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Campeche | Meche

 

 

                         Meche squinted

into the glare—like all the streets in Campeche City, Calle Ocho lay awash in sunlight and iron heat. Her head pounded and she dreaded leaving the studio. She half wished for a pair of sunglasses, those things actresses wore—cat-eye frames with rhinestones on the points. Not that she felt in the least bit glamorous, but she wouldn’t mind something to hide behind. 

A man coming towards her stepped off the high narrow sidewalk, and a woman pulled her child to her, hugging the wall of the building to let her pass—deference one received for being of a certain age, or for the black armband. Muttered greetings. No eye contact. 

Arriving at the doorway of the long-distance telephone office—her task to call her sister in the United States—Meche paused and took a deep breath before going inside. 

Coming in off the street, it seemed dark inside, and cool—thanks to the thick walls and high ceilings—but it reeked of institutional cleanser, dried sweat and aftershave. 

A man brushed by her going out the door—a blur of white shirt. 

As soon as her eyes adjusted to the dim fluorescent lights dangling from on high, she saw that every booth was filled and there was a line of people waiting. A woman, her arm linked with an older woman in black—probably her mother—met Meche’s eyes and quickly glanced away. She leaned in to whisper something to her companion. The older woman’s eyes widened and she stared at Meche with open curiosity.

Meche turned and bolted. 

She couldn’t face it—not the people, not the wait, not the publicness of the place. Maybe she could send a letter instead—far less expensive, but somehow disrespectful, not only to her sister, Soli, but to Ruby. Besides, mail service to the U.S. could take weeks. Sometimes letters didn’t arrive at all. It was probably all that snow up there, not to mention floods and tornados, and all those cities and people. That was Meche’s theory, anyway, but Ruby had always scoffed at it. 

“Please, Mechecita, the United States is not the root of all evil.” She’d hold up a hand to stem Meche’s objections. “I really don’t think the Mexican Postal Service is deserving of your patriotic fervor. Isn’t it possible that the mail is so slow because of what happens in Mexico, that maybe, at least some of the time, it’s our postmen who lose the letters and packages?”

Meche, feeling twice her 57 years, trudged on to the telegraph office. Even the simplest chores seemed overwhelming, but there was nothing easy about this one. Her low heels pounded the narrow sidewalk, and her large handbag swung on the crook of her arm—her skin under its strap felt sticky with sweat. 

Once inside—again sheltered from the sun and under fluorescent lights—she stared at the blank space on the telegram form. 

How many times had she already had to say it aloud? How many times silently to herself? And now write it, too? Well, better that than shouting it over a bad telephone connection with half of Campeche listening. She picked up the stubby pencil and scribbled:

 

Soli

Ruby died Monday.  Heart Failure. 

 

She closed her eyes to hold back tears, and took several ragged breaths before continuing:

 

My soul is broken.

Meche

 

Ruby’s voice spoke in her mind, telling her she must remember not to let her guard down, even now. Meche scratched out the last line. After a moment she added another after it:

 

Soli

Ruby died Sunday.  Heart Failure.

My soul is broken. 

Please inform Lulu. 

Meche

 

Leaving the telegraph office, Meche retraced her steps to their photography studio. Without Ruby, it was just walls and hollow space. Like Meche herself. 

She slowed her pace. She dreaded facing the emptiness she would find in the studio, dreaded the sun setting and the shadows softly consuming the living quarters upstairs, the moment when she would turn on the lights and face the stark absence of Ruby. 

Meche had prided herself on keeping the studio running smoothly for Ruby. She’d been a talented photographer, but was hopeless with customers. Small, dark and intense—she preferred observation to conversation, and darkroom images to live people. Meche could not claim a sunny disposition, but at least she knew to say “Good morning, sir,” and “Thank you, ma’am,” and to pick up the phone when it rang. 

Ruby had been even worse at recordkeeping. She couldn’t read her own scrawl, so the name of a client and appointment time would turn into a cypher, and columns of numbers—the ones, tens and hundreds—would get hopelessly scrambled. Meche would tease her about it, and Ruby would give her a blank look, because running the business was Meche’s job, and she was welcome to it. Wasn’t that how Meche had wormed her way into Ruby’s life in the first place? Meche’s work at the studio would always be secondary to the photography, for truly, what was Fotografía Eckart without Ruby?  

Meche let herself into the studio and locked the door behind her. She felt shaky—every part of her body ached, as if someone had punched and punched and punched her.  

She pressed her lips together and her chin jutted forward. How dare Ruby die on her like this? 

And die alone! 

Meche should have been with her. But how was she to know there was a problem when Ruby kept her own counsel on every goddamn thing. 

Quiet, assured, and downright secretive, that was Ruby. 

Damn her!

But it had been something else in Ruby, an underlying bitterness, new and out of character, that had truly troubled Meche. Yes, Ruby had been cranky, but it was that other something that had caused Meche to leave for the rancho days earlier than planned—leaving Ruby to die alone.

Now, in hindsight, she tried to tell herself that Ruby’s bad mood must have been because she wasn’t feeling well. 

Meche laid her hand against the wall at the foot of the stair and looked up. 

But what if Ruby had had a presentiment? What if she’d been afraid? What if she’d cursed Meche for not being there? What if, facing death, she’d regretted their life together? 

What if Ruby had stopped loving her?

Her heart constricted so hard she wondered if this was what a heart attack felt like. 

 

The next day there was a knock on the door downstairs. Meche didn’t answer it, thinking it was a customer too intent on his own concerns to notice the black satin ribbon over the lintel. When the knock came again, she trudged to the window to see who it was, opening the closed wooden shutter a few inches. Below stood a man in a delivery uniform, and she saw her neighbor Don Arcadio come out of his shop next door to gossip with him. They both looked up towards the window at the same time. She stepped back, but supposed she had to go down.  

Making her way to the reception and the door to the street, she wondered again what she should do about the studio. Hire a photographer? Rent out the downstairs? Or sell the whole shebang and move to the rancho for good. 

For good? 

She unlocked the door. The man handed her a telegram and she gave him a few centavos. 

She read: 	

 

DEAREST MECHE STOP 

FLYING TO DF FRI STOP 

HOPE TO ARRIVE CAMPECHE BY BUS MON STOP 

MY HEART IS WITH YOU STOP 

SOLI

 

It was as if her big sister had intuited the line she’d crossed out in her telegram—My soul is broken. To Meche’s great surprise, a sense of relief washed over her.

Milwaukee | Soli

 

 

                         Five AM.

Barreling through the dark in the family car. At least that’s how it seemed to Soli, like she was rushing headlong into the unknown. Her chest felt hollowed out and achey. 

Meche’s telegram had set off a whirlwind of planning, calling, arranging (all the kinds of things Soli did best), but now everything was out of her hands, which was not a state of affairs she was at ease with. Raymond simmering next to her only made things worse.

Still, she sat on the bench seat smack dab next to him, which after 37 years of marriage was still her custom. Today his tall, stout body felt rigid next to hers, which made her feel very alone, made her snuggling up against him seem a charade. But after 37 years, she couldn’t very well scoot over. Not now.

Without having to ask him, Raymond had taken the morning off work to drive her to the airport in Chicago. Flying seemed the best option. Raymond didn’t want her traveling for a week on her own on trains. She didn’t like the idea either, plus she wanted to be with Meche as soon as possible. 

She’d never been on a plane before. Just thinking about it made her stomach do a flip. And the cost! 

Soli had called Raymond at work when the telegram arrived. They spoke for only a few moments, and that evening over dinner, she laid out the details that had taken the rest of the day to gather. Her making a trip like this was almost unimaginable, and she was unsure what his reaction to her plans would be. Of course she’d told him on the phone that she needed to go to Campeche, but he may have thought that by the time he got home, she would have thought better of it. She knew he would never say, “You can’t go,” or plead loneliness to get her to abandon the idea. Nor would he accuse her of neglecting her responsibilities to the family here at home. All of that would be very un-Raymond-like. 

What he said was, “It’s a long time for you to be away.” 

She agreed. 

He did not throw the cost in her face, although he did shake his head in apparent disbelief when she cited the figures. Nor did he rail against the impropriety or detail the dangers of a woman traveling on her own. 

He simply said, “I sure don’t like the idea of you traveling alone.” 

She said nothing to that.

Whenever they were at odds, Raymond became tight-lipped, and Soli knew he expected her to take the hint and come to her senses. Instead Soli would react by filling in the silence with her opinions and arguments. The more she jabbered to make things right, the quieter he would become. She knew this about him and about herself, but it didn’t change a thing about the way they quarreled. So Soli’s silence now was uncharacteristic, and Raymond took her hand resting on the table. Soli felt a tenderness for her husband, almost a nostalgia, as though already missing him.

After a few moments, Soli gave his hand a squeeze, and said, “Te quiero, viejo.” 

“I do know viejo means old man,” he said.

She smiled at him. “And you also know it’s an endearment.” 

She got up to clear the table. 

“Some endearment,” he grumbled.

She turned at the doorway to the kitchen, their two plates in one hand, a serving bowl in the other. 

“You know, I’m not going because I want to, but because I have to.”

When she came back for more dishes, Raymond had gone into the living room to read the paper.

Later that night when Raymond joined Soli in bed, she put aside her notepad with her to-do lists and turned off the light on her side of the bed. Soli’s mind circled through time schedules and arrangements as it spiraled down towards sleep. 

In the dark Raymond said, “I don’t get why you think you have to go all that way. It’s only Ruby. She’s wasn’t even your real aunt.”

The comment took her by surprise and snatched her from sleep.

“I’m not going because of Ruby,” she said, bringing her hands from under the covers. “I’m going because of my sister. She needs me. I can feel it.”

He sat up with a groan. Was he groaning because of her or because of his aging body? He turned on the lamp on his side of the bed and the mattress rocked a bit as he slid his feet into his leather slippers. Soli ran her hands over the white chenille bedspread next to her body, smoothing it, trying not to feel irritated with him. She listened as he lumbered down the hall to the bathroom. He hadn’t said anything earlier, but she knew he was thinking that she shouldn’t condone such things.

But her sister was heartsick. That was all that mattered to Soli.

She was prepared to make the trip no matter what, and that made her feel queasy, like standing on a cliff and looking over the edge. The concern, the unease about how Raymond would take it had been there all day, but the phone calls and calculations and schedules had pushed aside the fact that this trip might very well cause one of those rifts in a marriage that mended poorly, or not at all. 

But, she had no choice. She listened for the toilet to flush. 

It would not be the first breach. There was the time Raymond had forced their young son Ernie to fight another boy, and Ernie had come home bloodied. She still seethed anytime she remembered it. 

And there was the time Raymond moved his infirm father in to live with them, and it had fallen to her to take care of the disagreeable old man. 

When Raymond slid back into bed, she’d already rolled on her side, facing away from him. 		

Of course, Lulu and Soli’s brother, Eddy, had lived with them when she and Raymond were first married, crammed into that little rental house, and barely scraping by. There had been no more discussion of that than of her father-in-law moving in. Family was family.

Might Meche come live with them now? 

Another cliff edge, and a pretty high one. Still, Soli’s mind raced with the possibilities. She could clean out the boys’ old bedroom, put up new wallpaper, something cheerful with flowers. Meche would finally meet all her lovely nieces and nephews and great-nieces and great-nephews. An extra place at Easter dinner! April 5. Oh dear, would she be home in time? She’d hate to miss the Easter egg hunt for the grandchildren. If not, then a family get-together when she got back… Presents, especially for the little ones... Meche’s introduction to the family... Soli fell asleep making lists.

Raymond said nothing the next day. He informed Soli that he would be taking her to the airport, and then he clammed up again. 

Now they were driving towards Chicago. 

The airplane ticket had taken a huge chunk out of their savings. She told herself that that was what savings were for. Still, she felt guilty. Raymond always lingered over magazine ads for cars, and he visited the showrooms every fall to look over the new models. But he only looked, and steadfastly socked away money in the bank. The family car taking them to the airport? A ’41 Nash 600, bought used after the war. 

A drop hit the windshield. Another. Raymond turned on the windshield wiper. Big drops splatted on the window, snow pretending to be rain. He laid a hand on Soli’s leg. His hand was stiff, as if he’d never laid it on her leg before, but after his coolness of the past two days, she appreciated the gesture, and laid her hand on his. She felt a sudden pang for Meche. All alone now. She took a deep breath.

“Nervous?” he said.

She gave a rueful laugh. Nervous? Where to begin? 

She’d never traveled alone before. She would be changing planes and spending nights alone in hotel rooms. And other than when she was in the hospital having babies, she and Raymond had never been apart for more than a day or two. She tried to cozy up to him now, thinking how much she would miss him, but despite his hand still on her knee, his body remained ramrod-straight next to her. 

And she’d have to take a taxi from the airport to a hotel, and then the next day another to the bus station. The travel agent couldn’t find anything out about the bus. Soli hoped it ran daily and that there would be a seat available and frequent bathroom stops. It was about 700 miles from Mexico City to Campeche. It might well take two days.

Although the kids were all grown, she felt she was deserting them, as if they and the grandkids couldn’t very well get along without her. She certainly was abandoning Raymond and Marilyn. Marilyn was the youngest, still in college and living at home. She wished Marilyn could have come with her, but there was the cost, plus she was too busy with school and her job, which is why Soli didn’t want to burden her with running the house. 

There hadn’t been much time to prepare, but Soli had put some meals in the freezer, showed an inattentive Raymond how to heat them up in the oven for when Marilyn was at work, and alerted the older kids to be forthcoming with dinner invitations. She’d even bought a few of those new TV dinners. Needs must. And Betty, one of her daughters-in-law, was going to come help with cleaning and laundry. 

The car heater blew hot air onto Soli’s nylon-covered legs. It made a constant whooshing sound. The windshield wipers thumped and squeaked in two-step time.  Raymond squeezed her knee. 

“You’ll be fine,” he said.  	

And she knew then that he was telling her that they would be fine, too. The marriage might be left with a hitch in its gait, but only time would tell. 

She was glad, but she could not instantly warm to him any more than he could to her. She reminded herself that, justified or not, she’d instigated the discord, so she had no right be prickly. She made an effort.

“But what about you and Marilyn?”

He glanced in the rearview mirror and didn’t answer. If it weren’t so dark, she knew she would see him clenching and unclenching his jaw. She gripped his hand.

“Don’t worry about us,” he said.

“But worry is what I do best.”

Meche had once written to her about that. She didn’t understand why Soli had been so hell-bent on having one kid after another (there were only the five), when judging from her letters, all Soli did was fuss and stew over them in a constant misery of worry. 

Raymond nudged her shoulder with his. “If you’re going to do this, you might as well enjoy yourself.” He frowned then, his face barely illuminated by the lights of the dashboard. “We haven’t taken a real vacation in years.”

“I don’t expect it’ll be much of a vacation, and it certainly won’t be one without you.” 	

“You know I can’t go with you,” he said.

His face in the reflected light of the dashboard was an impassive mask, which meant he was worried or feeling bad. She opted to respond to the latter because she was in no position to reassure him. She barely had her own worries in check.

“It’s probably just as well,” she said. “As I remember it, the studio’s rather small. Best not to overwhelm Meche right now with company, especially a brother-in-law she’s never met.”

“Hmph,” he grumbled. The windshield wipers swiped back and forth several times. “The time was never right.”  

“I know, viejo.” she said. 

“Four thousand miles is a long ways.” 

Yes, but she knew that was only part of it. 

“She never came here either,” she said, thinking bitterly that Meche had no family to tie her down. 

She immediately chastised herself. Her little sister had had the photo studio to run for Aunt Ruby, and of course with a Mexican peso worth less than a U.S. dime, the cost of the trip would have been exorbitant for her.

Still. 

She thought of Meche all those years ago, standing on that dock, only thirteen years old. She could still feel the panic of not being able to reach her, of leaving her behind. And the anger. At Meche. At Ruby. 

Truth be told, she was still mad.

“How nice for you to make a visit home,” the travel agent had said when she’d gone in to pick up her tickets. “Especially now. Seems like spring will never get here. It must be traveling standby.” He chuckled at his joke, but Soli didn’t get it.  

A visit home? She seldom thought of Mexico as home anymore. Not that Milwaukee was either. She supposed home for her now was an abstract America, one without McCarthyism (Raymond would not agree with her on that) and with a better climate. She hadn’t particularly liked the weather in Texas, but maybe someplace else that used to be Mexico. California was said to have a marvelous climate. She’d seen the pictures of attractive people in convertibles, traveling on wide boulevards lined with palm trees, and of families playing in ocean waves.	 That was her idealized United States.

If Meche came back with her, she’d have a thing or two to say to Soli’s children about the U.S. grabbing a third of Mexico’s territory: California, New Mexico, Arizona, Texas, Colorado, Utah and bit of some other state. Wyoming? Meche would gladly tell them things that weren’t in their history books. Soli herself bristled when she heard the “Marines’ Hymn”. It might be a catchy tune, but their gloating about invading the “Halls of Montezuma” and seizing Mexico City was galling! It was not to be sung or played in her house, which her children, depending on the child, found either cute, dumb, unpatriotic, endearing or weird. 

A nice visit home! The travel agent hadn’t known what he was talking about. If it weren’t for Meche, Soli wasn’t sure she’d ever go back. Her Mexico had been a country plunging into revolution, and her Campeche was the one of her childhood, both long gone. 

And what she understood now as an adult, with the benefit of distance and experience, had tainted even her innocent memories. 

When Soli was growing up, she and her family were the only people for miles around who spoke Spanish as their first language, who knew how to read and write. Everyone else spoke Mayan and only a handful could sign their name. She’d never asked how her grandfather had acquired the land for the rancho, although even as a girl she must have realized that it had not been uninhabited, because everyone knew the Maya had been there forever.

She’d explained to her kids that her family’s rancho hadn’t been anything like those Texan cattle ranches they saw in Western movies. In her region, rancho really just meant a good-sized farm, bigger than a tiny holding where a family eked out a living, and bigger yet than a sitio or a ranchería, but nothing anywhere near as extensive as an hacienda. 

She would tell little stories of growing up on the rancho, stories that could have taken place on any farm pretty much anywhere, and that’s all they knew. Because how could she explain, for example, that she’d found it quite natural that even as a child, Indians both in town and on the rancho had deferred to her as if she were the Queen of Sheba? 

For heaven’s sake, her grandfather had had peons. Not many. And her father, only a couple. Baalam Kab wasn’t one of the grand haciendas with hundreds of indebted workers. Some haciendas owned whole villages!Still, it was something she’d never admitted to her children. 

She could just hear her son Frank, indignant, “Debt peonage is the same as slavery!” He, the most political of her children, was inordinately proud that Wisconsin had entered The Union as a free state, as if he personally had signed whatever it was that they signed for such things. And she imagined her other son Ernie, the sensitive one, exclaiming, “You named me after a slave owner?” And with a bitter taste in her mouth, she would have said, “No, Ernst, I named you after my father.” 

It was not a discussion she wanted to have with them. It was a different world that they could never understand, and she didn’t want them to be ashamed of their family, or of her.   

The road ahead glistened in the headlights. She touched her hat, small and brimless with a touch of netting, pinned securely in place. No, she was not going to Mexico on vacation. And she was not going on a visit home. She was going because, whether Meche admitted it or not, she needed her. 

And that’s what Soli was most nervous about, seeing Meche again after more than 40 years.

 

 

 

Campeche City to Baalam Kab | Soli & Meche

 

 

                         Meche paced

as she waited for the bus—breathing in the smell of sun-baked concrete, the smoke of her cigarette and diesel fumes.

If it weren’t for Soli’s maddeningly regular letters—written once a fortnight!—Meche might go months at a time without thinking of her. At least not when she was in Campeche City. It was a different story at the house at Baalam Kab. She and Soli had been girls together there—memories were tucked in every corner—and lately Meche had been spending a lot of time at the rancho. 

A bus with a destination sign for Merida backed away from the concrete platform, and Meche dropped her cigarette and ground it under the thick heel of her work boot. 

There were two kinds of letters in her life. Business letters were filed at the studio. Personal letters—almost all from Soli and written on diaphanously thin paper that weighed less than the stamps—Meche tied with a satin ribbon by year and deposited in a hatbox that she’d taken to keeping at the rancho. For years she did this almost furtively, in case it was a sore point for Ruby, given that her own sister seldom wrote. Instead, once or twice a year Lulu called—an incredible extravagance—and always at an inconvenient time. 

The bus was two and a half hours late. Meche lit another cigarette. 

Since the day before, an anxiousness had started to fill her, like a drip slowly filling a stoppered sink. And since that morning, she’d been overtaken by a physical longing that became a high-pitched whine in her body. She vibrated with it. It felt like the only thing holding her up.   

The bus pulled up, finally, and Meche threw her cigarette down. Her heart beat faster. She felt it lift her and make her taller. She scanned the line of passengers getting off the bus. She saw a lady who was alone and past middle age. She looked a bit like a gringa—sensible black shoes, American-looking clothes and an over-sized straw bag. Soli? The woman was compact and squared of figure—as girls both she and Soli had been considered tall, both slender. As she strained to decide if this really was her sister, the hum in her body became almost unbearable.

The bus driver helped the lady down the final step to the ground. 

My God, Soli!

Meche’s and Soli’s eyes met. Soli’s were filled with maternal love—after all, she’d had plenty of practice: raising Lalo, then five children of her own, and grandchildren arriving with alarming regularity. Out of habit, even after all these years, Meche bridled at that maternalism, but just for a smidgeon of a second, because she felt so cold-stone alone. Goddammit, let Soli mother her. 

Then not knowing how, they were in each other’s arms.

 

“I am so tired of being cooped up on that bus,” Soli said as Meche put her suitcase in the back of an old Ford workhorse of a pickup. “Couldn’t we stay here in town for a day or two?” 

Ever since she’d boarded the flight to Mexico City, Soli had been swaddled in Spanish for the first time since she’d left San Antonio, Texas, in 1925. It was like putting on an old familiar silken shawl, one whose luxurious feel and perfumed scent she’d forgotten. And speaking to Meche, simple statements like this, “en uno o dos días,” made her feel strange, young, old, out-of-time, herself.

After the planes and taxis and bus, she longed to be out in the open, walk along the malecón, smell the salt air and watch the sun set in the ocean. She was also curious to see the photo studio again. 

“I can’t bear another minute here,” Meche said. “For a week now I’ve been taking care of business—death business. Let’s go to the rancho, Soli. Let’s go home.”

Soli sighed and nodded.  

As they left the city, Meche shifted into third gear. The truck smelled of leather, battery acid and overripe fruit. Still, Soli’s spirits lifted with the acceleration. The feeling, however, was short-lived, for the road soon became rough and Meche had to slow down. With no steering wheel to hang onto, Soli bounced about in the cab. The windows were rolled down and the wind and humidity worked at her hair, trying to undo the braid she wore pinned up in a bun. 

“It’s even more out of the way than I remember,” Soli said, shouting to be heard over the truck’s engine.

Meche stiffened—her sister had deserted their country, and Meche could only see that as disloyalty, so she’d better not be criticizing anything now. Maybe Soli had thought she had no choice in leaving, but she could have come back. And she never had.

“Remember the trip to Campeche City from the rancho in that horse cart?” Soli said. “It took days, didn’t it?”

Meche nodded. 

At 13, it had been horrible for Meche to be torn from her home—dramatic, tragic, the end of the world. Now she was 57, and Ruby had been snatched from her. Not dramatic, not even tragic, just the end of the world—quiet, gnawing, bitter. She’d finally recouped the rancho, but Ruby had been her real home. She understood that now.

They fell silent, each with her own thoughts. Each dealing with the heat, dust, smoke from burning fields, potholes and ruts. Neither up to the effort of talking over the engine noise and even less over the span of years between them.

Soli’s thoughts might be wandering about in her past, but this was Meche’s present—and her future, such as it was. 

Meche always felt lighter when she aimed the truck out of the city, even now. Although lighter than what? Lead, perhaps. She might not be able to see past tomorrow, but farm work—driven by the demands of the next harvest, and the next, and the next—never stopped. She went over it in her mind. It was March—there was corn to pick and store, beans and castor-oil plants to harvest. It was time to start burning cornfields. Cut the sugarcane and deliver it to the mill at Hacienda San Isidro. She’d been looking into Baalam Kab processing its own sugar, making its own piloncillo—hard cones of dark-brown sugar. It would mean getting a small gasoline-run press, building the oven, purchasing a couple small vats and the molds. The question was, would the investment pay off? And would they have enough hands? Meanwhile, there were orange trees to graft, tiger-nut sedge to plant, garlic to dig, braid and hang up. It was too soon to harvest honey, but she needed the hives seen to. Check that the workers had finished cutting wood to make charcoal. Decide which ramón saplings to transplant and see that the mature trees were pruned…

Soli studied the profile of the middle-aged lady next to her. Meche looked exhausted, but Soli saw the same determination there that she remembered from childhood, the same stubbornness in the focus of the eyes and set of the brow. Was there anything else left of the girl, of her kid sister? This lady’s figure was well-padded. She wore wide-legged slacks (the only woman Soli had seen in trousers during the entire trip), a man’s work boots and a long-sleeved white blouse with a black armband. A broad-brimmed, finely woven jipijapa hat lay between them on the bench seat. She wore a silver and black-onyx necklace, a ruby ring on her left hand and gold hoops in her ears. Her hair was short and permed, and the flatness of the brown color made Soli think it must be dyed. Soli herself wore a sleeveless, cotton summer dress, and thought she might take her girdle off the first stop they made. Who was there out here to care?

The image from long ago that haunted Soli came back to her once again. From the deck of the steamer that would take them to Veracruz, where they would embark on a ship for the United States, she’d looked down into the crowd on the dock and seen Meche there. Defiant, standing straight and thin as a stalk of sugarcane, in a new white dress, a powder-blue bow in her hair. Their eyes met, and despite the distance, it was as if they were inches apart, face to face, locked together. 

It was the last time Soli had seen her. 

Until now.

A wave of sadness and anger washed over her. But this trip wasn’t about her. It was about Meche. And Meche shouldn’t be alone right now.

Meche was not unaware of Soli sitting next to her. It was just that now that the initial reunion had been achieved, this person next to her was a stranger. As far as Meche was concerned, the enforced silence was not a bad thing. From the corner of her eye she saw the familiar profile—so much like their mother’s. She noted the soft pillow beneath Soli’s chin. The old-fashioned hairdo, brown strands mixed in with the grey. The powder and rouge on her cheek. And lipstick—she never thought she would see Soli with lipstick. 

She didn’t want to rehash the past—their past. As for the future, she couldn’t see one. There was just this black pit of a now. And it was her black pit. Not Soli’s. 

Still, there was an undeniable familiarity with her, an undeniable comfort.

They stopped in a village and bought two bottles of coke from a lean man in a little store the size of a closet. The air smelled of smoke from the burning of fields, and the sky was hazy. A pig snorted in a pen next to a small house near the store, otherwise it was quiet. 

Soli pulled a brownie camera from her large straw purse and asked the man to take their picture. 

Meche groaned, “Not you, too.” 

Cameras were one thing about her life with Ruby that she was not going to miss. Soli looked pained. 

“I’m sorry. My son bought it for me for the trip.”

The shopkeeper eyed the camera with keen curiosity, but refused to take it from Soli.

“Please, señor,” she said, “I’d like a picture of my sister and me.”

The man grinned and shook his head.

Meche spoke a few words to the man in Mayan, and he started nodding. Meche and Soli posed in front of the pickup, holding up their soda bottles. Then Meche took a picture of Soli with the storekeeper. 

Soli was glad they had to finish their drinks and return the bottles before they could continue, glad of the reprieve from the road and the noise. 

They leaned against the pickup. Meche was looking at her strangely.

Soli raised her eyebrows. “What?”

“What was it like flying?”

Soli thought, 40 years and this is her first question to me?

“I’ve always wanted to fly,” Meche continued. “I used to think I’d like to be a pilot.”

“I’m not sure you aren’t, the way we sailed over those potholes.”

“I idolized Amelia Earhart.”

“Really?”

Meche nodded. “I loved it when she appeared in a newsreel.” 

Soli shrugged. She’d never given the aviatrix much thought. In fact when she disappeared, Soli was a bit surprised at the uproar. The woman had spent her life risking it setting flying records. What did people expect? 

“Mostly,” Soli said, “I was scared. Speeding down the runway, that big heavy plane shaking and roaring, I didn’t see how it could possibly get off the ground. And so noisy! Between the plane and your pickup, I’m nearly deaf. Although decades of babies crying in my ear hasn’t...” her voice trailed off, “helped any.” She looked down at her soft drink and took a long sip from the straw. Perhaps Meche’s childlessness was a sadness.

“It’s alright, Soli. You can have the babies. I never wanted any.”

Soli reached out to squeeze Meche’s shoulder, but Meche pulled away. It was a reflex—she did not mean it as a rejection, but did not excuse herself. Instead, she looked at Soli with irritation.

“That’s it? It was noisy?”

“Well, after we’d been flying a while, I couldn’t keep the terror up. It was too amazing, looking down on the fields and rivers, looking down on the clouds, the sunset from up there.”

Meche nodded, and Soli felt she’d acquitted herself. Meche held out her hand for Soli’s bottle and returned both to the storekeeper. 

“The road is better, isn’t it? Than before.” Soli said.

“It’s not paved, but it helps that some of it’s compacted, like here.”

Since they’d left the city, they’d passed many a cornfield. Soli had no trouble recognizing corn, she planted several rows of it in her garden in Wisconsin. But the track into and out of the village had been cut through fields of sugarcane. Such a pretty green, such a non-Wisconsin kind of green. Meche pointed out other plants: the pointy henequen plants for rope, the palo de tinte trees used for dye, the caoba trees for mahogany. 

“Every plant has a use,” Meche said. There’s no Mayan word for weed.” 

“I know,” Soli said, although way back then, she’d paid little attention to the crops. Plants she required were brought to the service patio, and she and Susana de los Ángeles would do what was necessary to turn them into food and medicine and other things the household needed.

“Wide enough for a truck now,” Soli ventured. “The road, it’s wider.”

“Well, for a pickup at least. But nothing like the highways I see in the movies—Mexican or American.”

“Still the hinterland.” 

“Yup,” Meche said, and for the first time Soli saw her smile.

 

“Look there!” Soli called to Meche over the rumble of the motor.

She pointed out the window at an abandoned chapel that stood atop a small rise. The facade of the building, bare of plaster or paint, was pitted and stained. 

Meche nodded. Without being asked, she pulled over and killed the engine. 

Sudden silence, stillness.

For Soli the quiet was a balm, but she noticed how Meche’s face, set in concentration while driving, now drooped as if she’d been wired into the ignition of the old Ford. 

Soli climbed out of the truck, her legs a bit unsteady, the vibrations echoing in her bones. The western horizon was marbled with clouds aglow from the setting sun, and with the sun low in the sky, it felt a bit cooler. She walked to the base of the knoll, which most likely had been a Mayan pyramid. Weeds and brush obscured the steps leading up to the church. 

Meche came to stand next to her. She pressed her hands into the small of her back and stretched.

“I think I remember this place,” Soli said, her eyes fixed on the desolation. 

What she remembered was a a tidy, ochre-colored chapel that glowed on its pedestal above the flat landscape. Now the roof had collapsed and an upper corner looked as if a bite had been taken out of it. The large arched doorway gaped, the doors missing. Grass and small trees grew along the top of the walls. 

“What happened to it?” she asked in wonder. 

A ribbon of bats flew overhead, darkening the sky. 

“Artillery fire,” Meche said, as if the answer were obvious.

“What?”

Meche tilted her head. “1915.”

“A battle? Here?” 

Meche saw a flash of irritation cross her sister’s face, but did not understand why.

Back then, Soli had been isolated in San Antonio, Texas. Meche had almost never answered her letters, and when she did, she never mentioned the war. Soli had gleaned news from newspapers, American and Mexican, but the far-off state of Campeche never figured in their columns. Emigrants and refugees shared war news received in letters from home, and newcomers were bombarded with questions, but she never met anyone else from her state. Most of the news concerned the Capital and the many battles across the North, but also the fighting of the Zapatistas in Morelos. Of course, Pancho Villa's victory at The Battle of Zacatecas was covered. And there was no shortage of stories about rebel incursions into Texas, or the U.S. occupation of Vera Cruz.

“I thought Campeche was untouched by the Revolution,” Soli said.

The corner of Meche’s mouth tightened. “The war lasted ten years, Soli.”

“I know that,” Soli snapped.

“Right here, this battle, some 500 died.”

Soli was aghast and closed her mouth tight. 

In Texas, the air had buzzed with rumors of spies and gunrunning. She’d been surrounded by exiles of every faction: followers of the deposed dictator Díaz, of his nephew Félix (whose later revolt had failed), of the assassinated president Madero, as well as of his assassin, Huerta, and of the Flores-Magón brothers, who fomented various uprisings. There were activists of every political stripe: reactionaries, convencionistas, federalists, anarchists, liberals, zapatistas, socialists, colorados, syndicalists, marxists, constitutionalists…

A lady in Soli’s neighborhood used to travel 150 miles to Laredo on the border, where she and other volunteer members of La Cruz Blanca would cross over to work as nurses when there was a battle. Soli had toyed with the idea of going with her, but she had Lalo to think of, and she worked six days a week. Instead she joined a mutual aid society that helped the multitude of refugees straggling into the city. 

Somehow she’d thought that in Texas, with the war just across the border, she’d been closer to the fighting than her sister in distant, peaceful Campeche. She saw now that that had been a selfish delusion. It had served to keep her concern for Meche’s safety at bay and which, most nights, let her sleep.

“They even dropped bombs from airplanes,” Meche said. “A new innovation, that was. Our old neighbors, the Casillas, were in the ranks of the dead, father and son, fighting on the side of the landowners. And on the side of the carrancistas, Paco Pacheco. Remember him? He would visit sometimes at the farm,” Meche reminded her. “He had a crush on you.”

Soli blanched. Why had Meche never told her? Paco, long dead? And the Casillas, too? She bowed her head and closed her eyes. She said a prayer and crossed herself. When she looked up, Meche was studying her.

“Soli,” she said, “no one was untouched by the Revolution.”

Soli wanted to say she knew that, but honestly, did she?

She trailed Meche back to the pickup. There Meche’s high horse abandoned her. Her shoulder’s sagged, she drew in a ragged breath and turned to face Soli.

“Are you all right?” Soli asked.

“Would you drive?”

“I’m sorry. I never learned.” 

Soli looked down the straight, flat road and considered offering to try, but Meche sighed and climbed behind the wheel. Soli got in and saw Meche’s face firm up as she maneuvered the gear stick and pedals and turned the key.

They passed a thatch palm, a skinny dog lying by the side of the road, a broad branching pich tree, a cornfield smoking from a burn, a withered old woman in a white huipil dress bent under a load of firewood. Soli had always preferred the view ahead to the one over her shoulder, but here she was, with the past lying in ambush in every sight and smell. 

As they bumped over potholes, dusk fading to night much more quickly here than what she was used to in the north, she thought of her children, so far away. 

People said children moved you forward, linked you to the future. She shook her head at the thought. In reality children twisted linear time into a pretzel, spun it into a dust devil. When the kids were little she existed in a never-ending present, a whirl of attention and exhaustion. She couldn’t see five minutes ahead of herself. And yet, at the same time, every childish moment awoke buried memories and she relived her childhood on a plane parallel with theirs. Their dog was shaggy, while hers had been hairless, but seeing the shock in their eyes at the touch of the dog’s tongue on their cheek made her hand go to her face in sympathetic surprise. Watching as Raymond reached down and enveloped their son’s tiny hand in his, she could feel the stretch in her arm as she’d reached up to her father, could smell him next to her. Hair oil and starch, with a whiff of leather and horse. Then, seeing her daughter arch an eyebrow like her grandmother, time would telescope away from her in a lash of vertigo. 

She felt something like that now, trapped in an old Ford pickup of a time machine. She’d expected to stay in Campeche City, a place she’d never considered home, not lumbering backwards to a destination that for her was one of loss and sadness. 

It was dark now. Meche drove more slowly, the beams from the headlights bouncing along the road. Soli felt lost and disoriented. She peered out along the pencils of light, but they revealed only a straight dirt road hemmed in on both sides by impenetrable walls of vegetation. Everything outside their reach was blackness. Her arm ached from bracing herself against the door. 

They must be getting close to home, that is, to what had been her home.  

What might she find? All these years the house had stood pristine in a seldom-visited corner of her mind. But now, considering the destroyed chapel from earlier, she steeled herself. The house could be a similar ruin—charred remains, or gutted, the roof collapsed. Or it might be remodeled past recognition, or replaced with something entirely new, something modern and practical. 

They turned onto an even narrower road, and the truck slowed to a crawl. The hair on Soli’s neck bristled. In the high beams she glimpsed the familiar iron arch over the road and the wooden sign that dangled from it on chain links, its looping letters burned into the wood: Rancho Baalam Kab. 

Home. 

They passed through the arch and the weight in her chest gave way to a fluttering of foolish butterflies. She strained to see what the headlights might reveal, and there it was. The painfully plain facade of their one-story house. No wrought iron grill work, no cornices, no windows to create the semblance of a welcoming face. So little had changed, it took her breath away. 

The truck came to a halt. 

Meche cut the engine and headlights, and Soli found herself in sudden, muted blackness. Looking up through the dirty windshield, she saw, despite the dust and bugs, a sky seeded with more stars than the accumulation of all the stars she’d seen in the last forty years. 

Meche switched on her flashlight and Soli remembered to breathe.

In the beam of light, she saw the old concrete steps that rose up along the wall to the door, no railing, then or now. Breathing in the evening breeze that felt and smelled like an old friend, Soli drew her fingers along the stucco wall as she followed Meche up the steps. Crossing the threshold, she stalled, overcome with a kind of déjà vu, a sense of knowing a place from one’s dreams, a place that doesn’t really exist. 

Meche switched on an overhead light in the parlor on their left, and Soli saw that the old place was indeed the same. Except the furniture and carpets were tired and threadbare, the tiles chipped and cracked, the walls spotted and dingy. Her butterflies folded their wings and dropped into her stomach. The whole house oozed with a shabbiness acquired over decades.  

Of course, Soli thought. Of course Meche would neglect the house, she who’d never overseen the sweeping or scouring or tidying of it, who’d run from it each day as from a prison. This would just be where Meche slept, where she ate, where she pored over reports and ledgers. She would use the house like an old battered kitchen utensil. If a tin sifter sifts, what matter a dent or two or the green paint worn off the wooden knob? 

As her eyes surveyed and judged, she took in the smell of the house. Of course the scent of her father, her mother, of herself, Meche and Lalo as children had dissipated long ago, but she recognized the smell arising from the bones of the house, from the furniture and the quality of the air. She also detected traces of soap and polish. Nothing rundown about the smell of soap and polish. 

She went to the modest interior courtyard with its covered corridors. At the back was the dining room, and beyond that, the kitchen. It all lay in darkness, but she heard the kitchen door swing open, the sound as familiar as the song of a mourning dove. She saw a shaft of light, and, oh, the odors that then drifted across to her: venison, beans, tortillas and chicken lime soup!
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                         Even in the dark,

the narrow road straight and flat, Meche had known exactly where they were on the route home. Miles before reaching its property lines, she’d felt the little buzz of anticipation in her chest that meant she was approaching Rancho Baalam Kab. But the fatigue that had been tracking her since Ruby’s death, stalking her like a jaguar, had finally pounced—she was exhausted.

Now inside next to Soli, Meche saw the house through her eyes—the shoddiness and disrepair. But what did it matter? She brushed past Soli and turned a light on in the arcade around the interior patio.

She called out, “Hello. We’re home.”

 

A shuffling noise came from the direction of the kitchen and Soli saw a wizened old woman hobble along the corridor towards them. She wore a long, full skirt that might have once been black or brown or even green, a white blouse embroidered with a simple geometric pattern in red, leather sandals, and a dark-blue rebozo twined around her skinny arms. All of it remarkable only because none of it was in the Mayan style. The old lady stopped short when she saw that Meche had someone with her, which Soli guessed was not a common occurrence.

“Buenas tardes,” Meche said. “I’ve brought a guest.”

Guest! This was no longer her home, true enough, but, guest? She felt a pang of something. Regret, anger, both?

The old woman doddered forward. Stopping in front of Soli, she peered up at her. Soli thought her eyesight must be very poor. 

“Señorita Soli?” the old lady croaked, and her head swiveled in Meche’s direction. 

She looked as if she’d like to chase her employer down and slap her on the hand as she would a child. As, Soli realized, her mouth dropping open, this housekeeper had indeed done when Meche was a little girl. 

“Susana de los Ángeles?” Soli said, gaping at her. She looked over her head at Meche. “Meche, you never...” 

Soli stopped herself. When they were alone she could ask why Meche hadn’t told her that Susana de los Ángeles was not only alive, but still at the rancho. Seeing no gleam of mischief in Meche’s eye, she realized it simply had never occurred to her to mention it.

 Susana de los Ángeles took Soli’s hand in hers and her chin slid towards her. She smiled benignly, proudly, at her. “Welcome, niña. Welcome home. Are you hungry?”

Soli teared up. She nodded. 

Susana de los Ángeles patted her hand.

“I’ll help you,” Soli said.

Susana agreed and led the way to the kitchen.

 

“Why can’t I eat in the kitchen like normal?” Meche groused, as Susana de los Ángeles shooed her into the dining room. 

“Because, Doña Meche, this is not a normal day.”

“Just because Soli...”

“Not just that,” the old lady said, nodding at the black band on the arm of Meche’s blouse.

Following Meche out of the kitchen, Soli carried the soup tureen, of Czechoslovakian porcelain, white with little pink roses. It matched the two scalloped, gold-rimmed place settings used for special occasions that she’d dusted off and laid on the lace tablecloth along with the silverware and crystal goblets. Relics from her past. Remembering how her mother had treasured them, wedding gifts all, she kept wanting to stroke them.

Meche, a little frown on her face, watched Soli ladle soup for the both of them.

Soli lowered her head and murmured a prayer. Saying grace was a habit she’d picked up from Raymond’s family. She crossed herself and then, smiling, looked up first at Meche and then at the bowl in front of her. Taking a spoonful of the soup, she tilted her head, closed her eyes and sighed. 

“I make this soup once, maybe twice a year,” she said. “You wouldn’t believe what I have to pay for the limes, if I can find them. And they still don’t taste anything like this.” 

“I don’t know why she made all this food,” Meche complained. She leaned back in her chair. “We usually eat simply.”

“I’m glad to hear that, that you’re not working her to death.”

“If I am, and I’m not,” one corner of Meche’s mouth became a knot,“it’s none of your business.”

Soli looked at her a bit quizzically, warily. 

Meche was surprised by how thin-skinned she felt around her big sister. And after she’d come all this way. To see her. But damn it, Soli should never have left their home in the first place, or her, so easily. 

Were Ruby here, Meche thought, she would point out that technically it had been Meche who’d run away from Soli. Meche grumbled inwardly—Ruby, reasonable even in death. 

“But I chose Campeche—Meche argued back in her head—I chose my country. And I chose you, Ruby. Soli just did as she was told. She just tagged after Lulu.”

Even now, from death, Ruby was not going to let the discussion drop. 

“She’s certainly ruffled your fur the wrong way.” 

True enough. 

“She never liked you, you know,” Meche countered.

“That’s because she thinks I stole you from her.”

“She thinks you perverted me.”

In her mind’s eye, Meche saw Ruby’s quick shrug of the shoulders. 

“She loves you, though. Sisters do.”

Meche rested her elbows on the table and dropped her head in her hands. She wanted Ruby to stop talking. Soli was saying something to her, too. Meche refused to meet her eyes. She wanted everyone to shut up—conversation, eating, both seemed gargantuan tasks.

“I think I’d better go to bed,” Meche said. 

“Of course,” Soli said, her voice thick with concern. “I wasn’t thinking. We should have eaten something light in the kitchen as you wanted, something quick and easy so you could get some rest.”

“You don’t have to take care of me, you know,” Meche said, “I’ve been taking care of myself for some time now.” 

And, Meche thought, of the studio, Baalam Kab, Susana de los Ángeles and the other workers. And, of course, Ruby, although in the end, she’d botched that. She felt awash in guilt and resentment.

Seeing Meche look at her from under heavy lids in a landslide of a face, Soli reached out and touched her hand. “We all need taking care of now and again.” 		

Meche straightened up a bit in her chair. “You must be tired, too.”

Soli nodded. She was, in fact, worn out from all the travel and also raw with the emotions of the day. Her mind turned to Susana de los Ángeles. She should help her put the food away and clean up.	

“Did you know,” Meche said, as if reading her thoughts, “Susana is only nine years older than you?”

Soli set down her glass and looked at Meche in surprise. “How can that be? She took care of us when we were little.”

Meche shook her head. “When you’re a kid, everyone seems old.”

Soli lowered her voice. “She looks eighty or ninety now.”

“You know how it is—workers tend to age quickly, and not gracefully. Or maybe it’s different up there in Meel-wow-kay-ay. Meel-wow-kay-ay, Wisconseen.”

Soli felt there was an accusation there, in the awkward pronunciation of her city, but she didn’t know what it would be, and was too tired to ask.

 

Two rooms lay on either side of the arcaded courtyard. Apparently Meche now occupied their father’s old room. Soli was to stay in the bedroom opposite that she and Meche had shared as girls. 

At the sound of chairs scraping only minutes after sending the soup tureen to the table, Susana de los Ángeles stuck her head into the dining room. Meche was already out of the room.

“Forgive us, Susana de los Ángeles. We’re going to bed,” Soli said. “You’ve prepared a wonderful meal, and we haven’t done it justice.”

“Señora, please, sit and have some coffee while I make up the bed and get your room ready. Doña Meche didn’t tell me you were coming.” 

Soli had noticed when they came in that there was a telephone in the entryway, and Meche had clearly called ahead because Susana de los Ángeles had known of Ruby’s death and had made an elaborate dinner. Soli wondered why Meche hadn’t also informed her that Soli would be with her. 

“She’s got a lot on her mind,” Soli said aloud in explanation. 

“I’ll have your old room ready in no time.” 

“Don’t bother. I know how to make a bed.” 

In fact, it had been Susana de los Ángeles who had taught her according to the standards learned from Soli’s mother. 

Susana de los Ángeles insisted, and they made the bed together. Then Soli unpacked her suitcase and stood awkwardly by as the old woman fussed about the room, lighting lanterns, supplying the basin stand with towels and water, opening the windows for some air, placing a jug of drinking water on the night table, pulling the chamber pot just into view.

As Susana de los Ángeles paused at the door before leaving, she and Soli looked at each other. The last time they stood like this, Soli was a teenager and Susana de los Ángeles was in her twenties. 

“Goodnight, Susana de los Ángeles. And thank you.” 

“Señora, do you have children?”

It suddenly struck Soli that the old woman was as much in the dark about her life as Soli was about hers. 

“Five. Three boys and two girls. Plus eleven grandchildren and counting.”

“In the United States?”

Soli nodded. “And you?”

She shook her head no, and shrugged.

“I have pictures. I'll show you tomorrow.”

Susana de los Ángeles smiled. “Buenas noches, niña. Que duermes con los angelitos.” She softly closed the door behind her.

It was the dry season, so although there was no need to worry about mosquitos, Soli ran the mosquito net through her fingers, remembering the texture. It was a bit dusty, but seemed in good repair. Mosquitos were a problem in Milwaukee, too, but they had screen doors, screened windows and even a screened porch, which had the extra benefit of keeping out flies. Of course the mosquitos didn’t carry malaria in Wisconsin, or yellow fever, as they had in Texas. She remembered her young children cocooned in the white netting. That was in one of their first rented houses in San Antonio. She’d found the sight comforting, and had taken pleasure in nestling with Raymond under their own tent, despite the heat of it.

At Baalam Kab, in addition to the phone and the propane stovetop in the kitchen, her sister had invested in an electric generator, and in each room a single bare bulb dangled from the ceiling. Earlier, Soli had heard the gas motor chugging away in a shed off the service patio when she visited the outhouse. Susana de los Ángeles had lit the kerosene lanterns in her room because she would be turning the generator off when she retired to her room behind the house. 

Soli hadn’t given much thought before to why the servants’ rooms were built separate, but now she realized it had to do with the Caste War. The Maya of the Yucatán Peninsula, of which Campeche was a part, had risen up against the whites and mestizos in 1847, and the bloodshed continued into Soli’s childhood, so it was likely a precaution to not have potential enemies, your servants, sleeping under the same roof. It was possibly also a factor in her mother’s bringing Susana de los Ángeles from Campeche City, an Indian of Aztec ancestry rather than Mayan.

Soli slipped on the pale-blue summer nightie she’d packed. She sat at the vanity and slathered on Pond’s cold cream to remove her makeup. 

The lightbulb went out.

The abrupt change jolted Soli, but after a moment, as her eyes adjusted and the room relaxed into memory, she was glad of it, because aglow in the lamplight was how she most fondly remembered her and Meche’s bedroom. 

She finished cleaning her face and turned her thoughts to the present. What now, she asked herself. She’d expected to be busy helping at the apartment over the photography studio: cooking, cleaning, serving visitors, writing letters, whatever Meche needed. Then come evening, they could catch up, just the two of them. She would even encourage Meche to talk about Ruby, if she really wanted to. 

Heavens, she didn’t expect or want gratitude, and she knew people grieved in different ways, but it seemed she was making Meche even more miserable than she already was. 

It had never occurred to her, not seriously anyway, that she might not be welcome. She brushed out her single braid and, calling to mind their meeting at the bus station and how right it felt to be in each other’s arms, told herself she was being silly. 

She re-braided her hair into two plaits as she’d done every night since she could remember, including sitting at this very vanity. Only, back then she was a child with chestnut-brown hair. She’d sit at the vanity and Meche would be on their bed, the two of them brushing and braiding, chattering or bickering. Now Soli was a mostly-grey-haired granny who ignored her daughter Marilyn’s urgings to cut her hair and get a do more up to date, while Meche, alone in a separate room, wore her hair short. Permed and dyed too. 

Outside, a rabble of insects sawed and chirped and buzzed, and although the lanterns gave off a warm, gentle light, they also cast looming shadows. Soli felt out of time and out of place, both hollowed out and pressed in by sadness. At the washstand she brushed her teeth, her hand aching from arthritis, and put on more face cream.

She climbed into bed, feeling stiff from the long ride in the pickup. The sheets smelled stale, of linen cabinet. She missed her own bed. She longed to talk to Raymond and Marilyn, and her arms ached for the grandkids, whom she saw many times a week. She was tempted to go home straightaway, but she’d come all this way (and spent all that money), and she did want to be with Meche. She blew out the lamps, closed her eyes and drifted to sleep. 

Sometime after midnight a raucous noise startled her awake. 

A rooster! 

The beastly things. She’d forgotten how much she disliked them. Why was it said they heralded the dawn? In her memory they crowed throughout the night.

It was her rule: if she couldn’t sleep, she got up and did something useful. So she hauled herself out of bed, lit a lamp and, not so usefully, wandered about the room. She straightened the crucifix over the bed. She thought about Meche in their parents’ room. Had she changed bedrooms because that had been her father’s room and now she was in charge, or because it was east-facing and this one, west. Towards the end of their last dry season together on the rancho, Meche had harped on and on about it, some Mayan mumbo jumbo about the west being the way of night creatures and death, whereas the east was the direction of good food and life. 

Soli opened the lower compartment of the night table, and there was the miniature coffer she’d treasured as a child. She opened it. Empty. In the center drawer she found a little bowl in the shape of a jaguar head that, as a girl, Meche had prized. The jaguar’s fangs were bared, and Soli always thought it creepy, as well as tacky. When they’d left Baalam Kab all those years ago, Meche had taken it with her to Campeche City. Well, it was back home now. A pair of tarnished silver earrings nestled in it. 

She poked about in the wardrobe, mostly empty except for the clothes from her suitcase. She’d noticed the old-fashioned hatbox on the upper shelf earlier. It was large and round with faded pink and grey stripes. Hats in fashion now were bits of felt with some netting, but this was from a different time when ladies’ hats boasted broad brims and were topped with feathers and fake fruit and flowers that would put Carmen Miranda to shame. Soli pulled the box down. It was heavier than she expected and something inside shifted. She laid it on the bed and lifted the lid. 

Packets of letters filled the box to the brim, each packet tied with a ribbon. She recognized them at once. They were her letters, the ones she’d written in tiny script on the thinnest of paper and addressed to: Srta. María Mercedes Hernández Cruz, c/o Fotografía Eckart. She hugged one of the packets to her chest. She’d taken great comfort writing these accounts of her life. 

They were bundled by year. At random, she pulled out a letter from 1924. She’d written in pencil and it was very faint. She got her reading glasses from her purse and held the letter near the lamp. After reading it, she read one from another packet. And then another. She kept reading. First steps and lost teeth, a miscarriage, funerals for pets, the deaths of her in-laws, a change of house, world wars, blizzards, graduations, her lovely grandchildren... These letters held her life. 

And in a way, Meche had witnessed it. In a way, Meche must love her. Tears wet Soli’s face.

After putting the box away, she got back in bed, but her mind turned to food. She’d only had the chicken and lime soup at dinner, and thinking of the limes she recalled the rancho’s other fruits, none of which were known in Wisconsin: juicy papayas, creamy custard apples, rosy mangos, prickly guanábanas and seedy, fluorescent-pink pitahayas. With a hankering for fresh fruit (she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten pineapple that didn’t come out of a tin), she tiptoed into the hall with a candle. She felt like a girl again, creeping along the walkway to sneak into the kitchen. Loud snores drifted from Meche’s room across the small interior courtyard. At least, sleeping alone in her old room, she didn’t have to listen to that all night.

To her delight, she found a cluster of huayas on the counter, round and walnut-sized. She bit into the green fruits to break the skin, popping the coral-colored balls of flesh into a bowl. She squeezed a lime over them, sprinkled them with salt, and ate them with a spoon by candlelight, spitting the seeds back into the bowl. 

Her mouth was tingling bitter-sweet when she passed Meche’s room. This time, instead of snoring, Soli heard something else. Was Meche muttering in her sleep, crying? She detoured to her sister’s room. At the door she could hear Meche’s distress more clearly. She knocked. Meche did not answer, but the whimpering and cries continued. Apparently she was asleep and not able to wake up. Soli cracked the door and looked in.

“Meche?” she called softly. 

Meche lay on the bed in a tangle of sheets, and her face glistened in the candlelight with sweat and tears. To Soli’s dismay, she was nude, her sister’s body that of a stranger, a stranger on the eve of old age. Soli went to her side, calling to her and shaking her. 

Slowly, Soli saw Meche’s eyes come into focus and meet her own. Then, clenching them closed, Meche clung to Soli and sobbed. 

Soli’s heart broke for her sister all over again. And all over again, she forgave her everything. She murmured to her. She patted her shoulder and stroked her head. When the spasms slowed, Soli eased Meche down and covered her with a sheet. Then she lay next to her and put her arms around her, with Meche’s head on her breast. 

Soli cooed to her and smoothed Meche’s sweat-dampened hair away from her face. She thought back to how she’d comforted Meche in the months after their mother died. But later on Meche had not let Soli console her about anything. Or was it that Soli had been too hard-pressed with her own problems to try?

When Meche’s breathing slowed and thickened, Soli disentangled herself and tucked her in. 

Back in her bedroom, Soli lay awake worrying. The notion of her sister moving to Wisconsin seemed preposterous now, but how would Meche live here on her own? What was her life like in the city, and what was the situation with the photo studio?

It was mid morning when Soli woke to a darkened room. She'd slept through Susana de los Ángeles's coming in and out to close the interior shutters to the morning sun, replenish the water pitcher, and empty the basin on the washstand, as well as the chamber pot. 

Soli put on her new dress, a blue-white-and-pink polyester floral-print. She was curious as to what the day and the rancho would hold, and whether she might coax Meche into talking about her nightmare. Or was it better not to speak of it? She strolled into the kitchen. The aromas brought back a flood of memories. 

And there was Susana de los Ángeles, wrangling a banana leaf almost as tall as she was and toasting it over the flame of the stovetop. Soli wondered if it was for pibil. Her mouth watered at the memory of the slow-roasted pork. Through the door she saw a young Mayan woman in the service patio kneeling before the old stone metate and putting all her weight on the cylindrical grinding stone, working grains of corn into masa. So the banana leaves might be for tamales. She hoped so.

Susana de los Ángeles was very subdued when she turned to greet her. She nodded to an invoice from a vet on the kitchen table. Soli looked at it, puzzled, but picking it up, she saw the note written on the back.

 

Dear Soli,

     I want you to leave. I know you mean well and you’ve come a long way, but this reunion—I can’t cope with it, not on top of Ruby’s death. 

Vicente Maldonado, the farm manager from Chun-Ek, the next hacienda over, is driving into Mérida today. You can make any necessary connections for your return trip from there. He’ll pick you up at 11:30. 

     Please understand, Soli. I can’t take another goodbye.

                                                             Yours,

                                                                 Meche

 

Soli dropped into a chair, gripping the note. 

Susana de los Ángeles looked away and addressed herself to the banana frond. She circled her index finger and thumb around the top of the stem and in five pulls ripped the stem through her fingers, leaving the leaf gathered like green cloth in her hand. She spread the leaf on the counter, rubbed a cloth over it and then folded it into a neat eight-inch square. That done, she shuffled close and put a basket packed with lunch on the table. Hesitantly she patted Señora Soli on the shoulder, and Soli leaned against the old lady’s side.

It was several moments before either spoke.

“Where is she?”

Susana de los Ángeles raised a shoulder and swooped her hand upward, palm out, meaning, Out there—God knows where.

Soli’s chest heaved with a deep sigh.

“They say Mérida is very beautiful,” Susana de los Ángeles murmured.

Soli’s spine straightened. The hurt drained from her and anger surged into the vacuum. She got up and paced. Coming to a halt, she asked herself how many times she had paced like this in this kitchen, frantic because Meche had taken off in a huff. Only Soli wasn’t frantic, not this time.

“Ingrata maldita malcriada,” Soli muttered, exasperated that she had never learned to swear properly in Spanish. Or in English. She stopped and glared at Susana de los Ángeles, “It’s one thing, Susana de los Ángeles, for a twelve-year-old to run away, with no thought to the effect she has on others. It’s quite another for a grown woman of fifty-seven!”

“But, niña… Señora, she...”

“She’s a spoiled brat, and I’m not going to wait around stewing. And I’m not going to do her the favor of disappearing.”

“Señora, with all due respect,” the older woman murmured, “Doña Meche is many things, but not spoiled.” 

“What?”  

How could Susana de los Ángeles defend her when Meche had plagued both of them with her fits of temper and running away?	

“You have to get your own way to be spoiled, and your father, may he rest in peace,” the old woman crossed herself, “never let that girl have her way.”

Soli was perplexed. Was that true?

“But…” Soli started to protest.

Susana de los Ángeles shook her head solemnly.

There was a knock on the door.

“That will be Don Vicente, señora,” Susana de los Ángeles said.

Soli raised her eyes to the ceiling and sighed in exasperation. “Show him in.”

Susana de los Ángeles plodded to the front door and led the farm manager into the parlor. Soli came a moment later, and they shook hands. Susana de los Ángeles waited by the doorway. Don Vicente was a mature man, with a touch of grey at the temples. His mostly black hair was slicked back from a widow’s peak and he had a tidy mustache. He smelled of competing odors of aftershave, cologne and hair pomade, and although he held a finely woven cowboy hat in his left hand, he was otherwise the picture of a proper businessman: polished shoes, grey slacks and a white guayabera shirt.

What had she been expecting, that he would ride up on horseback, a whip in one hand and a rifle in the other? She gave a shudder with the sudden memory of Don Eusebio, her father’s overseer.

“It’s a pleasure to meet Doña Mercedes’ sister,” Don Vicente said. “My condolences on the passing of your aunt.”

“Thank you, Señor Maldonado.”

Soli offered him refreshment, and after he had declined for the third time, Susana de los Ángeles returned to the kitchen. 

“It’s kind of you to offer to take me to Mérida,” Soli said. “I’m sure you’re very busy.”

“It’s my pleasure, señora. Doña Mercedes knows that I make the trip regularly—hacienda business.” Don Vicente held his hat against his belly now with both hands.

“Still, my sister should not have imposed on you,” Soli said.

“Not at all. I’ll be glad of the company, and she thought you would enjoy seeing the White City.” 

“I’m sure it’s beautiful.” Soli beamed at him.

“It’s not a bad drive, at least not once we get to the Camino Real. You’ll find it much easier than the trip you made from Campeche City. I hear that this is your first visit in many years.”

“Yes, it is,” Soli said. “I grew up here on Baalam Kab, but we left when I was fifteen.”

He was too polite to pry into the date, obviously before his time, but she could see he was making calculations. Before the Revolution, during, after?

“It’s a good farm,” he said, nodding. “At least it’s getting there now that Doña Mercedes has taken it in hand.”

“It’s comforting to know that my sister has good neighbors.” 

“Well, señora,” Don Vicente said, looking at his wristwatch, “shall we get your luggage in the car?”

“Ay, Señor Maldonado, I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing. I’m sure you have important business waiting for you in the city. But I’ve decided to stay longer. You see, it’s been such a long time since I was last here. Please forgive the inconvenience, and excuse my sister. Doña Mercedes was unaware of my change of plans when she contacted you.” She was pleased, and a bit surprised, at how easily she slipped into the expected formality and courtesy. “Please forgive me for delaying you.”

“Not at all. I’m at your service. I only regret losing your charming company for the trip.”

She called to Susana de los Ángeles to bring the basket she’d packed and walked the farm manager to the hacienda’s shiny blue Plymouth Suburban. She pressed the lunch upon him and then took the opportunity to take her Brownie camera from her bag and ask him to take a picture of her and Susana de los Ángeles. Who knew what the rest of the day would bring, if there would be another opportunity? The old woman was embarrassed, but stared stoically into the lens. 

Don Vicente handed back the camera. “It’s been a pleasure, señora. Give my regards to your sister.”

Soli smiled and thought, I’ll give her something all right. He got in the car and her smile collapsed like a castle of cards.

 

Normally the first thing Meche would do the morning after arriving at Baalam Kab would be to take her glass of café con leche into the office at the front of the house. There she would go over the accounts and Don Jacinto’s reports. 

Don Jacinto would have liked to be a full farm manager, like Don Vicente. But Rancho Baalam Kab was no Hacienda Chun-Ek—a farm manager was a luxury Meche could not afford. Nor was Don Jacinto’s education up to the job—his reports were sometimes a puzzle to solve, and she had to do the bulk of the bookkeeping. But he was a capable foreman on the ground. With his sweat-stained cowboy hat, boots dusty or mud-caked, depending on the season, and his beer belly straining the little white buttons of his plaid shirt, he managed the farm work and the workers well enough, but she could only expect so much from him when it came to dealing with buyers, bankers and government officials. If only she had had someone like Don Vicente. It would have taken a lot of strain off her and Ruby’s union. 

After looking at the books and reports in the office, Meche would then usually consult with Don Jacinto and check on the work of the farm. But nothing was normal today. Early that morning in the kitchen, Meche put aside the café con leche that Susana de los Ángeles handed to her and sat down to scribble on a stray piece of paper. She then walked past the office door and went out and sat in the Ford. Her hand shook as she wrote out a list on the back of an old envelope: 

 

corn—harvest / store

check on hives 

beans—harv.

braid garlic 

cane—harv. / transp. to S. Isidro

plant veg. 

burn milpas

graft orange trees

 

She stared at the mishmash of tasks, and didn’t know where to begin. Or how. She’d had that wretched nightmare only hours earlier and could not seem to shake it. 

She’d dreamt she was standing on a station platform as a train began to slowly depart. White steam billowed about her, like in an old foreign movie. She wasn’t sure why she was there, but she knew she wasn’t supposed to be on the train. She watched as the car nearest her crept forward. Then, framed by one of the curtained windows, she glimpsed her mother onboard, head bent as if reading. Meche tried to call to her, but could not get her voice to work. The train was picking up speed, so that her mother’s car slid out of reach and Meche was looking into the windows of the following car. There was Pedro Mu, whom she’d followed around the rancho when she was a child, his straight black hair severely combed, and next to him his brother-in-law’s grandmother, Doña María Inés, her head covered with a shawl. Both looked past her, their black eyes devoid of expression. Before she could even try to call out, the car advanced several windows and she saw her father lean out of one of them. 

She knew then that all the passengers aboard were loved ones—loved ones who had abandoned her. She was desperate not to be left behind again.

She ran alongside the train until she reached the end of the platform. As the train pulled out of reach, she saw that the last car had a little balcony, and on it stood Ruby. She looked just as she had in 1910, when Meche first met her. She wore no hat, and her black hair swelled asymmetrically into a bun on top of her head. She had on a long brown skirt and a starched white blouse with a high collar. A box camera hung around her neck, and she was peering down the track via the view finder.  

Look at me, Meche tried to scream. But nothing came out. Blinded by tears, she sank to the platform. She became aware of something sharp-edged in her trousers pocket—a photograph, one of Ruby’s sepia-toned art shots. In it, steel rails gleamed with a blur of cross ties between them.

She knew Soli had woken her. No doubt she would want Meche to tell her all about it. But besides being painful to recall, the meaning of the dream was transparent, and it was not Meche’s habit to air her weaknesses. Letting down her defenses had never been a luxury she could afford.

 

As soon as Don Vicente’s car pulled out of sight, Soli stormed back into the house and into the kitchen. She was famished, and she wasn't going to let Meche deprive her of a meal.

“Susana de los Ángeles, breakfast, please. And have a horse saddled for me.”

The old woman raised an eyebrow. They both knew that Soli was a tentative horsewoman at best. 

The aromas in the kitchen intensified and very shortly Susana de los Ángeles placed eggs fried crisp in bacon grease in front of Soli, along with beans, papaya, fried banana, tortillas, orange juice and coffee. Soli ate as if she’d spent the last two days digging ditches.

When she finished, she went to look for Nestor Antonio. The boy was responsible for the horse that turned the water wheel, and Susana de los Ángeles said he would have a horse ready and waiting for her. At the well, harnessed to the wheel, a nag of a horse plodded the circular path to fill the concrete cistern, and nearby a boy, barely teenage, sat on a low whitewashed wall in the shade of a fuschia-colored bougainvillea. He was skinny, had a pronounced cowlick at the crown of his head and wore traditional white cotton clothing. He held the reins of a saddled horse loose in his hand, and when he saw her approach, he jumped off the wall. 

The sight of the horse triggered Soli’s fear. She’d forgotten how big horses were. 

It seemed to eye her with equal suspicion. 

“Buenos días, señora,” the boy muttered, looking at the ground, but sneaking glances up at her, the patrona’s sister from America. 

The saddle caught her attention. “This isn’t the right saddle,” she snapped.  

“Perdón, señora?”

Soli had never straddled a horse, and of course she hadn’t packed pants because she didn’t own any. 

“I want mine... I mean, I need a sidesaddle.” 

Nestor Antonio looked at her and away, a bit panicky. He obviously didn’t know what she was demanding.

“For a lady,” she said.  “A saddle for a lady.”

“There are the two saddles, señora,” The boy said, obviously rattled. 

“Two? Only two?” 

She wanted to demand to know the fate of her mother’s saddle and the one that she herself had used. And two? There’d been five or six. What about her father’s? This wasn’t it. And the second sidesaddle that Meche used, that is when they could convince her to not ride bareback? But this boy was a minute-and-a-half old. Not even his father would be old enough to answer her questions.

“The saddles, señora, they are pretty much the same. This one is a little prettier.”

“I don’t care about pretty.”

The horse lifted its tail and plopped stinking dung onto the ground. 

“It’s a good saddle, señora. It’s the one the patrona uses, and I oiled it just yesterday.”

Staring at the boy was not going to make her old saddle materialize. She was going to have to make do. 	

“And Eclipse here is the horse she usually rides.”

Soli and the mare eyed each other warily. She was not a beautiful animal. Her best feature was her markings. Almost entirely white, she had brown patches on her unfriendly eyes, a few brown spots on her flank, and a sparse brown tail.

Soli waved the boy aside. (It was surprising how the arrogance of command returned just as easily as that of courtesy to visitors.) She didn’t send him away because she might need help, but she ordered him to turn his back while she clumsily mounted the horse. The dress she was wearing had a full skirt, but her slip did not. She hitched the slip up and tugged the skirt of her dress down and over her legs as far as it would go. At least her girdle would keep the leather from rubbing the inside of her thighs raw. 

Now if she could just keep from breaking her neck.

 

Meche parked the pickup at the edge of the forest. The small rise in the far corner of Baalam Kab was home to the rancho’s lone stand of timber, the woods continuing on past her property line. She told herself that she’d come here to choose trees for cutting, but instead she wandered idly as when she was a girl. It was the dry season and the ground slippery—thickly littered with fallen leaves. While up in the canopy, dark patches moved from branch to branch: spider monkeys. 

In a couple months, after the rains started, the woods would be lush with riotous jade and emerald colors, but not now. Some trees were bare and the foliage of the rest, sparse, with the color of the trunks and branches—grey, white, green, milky brown and peeling red—outshining the dusty and subdued greens of the leaves. 

She stopped to inspect a chicozapote tree, running her fingers along the deep cross-slit scars in the grooved bark. The machete cuts created a channel for collecting chicle, the tree’s milky latex used to make chewing gum. This tree still had several years of rest ahead of it before it could be harvested again. 

Demand for chicle had fallen sharply in the last few years—the U.S. companies had started using synthetics. Fortunately she didn’t rely much on the white gold. She might have made that mistake if she’d gotten hold of the rancho earlier, seduced by the promise of big profits. At least while the price of chicle was high, they’d gotten some better roads in the region—a boon now to transporting Baalam Kab’s other products to markets. It also made it possible for her to get here from Campeche City in one day instead of two. 

Economic ups and downs seemed to be a hallmark of her beloved state. She turned to look at a palo de tinte tree—not what you would call stately, a number of suckers growing together to form the trunk. And yet logwood had dominated Campeche’s economy for centuries, producing the red, purple and black dyes that Europe had been prepared to kill for. Because of this unimposing tree, the British buccaneers had skulked along the coast of Campeche, and other Englishmen had colonized British Honduras. Then around the time of Mexico’s Revolution, palo de tinte was replaced by chemical dyes. These days she could barely give it away.

She recalled her father often saying that Baalam Kab was too small to indulge in get-rich schemes—a boom is always followed by a bust. 

His strategy was to use the Indians’ traditional mix of crops and products, but improve on the old techniques by applying scientific methods, and now and then—with careful consideration and on a small scale—introduce a new, profitable crop. The problem, he would rage, was that the Indians were not interested in his scientific methods. He never fully accepted that the Maya had their own science, based on thousands of years of practice and observation. But she had to admit that since she’d been in charge, she herself—when thwarted by tradition—had indulged in more than a few outbursts.

She kicked at the leaves on the ground. What, she wondered, would her father think of Baalam Kab today?

“To hell with him,” she shouted up at the monkeys. 

They chittered back and the branches overhead rustled.

She made her way to a great-grandfather of a tree, a large ceiba she knew well. She looked up the trunk studded with thorns—they were shaped like a rose's, only each spine measured a couple inches long. The rancho hadn't been doing anything with the pods. She should discuss with Don Jacinto if it made sense to take workers away from other tasks to collect them—remove the kapok fiber for stuffing and the seeds to make oil for soap. 

The base of the tree was a swirl of finlike buttress roots, large and smooth. She found a route between them to a spot where she could reach up and touch the trunk. She broke off a thorn, and then eased herself to sitting and, clutching her knees, leaned into the curved wall of root. She heard the lazy buzz of a bee, and somewhere overhead a solitary clock bird made its tock-tock sound.  

The real reason she’d come to the forest was to escape from all the probing glances and muttered condolences of Don Jacinto and the workers. She studied the thorn lying in the palm of her hand, then she licked the broken part and stuck it in the center of her forehead—it was supposed to cure headache. 

And, of course, she wanted to avoid her damn sister. The instant intimacy and the awkwardness, the forgotten memories and grudges, the lost time and the absent future—all were crisscrosses scoring the length of her body, the scars all oozing sap. Meche ran her hand over the ceiba root and up towards the spiked bark, which she couldn't reach from where she sat. The hollow spaces inside her body gnawed. Every muscle ached, and the absence of Ruby stretched endlessly in every direction—a barren plain, a wasteland with no promise of relief. She fought the urge to find a younger ceiba—one with smaller roots, one whose trunk she could embrace and let the thorns pierce her.

 

Soli caught sight of the pickup parked at the edge of the woods. The workers were all alert to the boss’s Fordcito, so it hadn’t taken long to narrow her search. 

Looking about to see that no one was watching, she clambered down from the saddle, the horse side-stepping and snorting her contempt of Soli’s clumsiness. Soli tied the reins to the door handle of the truck and gave Eclipse a pat on the neck that they both recognized as halfhearted. 

Taking a few unsteady land steps toward the trees, she felt a tingle of apprehension and stopped. She’d heard so many stories, been warned so many times. You could easily loose your bearings in the bush and get lost, die of dehydration or snakebite or even jaguar attack, not to mention the more supernatural dangers (which she rejected), like the easily offended aluxo’ob, reminiscent of leprechauns, but without the pot of gold. They could put snakes in your path or cause you to have an accident with your machete.

“Meche!” she called out. “Meche, I know you’re in there!”

Nothing. 

Soli took a deep breath and gathered her resolve.

 

Meche leaned against the broad root of the old ceiba tree and closed her eyes.

When Meche was a girl, Doña María Inés, a grandmother in Pedro Mu’s family, had taught her that Yaxché was the sacred ceiba tree at the center of the world—the axis of the cosmos. Its holy color was green, the color of power, of new growth, of life itself. The Yaxché bridged the three realms of creation—its roots sank into the nine spiritual worlds below, its canopy reached into the 13 worlds in the heavens, and in between, in our earthly sphere, its trunk united the physical world’s dualities: the dry season and the wet, light and dark, male and female, life and death. It was to be respected and revered. That’s why this tree—surrounded by others that were relative youngsters—had never been felled, in deference to its cosmic twin, the first tree, the center of the universe. 

Meche recalled Chiich’s other teachings. “M’ija," she’d said, “each direction has a color and a wind and its own power and significance.” 

Meche recited these now—as she had as a child to fall asleep—for comfort, yes, but maybe if she could remember them properly, she could also tap into Doña María Inés’ wisdom. Everything in the old woman’s world had had significance and portent. Everything reflected a cosmic reality. Right now Meche thirsted for that, thirsted for some kind of meaning.

East was Likin. Its color was red—chak. Its wind, Likin-ik, enriched the earth. Its saint was Santo Domingo. Likin was blood and thought, fire and strength, fresh tender foods, and the meat of deer and hares. The victorious jaguar sun rose there from the Underworld of the dead.

West was Chikin. Its color was black—ek. Its wind, Chikin-ik, was cold and unwholesome. Its saint was Saint… Pedro? No, James. Saint James. It was the road to death, drought and all night creatures: owls, bats, tarantulas and scorpions. Chikin was the entrance to the Underworld of the dead where the wounded sun went down to fight for its life. 

South was Nohol. Its color was yellow—k’an. Its wind was the hot Hohol-ik. Its saint was Mary Magdalene. Nohol faced the rising sun, and was the haunt of Venus. It was maturity, richness, skin and muscles, seed and sickness. Meche thought suddenly of Soli, and shook her head. Soli did not belong in this litany.

North was Xaman. Its color was white—sac. Its wind was the cool Xaman-ik. Its saint was Saint Gabriel. It was where Uh, the moon, traveled. It was purity, seed, life, bones, semen, the white of the eye. The North. White. Meche turned her face north. She should try to embrace Xaman, she thought, the path of the moon, seed, bones, the white of the eye.

She squeezed her eyes shut against tears. With the heel of one hand she rubbed at them, and with the other hand she gripped the smooth, hard rib of ceiba root.

She remembered that there were three crosses in the body—the one in the forehead should align with the constellation of the Southern Cross. She looked to the horizon and bent her index finger behind her thumb to form a cross. With it she drew another cross on her forehead, knocking her thorn off. She re-licked it and stuck it back on. A second cross was on the chest and should align with Yaxché, the world tree. Meche looked up the trunk of this ceiba and crossed herself again. The third was in the navel, the center of balance, and should align with the earth. She sank her left hand into the leaves on the ground and drew a cross on her navel with the right. 

She supposed only a shaman could do the aligning properly. Even so, at the base of the ceiba, contemplating the sacred directions, she felt a blessed calm—or rather, she sensed its existence, apart from her, just out of reach. And feeling it nearby, almost caressing her skin, was like a balm. 

 

Soli entered the woods, stopping every 20 feet or so to call out, “Meche! Where are you?” She called and called, her emotions see-sawing between concern and anger. 

No answer came.

“Meche!”

Soli glimpsed a bit of white ahead. Meche’s blouse? Worry dropped away, but then she saw that the patch was partially obscured by the broad buttress root of a large ceiba tree. Had she fallen? Had something happened to her?  

“Meche?” she called, her voice quavering.

The sliver of white moved and turned into Meche getting to her feet and turning to face Soli.

Soli let out a heavy sigh. She hadn’t realized she was holding her breath. She prepared to rail against Meche for scaring her yet again, but as she approached through the trees, seeing how drawn and pale Meche’s face looked, she bit her tongue.

“Soli. What are you doing here?” Meche said, weary and defeated.

Soli, facing her, broke into laughter.

Meche frowned. “What are you laughing at?”

“My sister, the unicorn.”

Meche glared at her, then her eyes widened and her hand felt for the large thorn she’d stuck to her forehead.

“It’s for headache, you know,” Meche grumbled.

Soli shook her head, thinking what nonsense. She would offer her aspirin from her purse, but it was back at the house. Instead, with some sarcasm, she said, “Did it work?” 

Meche looked at the ceiba thorn on her palm. She smiled sadly and nodded. “What do you want, Soli?”

What did she want? Instead of answering, she said, “I rode Eclipse out here to find you.”

Meche raised her eyebrows and waited.

“It’s the first time I’ve been on a horse since I was 15. If you’ll remember, I don’t much like horses.”

“Am I supposed to congratulate you, or what?”

“Yes, you are. I got on that damn horse because I wanted to find you.”

Meche's mouth set in a firm line and color came into her face.“Didn’t you get my note?”

“Of course I got your note. Why do you think I’m here?”

“I don’t know, Soli. I don’t really care.”

Soli felt as if she’d been punched in the gut. Her mouth fell open in a gasp. 

“I’m hanging on here by a thread, Soli, hanging on with both hands. I can’t deal with your drama right now.”

“My drama?”

“Rushing to my rescue. Planes, buses… I’ve done just fine without you. Ruby and I did just fine.”

“I didn’t come here for me.”

Meche glared at her. “That’s what you think, isn’t it? Good old selfless, spineless Soli.”

“Meche!”

“I can't…” Meche stopped herself. She closed her eyes a moment and started again. “Soli, you despised Ruby. So how can you console me? How dare you think you can?”

“You ran away from me, Meche. Away from me and to Ruby.” Soli’s face twisted. “You were a child, and she…”

“I was a child who didn’t want to leave her home, who didn’t want to live with that vain, pathetic Lulu. I didn’t trust her. The woman couldn’t take care of a barn cat, and she was going to drag us to a foreign country? And then what?”

“But you abandoned me and Eddy to our fates?” Soli said. “With someone you didn’t trust?”

“No, you and Lalo left me. I was and am exactly where I was meant to be.”

“And Ruby stood by and let you. What kind of sick…”

“She didn’t know I was going to get off that boat. You know that.”

“That’s what you wrote, eventually. But…”

“She was a lifeline, at that point, nothing more. A grown-up who could take care of herself. So I gambled that maybe she could help me—help me take care of myself. She had a house and a profession. I admired her. Love came later.”

“Love!”

“Yes, and I’ve lost her, Soli. I’ve lost Ruby.” 

“Don’t you think I know that? That’s why I came, so you wouldn’t feel you were all alone.” 

“But I am alone. If you had visited even once before this… If you had even once in your damn letters asked after Ruby, or sent her your your regards.”

“I can’t talk about this.”

“Exactly. And if you can’t talk about Ruby, if you can’t talk about Ruby and me, what is the point? Why are you even here?”

Soli blinked back tears. “Because you’re my sister. And I couldn’t stand to think of the pain you must be going through.”

“When I saw you get off that bus, I was never so happy to see anyone, Soli, honestly. But you keep stirring up all these memories, emotions I thought I’d forgotten. It feels like you’re tearing at me, clawing into me for a foothold. It’s all too much, Soli. I don’t have the energy for it—it’s all I can do to drag myself out of bed in the morning. And in a couple days, after luring me into this quicksand that’s us, you’ll leave again. And I’ll sink for sure.”

“Come back with me. You have a big family waiting for you.” 

Meche looked at Soli in disbelieve, and then she let out a bitter laugh. “Oh, Soli, please. Go home.”

Soli sniffed. “This is not how I imagined this.”

Meche walked past her towards the edge of the woods. She stopped and looked back. “Come on. You don’t want to get lost out here.”

Meche led Soli to the edge of the woods. Eclipse saw or sensed Meche and nickered. 

“You go back to the house,” Meche said. “I’m staying.” 

 

That evening Soli and Susana de los Ángeles ate together in the kitchen, and Soli showed her pictures of her children and grandchildren. Outside a blanket of insect noise lay over the otherwise silent night.  Meche had not yet returned.
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