forever the following morning, they were still
in ecstasy from the amorous skills of Atila Hassam. The Turk
gave them, as a token of his generosity, a chain that he wore
around his neck and from which hung a silver half moon.

Years later, when Nicole would pass quickly in front of
the shop windows in the morning—the Krepfels would
shake the dust from their wedding dresses very early—she
would feel upon her the cold Jooks of the twins and the
mannequins. She would tum the corner, cut diagonally
through the gas station and arrive alert to her classroom. Her
teacher would be waiting for her there, with her pale,
petrified face like a bust in a cameo, ready to reprimand her
if she caught her speaking Spanish.

Nicole hated the cotton fields because they took her mother
far from her side. But finally the day arrived when she came
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back to stay. She was forty years old; her entire life had been
spent doing farm labor. She would never again have to wake
up early to provide for her daughter. She was accompanied
by Jim, an older man who each month received a respectable
pension from the government as payment for his services in
road construction in Wharton County and who thought to
share his check and his old age in a comfortable trailer home
with Nicole’s mother.

The moment had arrived for Nicole too. Everything was
ready for her to continue her university studies in Houston,

She would leave Yorktown forever but carry in her memory.

the pizca that had seen her mature through bitterness and
abandonment.
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|1l €l Sagrado Corazdn

Nicole went to the Segundo Barrio, spread out on the bank
of the Rio Bravo. Its dirty, narrow streets were flooded by
stores, owned by Koreans and Arabs, selling electronics,
used clothes and trinkets. At the corner of Stanton and Rahm
gt that early hour, there were just a few people grouped
together looking for rides to Judrez, trying to avoid the fee
to cross the bridge or just the effort it took to cross on foot.
The penetrating smell of recently baked bread from the
green-tiled Rainbow Bread building, wafted in the air and
mixed with the smoke fumes. A few blocks from there, after
walking past shoddy, tall buildings, clothing hung from
balconies, graffiti, cholo scribbling on the walls, and the

~ occasional Chicano mural, a solid edifice covered with red

brick stood out. It was the Sacred Heart Catholic Church with
its bastardized architecture, with no vestibule and only one
low tower. The fagade of the building rose up in front of the
place where Azuela wrote Los de abajo in 1915, a large
ramshackle house now just a modest building of low-rent
apartments. The back part of the Sacred Heart was home to
the Refugio.

Nicole parked her car in a nearby alley. She got out and
was followed by the insistent stares of the vagrants who
drank beer from bottles concealed in paper bags, crowded
together in the alleyways. When she arrived at the church,
she made her way through the crowds resting on the steps
waiting for someone to come and offer them a job for the
day. She avoided them and entered directly into the office of
Father Kenton who was in charge of the church and the
organization.

At eighty years of age, Kenton maintained a great vitality,
evident in his easy gait and in the rich timbre of his voice. He
always wore his cassock and gave the impression of
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excessive cleanliness. Nicole respected him, not for h;
religious vestments, but rather because she thought he w;
an honest and useful man.
“Come in,” said the priest when he saw her come into ty
hallway. “How are you, Aija?”
“Fine, padre, thank you.”
“I called you because I wanted to make sure I was doin
the right thing.”
“You did well to call me, padre. I want to be mor
careful this time. I thought it would be much better for Lup
not to speak with anyone. From outside, I mean.” }
“I think so too, hija. An agent from Immigration visite

me. They want to deport Guadalupe, and I think Thompson

is responsible for the complaint. You have to help me tak
care of that as soon as possible.”

Nicole left the director’s office and headed to thef

women’s pavilion. She wasn’t worried about what the pries
told her. Guadalupe’s migratory status was just one mor

case she had to fight, and, anyhow, immigration problems k
were what she understood best. A nun took her to a little
room where she waited for Guadalupe Maza for a few

minutes. That part of the complex was sober and humble
vinyl armchairs, spotless floors smelling of disinfectant, and
walls covered with religious images.

On one of the walls, a solid shelf supported several lit
candles in front of an enormous painting of the Sacred Heart
of Jesus. The one that Nicole’s grandmother had in her room
was of the same size, but that one, adorned with a wood
frame carved three inches wide, would rest on a table where,
besides the candles, a myriad of brass milagritos were
pinned to the tablecloth. For Nicole, these home altars, the
candles lit day and night, the rosaries, and the images of
suffering, were bound up during her childhood and
adolescence with the shame of being poor. Nevertheless, by
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o0

int of visiting the Refugio and finding the Sacred Heart,
w she saw it with different eyes. She even thought she
inderstood the reasons behind her mother and grandmother’s

fervor for those painful images.

Standing in the middle of the room, Guadalupe patiently

Qajted for Nicole to finish contemplating the image?. She
was a timid nineteen-year-old Mazahua girl, born in the
Revolucién Mexicana neighborhood, a place where the
Mazahuas had begun settling a half century before as they

came from the state of Mexico. Lupe understood her

parents’ language, but her dominant language was Spanish,
laden with local slang and even more words in Nahuatl that

she heard at home. Guadalupe spoke the Spanish she had

learned playing with other Mazahua children in the streets
. of her neighborhood; the one she read in the free textbook

during the three years she attended elementary school; the
one she heard from passersby on the sidewalks in the city’s
downtown, where she sold American chocolates with her
mother and her younger siblings; the one she discovered
alongside the other women working on the never-ending
assembly line at General Motors, tying harnesses; the
Spanish that was spoken in the home of Mrs. Thompson
who, because she employed Mexican women in her service,
could express herself enough to communicate with them.
Guadalupe Maza wore a light blue jumper and a white
blouse, a black sweater, thick nylons, and black, rubber-
soled shoes. It was the uniform of the wards, the girls and
young women the nuns gathered from the street. But
Guadalupe was not only dressed like the nuns but also had
the same expression as them. Her dark eyes, wide mouth,
the smile that revealed big, white teeth, her whole round,
dark face spoke of tranquility. Nothing indicated that she
had arrived here through the intervention of a nurse who
attended to her after the assault, the one who called Father
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Kenton to ask him to come by to pick up a young

undocumented girl from the county hospital. It seemed to be‘
the opposite, that Guadalupe had voluntarily become part of
the congregation and that Nicole was only a friendly visitor.

Nicole extended her hand and invited her to talk. Later,:

she questioned her in a Spanish permeated with English

words and pronunciation—the one she had learned from her-

mother and her grandmother and that much later, during the
first years of school, she was forced to bury in the depths of
her consciousness. :

Guadalupe Maza responded, in clearly Judrez-accented

phrases, that the morning of the assault, Dick showed up
half-naked in her room, barefoot and with a pistol that he
pointed at her forehead to intimidate her. She said that
instead of ceding to the young man’s demands, she prayed
out loud, which disconcerted him as if the prayer had taken
him by surprise and even frightened him. She said she got
out of bed to fight Dick off. Retaliating, Dick threatened her
with death and shot the gun in the air, but he didn’t get the
Mazahua girl to submit to him. She was in shock—
afterward the doctor who attended to her in the hospital
would confirm it—and that was the only way to explain how
she had defended herself. Guadalupe paused in her story to
get a drink of water at the fountain in the hallway and, she
took a few more seconds to think about how she would tell
Nicole that she was not interested in continuing with the
case. The night of the assault was far behind her; all she
wanted was to join the religious congregation. She felt that
things were settling inside her, that she had found her place
in life. Despite the increase in her cleaning duties, she felt
satisfied; life was much more kind in this place. She
couldn’t understand why Nicole thought it was so important
to continue with her defense, when she thought that if not
for surviving that violent incident, she would never have
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ariived at the Refugio. Guadalupe felt compensated. Nicole,

on the other hand, was willing to make use of all her
 jesources to win the case. Guadalupe was not a helpless

indigenous woman, and neither was Nicole a defenseless
Chicana. The two were women without privilege, accustomed
{o daily struggle, children of migrants. Now Nicole knew how

o assert her rights and those of Guadalupe.

Seated in front of her, Nicole questioned Guadalupe
about her stay in the Refugio. She took up the issue of the
assault once again. Guadalupe Maza spoke in a soft voice,

- pausing often; she had an evasive look on her face. She was

a very timid girl, and, she was feeling ashamed.

“T want to tell you that what I told you before is
everything I remember.” Guadalupe Maza rested her hands
in her lap, one on top of the other. Her black eyes were very
attentive to Nicole’s reactions. “Don’t be angry with me,”
she said, “but T don’t want to go on with the suit anymore.
I'm happy to be here and I want to stay this way.”

Nicole understood her reasons, but she was not willing
to let Guadalupe give up so easily. “If we don’t fight to
punish Dick Thompson, the weak will always be under
attack. Defending you is like defending other women
who’ve been raped. That’s why I’'m asking you to help me.
Don’t just do it for yourself, do it for the other women,”
Nicole explained emphatically.

Guadalupe listened but she didn’t understand Nicole’s
reasons clearly. She thought she had to be full of pride to
think herself capable of changing the world—something out
of the reach of one human being. For her, good and evil
fought in other ways, on planes far from human will.
Guadalupe watched Nicole while she thought about her
response. Before her, she saw a woman driven by goodwill
and naivety.
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“You are a woman with faith,” she finally responded
with a measured voice. “I’ll only help you because of that”

“It’s the other way around, Guadalupe. I don’t have
faith, but I believe in what you and I can do together. I need
for you to understand me.”

“I don’t understand the laws, but I know they’re not
good things,” she said with her dark eyes fixed on Nicole’s
greenish ones.

“It’ll be different this time, I assure you. But there’s a lot
to do. We have to sort out your legal status in this country
for as long as the case lasts. Afterwards we’ll see what we
can do so you can enter the congregation, on this side or on
that one, if that is what you want. For now, keep talking to
me. Please tell me what else happened.”

The Mazahua girl told her how she had been able to
wound Dick Thompson with a small bronze angel that her
boss displayed on a coffee table. Guadalupe had hit his
sternum with such force that, besides making a dry sound
when she crashed into the bone, forced him to stoop over
and back off for a few seconds. But Thompson recovered
with even more hate, and he dealt her a blow on her temple
with the butt of the pistol. According to Guadalupe Maza,
after the impact she saw tiny stars, but, between her prayers
and great effort, she was able to remain on her feet.

Nicole said goodbye to Guadalupe, convinced that she
would win the case. She spoke with Father Kenton and they
agreed on how they would proceed when the men from
immigration returned. Before leaving the building, she
decided to enter the church. She had a deep interest in
Guadalupe Maza’s case, but she did not want to be
condescending. At all times she tried to be rational, but on
this occasion she was not able. It had to be the pregnancy
that was making her sensitive, open to doing things like
sitting in a pew inside a church, that she would not have
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done at any other time. Maybe Guadalupe Maza represented

5 symbol that she had to maintain intact in her

consciousness, or defending her was the pursuit of an ideal
of justice, or it was her own pain, her shame, and her rage
that found vengeance in the confrontation between
Guadalupe Maza and Dick Thompson.

Surrendering to the solitude of the church did her well;
it was so peaceful that she lamented not having done it
before. A Padre Nuestro emerged from her mouth in a
whisper. Later, when she opened the door to leave the

_.church, Nicole found the steps empty. In the distance, she

saw the Southern Pacific boxcars advance slowly on the
train tracks. Up above, the sun journeyed toward the west.
On the other side of the river, Guadalupe Maza’s vast and
turbulent city stood in relief against the gray-blue sky.
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[V. Winds from the South

Arturo’s grandfather had settled in Sunset Heights in 1911,
a neighborhood of mansions built with Southern influences
at the top of a hill. From this elevation he could see the
restless, dusty city on the other side of the river. Paso del
Norte was, like the rest of Mexico, living through the
vicissitudes of armed uprising.

Don Manuel Alcidntar watched with disgust as the first
hordes of campesinos fled from hunger and gunfire. The
immigrants were subject to a humiliating sanitary inspection
by the North American authorities as soon as they crossed
the feeble wooden bridge—the Santa Fe—strung across the
river. Afterward, they integrated themselves into the squads
of blacks and Mexicans who were building the Southern
Pacific railway.

This man from Chihuahua, who had moved north of the
Bravo to protect family and fortune from the instability of
the armed movement, disdained everything around him. He
lived obsessed by the memory of the world that he had left
behind: Chihuahua, the somnolent city where he was born
and expanded his family fortune.

He missed the Paseo Bolivar, summertime walks under
the green vault formed by the intertwined branches of the
high crowns of the poplars. And the lively nighttime
festivals in Lerdo Park as well. He longed for the Plaza
Hidalgo where he enjoyed having his ankle boots shined
after attending to his affairs in the Palacio de Gobierno. But
what he yearned for most was his Sunday stroll
accompanied by his wife, who died soon after moving to El
Paso. First, mass at eleven in the cathedral. The Chihuahuan
high society could be found there attending religious
services dressed in full regalia. Outside the drivers were
waiting in carriages drawn by beautiful horses elegantly
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- adorned with mantillas and headpieces. After mass, the

stroll from the Plaza de Armas to the Plaza Hidalgo and
returning by way of Calle Libertad, the aperitif in the grand
ballroom of the Hotel Palacio.

Don Manuel Alcantar spent the last years of his life
immersed in these memories. One morning in April, a bad
dream woke him. Riding on horseback through a part of the
sierra that he knew since childhood, he crossed a rocky
arroyo and followed the base of the mountain until he
entered a canyon. All of a sudden, he saw a wild cat jumping

-~ down from the high peaks. He saw it descend slowly at the

same time as he, frightened, dug his spurs into the light-
colored horse he rode. His animal started to run, but the
feline kept descending in his direction, showing off the
power of its teeth and the sharpened edges of its bare claws.

Don Manuel opened his eyes, terrified. It was 4:15,
forty-five minutes he would normally wake up. He got up
and yelled for his maid. While the woman provided him
with clean clothes and prepared his café con leche, Don
Manuel cleaned himself up and trimmed his thick, grey
beard. Once dressed, he walked down a long hallway to go
to his office at the other end of the house, where he did his
customary calculations for several hours. He was preparing
to invest a good quantity of money in real estate. The
concentration that those calculations required from him did
not prevent him from groping his maid each time she came
in to serve him more coffee. He squeezed the upper part of
her thighs, her buttocks, and her breasts, but nothing else.
He would smile pleasantly. The old man was repugnant to
the young girl, but she knew that despite all his
lasciviousness, his lack of strength wouldn’t allow him to go
much further. As he touched her, she looked away and
waited. As soon as Don Manuel would let go of her, she

Under the Bridge: Stories from the Border 95



would straighten her apron and leave mumbling curseg

under her breath.

At eight in the morning, Don Manuel left his house. His

driver kept to the bank in his brand-new Ford. The manager
was waiting for him there, a neat, ruddy redhead that kept
his bank accounts with such zeal it was as if they were his
own property. They spoke for thirty minutes, then Don
Manuel pushed open the heavy bank door and left,
completely convinced of North American efficiency in
financial matters. He crossed two streets, Mesa and Mills,

making a right angle. At nine he had a business breakfast

meeting with a new partner, a Jew recently arrived from
Chicago. He seized his gold watch chain and glanced at his
Hamilton: he still had ten minutes. Don Manuel Alcéntar,
not suspecting that they were the last minutes of his
existence, stepped into the bustling Plaza San Jacinto with
complete confidence in the success of his businesses. Not
even the bad dream from that morning caused him to doubt
himself for a second. As he passed by, the doves, which had
come down to pick at the peanut shells a few children were
throwing on the ground, jumped from side to side. Don
Manuel brandished a cane with a brilliant, polished small
handle to help him walk and make his way through the birds.

At that hour of the morning, the plaza was very busy.
The recently arrived Mexicans without anything else to do
would gather there. A few would recount innumerable
exploits that starred Pancho Villa, others lamented the
hunger they had suffered and the difficulties they faced
coming North. Everyone, as they talked, alertly observed the
lazy movements of the alligators in the artificial ponds
spread out in the center of the plaza.

Don Manuel was on his way to the Hotel Paso del Norte
on the other side of the plaza. The landowners of Chihuahua
stayed there. It was the meeting place for politicians,
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revolutionaries, and journalists. Everyone could be found in

its salons during those turbulent years. But that morning
Don Manuel would miss his appointment. A few steps away
from the pond, he felt an intense pain in his chest that forced
him to let go of his cane and bend over. He was like that a
few seconds before the surprised eyes of the masses, then,
an instant before falling dead, he saw one of those alligators:
the animal opened his enormous mouth and showed him the
rows of his sharp, pointed teeth.

He left a considerable fortune in properties and money

_to his only son, Manuel Arturo. Years later, Arturo would

graduate from the University of Chicago engaged t‘o an
American girl that, after marrying him, would force him to
sell the mansion on Porfirio Diaz Street and build a bigger
one: a three-story, Spanish-style mansion with a white fagade
and red roof tiles at the corner of Luna and Copper in front
of Memorial Park.

Nevertheless, the American girl did not live very long in
their new house. Manuel Arturo’s life, his devotion to
business and to other women, as well as the provincial
environment of El Paso, were the circumstances that ended
up exasperating her. So one morning Manuel Arturo watched
her leave for her beloved Chicago. Now single and master of
his own fortune, he dedicated himself, body and soul, to his
two passions: business and women, in that order. Manuel
Arturo knew how to reconcile his interests. The women did
not exhaust his earnings, nor did his money impede his
desire for women. It was years later, when Manuel Arturo
was a grown man, that he married a poor, distant cousin that
he met on a business trip to Chihuahua. In 1950, she gave
him his only legitimate son: Arturo.

Besides the family name, very little was left in Arturo
from Don Manuel, his grandfather. Perhaps a certain way of
looking that gave his face a cautious and disparaging air;
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otherwise, Arturo was impulsive and melancholy. Th

astuteness he lacked for big business he substituted with
discipline and work. He would have been a brilliant
academic or a notable professional if he had had the strength':
necessary to oppose the will of his father. Convinced that hig
son did not need to attend a prestigious university toy;
administer the meager part of the family fortune he would
pass on to him, he forced him to attend a local university‘
and, beyond that, dictated the major that he would study.

Manuel Arturo saw his son’s docility as a sign of inferiority.

He never considered him an Alcdntar. In silence, he.

disowned him, his peaceful nature, his softness.
Surrounded by the objects that had belonged to his
grandfather, Arturo grew up admiring him, idealizing the
figure of a man that existed through various, carefully
preserved objects and yellowed photos (in which he posed
accompanied by politicians and military men that later

history would call traitors). But the relationship between

him and his father was cold and distant, since he had felt his
father’s rejection from an early age. At night, when his
father would come home, the oak floors creaking under the
weight of his steps, Arturo pretended he was sleeping so that
his father would not think to call him and ask for an
explanation of his activities. Manuel Arturo wanted to hear
stories that would show him Arturo was aggressive,
headstrong: a man through and through. Not the taciturn
person that he would always be, who would watch life pass
by without involving himself too much. From his room, the
boy would listen as his father gave orders to the servants in
his booming voice. Orders to some and orders to all.

Like his father, Arturo grew up in an exclusive area of
the city. During his years of primary school and high school,
he attended private Catholic schools where the students
were all Anglo. The ones who weren’t Anglo were the same
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45 he was, descendents of the privileged class of Mexicans.
His mother tongue was Spanish, but the majority of the time
he communicated in English. He expressed his emotions

 petter in this language, either because of its flexibility or

simply because he related his emotional life with his
concrete and immediate experience in the Anglo world. His
university years provided him with a degree that he didn’t
appreciate because it was a time he had spent in limbo. It
was the seventies, Chicanos were organizing in political
groupings and Mexicans in an association of foreign

..gtudents. He didn’t fit in either of the two. Arturo thought

himself Mexican without being one completely: he had been
porn and had grown up in the United States. That didn’t
mean that he understood the way that Chicanos perceived
the world or their love-hate relationship with the colonizing
society in which they lived. He had never felt discriminated
against and much less exploited. For him, those were other
people’s experiences. Neither did he identify fully with
Mexicans, rich or poor. He had nothing in common with the
children of the agricultural workers who crossed the river,
incessantly, dying of hunger. There were insurmountable
differences between him and those Mexicans. Neither did
the others, the privileged ones who came to study at the
university, have much in common with him besides a
Hispanic name. Arturo lived in an existential borderland. A
step away from belonging, but at the same time separated by
a line traced through history.

Arturo received his degree in Public Accounting when
he was twenty-one years old, full of resentment against his
father. He was intelligent and hardworking, so that even
without needing it, he had won a scholarship. It was a way
of rebelling, of showing his father that he did not need him,
of refusing his money and rejecting his white-gloved
impositions. The impudence of youth, of a rich kid. For his
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part, his father didn’t even know about his son’s activities,

He ordered his administrator to deposit money in Arturo’s

bank account, and it didn’t matter to him how he spent it.
Moved by the ridiculous idea of what he thought was his

duty as a son, Arturo showed up to work in one of the family |

businesses, an important agricultural machinery store that
exported large quantities of merchandise to Mexico. He
mistakenly thought that that would please his father and that
being closer to him would cultivate his affection. As the
days passed, the only thing that Arturo achieved was that his
father became further convinced of how different they were
from one another, which confirmed the low opinion he had
of him, and so he relegated him to the level of a simple
employee. After three years, Arturo left the business and
dedicated himself to frequenting the city’s cafés. He wasn’t
thinking about his future. He was twenty-five years old and
of the conviction that forcing things to happen only brought
bad luck. He was confident that his time would come. He
studied old maps. He was knowledgeable of the different
ways the globe had been conceived across the passage of the
centuries. His interest went only as far as his desk, because
the idea of traveling the world never excited him, despite
having the resources and the time to do it. He was satisfied
with reading his books. In the afternoons, Arturo would sit
at the old desk where Don Manuel Alcdntar calculated his
monetary earnings. When he wasn’t reading, he would
review his long correspondences with specialized libraries
up until the moment when natural light was lost, then he
would leave his study and go down to the dining room to
read the newspaper while the housekeeper would serve him
his dinner.

One afternoon when his father was visiting the
warehouse accompanied by his administrator, a forklift that
was moving a pallet loaded with tractor tires ran into him by
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- accident. The tires fell on top of him and instantaneously

caused his death. Manuel Arturo Alcdntar left him the house
where they lived and the machinery business as his
inheritance. The majority of his fortune was disbursed
between the mistress of his last few years, his three children
out of matrimony with different women, and several distant
relatives that Arturo never met. His father’s decision only
confirmed the contempt he had felt for him his entire life.
The rancor that had accumulated in Arturo’s heart over
the course of thirty years toward his authoritarian and distant

 father diminished with each shovelful of dirt that fell on his

coffin. Liberated from his tyrannical presence, Arturo
confined his father to oblivion and took up the reins of the
business with resolve, as if he had always led the company.
It gave his days new meaning. Arturo did not have grand
ambitions; he lived a calm, unadventurous life. He could
have sold the business or left it in the hands of the
administrator, but there was no longer any reason to alter the
natural flow of his days.
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V. Nicole and firturo

The pale rays of sunlight bathed Nicole’s head under the
dome on the afternoon of the same day. She ravenously
drank the cool water in her glass. For the first time, she felt
voluminous; her stomach wasn’t growing yet, but she
already felt thick and satisfied. With her eyes, she reviewed
her breasts that she wanted to be hard and full of milk. In six
months, Gabriela would be born and, for the first moment,
holding her in her arms and feeling her vulnerability would
provoke a deep sadness in Nicole. She would watch her
defenselessness with pain, but the simple act of nursing
her—her breast in the avid mouth of the creature, the body
of the girl drawn to her body—would provide her with a new
sense of belonging. She never told Arturo the emotions that
she had felt upon the birth of her daughter, until many years
later, when Gabriela was leaving to live her own life, far
from the mansion at Copper and Luna. But that afternoon,
Nicole was only waiting for her husband, with her feet
swollen and her heart full of joy.

Arturo arrived wanting to continue the conversation that
had been left inconclusive that morning. He knew Nicole
and recognized that he could not dissuade her from her goal,
although perhaps it might be possible to arrive at some

agreement. Seated in the middle of the restaurant with her -

back to the entrance, she didn’t see when her husband
arrived; conversely, his eyes found her as soon as he set foot
in the restaurant. Nicole’s head of brown hair, cut short at
the nape of her neck, was unmistakable to him. Arturo
kissed her on the cheek and sat down very close to her; he
ordered a whiskey with ice.

“Have you been waiting long? Excuse my lateness. At
the last minute, an important client arrived and I had to
attend to him personally.”
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“Don’t worry. I didn’t even realize you were late.”

“How did things go with Guadalupe?”

“I think it went well. Can you believe that Dick Thompson
didn’t believe the girl would turn out to be so strong? Despite
the scramble and the gun, she was able to call for help and be
heard by a neighbor: a twelve-year-old boy who came to the
Thompson house to see what was happening when he heard
gunshots. When the boy got to the house, he watched by the
gate. It was then that he saw Guadalupe run toward the street
screaming, crying for help. On the way back to his house, he

... ran into his father who was coming to look for him. The father

called the police who, by the way, arrived right on time.
Evidently, Dick didn’t intend to kill her.”

“I’m happy to know it didn’t end up a tragedy. I’ve
known Dick since I was just a boy. He was unruly and
spoiled, but I would’ve never thought him capable of
something as low as this. How’s Guadalupe?”

“She seems to be well, calm, so much so that she isn’t
even interested in my help. She wants to enter the
congregation of nuns that run the Refuge.”

“Of course, you convinced her to do the opposite,” said
Arturo while he perused the menu. There was a sarcastic
tone to his voice.

“What did you want me to do? End my work because of
a few nuns?” Nicole responded with an enraged voice.

On occasion, it was difficult for Arturo to communicate
with Nicole. She would get angry too easily, above all when
it had something to do with situations that she interpreted as
racist. It was the most sensible fiber of Nicole and the one
most foreign to Arturo’s experience. He tried to calm her
down, told her it was necessary for them to talk, but to do it
with serenity. They ordered dinner.

Nicole ate slowly. She thought about what Arturo would
say next. Nothing nice, without a doubt. The last rays of
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sunlight came through the windows of the dome. The lights
were on. Nicole’s green eyes darkened in the pale, artificial
light. The opalescent light and the soft music had an
influence on both of their moods. Nicole stopped eating to
look at her husband, full of the placidity that she began to
feel. She thought he was a good man, robust and bald with
strong arms. When they finished eating, Arturo ordered
another whiskey and lit a cigarette. He inhaled it calmly a
few times and then said:

“Thompson called me to ask that we forget about
everything to do with Guadalupe Maza. He very subtly
reminded me about several deals he made with my father.
He also said that he understood your concern about certain
things but that it wasn’t necessary to continue with the issue.
What do you think?”

“What did you say to him?” Nicole asked defensively.

“That in your work you’re the only one who makes
decisions. Of course, he commented that in my house my
wife is the one who wears the pants. You know how that
goes.”

“And you want me to give in, right?”

“Not exactly. You can pass the case on to another lawyer
and provide assistance. As I understand, besides the fright,
nothing happened to Guadalupe. You yourself just told me
that she isn’t interested in bringing up charges against Dick.
I think you could also help her in other ways, for example,
with what she wants to do.”

“Why do you ask me to do that, Arturo? I feel that in the
two years that we’ve been married you haven’t even gotten
to know me. Can’t you see that this case goes far beyond just
one person, Guadalupe Maza? Why do you care about
Thompson?”

“I don’t care about Thompson, but you should try to
understand me too. I'd like to avoid any conflict with him,
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that’s true. On the other hand, it pleases me to think that you
might send his son away to the depths of prison.”

“It seems like you hate him.”

“I’'m very upset with him. Yes, I hate Thompson’s
arrogance. He also told me he didn’t want to bother the
judge, but that if it was necessary, he would do it and you
would get nowhere. This morning when he called me, the
entire time it seemed like I was listening to my father giving
me orders, making fun of me. You’re afraid of your wife,
Alcéntar, aren’t you?”

Nicole listened to the man in front of her. As he
explained his reasons, Arturo lowered the tone of his voice.

“What do you want me to do? This morning you gave
me several reasons to leave my job. Now you have more. 1
don’t understand you.”

He didn’t know exactly what he wanted either. Arturo
tried to avoid a confrontation with Thompson because it
would all come down to an argument. But he refused to be
considered by his wife the same way that his father had
thought of him, as a weak man. Before responding, he
thought about what he was going to say:

“You’re what’s most important to me,” he said finally.
“I’m not asking you to abandon Guadalupe because I know
that you won’t do it and that in your eyes I would become
the type of man that scares off by any little thing. I couldn’t
stand that. Let’s forget about the Thompsons. Look, I
haven’t even asked you about what the gynecologist said,”
he added, sincerely interested in Nicole’s health.

“My pregnancy is going fine. As far as the rest, I think
you have no reason to be worried. Thompson can do
whatever he wants. I’'m going to proceed according to what I
think is just. And you, Arturo, what do you think you’ll do?”

“I think that this situation is going to bring me problems
with Thompson, but, believe me, I'm ready to confront him.”
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“My question was also about the two of us.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Yes, Arturo. You and I belong in different worlds. We
have different histories. When we met, those differences‘
seemed attractive, even seductive. We decided to get married :‘
because we thought that they wouldn’t be important for us
but they are. You can’t deny it.”

“What do I think I’ll do? Live my life with you,” replied
Arturo, convinced.

1. Garden Party

The wind was blowing softly, gently rocking the stalks of
 the flowers that Helen laboriously cultivated and which she
had planted strategically at the back of the garden, so that,
when one looked out the bay windows of the house, they
would find the spectacle of hundreds of corollas of different
shapes and subtleties in a thick knit of vegetation. Maintaining
such delicate vegetation not only required constant attention
but also an abundance of compost and water, which was
.. gtunning considering the region’s aridness. But Helen was a
dedicated woman, and she depended on the help of Don
Rito, the kind, potbellied gardener that she picked up each
Saturday morning on the sidewalk in front of Sacred Heart.
He concentrated on cutting the lawn and diligently executed
Sefiora Helen’s orders: a little fertilizer over there, some
insecticide over here, mixing vitamins into the earth,
polishing the leaves . . .

Both had dedicated their Easter week to perfecting the
garden. Helen, sheathed in her jeans, denim gloves, and
straw hat, would inspect all the corners to make sure there
_were no signs of those annoying pests that were beginning
to attack the plants just as the days were getting hotter. Rito,
armed with a short hoe and a transplanter, planted tulips
around the thick trunks of the sycamores. He arranged them
by color: the yellows together, the pinks in the same area;
only the whites could be scattered among the mauve. Helen
had bought ten dozen from the greenhouse, all of the ones
that had arrived from California. It would be difficult to keep
them alive with the temperatures in the area, but if they
survived through Sunday fresh and upright under the
foliage, she would be satisfied.

The stage was set to enjoy the Easter brunch that the
Fernandezes offered their friends every year. Everything
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more directly on the Mexican economy,” he replied kindly
put without interest. Afterward he tried to address Nicole,
put Asaad asked him for a more detailed explanation of what
he had just said.
‘ “Your customers, Asaad,” intervened Thompson,
squinting his eyes with the sun in his face, “are poor working
people who cross the Santa Fe Bridge on foot. Because of the
way they look, they detain them when they get to the
checkpoint and inspect their documents.” Thompson paused
to call the waiter. Everyone took a new glass of champagne.
_Arturo also took out a cigar from the pocket on his silk shirt
and left the cellophane wrapper on the tray. After lighting it,
he took a long drag while Nicole breathed in the strong odor
that the Havana cigar gave off. After letting out a thick
mouthful of smoke, Arturo spoke to her:

“The immigration agents in general are indifferent to the
dynamics of the border populations and wrongly think that
everyone is coming to work, to stay in this country. Their
lack of understanding doesn’t allow them to see that El Paso
is a city that prospers thanks to the consumption of
Mexicans, including the poorest ones.”

“You exaggerate, Alcdntar,” Thompson observed,
shaking his head.

“What 1 still don’t understand,” said Asaad, “is your
situation in all this.”

Arturo’s situation wasn’t clear to Nicole either. That’s
why she looked him directly in the eyes and granted him an
open smile. She was inviting him to continue with his
explanation.

“My case is different because I export agricultural
machinery to Mexico. As you all can imagine, my clients are
people with high incomes who cross by car or come by
plane. That’s why the devaluations are more pernicious for
me than the operations directed at detaining illegal workers.

Remember that the blockade also affects the people from .
Judrez,” he added, speaking only to Asaad.
At that moment, a boy came up to Asaad to tell him tha
his mother wanted to leave already. He gave him a set of
keys and a few instructions. Nicole took advantage of the
interruption to intervene in the discussion.
“In what way?” she asked with marked interest.
“North American tourism is diminishing considerably,,‘
One must recognize, no one wants to subject themselves to
long hours of waiting just to cross the bridge on the way,‘
back. It’s not worth 1t.”
“Do you think the same?” Nicole asked again, only this
time she directed her question to Arturo, but Asaad was the
one who answered. ‘
“Of course, but the economic impact is greater for us.
The stores are empty. In less than a month I’ve registered the ‘
greatest loss of money since I opened the store. Not even the
peso devaluation has affected me as much as this damned
operation,” he remarked, visibly annoyed. “I imagine you
face the same thing, Alcantar,” he added.
Arturo didn’t respond immediately. He listened to the
girls laughing at the other end of the garden in the island
formed by the flowering pots around the small square. He
asked himself how it was that he had been trapped by these
two boring men. He found no way to leave. If he couldn’t be
with the young women, he would have preferred to spend.
time with the old men who were drinking cognac and
talking loudly in the dining room. Without a doubt, they
were talking about the past, a subject that was always
interesting to him. He still took a few seconds more before
answering to smile at Nicole.
“My situation is the opposite of yours. The devaluations
of the Mexican peso affect me much more than the Border
Patrol’s activities. My business’s good fortune depends
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The demand for my goods is affected by the rise of th
dollar against the peso.”

Arturo was speaking to Nicole. He was bored. He
wanted to separate himself from them, but he couldn’t find :;
a pretext, less so now that the girl seemed interested in the
conversation. It was important for everyone to debate the';
local economy. Suddenly, Nicole announced she was "

leaving. The sun and the champagne were conspiring to give

her a migraine. Arturo seized the opportunity to take his

leave as well and followed Nicole inside the house.

The living room was open and cool with light walls, oié
of them decorated with an original R.C. Gorman. There was
a small armoire in which the Ferndndezes displayed
valuable pieces of New Mexican ceramics. A leather
armchair. An antique wooden chest that still had vestiges of
its turquoise-green color that Nicole wanted to inspect on
the inside. A white, wool couch in front of the wide, glass
door where Nicole and Arturo sat down.

“How did I meet the Ferndndezes? They are classmates
of one of my professors from law school. When he found out
the type of work that I wanted to do, he suggested this place
to me and recommended me to them. That’s how I came to
El Paso, only about six months ago.”

Nicole let herself flow with Arturo’s questions, one after
another. She was responding to him affably because she
found his interest to be natural. She looked at him—tall,
corpulent, with premature baldness, his way of tilting his
head to one side when he listened—and thought that this
man, who was asking her everything so directly, was really
naive, as if he exercised an implicit right in this relationship
that had just begun to exist. As the hours progressed,
Nicole’s voice acquired a lustrous texture before the
watchful eyes of the man in front of her. For his part, Arturo
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gtillness of the room.

¢ a sense of tranquility that he wanted to allot to the

“Why do you have that interest?” ' )
«Because of a boy that woke up dead on the highway,

Nicole responded, terse for the first time. The intense
sfternoon light that illuminated the room was starting to

dim.

Arturo imagined that she was talking about some lover.

The party was in its last moments. The garden was being
deserted. Arturo didn’t like the answer, but he made some
- comment. The wind shook the trees powerfully and Arturo

felt suddenly depressed. He said:

“Rven though I never stopped by the business, the d’ay
my father had his accident, I just happened to be there?. I've
never been able to forget his face from that morning. I
thought about his death often, that it would bg the iny way
to free myself from his tyranny. When 1 saw hn.n laid out on
the ground, immobile with his mouth open, I d1s.covered the
extent of my weakness. A mute rage against him grew gp
within me. I had to leave. [ left the funeral arrangeme.nts in
the hands of the administrator. I stayed locked up i my
house until the day he was buried. When I got to the funeral
home, 1 found his coffin closed, but I had no desirt? to see
him then. Days passed and then years and the only image I
have of him is from that morning, the morning of his death.”

Nicole listened to Arturo’s brief story. The afternqon,
which had passed by slowly and perfectly, quickly derailed
and became a bleak, gloomy night. The invited guests 1efF,
the waiters cleaned up and the Ferndndezes went into their

bedroom. . ' |
“Who was that dead boy?” he asked but Nicole did not

answer.
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cars old. An ice cream at the Dairy Queen. The walk along
_the outskirts of the town, cotton fields under the round, yellow
_moon, darkness and first kisses, fear, hands that sought her out,
gkin covered with saliva, the narrowness of the cabin.
 Seated on the stone crest of the arch, Nicole and Arturo
jooked in the same direction. Arturo saw the mass of lights
in the distance, Nicole saw the eyes of the boy, the dewy
mouth that touched her, the hands that found the warmth of
er skin, June heat at the edge of the cotton field, the voice
hat embraced her urgently, pants undone, dampness, the
oy’s lense, hard body, tilled soil in the deep night, sweet,
_qoft breasts like figs, the beginnings of lovers’ pain,
embling flesh, the cicadas’ song, the hours full of feeling.
They crossed the bridge and followed a long path along the
Jow stone wall. On the other side, the trees blackened by the
? rays shook their branches. At the end, a gigantic turtle was
_waiting for them. Nicole rested her body on top of its cold,
 cement shell. She imagined the boy without a face. During the
 day, his back bent over the cotton field. In the tent, at night, his
waist gripped between the young woman’s thighs. Arturo’s
nerves were aggravated. “Nicole, let’s go back.” The dog that
ulled the elderly woman in her old overcoat passed
indifferently by them; the dog’s master emitted a sound like a
;f gurgle and was lost in the verdurous shadows.

They entered the house in silence. In the bed, Arturo
kissed her in an attempt to recover her, but Nicole escaped
him through the fissures of the night. He knew she was
beyond touch and words. His only recourse in the battle was
ove, and so he looked for her so intensely. He penetrated her
_ with rage, entered her deepest parts to pull her out of herself.
Nicole left the bed while it was still dawn. Her
_ illuminated body, moonlit in the mirror on the armoire,
reflected her nudity. From the other side of the abyss in the
erene surface of the mirror, her eyes found Nicole.

VII. Memorial Park

It was eight at night when Nicole and Arturo left ¢
restaurant. The darkness had still not reached its compl
density. The moon, like a sliver of a nail, hung high in the
sky. Nicole’s automobile followed Arturo’s bulky, blyg
Mercedes along the route that he took every day, aloné
Montana Street east; at the corner of Piedras, they turned tg
the north and at Copper they went east again for a few more
blocks. When they got home, after putting the cars in the
garage, Nicole wanted to take a walk in the park. At-tha%f
hour of the night, it was imprudent, Arturo told her, but she
leaned on his arm, and they walked along the dark paths m
Memorial Park. Nicole’s maternity made him nervous and
made her more vibrant, more complete. The lenten wind
caused the trees to sway and stirred up both her long h
and Arturo’s thoughts. He looked at her cautiously. T
woman’s pregnant body shivered in the wind. Deep in
Nicole lay a power that had not been illuminated. S
walked among the park’s enshrouding shadows, an arboro
membrane—she the sleeping seed at the center.
Before her eyes, she saw the train pass, long and fast,
a faraway image that was there, a few meters from h
“Nicole.” She heard a voice calling her, submerging her
the word Nicole inside of herself, inside that body tha
carried another body. For a few instants she found hers
surrounded by water and light. “Nicole.” She heard the voi
calling to her again, summoning her that night in the park
a cement bench in front of a train that was just passing b
“Nicole,” for the third time. ‘
Arturo and Nicole walked toward the stone bridg
Underneath, the little stream flowed by languidly in a murmui
of dry branches. Images lost in Nicole’s memory began (0
rebel. She saw the face of the boy and a blue pickup. Sixte
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